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The Family


Immeasurable steppe. Sunburned earth plumed with feather grass. Only the lofty burial mounds recall its past, and the old songs and legends tell of the wild scurry of horses, the dread thunder of steppe battles, and of all the centuries that have passed over its surface.


The centuries have faded into oblivion, the Scythians have died out; but the steppe remains and lives its own, distinctive life. The widely scattered villages raise their church cupolas to the sky; plaintive songs are sung at the foot of the burial mounds; in these places new legends are being born.


In the very heart of the steppe is a large village. An ordinary Russian village; broad streets overgrown with grass; low houses thatched with straw. During the early years of this century one old house, standing in a side alley, was owned by Timothy Soloviev, a heavily built, stocky man, his face covered right to the eyes with a mighty beard. He had a large family. His wife, Vera Ivanovna, a tall woman with a shy look, had brought eighteen children into the world.


Seven of them had died, but the oldest living child, Jacob, was already in his thirties. The peasants thought it unseemly for a woman to have a child after she was forty, but was it Vera Ivanovna’s fault that God did not forget her and sent her infant after infant? She felt ashamed in front of her neighbours; she felt ashamed in front of her children and all the world; but now, at the age of fifty, she was carrying yet again. Her pregnancy was almost unnoticeable; she concealed her swollen belly beneath her ample skirts. To the last day she was active in the house and worked in the yard. And when, one hot summer day, her time came, she slipped into the shed in the far corner of the yard.


Before long the sound of a squawking infant came from the shed. The family’s reactions were mixed. The older sons frowned and exchanged disagreeable glances. They went into the shed and surrounded their mother with a solid wall. But she lay still on the straw, afraid to look at them. She cuddled the new born child close to her, and quietly, guiltily, said,


– Let people laugh. God knows what is ordained.


– God knows all right, but you might have kept away from it,’ the oldest son, Jacob, flung at her moodily.


– Half a century, and still dropping.


– Well, am I to blame?


In her tone there was so much entreaty and appeal for sympathy that the sons looked at one another, embarrassed.


– We do not mind your having another, Mamma. Go on till you have had a couple of dozen. We are only thinking of the way folk will laugh.


Timothy Soloviev did not go to see his youngest son until late in the afternoon. He went up to his wife, bent over her, and tickled her cheeks with his beard. His face wrinkled into dozens of good-natured furrows as he glanced at the baby. He stroked his wife gently on the head.


– So we have brought another squawker into the world, Vera. God does not forget us in His mercy.


She gave him a grateful look.


– Our sons are angry, she said quietly. I am an old woman, and I am still bearing. I prayed to Saint Mihail to keep me from child, but my prayer did not reach him.


– In this matter our sons are not the law, Soloviev said angrily. God knows better than us. We will call this one Mihail. We have not had a Mihail before, have we?


In the evening Vera Ivanovna walked slowly across the yard, carrying a bundle that yelled desperately. The nineteenth child took up residence in the house.


It was an old house; it had seen many things in its time. It stood with one wall leaning against the byre, behind which extended the garden. It turned its dim little windows to the dusty village street and drew its straw thatch, riddled with mice, black with age, down over the panes. In the course of time, it had sunk a little to one side, and the earth had risen round its base; but it stood firmly, as if determined to remain for many a century yet. Like many others, it was divided into two parts, of which one was the kitchen and living room for most of the family, while the other accommodated the rest of the household. A good half of the kitchen was occupied by the great stove.


The cradle slung from the ceiling swung regularly, lie a pendulum Mihail the infinity of time; sometimes a cry and infant weeping came from the cradle, sometimes a contented murmur. Later the cradle was taken down, and the child went for its first painful crawl about the house. When Mihail scrambled up onto his two feet, the world was at once enlarged about him. The most prominent feature of this world was a big and funny man with a beard, which was very good to cling to. His mother had long been part of his world, but now that he stood erect, his father played more and more a part in it. Then there were others, many others, every one like the other. All of them round of face, sunburned; and they all pleasantly tickled him or threw him up in the air, up to the ceiling that was the uppermost limit of his world.


He was better acquainted with the women’s faces that came within his range of vision. Especially one, with flying pigtails. That was his sister Tatiana, five years old; she often pulled up his little shirt in all seriousness, to slap him. His other sister, Olga, did not take much notice of him, and he did not know her so well. By the time he could journey boldly from one part of the house to the other, he knew that the family consisted of his father, mother, nine brothers, and two sisters. So only twelve were left of the nineteen children. His brother Jacob, black-haired and gaunt, had a face over-grown with beard like his father, and, like his father, was gloomy and taciturn. His brother Sergei had whiskers, and was silent and smiling. The two without beard or whiskers were Simon and Dmitri. Unlike their elder brothers, they talked a lot; and Mihail could not help feeling that they argued and made a lot of noise. When he grew a little older, he noticed that Simon always won the argument. But that was only to be expected – he was the most educated member of the family and had spent three complete years at school, whereas Dmitri had an inborn dislike of all instruction.


Among all his brothers Mihail picked out Kornei. Kornei was about sixteen, the age when the village youngsters are thinking of getting married. But whenever that question came up his mother waved her hand hopelessly.


– Who is going to marry a pest?


Mihail had no idea what a pest was, but he felt insulted for Kornei, of whom he was very fond. He especially liked his eyes, which were different from all the other eyes Mihail had ever seen. He did not know that those eyes reflected the great troubles that Kornei brought on the family; they were mischievous and bold, and expressed his constant readiness for a fight. And his father beat Kornei almost to death to punish him for his wild fights with other boys.


There was little to be said about the three middle sons, Gregory, Philip, and Taras. All three tried to behave as if they were older, and all three dreamed of the day when they would be able to grow beards. And then there were the youngest children: Ivan, Tatiana, and Olga. Ivan was only two years older than Mihail.


There was another branch of the family also living in that house. Simon was married and had a seven-year-old son named Peter.


When Vera Ivanovna first brought Mihail into the house and put him in the cradle, Simon led his son up to the cradle and said to him:


– Peter, have a look at your uncle.


– Where is my uncle?


– Why, here in the cradle.


– But how can he be my uncle when he is in a cradle? the boy protested. And he pushed the teat angrily into his uncle’s mouth.


Jacob had been married, too, but his wife had died two years after the wedding, and he had preferred to remain a widower. Sergei and Dmitri should have been married long since, but somehow, they had got past marriageable age; Sergei was twenty-nine, and Dmitri twenty-four. It was rumoured that Sergei was responsible for Natalia Somova leaving her husband and going back to her parents, who lived in another village. It was rather more than rumour that he frequently visited her village. Dmitri had a girlfriend, but he kept it a dead secret.


The inhabitants of the village could be divided into two approximately equal parts: the peasants who were already beggared, and those who were on their way to beggary. And then there were those who had grown rich, the new masters, who in times of famine bought other peasants’ land from them, and then rented it back to them.


Timothy Soloviev was in the first category. Many years before Mihail’s birth he had owned cattle, horses, and land; but gradually he had lost it all, till only the old house was left. Several successive crop failures had reduced the family to a poverty that he found impossible to overcome. Moody, taciturn, he worked without respite; he had unusual physical strength, and laboured hard enough for three men. But life was even stronger, and that he could not subdue. So, he had gone off to work in the local town and had got a job on the railway. His native wit, his industry, and the humility that life had instilled in him won the notice of his superiors, and within a year he was a stoker. But the blood of centuries of husbandmen flowed in his veins, and he was drawn to the soil, to all the joys and sorrows of the hard peasant existence. For ten years he saved kopeck by kopeck, in order to redeem the land, he had sold. And he would have redeemed it, but for 1905. The wave of strikes and armed revolt that swept over Russia during that year did not pass by the town in which Timothy Soloviev was working.


Revolutionary agitators held meetings in the railway depot, calling on the workers to fight the czarist autocracy. After listening to one speaker, Soloviev pressed right up to the locomotive from which the man had been orating.


– But how about the land? Timothy asked.


– The land has got to be handed over to the peasants. We shall take it from the landowners and the wealthy class.


That was good enough. At the head of the procession that marched through the town that day strode Timothy Soloviev.


In his hands he bore a red placard with the words: ‘The land to the peasants!’


The demonstrators clashed with the police. Soloviev was beaten up, arrested, and sent back to his village, with a court order that he was not to leave it.


After that he lived the ordinary life of the poor peasant: he hired himself out to the local landowner, or took any work offered him, in order to keep out the spectre of famine that was always at the door. He was fond of his family, and sincerely attached to his wife. Only she has too many children, he thought sometimes. It was nothing for peasants to beat their wives, it rather relieved the monotony of their life. Soloviev, too, sometimes used his fists on his wife, but only when he had been seeking relief from his troubles in the tavern and had come home fuddled with cheap vodka. Then he would look around his numerous family and tell his wife:


– You have brought a fine litter of brats into the world, but there is nothing to feed them on.


She would not answer, and, irritated at her silence, he would go heavily up to her.


