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			Preface

			Things go astray in the vivid worlds of Gogol’s stories. A nose is found in a loaf of bread, a wounded soldier vanishes into notoriety, a non-existent wife is cut from dream-fabric, and there are ‘next chapters’ that never appear. And these negations, these ontological collapses, shift and energise the landscapes in his fictions. Sometimes, it is the devil at work, but, as the narrator of ‘The Nose’ asks us: ‘are there not inconsequences everywhere?’ This collection pulls together a variety of inconsequences from across Gogol’s oeuvre but they are all the literature of evanescence. People are spontaneously transported, as in ‘A Place Bewitched’, or they are not as they seem, as in ‘Nevsky Prospect’. Buildings warp at the edges of avenues – and these are as strange and unreal as theatre sets, and yet as convincing as live performance. Gogol gives us ‘inconsequences’ – rare and improbable events, delivered with stray, minuscule details. In them, we witness a catalytic reaction: the graphic and the strange at once. This is why his stories continue to fascinate us.

			Nikolai Gogol was born in 1809 in the small Ukrainian town of Sorochintsy, the third of twelve children born to the small landowner Vasily Gogol and his young wife, Maria Ivanovna. He was a nervous and sickly child, by all accounts, with poor vision and a skin disorder. As a short school-boy with an outsized nose, he shuffled mutely through school, taunted by his peers as ‘the mysterious dwarf’. In tandem with this miserable childhood experience, his talents were germinating: he read books, and above all, he developed the witty and acerbic capacity for observation that would emerge in his literary work.

			Just nine years after Gogol’s death in 1852, Constance Garnett was born in Brighton, England, and following a childhood of illness, she went to Cambridge University and worked as a librarian. After marrying Edward Garnett and having a child, she started learning Russian at the age of thirty and had begun translating Russian novels within a couple of years. Over the ensuing forty years, she would translate over seventy volumes of Russian literature, including Gogol’s short stories, which she tackled in her latter years, from 1921.

			Consider the challenges of translating Gogol – he who is poised at the fulcrum of early realism and the absurd. He writes that fish ‘run around’ while flies, wasps and bees gang together. In his stories, grasshoppers scream, and fragrant grasses thrust themselves at you through carriage doors, flicking you pleasantly on the hands and face. These details form charged landscapes too – sometimes to arouse in us contempt, sometimes sympathy. He delivers to us the oppressed and the abused, and he mocks the vulgar manifestations of the middle classes. His tales are inflected with shame, and soaked in the deeds of the devil and other ‘unclean spirits’.

			Critics of Garnett are hasty and myopic in their appreciation of her translations. Garnett was particularly attentive to idiom; she was an Edwardian lady striving for a slightly earlier English: ‘It would show grotesque insensibility to produce a translation of Gogol . . . written at the same time as Pickwick, in the language of today’s newspapers. I am particularly proud of having translated Dead Souls into English of the period in which it was written.’ This is not to say that her language in Gogol was Dickensian – usually not – but there is one instance of translation in this collection that is both Pickwickian but utterly Gogolian where she translates ‘yabedniki’ (here used to describe official persons) as ‘pettifogging attorneys’. Such renderings are excellent strokes of language, of which there are so many in these pages.

			We would do well to appreciate that Gogol’s language is littered with dialect that is virtually untranslatable into English. Gogol himself was irked by the Ukrainian turns of phrase that were replaced in his Russian publications: ‘There is chasm of such phrases and expressions, which we, the Little Russians, think will be understandable for Russians if we translate them word for word, but which sometimes destroy half of the meaning of the original . . . Remember that your translation for the Russians, loses all the Little Russian revolutions and constructions.’

			‘A Place Bewitched’, the title story of this collection, contains both the Russian and Ukrainian words for ‘watermelon’ – and Garnett, stuck between three languages, is forced to give them the same word in English. Likewise, many of the characters speak ungrammatically – how could she render that without seeming to have made her own mistakes? The translator, no matter her time, cannot easily be ungrammatical, and dialects never travel well.

			Meanwhile, a rare instance in these pages of prudish restraint is truly Gogolian in its canine contortions: an old man is shouting at his friends that they should dance with him, and he calls them ‘sobach’i deti’ which literally means ‘the children of dogs’. Garnett has it as ‘puppies’ – which is indeed demure – but other translators have it as ‘sons of bitches’, which is excessively vitriolic. As an example of the adjustments made to this new edition of Gogol’s stories, this phrase has been changed to read ‘sons of dogs’, to capture the pejorative moderation of the expression. But otherwise I found Garnett’s translation to be no more prudish than the original Russian.

			I have made adjustments here and there, sometimes to include small dropped fragments and occasionally to correct a misappropriated gesture. Garnett, like Gogol, is sometimes prone to displacement. At one point, in ‘The Carriage’, Garnett simply omits a particularly confusing sentence: a description of a soldier who was ‘lathering’ the village oaf. The confusion is understandable: first, the term Gogol uses to pinpoint the location of this altercation describes the place of public punishment in a village square, for which I eventually found the word ‘ravenstone’ in English. And further, the ‘lathering’ is given in confusing imagery, coming soon after a reference to moustaches, but which, I realised in editing this text, ought to convey that the officer was delivering blows to the man. The story ‘A Place Bewitched’ has another such moment. Garnett and many other translators have written that the old man of the story, when he danced on his pumpkin patch, was stopped halfway through his dance, frozen by invisible forces – but in fact, the correct translation should tell us that the old man is stopped in his tracks halfway across the pumpkin patch. Halfway through the patch, not the dance: it is a sort of Gogolian mishap of translation, which matters only because the story describes a bewitched place, and not a bewitched dance. But these moments were rare, and witnessing the balletic linguistics of Garnett’s translation at close quarters was awe-inspiring, for she is a meticulous chaperone to Gogol’s bewitched places.