– Ah, you are fertile enough, you old –


The children knew that these words were always followed by a blow. They raised a desperate howl. The littlest ones rushed up to him and hung on his arms and legs. He struggled like a bear beset by dogs, roaring and dealing blows that sent the children flying against the wall.


At the noise the older brothers came in, took their father by the arms, and led him outside. He would not be seen in the house for several days. His wife took his food out to the shed, and there they had long talks. Reconciliation always took place on the first Sunday after the scene. Father and mother went off to church, and did not return till dinnertime. As he came in, Soloviev looked at his children through half-closed eyes and said with some embarrassment:


– Well, you mother’s children, forgive your father; and when you grow up, do not drink vodka. It is the source of all evil, damn it!


By the time Mihail reached the critical age when his trousers were made without the humiliating slit in the seat, the family’s position had improved a little. The seven older sons were all working.


In the Soloviev’s’ village, every Sunday there was a battle. One part of the village fought the other part. The fight was bitter, and frequently there were fatalities. But it was all ordained by unwritten peasant law, and no one imagined that a Sunday could pass without the battle for the bridge. In the middle of the village was a pond that divided it roughly into two equal parts. Across the pond ran a wooden bridge. Long before the day came, Mihail dreamed of the time when he would be allowed to run onto the bridge and strut across it, throwing out his chest and casting independent glances at the other side, where a horde of children was gathered. But that could only be when he was deemed old enough to take part in the fun. It was a fine summer morning when, at last, the older lads of his street gave him permission. Grownups were gathering at each end of the bridge, standing about in groups, husking, and chewing sunflower seeds, and laughing. The bridge was empty; no one could bring himself to be the first to step on it. The two crowds of boys, dressed in cotton shirts of various colours, hurled defiance at each other across the pond.


– You just try putting your foot on the bridge; we will give you a bath!


In answer, a stone came flying from the other side. There was a cry of pain.


– Chucking stones, are you! the leader of Mikhail’s band roared, and the horde of urchins rushed onto the bridge. The others tore from the other side, and the two groups met in the centre.


Burning with ardour for the Soloviev Family, Mihail ran over the planks. He suddenly felt ablaze with hatred for those who had dared to step on the bridge from the farther side, and he did not hear the warning shout from the bank:


– Hi, you flea, come back or you will be crushed!


In any case it was too late; the fight had begun. Some snub-nosed lad in his teens gave Mihail a blow on the ear, sending him staggering. Sobbing and not bothering to wipe away his tears, he dug his fingers into his opponent’s hair, and they both went rolling over the planks. The older boy was the stronger; he seated himself across Mikhail’s body and was about to start pummelling, but another lad pushed him off.


– No hitting when he is down! Sobbing with excitement, Mihail sprang up again, but the same lad’s heavy fist sent him to the boards. At last, he managed to keep his feet. Crying with shame, he flung himself at his enemy, beating him in the face, the chest, scratching, and even biting, which was strictly forbidden. His heart beat with joy when the other boy covered his face and lay down on the bridge to get a breather. Mihail was looking about him triumphantly for a new victim when the shout arose:


– Beat it, you kids!


The boys fled back, passing the grown-up men who were striding onto the bridge, rolling up their sleeves as they went. Among them was Kornei, but he swaggered along with his hands in his pockets. His father was standing on the bank, behaving as if completely unconcerned. But he was not there as an impartial observer. For two decades and more he had had the fame of being the best fighter in all the village. He and several others, almost as famous, regularly came in at the close of the battle for the bridge. Because of their strength they were not allowed to take part in the ordinary fighting; they could fight only their equals. However, it was a long way yet to the kill. The lads were only the advance guard of a series of fights. Mihail stood watching his brother Kornei fighting two at once. Kornei dropped to his knees. Mikhail’s heart beat anxiously. If his brother lay down, he would have to lie still to the end; such was the law.


– Hold on, Kornei! his father shouted menacingly.


– Hold on, Kornei! Mihail squealed. Kornei rose to his feet. His face was bathed in blood, his fists were covered with blood, his own and other’s. He flung himself on his opponents and sent one of them flying. The second at once fell back on him, but Kornei thrust him up against the handrail and pushed him over into the pond, whence he emerged streaming with duckweed and slime.


Now at last it was the turn of the killers-six to each side. All men of mature years, all with beards, all with the reputation of first-class fighters. Timothy walked onto the bridge, calmly stroking his beard, and staring at the enemy. All the other fighters had cleared off the bridge, and only the heavy, hollow tread of the twelve men sounded menacingly.


The fight was begun and over almost in no time. They stood in two ranks facing each other. They shook hands, drew on loves. They aimed only at the chest; the belly and the face were forbidden. Even so, broken ribs were frequent. As Mihail watched, he saw his father raise his opponent up from the planks. The fight was over, for as soon as one man was felled, all his side had lost.


Late in the afternoon Timothy Soloviev went over to the other side of the pond to visit the man he had knocked down. This, too, was an immemorial tradition, a safeguard against the hatred that might otherwise have developed. Fighting on opposite sides did not prevent the older men from being good neighbours. But the old tradition was dying out, for the younger men frequently carried the fight on from the bridge into the streets. And, as Kornei was one of the chief instigators of those endless street brawls, his father often thrashed him. Old Soloviev did not realize that these fights were a necessity of Kornei’s being. His youthful pride could not reconcile itself to the contempt shown for the poor peasants of the village. He had the feeling, and maybe he was right, that even the girls eyed him with contempt because his family was poor. So, he went from fight to fight, vaunting his supremacy in that at least. Gradually he became the terror of the village, everybody called him the “pest,” and he was even rather proud of it.


Nineteen fourteen arrived.


One morning, when he woke up, Mihail had the feeling that there had been a sudden and complete change in the house. It was unusually quiet. His mother was standing dejectedly at the window. Ivan nudged Mihail and whispered:


– Jacob, Dmitri, Kornei, Sergei, and Simon have gone off with Father to the war.


Mihail had got it into his head that this war with the Germans that the older ones had been talking about was to take place on the bridge. He jumped down from the bunk on the stove where the younger children slept, and darted outside. He stood listening, but he could not hear any sound of fighting. They cannot have arrived yet! he thought.


His father and brothers did not return till the late afternoon. They poured into the house, unpleasantly excited, and they seemed to avoid looking at their mother. But Timothy went over to her and told her in a strange, unusual tone:


– Well, you ought to be pleased, Mother! Your goods are of the finest quality! They have taken the lot! She put her apron to her eyes, and her shoulders shook convulsively.


– A woman must weep, they say, Timothy said in a deep tone, and went out hurriedly.


Night came on. For the last time the old house wrapped all the Soloviev family in its cosy warmth. The father and mother were very late in getting to bed. Vera Ivanovna baked pasties for her sons and cut up hunks of lard. Sighing heavily and taking sidelong glances at her, Timothy packed the food into the linen bags she had made. Four of the brothers were sleeping on a pile of straw in one corner; Simon slept with his wife, behind the partition. The house was filled with the restless breathing of the sleepers, the heavy tread of the parents. Late in the night Mihail awoke from a troubled dream of dragons and fights and heard his mother quietly groaning and weeping. Women must weep, he thought, imitating his father. He wanted to speak to her in the deep voice he had heard his father use, but only a thin squeal came. No longer able to choke down the moist lump that would keep rising in his throat, he cried out through his tears:


– Mother


She hurried over to him. But Kornei sprang up from the straw and reached Mihail before her. He took the boy in his arms and laid him down beside himself on the straw. The last thing Mihail saw as he dropped off was the vague, glimmering white of the canvas bags on the bench by the wall. Five of them in a row.


The old house grew quiet and glum; it seemed to grow still older. Only when letters arrived from the brothers was there the old animation for a brief while. They had all been sent right up to the front 12 Storm of the Steppes lines. Their letters said little. As was the custom, they always began with greetings to all their relations and acquaintances, and no one must be omitted, for fear of giving offense. As the Soloviev’s had many relations and acquaintances, the greetings took up the whole of the letter, and only at the end did the writer mention that he was still alive, fighting at the front, and smashing the Germans.


Kornei wrote never. He was almost illiterate, and later admitted that he found it easier to volunteer for a raid on the German trenches than to write a letter. But one day news arrived from him, too. In addition to the usual greetings and bows ‘from the white face to the damp ground,’ the letter informed his parents that he was wounded and, in a hospital, had been made a non-commissioned officer for his bravery, and had been awarded the Cross of St. George. That day the Soloviev’s did not know whether to rejoice or lament. The mother sorrowed because her son was wounded and might die; the father reasoned that he could not be badly wounded, otherwise he would not write; and the main thing was that he had been decorated and promoted. That gave old Timothy reason to show off in the village, and he did not get such opportunities very often.


One day an unexpected blow fell. Soloviev was summoned to the local authorities’ office, where the secretary informed him that his son Jacob had perished at the front ‘for the faith, the Czar, and the fatherland.’ He returned home carrying the official notification in hands extended before him, as if afraid to let it come too close.