			Natasha Randall

		

	
		
			A Place Bewitched

			A True Story told by the Sacristan

			Upon my word, I am sick of telling stories! Why, what would you expect? It really is tiresome; one goes on telling stories and there is no getting out of it! Oh, very well, I will tell you a story then; only, mind, it is for the last time. Well, we were talking about a man’s being able to get the better, as the saying is, of the Unclean Spirit. To be sure, if you come to that, all sorts of things do happen in this world . . . Better not say so, though: if the devil wants to bamboozle you he will, upon my soul he will . . . Here you see my father had the four of us; I was only a silly child then, I wasn’t more than eleven, no, not eleven. I remember as though it were today when I was running on all fours and set to barking like a dog, my dad shouted at me, shaking his head: ‘Ay, Foma, Foma, you are almost old enough to be married and you are as foolish as a young mule.’

			My grandfather was still living then and fairly – may his hiccough be easier in the other world – strong on his legs. At times he would take a fancy . . . But how am I to tell a story like this? Here one of you has been for the last hour raking an ember for his pipe out of the stove and the other has run behind the cupboard for something. It’s too much . . . ! It would be all very well if you didn’t want to hear me, but you kept worrying me for a story . . . If you want to listen, then listen!

			Just at the beginning of spring Dad went with the waggons to the Crimea to sell tobacco; but I don’t remember whether he loaded two or three waggons; tobacco fetched a good price in those days. He took my three-year-old brother with him to train him betimes as a dealer. Grandfather, Mother and I and a brother and another brother were left at home. Grandfather had sown a patch of ground by the roadway and went to stay at the shanty there; he took us with him, too, to scare the sparrows and the magpies off the patch. I can’t say it came amiss to us: sometimes we’d eat so many cucumbers, melons, turnips, onions and peas that upon my word, you would have thought there were cocks crowing in our stomachs. Well, to be sure, it was profitable too: travellers jogged along the road, everyone wanted to treat himself to a melon, and, besides that, from the neighbouring farms they would often bring us fowls, turkeys, eggs, to exchange for our vegetables. We did very well.

			But what pleased Grandfather more than anything was that some fifty dealers would pass with their waggonloads every day. They are people, you know, who have seen life: if one of them sets off on a tale, you would do well to prick up your ears. To Grandfather it was like dumplings to a hungry man. Sometimes there would be a meeting with old acquaintances – everyone knew Grandfather – and you know yourself how it is when old folks get together: it is this and that, and so then and so then, and so this happened and that happened . . . Well, they just run on. They remember things that happened, God knows when.

			One evening – why, it seems as though it might have happened today – the sun had begun to set. Grandfather was walking about his patch taking off the leaves with which he covered the watermelons in the day to save their being scorched by the sun.

			‘Look, Ostap,’ I said to my brother, ‘yonder come some waggoners!’

			‘Where are the waggoners?’ said Grandfather, as he put a mark on the big melon that the lads mightn’t eat it by accident.

			There were, as a fact, six waggons trailing along the road; a waggoner, whose moustache had gone grey, was walking ahead of them. He was still – what shall I say? – ten paces off, when he stopped.

			‘Good day, Maxim, so it has pleased God we should meet here.’

			Grandfather screwed up his eyes. ‘Ah, good day, good day! Where do you come from? And Bolyatchka here, too! Good day, good day, brother! What the devil! Why, they are all here: Krutotryshtchenko too! And Petcherytsya! And Kovelyok and Stetsko! Good day! Ha, ha, ho, ho . . . !’ And they fell to kissing each other.

			They took the oxen out of the shafts and let them graze on the grass; they left the waggons on the road and all sat down in a circle in front of the shanty and lit their pipes. Though they had no thoughts for their pipes; what with telling stories and chattering, I don’t believe they smoked a pipe apiece.

			After supper Grandfather began regaling his visitors with melons. So, taking a melon each, they trimmed it neatly with a knife (they were all old hands, had been about a good bit and knew how to eat in company – I dare say they would have been ready to sit down even at a gentleman’s table); after cleaning the melon well, everyone made a hole with his finger in it, drank the juice, began cutting it up into pieces and putting them into his mouth.

			‘Why are you standing there gaping, lads?’ said my grandfather. ‘Dance, you sons of dogs! Where’s your pipe, Ostap? Now then, the Cossack dance! Foma, arms akimbo! Come, that’s it, hey, hop!’

			I was a brisk lad in those days. Cursed old age! Now I can’t step out like that; instead of cutting capers, my legs can only trip and stumble. For a long time Grandad watched us as he sat with the dealers. I noticed that his legs wouldn’t keep still, it was as though something were tugging at them.

			‘Look, Foma,’ said Ostap, ‘if the old bugger isn’t going to dance.’

			What do you think, he had hardly uttered the words when the old man could resist it no longer! He longed, you know, to show off before the dealers.

			‘I say, you devil’s spawn, is that the way to dance? This is the way to dance!’ he said, getting up on to his feet, stretching out his arms and tapping with his heels.