Now everything went in accordance with the saying, ‘Troubles never come singly.’ A little later Timothy Soloviev was summoned to the office again. This time it was Sergei who had perished in some place called the Carpathians. Then the old man was summoned yet a third time. The official document informed him that Simon had distinguished himself in battle and had suffered for the Czar and the fatherland: he had lost an arm.


Vera Ivanovna was bathed in tears and sunk in hopeless grief. Timothy went about the village with a brow like a storm cloud. Barbara, Simon’s wife, was loud in her lamentations; she had lost her only son quite recently, and now there was this terrible news: her husband had lost an arm. For a long time, the family lived in expectation that Simon would return home; but he did not come. After his discharge from the hospital, he disappeared somewhere on the way back, stopping off at one of the large cities. Possibly he did not want to be an additional burden on his father.


The thunders of war sounded a long way off, but their echoes reached the village. More and more requiem masses were said in the church for fallen sons and fathers; more and more men were sent off to the front.


The peasants, illiterate and under the thumb of life, found it difficult to make sense of what was happening. And now this rumour of revolution. For ages they had lived in the tradition of devotion to the Czar, the anointed of God. But now the war was beginning to have stronger repercussions on the people at home.


The peasants were bearing all the intolerable burden of the war, and they had no greater desire than to see its end.


At the front and in the towns, there was ferment. Gradually the ferment spread to the villages. Strange stories circulated of risings in various places; the army was refusing to fight. One word, ‘revolution,’ was on everybody’s lips.


The old house suddenly came to life again. One day, as Mihail was sitting on the wall enclosing the yard from the street, a light britska, drawn by two dock-tailed horses, halted at the gate. It was wintertime, not the usual steppe winter, but damp and muddy. There was no frost, little snow, and the earth was turned into black porridge.


As he sat on the wall, Mihail was thinking despondently of his chances of sleighing down the hills. The britska was piled high with articles, and on the top of them a man in a soldier’s greatcoat was sitting with a rifle across his knees. The man confidently turned his horses toward the Soloviev’s’ gate. Catching sight of Mihail, he stared at him, his mouth gaping. Then he jumped down and strode up to the wall. Baring his white teeth, he jokingly waved his knout.


– Why, don’t you know me, Mihail?


Mihail squealed with surprise as he recognized his brother Kornei. He threw himself down into the yard and dashed into the house.


– Kornei has come home. And he has got a gun! he shouted to his mother.


Everybody hurried to the gates; but Kornei had already opened them and was leading in the horses. His mother hung round his neck; his father gravely walked up and scrutinized him. Kissing and laughing, Kornei was passed from hand to hand.


– But wait a bit, he exclaimed. Save some for Dmitri. He has come with me.


Bothersome times now arrived for Mihail. All because Kornei had brought back from the front not only a rifle but a machine gun. Mihail had to guard the weapons. He took turns on guard with his brother Ivan, but in his heart of hearts he did not trust Ivan.


The front-line men who had returned with Kornei removed the articles from the britska; the horses were led away. But the machine gun was put in the Soloviev’s’ shed, its short muzzle turned to the wall. Really, it was very difficult for Mihail. He would sit for a few moments beside the machine gun, imagining how Kornei had shot down the Germans; then he would run to the house, in order to miss as little as possible of his elder brothers’ stories.


Kornei, who was dressed in imperial hussar uniform, had changed greatly. Now he had the self-confidence that formerly was lacking. The very first evening after his return he made a kind of speech outlining a program. From his words Mihail gathered that the Czar was finished forever, there was to be no more fighting, and the people themselves would be governing Russia. And he said a lot about the land, which was to be handed over to the peasants.


A few days later Simon turned up, too. He had spent a couple of years in Moscow, and now he was a Bolshevik. The Soloviev house became a meeting place for the front-line men. At these meetings Simon silently smoked a pipe, but his mind was working arduously. No one knew what ought to be done next, or how to organize the new life. The men shouted till they were hoarse, they cursed and swore, but they never reached any decision. Simon knew what to do just as little as the rest, though he had come from Moscow. They all saw that the land must belong to the peasants. But how was that to be achieved, when there had been no change of authority in the village. The same head oversaw the district administration, the peasants were waiting for orders from some new authority, and showed no sign of doing anything themselves to change the manner of their lives?


This was in the spring of 1917. It was an unusually fine and mild season with many brilliantly sunny days, when the scents of the spring and the azure of the sky, the warm winds flowing round the burial mounds and over the steppe, and the first flush of the grass were all blended into harmony. And on one such day the high stone wall surrounding the Soloviev’s house and yard was plastered with children. They sat like young daws in a row, bawling, arguing, sometimes scrapping. Not for anything in the world would they have abandoned that wall and renounced their chance of watching what was going on.


For in the Soloviev’s’ yard a village revolution was taking place. Mihail was on the wall, too, kicking his feet.


– They are going to choose a government. Everything belongs to the people now; he told his companions. In all the glory of his ten years he felt almost grown-up, and he was a little condescending to the others. After all, his father and brothers were playing a big part in these events. Mihail, too, was on the side of the revolution, but his elders seemed to ignore this fact; that was very insulting and ruined his prestige among his friends. At this very moment a black-eyed, big-headed lad from the next street, the sleeves of his father’s jacket hanging round his shoulders, was declaring:


– Mihail, you are a liar. I have just seen the village head, and he has still got the plate on his chest. And if he has got the plate, then he has still got the authority. But you say –


Mihail could think up no argument against the plate-the large, flat metal disk that was the badge of authority – so he angrily pushed the black-eyed lad off the wall.


– It is not your wall, you keep off! he yelled. The other lad knew Mihail would never let him climb back, and so he would not see anything of what happened in the yard. He called up miserably:


– Let me get back, Mihail! I will not anymore!


– Do you recognize the new government? Mihail demanded.


– Yes.


– Cross yourself!


The lad crossed himself; then, clinging to Mikhail’s hand, he scrambled back to his place.


The yard was Suing more and more with peasants. All the front-line men were already there, with their rifles, and in their military greatcoats. Peasants from near and far streets were arriving. The word revolution was on all lips, but apparently no one knew exactly what it meant, or what steps should be taken to apply it. The men looked hopefully at the front-line men who had started all this revolution business. They should know how to get on with it. But, despite their shouting and swearing, it seemed doubtful whether even these makers of the revolution knew what to do.


Yet something had to be done. The front-line men drew a light cart into the middle of the yard, and one-armed Simon scrambled onto it. He stood on this improvised platform, talking about the revolution in the towns. He read out a proclamation issued by the city soviet. It declared that power had to be taken into their own hands. But how to take it? Power was not something you could handle, so how could you take it into your hands? If someone resisted and refused to hand it over, that would make things different, everybody would know there would have to be a fight. But in this village no one was resisting, and so somehow the revolution did not come off.


After Simon, several front-line men spoke. The fieriest of them demanded that their revolution should be a real revolution, and not like the devil knew what. And that meant that someone or other had to be liquidated. But who? A gaunt soldier climbed onto the cart and declared that it was the harmful class that should be liquidated. And as in their village the harmful class was Nalimov, the landowner, and Gavrilo, the churchwarden, who had refused to let the front-line men have homemade vodka on credit, Nalimov and Gavrilo must be driven out. The rich peasants were not to be touched, but they were to be loaded down with taxes.


– Brothers, while we were suffering at the front, the wealthy peasants were sitting at home, and Gavrilo was making hooch for them. The revolution should make everybody equal, blast them! So let them hand out three buckets of good liquor for the revolutionary frontline men!


When the younger men had shouted themselves hoarse, the old men had their turn. One, with an apostolic beard and translucent blue eyes, fidgeted about on the cart for a long time before he could get his words out. He was a rich peasant named Frolov, who had come to the meeting with his two sons, both front-line men. Frolov had no doubt that the revolution was necessary, and he had come to give it a hand. Spreading out his beard over his chest, he began in a sonorous voice:


– Everything comes from God, and freedom is from Him, too. We must act in a godly manner, we must not offend anyone, and everybody should be allotted his place. My sons are standing here, and I agree to their making a revolution and any other good deed. But I shall withhold my fatherly blessing from any evil deed. Of course, it is quite possible to provide three buckets of vodka; I myself will be delighted to provide vodka for our front-line men, and not three, but five of the finest quality; only in a revolution that is not the main thing …


He was not allowed to finish. At the news that he would provide all that quantity of vodka the front-line men dragged him off the cart and threw him up in the air. They threw him high, caught him in their hands, and sent him up again. Frolov’s silvery beard went flying, and as he went up each time, he crossed himself, white with fear. The children on the wall joined in the shouting. But they stopped suddenly as they saw a horseman riding up. The man dismounted at the gate, flung the rem over a post, and entered the yard.


– That’s Joseph Apanasenko; he is a friend of our Kornei, Mihail explained to the others. They fought together; they killed thousands, perhaps millions of Germans.


The boy wearing his father’s jacket wanted to call Mihail a liar again; but he held his peace and only snorted indignantly.


The newcomer shook Kornei Soloviev’s hand and asked for a drink of water. Tatiana brought him a mugful, and he jokingly pulled her pigtails. He was well known to the Solovievs. Before the war he had worked as a labourer for the local landowner. He lived in a village some twenty miles away and had teamed up with Kornei at the front. They had served in the same regiment; both had received non-commissioned officer’s stripes and the George Cross on the same day. And they had returned home together when the front began to disintegrate. Though almost illiterate, Apanasenko was naturally inquisitive and quick-witted and speedily distinguished himself.


Now, after taking a drink, he climbed onto the cart and, stumbling over his words, searching for language in which to convey his thoughts, he told the crowd that in his village the front-line men had already set up a soviet of deputies and taken the power into their own hands. He had come as a delegate to unite the two villages, so that they should work as one.


Now the method of making the revolution was revealed: the village must set up a soviet, which would be the local authority. And so, they decided. Swiftly, with no great argument, they elected the soviet. One-armed Simon was made chairman. It proved much more difficult to choose a commander of the Red guard, which, it was decided, would unite all the front-line men in defence of the new authority, though no one knew yet whom it was to be defended against. The front-line men wanted to make Kornei Soloviev the commander.


He distinguished himself at the front, they shouted.


– You do not get three George Crosses just for nothing. He was wounded four times for the toiling people.


– He was wounded for the Char!” others retorted. How can we make him commander when he is so violent there is no holding him?


A fight broke out on the wall, where the boys were split into two opposing groups. They tugged and pushed one another down. Mihail and another boy sat astride the wall, industriously punching each other.


– Kornei has the machine gun, Mihail roared. He will be the commander.


– He will not! He will not! the other shouted almost tearfully, He is a pest! The lads’ quarrel began to disturb the meeting, and Kornei ran to the wall, waving his knout, and shouted:


– Shut up, kids! The knout played painfully about their backs and legs. The fighting stopped at once. Mihail rubbed a crimson weal on his calf. I stick up for you and you wallop me like that! he said reproachfully to his brother’s retreating. The front-line men had their way: Kornei was chosen commander. But his father had to climb onto the cart and promise the village to keep an eye on his son.


– Don’t you worry! he said. If he gets up to any tricks I will tear his head off, the son of a bitch! D’you hear, Kornei? You see to it that everything is for the good of the people, and none of your temper! He raised his powerful fist menacingly. There was a roar of laughter, though everybody knew that few could stand up against that fist. Kornei laughed, too, but not without anxiety.


Dressed in their fathers’ boots, their mothers’ jackets, and old, torn hats, the children ran in a noisy, whistling horde along the streets, some barefoot, some in trousers made from sacks, all in cotton shirts. Though spring had come, the air was still chilly, but even those with bare feet were ready to stand anything rather than go back home and miss the revolution. Behind the children came a slow procession, headed by a light cart, with the machine gun in it. The two horses were driven by a front-line man with a rifle between his knees. Kornei Soloviev was sitting behind the machine gun, his broad palm on the greenish barrel. The front-line men marched along behind in strict step; their rifles slung across their shoulders. Their fixed bayonets glittered coldly, their faces were stern, concentrated. After them flocked all the other participants in the revolution. Others poured out of the houses to join them, and the procession grew longer and longer. It marched into the village square. Everybody was bubbling with excitement, agitatedly shouting to one another.


They were going to set up the soviet authority.


The village head, a tall, spare, old man, had long been waiting for someone to take the authority from him. Ever since everything had been changed in the town and the old order had broken down, he had not known what to do with his authority and had been oppressed by his position. Whenever he met a front-line man in the street, he would say to him:


– What is the matter with you, brother? You read and you will see that everywhere else the front-line men have taken over the authority, but you are doing nothing about it. Will it be soon?


– Wait a bit, old man! they would reply. Making a revolution is not like patching your trousers. Everything has got to be thought over and prepared; and then we will deal with you.


The old man had been warned that the revolution was at last taking place, and he had dressed himself in his finest attire and fastened a red ribbon to his shirt front. He sent for the village policeman, an enormous, red-haired fellow. When the police authorities disappeared from the country town and he ceased to receive his pay the policeman decided that his duties were ended; he had hung his 20 Storm over the Steppes official sabre and uniform up on the wall in his room and had occupied himself on his land. When a messenger arrived to summon him to the village administration, he turned up in his ordinary peasant clothes. But the head waved his arms at him frantically:


– What is this, what is all this? Here is a revolution going on, and you turn up without any uniform. Run and put it on, and your sabre; we are handing over the authority.


The policeman wanted to argue about it, but the head would not listen to him.


– Everything must be done with all due solemnity, he said. After all, it is the new government that is coming.


The bells started to ring in the belfry; the bell ringer swung the clappers vigorously. The priest in full vestments walked out from the church porch, followed by the choir. His feeble voice was drowned beneath the choir’s mighty bellow, for which the village church had long been celebrated. The fame was embodied in one member of the choir, a peasant named Kuprianov, who had a bass voice made for the world’s astonishment and terror. He had been a member of the choir for many years, but hitherto his freedom had been restricted by the choirmaster, who would not allow him to let his voice all forth in all its power. On one occasion the bishop had visited the village, and even he had called Kuprianov aside before the service and had said graciously to him:


– For God’s sake sing only at quarter strength. The Lord has given you a voice of thunder, but not in order to put all the faithful into spiritual fear and trembling.


So Kuprianov had had no freedom to sing as he wished. But on the day the revolution was made he revolted.


– If there’s freedom, it is for everybody, he told the choirmaster. I will sing as I wish now, and do not stick your tuning fork into my belly. I can bowl you off your feet with my voice, you are so weak. The choirmaster shrugged his shoulders and put Kuprianov in the back row.


So, he walked along at the back, his mouth wide open, thundering away with all his might. The priest looked at him reproachfully, but it made no difference. Even the bell ringer leaned out of the belfry and shouted something, shaking his fist. But Kuprianov only sang even louder. The bell ringer seized the clapper ropes and jangled all the bells at once; in that babe1 of sounds Kuprianov’s voice was drowned. But he was resolved not to yield. His face went purple his mouth was contorted, he bawled with terrible strength. Then, suddenly, he stopped. Suddenly, the feeble voices of the rest of the choir sounded quite clearly. And through the crowd ran the whisper that in trying to drown the bells Kuprianov had dislocated his jaw. He was hurriedly taken off to the hospital, his lower jaw twisted to one side, his eyes goggling. Everybody stood respectfully, watching him go; after all, he had suffered for the revolution.


Meanwhile, the priest sprinkled the front-line men and the people with holy water. When he reached the cart on which Kornei was standing bareheaded and with knee bent, the priest sprinkled him, too; then, after a moment’s thought, he sprinkled the machine gun. The procession moved on to the house of the village administration.


A group of people descended from the high porch. They were led by the village head, carrying the enormous key to the house and his glittering badge with the two-headed eagle stamped on it. He was followed by the redheaded policeman, in full uniform with sabre and whistle. His ginger whiskers were dyed and waxed, and they stuck out on either side like arrows. Behind him was the village secretary, a little man in spectacles, and several watchmen from the state grain tax warehouses. The procession was closed by the doctor. The village head had assembled all who had been paid by the former regime, on the assumption that they were the old authorities that had to be changed.


Kornei drew himself up to his full height and addressed the village head and his group:


– Well now, citizens, the old authority is being swept away and replaced, and a new one is being introduced, which, in a word, is the people’s and elected by the people. And if you resist or organize some ‘counter,’ we will strike you down at once.


– What makes you say that, Kornei? the head replied hastily.


– Why should we resist? Take the authority, damn it! Here is the key, here is the badge, take the lot!


But it was the soviet that was authorized to take the authority and all its insignia. Simon Soloviev and the other members of the soviet stepped forward; his armless sleeve twitching nervously, Simon took the key and the badge. Everybody cheered, the village head loudest of all.


Then the policeman stepped to the front. He unfastened his sabre and began to strip off his uniform. Everybody stood silent. He left himself only in his long, striped drawers and a canvas shirt. He shivered and danced with his bare feet in the mud. The women close to him turned their eyes away from the giant left in such a shocking state, and began to cry out:


– What is he up to, the filthy beast? Is he going to take off his drawers and stand here naked?


– Shut up, you women! the policeman bawled authoritatively.


– Have not I got to hand over the government property to the new authorities, damn it? My drawers belong to me, not the government. His eyes staring out of his head, he roared over the heads of the crowd till he was red in the face:


– Claudia, where are you, you cow? Bring me my clothes! He explained to those around him: I told my wife to bring my trousers, and she has not turned up!


– Here I am, what are you roaring for? came a woman’s voice from quite close to the cart. The policeman’s wife had been struggling to reach her husband, but the front-line men had been holding her back, laughing and preventing her from handing over the bundle of clothes. Cursing incoherently, the policeman hastily dressed. Then he seized his wife by the arm and dragged her away.