			Well, there is no denying he did dance; he couldn’t have danced better if it had been with the Hetman’s wife. We stood aside and the old bugger went twirling his legs all over the flat place beside the cucumber beds. But as soon as he had got halfway across and wanted to do his best and cut some capers with his legs in a whirl – his feet wouldn’t rise from the ground, whatever he did! ‘What a plague!’ He moved backwards and forwards again, got to the middle of the dance – it wouldn’t go! Whatever he did – he couldn’t do it and he didn’t do it! His legs stood still as though made of wood. ‘Look you, the place is bedevilled, look you, it is a visitation of Satan! The Herod, the enemy of mankind has a hand in it!’ Well, he couldn’t disgrace himself before the dealers like that, could he? He made a fresh start and began cutting tiny trifling capers, a joy to see; up to the middle – then, no! It wouldn’t be danced, and that is all about it!

			‘Ah, you rascally Satan! I hope you may choke with a rotten melon, that you may perish when you are little, son of a dog. See what shame he has brought me to in my old age . . . !’ And indeed someone did laugh behind his back.

			He looked round; no melon patch, no dealers, nothing; behind, in front, on both sides was a flat field. ‘Ay! Sss! . . . Well, I never!’ He began screwing up his eyes – the place doesn’t seem quite unfamiliar: on one side a copse, behind the copse some sort of post sticking up which can be seen far away against the sky. Dash it all! But that’s the dovecote in the priest’s garden! On the other side, too, there is something greyish; he looked closer: it was the district clerk’s threshing barn. So this was where the Unclean Power had dragged him! Going round in a ring, he hit upon a little path. There was no moon: instead of it, a white blur glimmered through a dark cloud.

			‘There will be a high wind tomorrow,’ thought Grandad. All at once there was the gleam of a light on a little grave to one side of the path. ‘Well, I never!’ Grandad stood still, put his arms akimbo and stared at it. The light went out; far away and a little further yet, another twinkled. ‘A treasure!’ cried Grandad. ‘I’ll bet anything if it’s not a treasure!’ And he was just about to spit on his hands and begin digging when he remembered that he had no spade nor shovel with him. ‘Oh what a pity! Well – who knows? – maybe I’ve only to lift the turf and there it lies, the precious dear! Well, there’s nothing for it, I’ll mark the place anyway so as not to forget it afterwards.’

			So pulling along a good-sized branch that must have been broken off by a high wind, he laid it on the little grave where the light gleamed and went along the path. The young oak copse grew thinner; he caught a glimpse of a fence. ‘There, didn’t I say that it was the priest’s garden?’ thought Grandad. ‘Here’s his fence; now it is not three-quarters of a mile to the melon patch.’

			It was pretty late, though, when he came home, and he wouldn’t have any dumplings. Waking my brother Ostap, he only asked him whether it was long since the dealers had gone, and then rolled himself up in his sheepskin. And when Ostap was beginning to ask him: ‘And what did the devils do with you today, Grandad?’ ‘Don’t ask,’ he said, wrapping himself up tighter than ever, ‘don’t ask, Ostap, or your hair will turn grey!’

			And he began snoring so that the sparrows who had been flocking together to the melon patch rose up into the air in a fright. But how was it he could sleep? There’s no denying, he was a sly beast. God give him the kingdom of Heaven, he could always get out of any scrape; sometimes he would pitch such a yarn that you would have to bite your lips.

			Next day as soon as ever it began to get light Grandad put on his smock, fastened his belt, took a spade and shovel under his arm, put on his cap, drank a mug of kvass, wiped his lips with his shirt and went straight to the priest’s kitchen garden. He passed both the hedges and the low oak copse and there was a path winding out between the trees and coming out into the open country; it seemed like the same. He came out of the copse and the place seemed exactly the same as yesterday: yonder he saw the dovecote sticking out, but he could not see the threshing barn. ‘No, this isn’t the place, it must be a little further; it seems I must turn a little towards the threshing barn!’ He turned back a little and began going along another path – then he could see the barn but not the dovecote. Again he turned, and a little nearer to the dovecote the barn was hidden. As though to spite him it began drizzling with rain. He ran again towards the barn – the dovecote vanished; towards the dovecote – the barn vanished.

			‘You damned Satan, may you never live to see your children!’ he cried. And the rain came down in bucketfuls.

			So taking off his new boots and wrapping them in a handkerchief, that they might not be warped by the rain, he ran off at a trot like some gentleman’s saddle-horse. He crept into the shanty, drenched through, covered himself with his sheepskin and set to grumbling between his teeth, and reviling the devil with words such as I had never heard in my life. I must own I should really have blushed if it had happened in broad daylight.

			Next day I woke up and looked; Grandad was walking about the melon patch as though nothing had happened, covering the watermelons with burdock leaves. At dinner the old chap got talking again and began scaring my young brother, saying he would swap him for a fowl instead of a melon; and after dinner he made a pipe out of a bit of wood and began playing on it; and to amuse us gave us a melon which was twisted in three coils like a snake; he called it a Turkish one. I don’t see such melons anywhere nowadays; it is true he got the seed from somewhere far away. In the evening, after supper, Grandad went with the spade to dig a new bed for late pumpkins. He began passing that bewitched place and he couldn’t resist saying, ‘Cursed place!’ He went into the middle of it, to the spot where he could not finish the dance the day before, and in his anger struck it a blow with his spade. In a flash – that same field was all around him again: on one side he saw the dovecote standing up, and on the other – the threshing barn. ‘Well, it’s a good thing I bethought me to bring my spade. And yonder’s the path, and there stands the little grave! And there’s the branch lying on it, and yonder, see yonder, is a little light! If only I have made no mistake!’