– I will teach you to play about with soldiers! he hissed.


– Stop! Kornei commanded him. You are a military authority, and you have got to be cashiered.


That is right, isn’t it, comrades? he appealed to the crowd.


– That is right! Cashier him! the crowd shouted. Kornei picked up the official sabre and drew it out of the scabbard. He had heard that the cashiering of an officer is accompanied by the ceremony of breaking his sword over his head. He turned to the policeman irresolutely.


– Stand at attention; I am going to cashier you!


– Well, cashier me then, blast you!


– Comrades, as is the custom in our glorious army, we cashier this son of a bitch of a policeman, and degrade him to the rank of simple peasant. Let him be indefinitely a peasant without right to promotion, Kornei shouted. He attempted to snap the sabre blade. It was made of solid, inflexible steel and would not break. Kornei went crimson with his exertions, but to no effect. Several others also tried their hands. The red-haired policeman stood at attention, waiting his eyes fixed on the distant belfry. At last, he got fed up.


– Give it me! I will do it myself! he said, taking the sword. He strained, he went crimson, he set the blade across his knees: but the wretched sabre would not break.


– Wait a bit, I will be back in a moment, he said, and rushed off. A few minutes later he returned and handed Kornei the sabre. The blade was half filed through, and it broke without any difficulty. Everybody sighed with relief.


Now it was the secretary’s turn. He laid a stout volume on the cart running board.


– Income in the first part, expenditure in the second part, he explained. Simon nervously picked up the volume with his one hand and disconcertedly shook it in the air.


– We cannot keep authority without a secretary. He turned to the crowd. We have got to have a secretary if there is any writing to be done.


– We will elect a secretary, at once, the people clamoured.


However, that was not so easy, for there was no one literate enough to perform the secretary’s functions.


– We must keep the old secretary, Simon declared. And the crowd agreed. The secretary picked up the stout volume again and modestly fell in behind the members of the soviet. ,


– But what have I got to hand over? said the doctor, a stout little man who was highly respected in the village.


– Comrades, what are we to do about Doctor Ivan Lukich? Simon shouted. Perhaps we can leave him? Who else is there to treat the people?


– But how can we leave him? a front-line man intervened. Once he is served the old regime, down with him and make an end of it. The crawling serpent is attached to the old regime, I know that. I went to see him, and he looked at me, and felt me, and said: ‘Once you’ve been gassed, I can’t cure you; but you’ll live, only take care not to fall ill.’ But why can’t he cure me? He can cure the bourgeoisie: but when it is the working people, they can go around sick. That is not good enough! Down with the bourgeois doctor. We will make Mitka Kurov the doctor; he was a medical orderly at the front, and he told me he knows it all better than any doctor.


– Mitka for doctor! the front-line men roared.


– We do not want Mitka! He will only treat his front-line friends, and he will give it to us others in the neck! the opposition shouted. It was the women who had the strongest objection to Mitka’s being elected. They had taken no part in the other changes of authority, but they simply stormed when the question of the doctor came up. A young, good-looking widow was particularly violent in her protest.


– We do not want your Mitka! she screamed. You can stick him up your arse! He has got no shame; how can I undress in front of him when I have got to be examined and pawed by the doctor?


– Shut up, you she-devil! Mitka shouted.


– When it is a bourgeois doctor, you are quite ready to take your clothes off, but you are not prepared to show your body to the toiling people! A bearded, snub-nosed, bald peasant pushed forward and shouted:


– What are you howling at her for? Go along and see her any evening, and she will show you all she has got just for the pleasure of it!


The widow’s face went crimson with fury.


– We are not going to undress in front of Mitka, and that is all there is to it. He is not a doctor yet, but he has already pawed all the girls all over.


Mitka was voted down; the old doctor was reappointed. But Mitka was given access to the profession of medicine. He was elected the doctor’s orderly, with instructions to see that the toiling people were given proper treatment.


And so, the revolution in the Soloviev’s’ village was accomplished.


Two days later the peasants drove out into the steppe to divide up the land. All the land, including the landowner’s and the church’s, was thrown into the common stock. Everybody was surprised to see that there was so much land available; there was enough for all.


They shared it out in accordance with the number of mouths in each family. The Soloviev’s received some 125 acres; they had never owned so much in all their history. Timothy handed back fifty acres in favour of the men with small families, and others followed his example. Even the landowner was allowed to have as much land as he and his family could work. It was strictly forbidden to hire laborers. The landowner stared at the emissaries who called on him from the revolutionary committee, and said angrily:


– You have robbed me of thousands of acres. You will return them all to me and throw yourselves at my feet into the bargain before we are finished. He turned on his heel and went into the house.


– You forget all that sort of talk, one of the emissaries hurled at his disappearing back.


– We have done enough throwing ourselves at your feet.




The Earth Ablaze


Everybody thought the revolution was over and done with; they did not realize that it was only beginning. They thought that now everything would go on peacefully and quietly: one authority had been replaced with another. Then came November, with its second evolution. Now all the talk was Lenin, or the Bolsheviks. It was rumoured that in the town the authorities had been changed again.


In the old days the village head had run affairs through the secretary. No one had fought for power, no one resisted the new authority, and only a small group of rich peasants, gathered round the land owner, was hostile to all that had occurred. And the people excused them, for everybody realized that the revolution had upset them by taking land.


But somewhere, a long way off from the steppe villages, clouds were gathering. Vague rumours reached those villages, of brothers fighting brothers. The rumours grew more plentiful, more detailed; the menacing clouds of civil war spread across the sky to hang over the steppe. The peasants went about with gloomy faces; the front-line men had anxious looks. The Soloviev’s house was filled with alarm. Kornei was hardly ever at home; he had transferred to the house occupied by the Red guards, taking the machine gun with him. In the early days Kornei had allowed Mihail to go into that house, had given him a rifle to hold, and once had even allowed him to fire it. Mihail told all his friends he had fired a real rifle, but he said nothing about the pain he had in the shoulder. Now, all this was changed; whenever Mihail went near the Red guards’ house, Kornei shouted at him:


– Go home, Mihail! Stay with your mother.


That was highly insulting. Mihail could not understand what was going on all around him. Occasionally Simon came home, but he never opened his mouth. Someone was coming – Mihail and Ivan knew that for certain; but who the someone was, and why he was coming, they had no idea.


– Are they coming? their father would ask Simon.


– Yes, they are coming, Simon would answer moodily. All Mihail and Ivan knew was that Whites were coming. But why should everybody be afraid of them?


They were all expecting misfortune, yet in the end it came unexpectedly. It reached the village from the neighbouring districts, from the Don and the Kuban Cossack areas. Led by General Pokrovsky, a large force of Whites marched into the steppe and ruthlessly suppressed the peasant revolt.


The dawn crept in slowly through the tiny windows, and Mihail woke up to the babe1 of voices that filled the house. As he lay, he could hear his mother crying, Kornei’s voice gurgling with fury, Simon’s calm remarks. His father was sitting at the table deep in thought, not listening to his sons. They were discussing how best to defend themselves, and whether defence was possible at all. The house was crowded with front-line men. From various remarks Mihail realized that the Whites were quite close. During the night someone had secretly posted proclamations on the telegraph poles; the notices said the Whites were coming to restore order and destroy the ‘revolutionary scum.’ And they bore a list of the inhabitants who would be hanged as soon as they fell into the hands of the Whites. There were twenty-six names, chiefly of front-line men, including three of the Soloviev’s-Kornei, Simon, and old Timothy.


That day the village was like a disturbed anthill. In the administration meetings went on all day. Toward evening Red guards from other villages already occupied by the Whites, began to arrive, bringing with them stories of the harsh measures being taken by the counterrevolutionaries. No one was spared, Red guards were shot on the spot, the peasants were driven out into the square and beaten with whips and bayonets, even to death. The Whites were in great force and there was no possibility of resisting them. Fear hung over the village, and only the former rich peasants went about with their heads high – their time was coming. And yet, although everybody realized that they had linked up with the Whites no one even thought of taking vengeance on them.


The Whites’ mounted reconnaissance patrols were already on the outskirts. But still the decision was not taken whether to defend the village or evacuate it. The soviet held the decisive meeting in the Soloviev’s’ house, where Mihail was a silent participant. He lay on the stove, his head dangling half out from the ledge. His brother Simon spoke quietly, as always, but the stump of his left arm twitched spasmodically, and his white face worked painfully. He said aloud what all were thinking: they must withdraw.


– If we try to defend the village, we shall not be able to hold it, and we will lose our force. It is hard to part from our wives and children, but what can we do? After all, the Whites are Russians like us, and they will not harm the women and children. We must retreat to the sands of Astrakhan, to the Kalmuck steppe, and there assemble our forces.


Kornei’s detachment slipped out of the village during the night. Timothy Soloviev did not want to leave his home, but his sons insisted on taking him with them. It was hard for his wife to part from her husband and sons, but she wrapped Timothy’s neck with a stout green scarf and said through her tears:


– You go, Timothy, you go, or they will kill you.


– But how about you and the little ones?


– Do not think of us. God is not without mercy. No one will hurt us.


Very few were left at home. All the older Soloviev’s went off, even Philip and Taras, who had not been in the army at all so far. Only Ivan, Mihail, and the four women – their mother, Simon’s wife Barbara, Olga, and Tatiana remained behind. A feeling of dread settled in the house and did not leave it. And not only in their house. All the village grew suddenly still, silent.


The Whites entered the next evening. Unlike the Red guards, they were armed to the teeth, were well clothed, and had cannon. They dispersed into the houses, readily falling into talk with the peasants. The village felt rather reassured. There was little to distinguish the Whites from the Reds. They were front-line men, too, they were Russians, too, men from the neighbouring Cossack districts.


The difference was revealed the following day. Small squads of officers and Cossacks passed along the streets, with lists of Red guards and of all who had shown sympathy for the soviet regime. Houses were searched, and many people were taken off to the village prison. An officer and two Cossacks visited the Soloviev’s. The visit was expected, and the women and children shrank into the corners and were very still. Bowing their heads to avoid the low lintel, the Cossacks followed the officer inside and sat down on a bench without removing their caps. From the stove ledge Mihail saw the officer’s thin, tired face, the fastidiously twisted lips. The Cossacks were older men, and seemed very similar to the ordinary peasants of the steppe. They looked about the house unconcernedly, and one of them remarked to no one in particular


– They are poor here; you can see that.


Vera Ivanovna stood in the middle of the room, her hands dangling helplessly. These men did not seem so very terrible, yet they frightened her. Everything depended on what they had come for.


– Get yourself ready, auntie, we are taking you to the staff, the officer said indifferently. And everybody else in the house must come with us.


The two weeping women prepared to go with the officer. Vera Ivanovna put on her one Sunday skirt, dressed Mihail in his jacket, and tied a kerchief round Barbara’s head. As she bent over Mihail, a rain of tears fell on his face; they scalded intolerably, and he clung to her even more tightly. The officer and his men turned and stared out of the windows. But one of the Cossacks could not stand the crying, and turned round.


– There is nothing to cry about! They will just question you and let you go.


He felt in the pocket of his baggy blue breeches and took out a candy. Blowing the tobacco off it, he held it out to Mihail:


– Here, do not cry, sonny. Everything will be all right. A big boy like you, crying!


They were escorted through the streets – the mother, Barbara, and Mihail. Ivan had vanished; Olga and Tatiana had taken shelter betimes with neighbours. Mihail would not fall one step behind his mother. He was wearing a pair of her old boots, and they made walking difficult, but he kept up with her. His mother and Barbara cried all the way, and as the neighbours stared through the windows, they shook their heads pityingly. Never had they seen women and children being taken off under armed escort.


Next to the village administration, a small house with barred windows stood behind a stone wall. In the old days it had been used to hold peasants who failed to pay their taxes, while on Sundays the policemen had collected the drunk and disorderly and locked them up for the night. But as a rule, it was empty, and the children found it an excellent playground; they would climb over the wall and take possession of the house. The soviet had decided that the prison was to be pulled down, for in a proclamation Simon had read that one of the tasks of the revolution was to destroy the prisons czarism had built for the toiling people. But they had not had the time to do it.


Now the prison was tumultuous with voices. It had only two rooms, and both were filled to overflowing. All the prisoners were relations of Red guards. Among them was old Frolov, with his handsome, patriarchal beard. He was perfectly calm and assured the others that they would all be allowed to go home.


– After all, they are Russians, too, and Christians, and they will not do anything to anger God, he said.


From time to time someone was called out of the prison and did not return. But whether they were released, or whether something worse had happened to them, no one knew. On the morning of the third day old Frolov was called out. He calmly rose from the wooden bench, smiled brightly, crossed himself, and said:


– Very good health, neighbours! I am going home. And you will not be hanging about here for long, either.


The Soloviev’s were called out late in the afternoon of the same day. They were led into the staff headquarters, in the village administration. There a thin, dark, and rather frightening officer was awaiting them. He began by shouting at the two women, but they only wept. Crushed with terror, Mihail gathered that the officer was threatening to catch all the Soloviev’s and hang them, and would strangle Kornei with his own two hands. The man whipped himself up into a frenzy, seized Vera Ivanovna, and dragged her into the next room. She went with him unresisting; Barbara and Mihail rushed after her and clung to her.


– Where are you taking her? Barbara shrieked. Take us, too.


The officer drove his fist into her face with all his strength, and she fell to the floor. He kicked Mihail across the room. The boy struck his head against the window ledge and was stunned. When he opened his eyes, from the next room he heard a heart-rending shriek – his mother’s shriek – and her repeated:


– Oh, God! Oh, God! He heard the dull thud of blows. Barbara rushed round the room, weeping, almost mad with grief.


– Save her! They are beating our mother with ramrods! Save her, good people!


Mihail rushed to the door and tried to open it. Someone pulled him back. The same freckled Cossack who had given him the candy gripped him firmly between his knees. Mad with rage, the lad bit him, beat on his face, tore his hair. He could hear nothing but those dull thuds and his mother’s screams. Every blow shook him, filled him with terrible pain; and he struggled more fiercely in the Cossack’s powerful grip. Then all sounds died away. His mother came out, supporting herself by the wall. Her new Sunday skirt was in ribbons, her jacket torn and hanging in shreds. She groaned; she looked absently round the room. Seeing Mihail in the Cossack’s grasp, she went to him. The man gently pushed her away and said:


– The boy’s mad with crying! He is sorry for his mother, all right!


All three were allowed to go home. Barbara supported Vera Ivanovna, while Mihail, tumbling in his big boots and sobbing, clung tightly to her hand. She did not weep; she only groaned from time to time. When they had passed the church, they were overtaken by a cart driven by the same freckled Cossack. He reined in the horses and took off his cap.


– Get in. I will take you home.


He drove them home, and even there did not leave them, but came into the house. Vera Ivanovna was already fussing over Mihail, pressing him to her. He was silent, but his eyes burned like a young wolf’s and revealed the passionate misery he was suffering.


The Cossack rested his heavy hand on Mihail’s head, and the boy trembled as if burned. Half to himself, the man muttered:


– We have reached a fine state of things! Starting to beat up women and children … The people are turned like beasts. Do not cry, auntie. We shall not forget what that officer’s done to you. He has been asking for it a long time. When he had gone, Mihail and his mother climbed onto the ledge above the stove. She hurriedly stroked his hand and assured him again and again that she did not feel any pain; they had beaten her only to frighten her. That day Mihail ceased to be a child; his burning sorrow for his mother flung him into manhood. And that day, for the first time, he felt all his impotence to cope with a life that could be so horrible.


All the next day his mother lay, a small, helpless bundle, on the stove ledge. Tatiana and Olga laid wet towels on her head, washed the livid bruises on her shoulders and arms. Much of the day she was unconscious, but when she came to, she asked at once:


– Has Ivan come back? Lord, save him!


Mihail set off to look for his brother. All the world seemed grey and sunless, though the sun was shining brightly. Fearfully cringing close to the houses, he went on and on, making for the far end of the village, to some shepherds who were friends of the Soloviev’s. Ivan had often gone to them to avoid his father’s anger, and Mihail thought he might have taken shelter there. To reach their house he had to cross the square, and as he approached, he saw something that made him stop in terror. Bodies were hanging from the telegraph poles; from the very first post hung an old man with a patriarchal beard, which stirred gently in the breeze. It was Frolov. Mihail took to his heels and did not stop running till he heard a woman’s voice calling to him. She was a frequent visitor to his house, and when Mihail went up to her, she seized his arm and dragged him into the house, inquiring anxiously after his mother.


In the house he was surprised to see his brother Dmitri sitting at the table. Dmitri ran to Mihail, lifted him in his arms, and kissed him. He was dressed in ordinary peasant clothes, and there was nothing to show that he was a Red guard.


The news of how the Whites had behaved in the village had reached Kornei’s detachment. Old Soloviev wanted to return to defend his family or die with it, but Kornei and Simon had objected. It was decided to send Dmitri. Now, as he listened to Mihail’s story, he ground his teeth and turned his white face to the wall.


When dusk had fallen, the two brothers set off together to look for Ivan. As Mihail had expected, they found him in the shepherds’ house. He had spent all the first night hiding in the reeds by the river; but next day, hungry and worn out, he had gone to the shepherds. They had taken him in, and had kept him with them ever since, for they were afraid to let him go out.


The two brothers took Ivan home. Dmitri did not go in, but halted at the window, said good-by, and melted into the darkness.