			He ran up stealthily, holding the spade in the air as though he were going to hit a hog that had poked its nose into a melon patch, and stopped before the grave. The light went out. On the grave lay a stone overgrown with weeds. ‘I must lift up that stone,’ thought Grandad, and tried to dig round it on all sides. The damned stone was huge! But planting his feet on the ground he shoved it off the grave. ‘Goo!’ It rolled down the slope. ‘That’s the right road for you! Now things will go more briskly!’

			At this point Grandad stopped, took out his horn, sprinkled a little snuff in his hand, and was about to raise it to his nose when all at once, ‘Tchee-hee,’ something sneezed above his head so that the trees shook and all Grandad’s face was spattered. ‘You might at least turn aside when you want to sneeze,’ said Grandad, wiping his eyes. He looked round – there was no one there. ‘No, it seems the devil doesn’t like the snuff,’ he went on, putting back the horn in his bosom and picking up his spade. ‘He’s a fool! Neither his grandfather nor his father ever had a pinch of snuff like that!’ He began digging, the ground was soft, the spade simply went down into it. Then something clanked. Putting aside the earth he saw a cauldron.

			‘Ah, you precious dear, here you are!’ cried Grandad, thrusting the spade under it.

			‘Ah, you precious dear, here you are!’ piped a bird’s beak, pecking the cauldron.

			Grandad looked round and dropped the spade.

			‘Ah, you precious dear, here you are!’ bleated a sheep’s head from the top of the trees.

			‘Ah, you precious dear, here you are!’ roared a bear, poking its snout out from behind a tree. A shudder ran down Grandad’s back.

			‘Why, one is afraid to say a word here!’ he muttered to himself.

			‘One is afraid to say a word here!’ piped the bird’s beak.

			‘Afraid to say a word here!’ bleated the sheep’s head.

			‘To say a word here!’ roared the bear.

			‘Hm!’ said Grandad, and he felt terrified.

			‘Hm!’ piped the beak.

			‘Hm!’ bleated the sheep.

			‘Hm!’ roared the bear.

			Grandad turned round in a fright. Mercy on us, what a night! No stars nor moon; pits all round him, a bottomless precipice at his feet and a crag hanging over his head and looking every minute as though it would break off and come down on him. And Grandad fancied that a horrible face peeped out from behind it. ‘Oo! Oo!’ A nose like a blacksmith’s bellows. You could pour a bucket of water into each nostril! Lips like two hogs! Red eyes seemed to start out above and a tongue was thrust out too, and jeering. ‘The devil take you!’ said Grandad, flinging down the cauldron. ‘Damn you and your treasure! What a loathsome snout!’ And he was just going to cut and run, but he looked round and stopped, seeing that everything was as before. ‘It’s only the Unclean Power trying to frighten me!’

			He set to work at the cauldron again. No, it was too heavy! What was he to do? He couldn’t leave it now! So, exerting himself to his utmost, he clutched at it. ‘Come, heave-ho! Again, again!’ And he dragged it out. ‘Ough, now for a pinch of snuff!’

			He took out his horn. Before shaking any out though, he took a good look round to be sure there was no one there. He fancied there was no one; but then it seemed to him that the trunk of the tree was gasping and blowing, ears made their appearance, there were red eyes, puffing nostrils, a wrinkled nose and it seemed on the point of sneezing. ‘No, I won’t have a pinch of snuff!’ thought Grandad, putting away the horn. ‘Satan will be spitting in my eyes again!’ He made haste to snatch up the cauldron and set off running as fast as his legs could carry him; only he felt something behind him scratching on his legs with twigs . . . ‘Aïe, aïe, aïe!’ was all that Grandad could cry as he ran his utmost; and it was not till he reached the priest’s kitchen garden that he took breath a little.

			‘Where can Grandad be gone?’ we wondered, waiting three hours for him. Mother had come from the farm long before and brought a pot of hot dumplings. Still no sign of Grandad! Again we had supper without him. After supper mother washed the pot and was looking where to throw the dishwater because there were melon beds all round, when she sees coming straight towards her a barrel! It was rather dark. She felt sure one of the lads was hiding behind it in mischief and shoving it towards her. ‘That’s just right, I’ll throw the water at him,’ she said, and flung the hot dishwater out.

			‘Aïe!’ shouted a bass voice. Only fancy, Grandad! Well, who would have known him! Upon my word we thought it was a barrel coming up! I must own, though it was rather a sin, we really thought it funny when Grandad’s grey head was all drenched in the dishwater and decked with melon peelings.

			‘I say, you devil of a woman!’ said Grandad, wiping his head with the skirt of his smock. ‘What a hot bath she has given me, as though I were a pig before Christmas! Well, lads, now you will have something for bread-rings! You’ll go about dressed in gold tunics, you sons of dogs! Look what I have brought you!’ said Grandad, and opened the cauldron.

			What do you suppose there was in it? Come, think well, and make a guess? Eh? Gold? Well now, it wasn’t gold – it was dirt, filth, I am ashamed to say what it was. Grandad spat, dropped the cauldron and washed his hands after it.