Day followed day. Vera Ivanovna recovered and sat down to work at her sewing machine. The family had to be fed. Olga went off to liven a neighbouring village, to spare the family the difficulty of finding food for her. Tatiana was a great help, for she was not a bad hand at making simple garments for the peasant women, who always dressed in the traditional skirts reaching to the heels, and short bodices. After returning from prison Vera Ivanovna’s eyes bothered her, and she could not thread the needle and found it harder to sit from morning till late evening at the machine. Mihail and Ivan were left with nothing to do. The yard was empty, the garden produce was gathered, autumn was approaching, and they did not feel like playing with their friends.


The Whites carried off all the grain they could find. The Peasants had to manage as best they could; for the Soloviev’s it was a very hard and bitter time. Their mother received such a small return for her work that she found it impossible to feed them all. The two boys saw that she was terribly worried, and one day they both went off. Ivan was taken on by a rich peasant to look after his horses, while Mihail hired himself out to the shepherds and went with them into the steppe to look after the sheep. Thus, the old house lost two more of its family.


The flocks of sheep wandered slowly over the spacious, sunburned steppe, followed sluggishly by big, shaggy dogs. The shepherds, equipped with long sticks crooked at one end, climbed to the tops of the burial mounds, and surveyed the steppe beneath them, boundless, wrapped in the stupefying scent of the wormwood, bathed in sunlight, silent, under a high, still sky.


The sheep spent all their days and nights on the steppe. Here and there were isolated houses, surrounded by sheds and pens. These were their winter quarters. When the blizzards began to rage, the shepherds would drive the flocks into the pens. But when the storm had passed, the sheep would go out into the steppe once more, to search for their food beneath the snow.


In that summer of 1918 one of these winter huts was Mihail’s headquarters. He spent two months in the steppe, until he was almost black with sunburn, and his hair was bleached white. The flocks belonging to the peasants of his village wandered about for several miles around. There were four such flocks, each in charge of a shepherd and an assistant. Only old Prokhor, who had taken Mihail as his assistant, lived in the winter hut. Prokhor was a kind of commander-in-chief of the ovine army. The old man was a friend of Timothy Soloviev, and he looked after Mihail, not letting him sleep in the open steppe with the sheep at night.


There was much work to be done, but Mihail did not complain. Prokhor would send him out with a cart to one of the flocks, or sometimes to the village to get salt or flour. The shepherds brought in any ailing sheep, and Prokhor and Mihail sheared them, smeared a stinking ointment over them, poured some equally stinking fluid down their throats, and kept them in the winter pens until they were well again. However, more often the sheep died, and then Mihail had to skin them. He buried the flesh, for Prokhor strictly forbade its being given to the dogs.


This life suited Mihail, but one thing troubled him. Behind the wall of the sheepfold there was a low mound, freshly dug. He had noticed it when he arrived. Prokhor said it was the grave of a Red guard whom the Cossacks had killed not far from the hut. He and Mihail fashioned a cross for the mound, but Prokhor would not tell him anything more about the man who lay beneath it, would not tell him that it was his brother Dmitri, shot by a White patrol. It had happened the day after Dmitri’s visit to the village. He would have had no difficulty in avoiding the Whites’ outposts during the night, but dawn was at hand. A patrol caught sight of the solitary figure striding across the open country. Two horsemen broke away and galloped toward him. Dmitri walked on calmly; it was nothing for a peasant to be walking across the steppe. The riders drew close; the leader was a young, fair-whiskered officer on a raven horse.


– Halt! he shouted. Who are you?


There was something familiar about his voice, but Dmitri had no time to think about it. The young officer rode right up to him, and they recognized each other. He was the son of the rich peasant, Gromov.


– Ah, one of Soloviev’s’ whelps! he shouted, snatching out his revolver. Take that, you dog!


Prokhor found the body riddled with six bullet holes, the following day. He recognized Dmitri, and buried him within the bounds of the winter quarters.


In the steppe, all human agitations and troubles fade to insignificance. Left alone with nature, man begins to feel that he has got away from the anxieties that torment him. So, it was with Mihail. All he had left behind in the village. in the old house. began to seem almost a dream. Only his thoughts of his mother were constant and warm. As he fell asleep, he thought of her sitting bent over the sewing machine and sewing, sewing, sewing.


One day a large force of Cossacks rode up to the winter hut, to carry off sheep. They took about a hundred from the nearest flock, loading them into carts. After that, these raids became a regular feature. Carts would turn up from one of the forces; the soldiers would bind the sheep and carry them off, leaving Prokhor a note stating they had been taken for military needs. Each time it happened Prokhor went off to the village and reported. The villagers scratched their heads, but they could do nothing. When he returned to the steppe, Prokhor ordered the shepherds to drive the flocks into still more remote pasturages. But the soldiers found them even there. Before long the two thousand sheep in the four flocks were reduced to half.


There was no avoiding the pillage. It was impossible to sell the sheep, for no money was of any value. The revolution had abolished the old order, but had not created a new one.


One day a force of a hundred horsemen rode up to the winter hut. Prokhor looked and saw that this time they were not Whites but Reds, A tall man, sitting easily in the saddle, raised his cap.


– Hello, Daddy Prokhor! Here are some guests for you.


He was a former shepherd from this same winter hut. Now he was a Red commander.


– Why, didn’t you know me? he laughed as he sprang from his horse.


– Of course, I did! How are you, son; and why has God sent you here?


– I know you will be angry, old man; the commander began. But there is nothing else for it. I have come to take away the sheep, all of them. Every single one.


– All of them? Prokhor gasped. Are you mad?


– Yes, all of them. We have got to feed our Red guards; and besides, we are not going to let the Whites eat all the sheep; they belong to the peasants.


Prokhor blew his nose with a tremendous blast.


– I shall not let you have the sheep, Prokhor said obstinately, mentally turning over scheme after scheme for avoiding this disaster. I do not want our own Red guards to be infected with a filthy disease. And all our sheep are ailing – I think it is the sheep pest. And if you eat them you might die.


– You do not say! the commander exclaimed in feigned horror.


– But you know, we do not worry about the pest; we have got the pest ourselves – Kornei Soloviev, you know. He is our commander. So, we will take the sheep just the same. Kornei ordered me specially to call here. Otherwise, he said, you might be offended.


The men rode off to the flocks, making straight across the steppe. It was obvious that their commander knew where to look for the sheep.


– I have taught him to my own sorrow, Prokhor said bitterly, as he watched them ride away. He hurriedly began to prepare for a long journey, putting a spare pair of boots and canvas trousers in his knapsack, as well as a can of the stinking ointment. Then he told Mihail to sit down beside him on the bench. I cannot believe they will take the sheep, he said, in a voice quivering with indignation. How could I go back to the village after that? For more than forty years I have seen to the sheep, and I have never had to go home without them before. So, I’m going with them; I may be able to save a few. But you wait here for the shepherds, and tell them to go back to the village. And you go back, too. Tell my old woman not to worry. As for the rest, it is as God wills.


He flung his sack across his shoulder and strode off toward the highroad.


On his return home Mihail found the place crowded with armed Cossacks. They were quartered in all the houses. In his own house there were six, all of them elderly men, with families left behind in the Don district. In the stable six horses were munching the Soloviev’s’ hay; The stirrup straps of six saddles hung from the low crossbeam. The staid Cossacks spent their time in unhurried conversation, grooming their horses, cleaning their equipment, or went unhurriedly to church. They became quite friendly with the Soloviev’s. One of them, Nikita Gerasimovich, an elderly, bowlegged man with heavily bearded face and rows of medals and crosses on his chest, enjoyed special authority among them.


– What brought us here? he said in a voice that was rather thin. Is it our job to join in quarrels over other people’s land? We have been tricked. These peasants have shared out the land, and quite right, too. But now we have come and taken the land from the people who work it, and handed it back to the landowner. What for?


The village was filled with rumours concerning Kornei Soloviev and his force. There were reports that they had made an attack on the railway and had fought desperate battles with the Whites. Then it began to be whispered that the force had crossed to this side of the river and was quite close to the village. The Cossacks, too, talked more and more about Kornei. They laughed when his name was mentioned, but behind their laughter was a hint of respect. From time to time, they rode off, returning only after some days. And then they would tell the mother:


– We have had another little clash with your sons, Vera Ivanovna. That Kornei of yours might well be a Cossack. Some of our men say he is enchanted and cannot be touched by sword or bullet. What do you think?


The Reds were beginning to give the Whites cause for great anxiety, cutting their communications, and making raids into the villages where they were stationed. The two forces led by Kornei Soloviev and his friend Joseph Apanasenko were commencing more and more respect. The Soloviev force roved the steppe in the vicinity of their village, sometimes not more than ten miles away. Apanasenko’s force swept still farther across the steppe, and suddenly the news spread that he had won his native village back from the Whites. A wave of excitement swept over the village, and everybody expected the Soloviev force to be arriving any day. When it was reported that Apanasenko had withdrawn his men into the steppe, leaving his village to the Whites, it was not believed.