			And from that time forward Grandad made us two swear never to trust the devil. ‘Don’t you believe it!’ he would often say to us. ‘Whatever the foe of our Lord Christ says, he is always lying, the son of a dog! There isn’t a ha’p’orth of truth in him!’

			And if ever the old man heard that things were not right in some place: ‘Come, lads, let’s make the sign of the cross! That’s it! That’s it! Properly!’ and he would begin tracing crosses in the air. And that accursed place where he couldn’t dance he fenced in and bade us fling there all the rubbish, all the weeds and litter which he raked off the melon patch.

			So you see how the Unclean Power takes a man in. I know that bit of ground well; later on, some neighbouring Cossacks hired it from Dad as a melon patch. It’s capital ground and there is always a wonderful crop on it; but there has never been anything good grown on that bewitched place. They may sow it properly, but there’s no saying what it is that comes up: a melon is not a melon, a pumpkin not a pumpkin, a cucumber not a cucumber . . . the devil only knows what to make of it!

		

	
		
			Ivan Fyodorovitch Shponka and his Aunt

			There is a story about this story: we were told it by Stepan Ivanovitch Kurotchka, who came over from Gadyatch. You must know that my memory is incredibly poor: you may tell me a thing or not tell it, it is all the same. It is just pouring water into a sieve. Being aware of this failing, I purposely begged him to write the story down in an exercise-book. Well, God give him good health, he was always a kind man to me, he set to work and wrote it down. I put it in the little table; I expect you know it; it stands in the corner as you come in by the door . . . But there, I forgot that you had never been in my house. My old woman, with whom I have lived thirty years, has never learned to read – no use hiding one’s shortcomings. Well, I noticed that she baked the pies on paper of some sort. She bakes pies beautifully, dear readers; you will never taste better pies anywhere. I happened to look on the underside of a pie – what do I see? Written words! My heart seemed to tell me at once: I went to the table, only half the notebook was there! All the other pages she had pinched for the pies! What could I do? There is no fighting at our age! Last year I happened to be passing through Gadyatch. Before I reached the town I purposely tied a knot in my handkerchief that I might not forget to ask Stepan Ivanovitch about it. That was not all; I vowed to myself that as soon as ever I sneezed in the town I would be sure to think of it. It was all no use. I drove through the town and sneezed and blew my nose into my handkerchief too, but still I forgot it; and I only thought of it nearly five miles after I had passed through the town-gate. There was no help for it, I had to print it without the end. However, if anyone particularly wants to know what happened later on in the story, he need only go on purpose to Gadyatch and ask Stepan Ivanovitch. He will be glad to tell the story, I dare say, all over again from the beginning. He lives not far from the stone church. There is a little lane close by, and as soon as you turn into the lane it is the second or third gate. Or better still, when you see a big post with a quail on it in the yard and coming to meet you a stout peasant woman in a green petticoat (it may be as well to mention that he is a bachelor), that is his yard. Though indeed you may meet him in the market, where he is to be seen every morning before nine o’clock, choosing fish and vegetables for his table and talking to Father Antip or the Jewish contractor. You will know him at once, for there is no one else who has trousers of flowered linen and coat of yellow Chinese cotton. And another thing you may know him by – he always swings his arms as he walks. Denis Petrovitch, the assessor, now deceased, always used to say when he saw him in the distance, ‘Look, look, here comes our windmill!’

			1. Ivan Fyodorovitch Shponka

			It is four years since Ivan Fyodorovitch retired from the army and came to live on his farm, Vytrebenki. When he was still Vanyusha, he was at the Gadyatch district school, and I must say he was a very well-behaved and industrious boy. Nikifor Timofyevitch Dyepritchastie, the teacher of Russian grammar, used to say that if all the boys had been as anxious to do their best as Shponka, he would not have brought into the classroom the maple-wood ruler with which, as he owned himself, he was tired of hitting the lazy and mischievous boys’ hands. His exercise-book was always neat, with a ruled margin, and not the tiniest blot anywhere. He always sat quietly with his arms folded and his eyes fixed on the teacher, and he never used to stick scraps of paper on the back of the boy sitting in front of him, never carved the bench and never played at shoving the other boys off the bench before the master came in. If anyone wanted a penknife to mend his pen, he immediately applied to Ivan Fyodorovitch knowing that he always had a penknife, and Ivan Fyodorovitch, at that time simply Vanyusha, would take it out of a little leather case attached to a buttonhole of his grey coat, and would only request that the sharp edge should not be used for scraping the pen, pointing out that there was a blunt side for the purpose. Such good conduct soon attracted the attention even of the Latin master, whose cough in the corridor was enough to reduce the class to terror, even before his frieze coat and pockmarked countenance had appeared in the doorway. This terrible master, who always had two birches lying on his desk and half of whose pupils were always on their knees, made Ivan Fyodorovitch monitor, although there were many boys in the class of much greater ability.

			Here I cannot omit an incident which had an influence on the whole of his future life. One of the boys entrusted to his charge tried to induce his monitor to write scit on his report, though he had not learned his lesson, by bringing into class a pancake soaked in butter and wrapped in paper. Though Ivan Fyodorovitch was usually conscientious, on this occasion he was hungry and could not resist the temptation: he took the pancake, held a book up before him and began eating it. He was so absorbed in this occupation that he did not observe that a deathly silence had fallen upon the classroom. He only woke up with horror when a terrible hand protruding from a frieze overcoat seized him by the ear and dragged him into the middle of the room. ‘Hand over that pancake! Hand it over, I tell you, you rascal!’ said the terrible master; he seized the buttery pancake in his fingers and flung it out of window, sternly forbidding the boys running about in the yard to pick it up. Then he proceeded on the spot to whack Ivan Fyodorovitch very painfully on the hands. And quite rightly: the hands were responsible for taking it and no other part of the body. Anyway, the timidity which had always been characteristic of him was more marked from that time forward. Possibly the same incident was the reason that he never had any desire to enter the civil service, having learned by experience that one is not always successful in hiding one’s misdeeds.

			He was very nearly fifteen when he moved up into the second class, where instead of the four rules of arithmetic and the abridged catechism, he went on to the longer one, the book of the duties of man, and fractions. But seeing that the further you went into the forest, the thicker the wood became, and receiving the news that his father had departed this life, he stayed only two years longer at school, and with his mother’s consent went into the P— infantry regiment.

			The P— infantry regiment was not at all of the class to which many infantry regiments belong, and, although it was for the most part stationed in country places, it was in no way inferior to many cavalry regiments. The majority of the officers drank neat spirit and were quite as good at dragging about Jews by their curls as any Hussars; some of them even danced the mazurka, and the colonel of the regiment never missed an opportunity to mention the fact when he was talking to anyone in company. ‘Among my officers,’ he used to say, patting himself on the belly after every word, ‘a number dance the mazurka, quite a number of them, really a great number of them indeed.’ To show our readers the degree of culture of the P— infantry regiment, we must add that two of the officers were passionately fond of the game of ‘bank’ and used to gamble away their uniforms, caps, overcoats, sword-knots and even their underclothes, which is more than you could find in every cavalry regiment.

			Contact with such comrades did not, however, diminish Ivan Fyodorovitch’s timidity; and as he did not drink neat spirit, preferring to it a wineglassful of ordinary vodka before dinner and supper, did not dance the mazurka or play ‘bank’, naturally he was bound to be always left alone. And so it came to pass that while the others were driving about with hired horses, visiting the less important landowners, he was sitting at home spending his time in pursuits peculiar to a mild and gentle soul: he either polished his buttons, or read a book of dreams or set mousetraps in the corners of his room, or failing everything, he would take off his uniform and lie on his bed.

			On the other hand, no one in the regiment was more punctual in his duties than Ivan Fyodorovitch, and he drilled his platoon in such a way that the commander of the company always held him up as a model to the others. Consequently in a short time, eleven years after becoming an ensign, he was promoted to second lieutenant.

			During that time he had received the news that his mother was dead, and his aunt, his mother’s sister, whom he only knew from her bringing him in his childhood – and even sending him when he was at Gadyatch – dried pears and extremely nice honey cakes which she made herself (she was on bad terms with his mother and so Ivan Fyodorovitch had not seen her in later years), this aunt, in the goodness of her heart, undertook to look after his little estate and in due time informed him of the fact by letter.

			Ivan Fyodorovitch, having the fullest confidence in his aunt’s good sense, continued to perform his duties as before. Some men in his position would have grown conceited at such promotion, but pride was a feeling of which he knew nothing, and as lieutenant he was the same Ivan Fyodorovitch as he had been when an ensign. He spent another four years in the regiment after the event of so much consequence to him, and was about to leave the Mogilyev district for Great Russia with his regiment when he received a letter as follows:

			MY DEAR NEPHEW, IVAN FYODOROVITCH – I am sending you some linen: five pairs of thread socks and four shirts of fine linen; and what is more I want to talk to you of something serious; since you have already a rank of some importance, as I suppose you are aware, and have reached a time of life when it is fitting to take up the management of your land, there is no reason for you to remain longer in military service. I am getting old and can no longer see to everything on your farm; and in fact there is a great deal that I want to talk to you about in person.

			Come, Vanyusha! Looking forward to the real pleasure of seeing you, I remain your very affectionate Aunt,

			VASSILISSA TSUPTCHEVSKA

			PS – There is a wonderful turnip in our kitchen garden, more like a potato than a turnip.

			A week after receiving this letter Ivan Fyodorovitch wrote an answer as follows:

			HONOURED MADAM, AUNTIE, VASSILISSA KASH­PAR­OVNA – Thank you very much for sending the linen. My socks especially are very old, my orderly has darned them four times and that has made them very tight. As to your views in regard to my service in the army, I completely agree with you, and the day before yesterday I sent in my papers. As soon as I get my discharge I will engage a chaise. As to your commission in regard to the seed wheat and Siberian corn, I cannot carry it out; there is none in all the Mogilyev province. About here pigs are mostly fed on brewers’ grains together with a little beer when it has grown flat. With the greatest respect, honoured madam and auntie, I remain your nephew,

			IVAN SHPONKA

			At last Ivan Fyodorovitch received his discharge with the grade of lieutenant, hired for forty roubles a Jew to drive from Mogilyev to Gadyatch, and set off in the chaise just at the time when the trees are clothed with young and still scanty leaves, the whole earth is bright with fresh green, and there is the fragrance of spring over all the fields.

			2. The Journey

			Nothing of great interest occurred on the journey. They were travelling a little over a fortnight. Ivan Fyodorovitch might have arrived a little sooner than that, but the devout Jew kept the Sabbath on the Saturdays and, putting his horse-cloth over his head, prayed the whole day. Ivan Fyodorovitch, however, as I have had occasion to mention already, was a man who did not give way to being bored. During these intervals he undid his trunk, took out his underclothes, inspected them thoroughly to see whether they were properly washed and folded; carefully removed the fluff from his new uniform, which had been made without epaulettes, and repacked it all in the best possible way. He was not fond of reading in general; and if he did sometimes look into a book of dreams, it was because he liked to meet again what he had already read several times. In the same way one who lives in the town goes every day to the club, not for the sake of hearing anything new there, but in order to meet there friends with whom it has been his habit to chat at the club from time immemorial. In the same way a government clerk will read a directory of addresses with immense satisfaction several times a day with no ulterior object, he is simply entertained by the printed list of names. ‘Ah! Ivan Gavrilovitch So-and-so . . .’ he murmurs mutely to himself. ‘And here again am I! Hm . . . !’ and next time he reads it over again with exactly the same exclamations.

			After a fortnight’s journey Ivan Fyodorovitch reached a little village some eighty miles from Gadyatch. This was on Friday. The sun had long set when with the chaise and the Jew he reached an inn.

			This inn differed in no respects from other little village inns. As a rule the traveller is zealously regaled in them with hay and oats, as though he were a post-horse. But should he want to lunch as decent people do lunch, he keeps his appetite intact for some future opportunity. Ivan Fyodorovitch, knowing all this, had provided himself beforehand with two bundles of bread-rings and a sausage, and asking for a glass of vodka, of which there is never a shortage in any inn, he began his supper, sitting down on a bench before an oak table which was fixed immovably in the clay floor.

			Meanwhile he heard the rattle of a chaise. The gates creaked but it was a long while before the chaise drove into the yard. A loud voice was engaged in scolding the old woman who kept the inn. ‘I will drive in,’ Ivan Fyodorovitch heard, ‘but if I am bitten by a single bedbug in your inn, I will beat you, on my soul I will, you old witch! And I will give you nothing for your hay!’

			A minute later the door opened and there walked – or rather squeezed himself – in a stout man in a green frock-coat. His head rested immovably on his short neck, which seemed even thicker, from a double chin. To judge from his appearance, he belonged to that class of men who do not trouble their heads about trifles and whose whole life had been well-oiled.

			‘I wish you good day, honoured sir!’ he pronounced on seeing Ivan Fyodorovitch.

			Ivan Fyodorovitch bowed in silence.

			‘Allow me to ask, to whom have I the honour of speaking?’ the stout newcomer continued.

			At such an examination Ivan Fyodorovitch involuntarily got up and stood at attention as he usually did when the colonel asked him a question.

			‘Retired Lieutenant Ivan Fyodorovitch Shponka,’ he answered.

			‘And may I ask what place you are bound for?’

			‘My own farm, Vytrebenki.’

			‘Vytrebenki!’ cried the stern examiner. ‘Allow me, honoured sir, allow me!’ he said, going towards him, and, waving his arms as though someone were hindering him or as though he were making his way through a crowd, he folded Ivan Fyodorovitch in an embrace and kissed him first on the right cheek and then on the left and then on the right again. Ivan Fyodorovitch was much gratified by this kiss, for his lips were pressed against the stranger’s fat cheeks as though against soft cushions.

			‘Allow me to make your acquaintance, my dear sir!’ the fat man continued: ‘I am a landowner of the same district of Gadyatch and your neighbour; I live not more than four miles from your Vytrebenki in the village of Hortyshtche; and my name is Grigory Grigoryevitch Stortchenko. You really must, sir, you really must pay me a visit at Hortyshtche. I won’t speak to you if you don’t. I am in haste now on business . . . Why, what’s this?’ he said in a mild voice to his postilion, a boy in a Cossack tunic with patched elbows and a bewildered expression, who came in and put bags and boxes on the table. ‘What’s this, what’s the meaning of it?’ And by degrees Grigory Grigoryevitch’s voice grew more and more threatening. ‘Did I tell you to put them here, my good lad? Did I tell you to put them here, you rascal? Didn’t I tell you to heat the chicken up first, you scoundrel? Be off!’ he shouted, stamping. ‘Stay, you fright! Where’s the basket with the bottles? Ivan Fyodorovitch!’ he said, pouring out a glass of liqueur, ‘I beg you take some cordial!’

			‘Oh, really, I cannot . . . I have already had occasion . . .’ Ivan Fyodorovitch began hesitatingly.

			‘I won’t hear a word, sir!’ The gentleman raised his voice. ‘I won’t hear a word! I won’t budge till you drink it . . .’

			Ivan Fyodorovitch, seeing that it was impossible to refuse, not without gratification emptied the glass.

			‘This is fowl, sir,’ said the fat Grigory Grigoryevitch, carving it inside a wooden box.

			‘I must tell you that my cook Yavdoha is fond of a drop at times and so she often dries up things. Hey, lad!’ Here he turned to the boy in the Cossack tunic who was bringing in a feather-bed and pillows. ‘Make my bed on the floor in the middle of the room! Mind you put plenty of hay under the pillow! And pull a bit of hemp from the woman’s distaff to stop up my ears for the night! I must tell you, sir, that I have the habit of stopping up my ears at night ever since the damnable occasion when a cockroach crawled into my left ear in a Great Russian inn. The confounded long-beards, as I found out afterwards, eat their cabbage soup with cockroaches in it. Impossible to describe what happened to me; there was such a tickling, such a tickling in my ear . . . I was downright crazy! I was cured by a simple old woman in our district, and by what do you suppose? Simply by whispering to it. What do you think, my dear sir, about doctors? What I think is that they simply hoax us and make fools of us: some old women know a dozen times as much as all these doctors.’

			‘Indeed, what you say is perfectly true, sir. There certainly are cases . . .’ Here Ivan Fyodorovitch paused as though he could not find the right word. It may not be amiss to mention here that he was at no time lavish of words. This may have been due to timidity, or it may have been due to a desire to express himself elegantly.

			‘Shake up the hay properly, shake it up properly!’ said Grigory Grigoryevitch to his servant. ‘The hay is so bad about here that you may come upon a twig in it any minute. Allow me, sir, to wish you a good night! We shall not see each other tomorrow. I am setting off before dawn. Your Jew will keep the Sabbath because tomorrow is Saturday, so it is no good for you to get up early. Don’t forget my invitation; I won’t speak to you if you don’t come to see me at Hortyshtche.’

			At this point Grigory Grigoryevitch’s servant pulled off his coat and high boots and gave him his dressing-gown instead, and Grigory Grigoryevitch stretched on his bed, and it looked as though one huge feather-bed were lying on another.

			‘Hey, lad! Where are you, rascal? Come here and arrange my quilt. Hey, lad, prop up my head with hay! Have you watered the horses yet? Some more hay! Here, under this side! And do arrange the quilt properly, you rascal! That’s right, more! Ough . . . !’

			Then Grigory Grigoryevitch heaved two sighs and filled the whole room with a terrible whistling through his nose, snoring so loudly at times that the old woman who was snoozing on the settle, suddenly waking up, looked about her in all directions, but, seeing nothing, subsided and went to sleep again.

			When Ivan Fyodorovitch woke up next morning, the fat gentleman was no longer there. This was the only noteworthy incident that occurred on the journey. Two days later he drew near his little farm.

			He felt his heart begin to throb when the windmill waving its sails peeped out and, as the Jew drove his nags up the hill, the row of willows came into sight below. The pond gleamed bright and shining through them and a breath of freshness rose from it. Here he used to bathe in old days; in that pond he used to wade with the peasant lads up to his neck after crayfish. The covered cart mounted the dam and Ivan Fyodorovitch saw the little old-fashioned house thatched with reeds, and the apple trees and cherry trees which he used to climb on the sly. He had no sooner driven into the yard than dogs of all kinds, brown, black, grey, spotted, ran up from every side. Some flew under the horse’s hoofs, barking, others ran behind the cart, noticing that the axle was smeared with bacon fat; one, standing near the kitchen and keeping his paw on a bone, uttered a volley of shrill barks; and another gave tongue in the distance, running to and fro wagging his tail and seeming to say: ‘Look, good Christians! What a fine young fellow I am!’ Boys in grubby shirts ran out to stare. A sow who was promenading in the yard with sixteen little pigs lifted her snout with an inquisitive air and grunted louder than usual. In the yard a number of hempen sheets were lying on the ground covered with wheat, millet and barley drying in the sun. A good many different kinds of herbs, such as wild chicory and swine-herb, were drying on the roof.

			Ivan Fyodorovitch was so occupied in scrutinising all this that he was only roused when a spotted dog bit the Jew on the calf of his leg as he was getting down from the box. The servants who ran out, that is the cook and another woman and two girls in woollen petticoats, after the first exclamations – ‘It’s our young master!’ – informed him that his aunt was sowing sweet corn together with the girl Palashka and Omelko the coachman, who often performed the duties of a gardener and watchman also. But his aunt, who had seen the sack-covered cart in the distance, was already on the spot. And Ivan Fyodorovitch was astonished when she almost lifted him from the ground in her arms, hardly able to believe that this could be the aunt who had written to him of her old age and infirmities.

			3. Auntie

			Auntie Vassilissa Kashparovna was at this time about fifty. She had never been married, and commonly declared that she valued her maiden state above everything. Though, indeed, to the best of my memory, no one ever courted her. This was due to the fact that all men felt a certain timidity in her presence, and never had the spirit to make her an offer. ‘A girl of great character, Vassilissa Kashparovna!’ all the young men used to say, and they were quite right, too, for there was no one Vassilissa Kashparovna could not get the whip hand of. With her own manly hand, tugging every day at his topknot of curls, she could, unaided, turn the drunken miller, a worthless fellow, into a perfect treasure. She was of almost gigantic stature, and her breadth and strength were fully in proportion. It seemed as though nature had made an unpardonable mistake in condemning her to wear a dark brown gown with little flounces on weekdays and a red cashmere shawl on Sunday and on her name-day, though a dragoon’s moustaches and high top-boots would have suited her better than anything. On the other hand, her pursuits completely corresponded with her appearance: she rowed the boat herself and was more skilful with the oars than any fisherman; shot game; stood over the mowers all the while they were at work; knew the exact number of the melons, of all kinds, in the kitchen garden; took a toll of five kopecks from every waggon that crossed her dam; climbed the trees and shook down the pears; beat lazy vassals with her terrible hand and with the same menacing hand bestowed a glass of vodka on the deserving. Almost at the same moment she was scolding, dyeing yarn, racing to the kitchen, brewing kvass, making jam with honey; she was busy all day long and everywhere in the nick of time. The result of all this was that Ivan Fyodorovitch’s little property, which had consisted of eighteen souls at the last census, was flourishing in the fullest sense of the word. Moreover, she had a very warm affection for her nephew and carefully accumulated kopecks for him.
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