Nonetheless, the tide had turned. All but surrounded, the Whites decided to evacuate the villages and form a solid front across the steppe. The Cossacks rode off; the landowners and rich peasants slipped away. One morning at dawn a stream of horsemen poured into the streets. Kornei had led in his men – over a thousand of them.


They held the place for only a few hours. The Whites were still strong enough to prevent their dominating their rear. But during the few hours Kornei was in the village a new sorrow brought the tears to his mother’s eyes. He told her that his father, Timothy, had died.


It had happened during the winter. One frosty day the Soloviev force was forced to retreat across the steppe, hotly pursued by Cossacks. Its rear was brought up by a small baggage tram, including sledges of wounded Red Army men. Timothy Soloviev was driving one of these sledges. Kornei made for the river, hoping for reinforcements. They did not come. In the ensuing battle Kornei led his main force across the river, but the baggage tram was cut off.


Infuriated by their failure to smash the main force, the Whites turned to capture the baggage train. The only hope was to reach the river, and Timothy and the other drivers drove their horses on madly. But one of Timothy’s horses was wounded, and he had to waste precious time cutting the traces. A fellow villager saw the old man in difficulty and called to him to jump into his sledge. But Timothy would not abandon his wounded. The man drove off, and the last he saw of Timothy was a figure standing beside his sledge, bareheaded, as the Cossacks galloped up.


As soon as Kornei heard what had happened, with Gregory, Philip, and Taras, he turned his force back into the steppe in a desperate attempt to overtake the Cossacks. From the top of a burial mound the four sons saw the Whites ride into a hamlet. In the early evening Gregory made his way on foot into the hamlet. In the centre he saw his father and the four Red guards who had been in his sledge, all hanging from telegraph poles. His father’s green scarf was lying at the foot of the post. Gregory picked it up and concealed it at his breast.


Deep in the night Kornei led his force against the hamlet. The night suddenly exploded with shouting, firing, howling. Abandoning their guns and equipment, suffering losses in killed and wounded, the Cossacks fled into the steppe. Peering through their windows, the inhabitants saw the Reds raging along the streets, led by four men who slaughtered the Cossacks ruthlessly and were not to be withstood: Timothy’s sons were taking vengeance for their father’s death.


In the morning large Cossack reinforcements came up, but there was nothing left for them to do but collect and bury their dead comrades.


Timothy was buried in the Astrakhan steppe; the Reds took his body with them as they retreated across the river.


Beneath this new sorrow Vera Ivanovna was bowed down. She shed few tears but sat silent on the bench, her eyes fixed on the corner where the lamp was burning before the icon. She sat there all day, all the night, and all the next day.


Kornei and his men retreated into the steppe, but she did not even hear her four sons say good-by to her before they left the old house. She did not even raise her head when the White guns opened fire. She was crushed by her grief and had no knowledge of anything else. Tatiana fussed over her, wept for her, kissed her hands; but her mother saw nothing, not even her own children’s tears. Her hair, which had been very black, turned grey.


Along the front formed by the Whites the struggle went on with increasing success for the Reds. The country of the steppe came more and more under their control. The Soloviev’s’ village lived in the continual sound of gunfire, which hung in the air, ominous, sometimes louder, sometimes softer, but steadily drawing closer. Carts laden with wounded soldiers and Cossacks dragged through the village; there was continual movement of cavalry and infantry forces. But the former good-natured relations between the Whites and the villagers had gone, and the soldiers pillaged the peasants.


Hand-to-hand fighting went on in the outskirts, and for some time the Whites succeeded in holding on to their positions. Then, on the advice of Simon Soloviev, who had been elected chairman of the district revolutionary committee, the Red commander, Ipatov, sent Apanasenko’s and Kornei’s forces into the attack on the village. The Whites could not beat off men who knew every little rise and tiny ravine in the neighbourhood, and they were forced to evacuate.


Toward evening of the next day, a column of prisoners was driven in from the steppe. Half-naked, beaten with rifle butts, bloodstained, they dragged along with heads hanging, under the guard of Red cavalry.


There were over a hundred. Mihail stood watching as they were marched into the prison. Suddenly he started back in alarm. Among them was an officer with a swarthy evil face – the officer who had beaten up his mother. And there was Nikita Erasimovich, the Cossack who had been quartered at the Soloviev’s’.


The Soloviev house was crowded and noisy with talk and movement. Waving his empty sleeve, Simon was explaining to the peasants the new order that would now be established. Vera Ivanovna was fussing around getting dinner ready. Flushed and panting, Mihail burst in and rushed to his mother.


– Mamma, d’you know who I have seen? he shouted. The men sitting at the table glanced at him angrily.


– Hold your tongue! his mother ordered sternly.


– I have seen him. he tried to go on.


– Who have you seen?


She bent down, and he whispered in her ear, taking anxious glances at Simon.


– I have seen that black officer who …


She understood at once, and took him hurriedly into the other part of the house.


– Hold your tongue, for God’s sake; do not say a word to anyone, she told him. Your brothers will never spare him.


Let God be his judge for the evil he has done. Do not tell a soul you have seen him.


– And I saw Nikita Gerasimovich too, he added.


– May God preserve him! she crossed herself. He is a good man and never did us any harm.


Their mother prepared a great feast, and everybody in the house sat down to the table. Taras and Philip were there. So were Kornei and a tall black-whiskered man called


– Comrade Ipatov, and Mihail deduced that he must be the big commander who had been talked about so much recently.


Vera Ivanovna glanced again and again out of the window.


– Simon, when will Gregory be coming? she asked at last.


– He will not be coming, Philip said in his deep voice. We have captured a gun from the Whites, and he is greasing and cleaning it.


She sighed. So, she would not be seeing Gregory for a while; Dmitri was missing too, and when she asked Kornei about him, he seemed reluctant and evasive. She filled up the great dish again and again with food. They all ate out of the one dish. There was not much talk during the meal, the only sound was the clatter of wooden spoons. But when they laid down their spoons and wiped their whiskers, they all began to speak at once.


– We have taken over a hundred prisoners, Simon said to Ipatov.


– I have given orders for them to be brought here. The Whites shot four hundred of our men and buried them just outside the village. What are we to do with the prisoners? His empty sleeve quivered violently.


Ipatov stared at the sleeve as though it had asked the question. Without raising his eyes, he said:


– We will do with them as they did with ours – shoot them.


Vera Ivanovna started away from the wall where she had been standing and went to the table. Without saying a word, she dropped down on her knees beside Ipatov. At this unexpected turn there was a sudden hush. Fixing her eyes on Ipatov’s face, she said in a trembling tone:


– Spare them; do not shed any more blood …


The men were embarrassed. Kornei was the first to recover. He jumped up and raised his mother from her knees:


– Get up, Mother; it is not for you to go down on your knees to us. But as soon as he let her go, she sank down on her knees again, pleading:


– Do not shed more blood … They were mad. The Lord sees all, and will not forgive. You are killing one another; but children are being left fatherless; old mothers are left without a place for themselves. Blood only results in blood. You men are hard; you have grown cruel. Spare these men at least. They have got mothers; they have got wives and children. If you kill them, you kill little children too, waiting at home for their fathers to come back. Do not be so terrible. Man has need of mercy.


Ipatov squatted on his heels in front of her. Laying his hand on her shoulder, he said in a sorrowful tone:


– Dear Vera Ivanovna, we are all your sons, and there is no reason for you to go down on your knees to us. Believe me, there is nothing I would not do for you. But you are asking on behalf of those and they shoot every Red Army man they capture. They have much blood unnecessarily shed on their consciences, and it is not our fault if we must repay them in the same coin.


– Blood never pays for blood, she whispered. Repay evil with good. Have pity on them for the sake of their innocent children.


Grinding his teeth, Ipatov rose and went to the window. For a moment or two there was a silence broken only by her bitter weeping. Then he turned and raised her from the floor.


– What do you think, Simon Timofeev ich? Maybe your mother is right. Blood does not wipe out blood. Perhaps if we let them go the swine will stop killing our men.


Simon was about to answer, but his mother rushed to him, hung on his shoulder, and her passionate whisper filled all the house:


– Simon, my beloved son, for your father’s sake, for the sake of your young brothers.


Simon stared at the floor, and his words had a heavy, morose note as he said:


– I have got no pity for these men – . They have drowned the earth in blood; they have left many orphans in our country. It is wicked the way things have gone. Russians killing Russians; and they have found protectors among the rich, who are ready to drive us down into the earth. I have got no pity for these men and never will have; but my mother’s made me think. Give your orders, Comrade Ipatov; as you order, so shall it be. Maybe my mother’s heart is wiser than all our heads; maybe if we show mercy, they will follow our example.


– I think my own mother would have said the same as you, said Ipatov, but they killed her because she was my mother. For a moment his face twisted, his eyes turned steely. But then they glowed with warmth as he turned to Vera Ivanovna.


– All right. We will do as you say. We will release the prisoners.




On the Highroads


Now once more it was very quiet in the home. Only rarely did a letter arrive from one or another of the brothers. Kornei was in command of a regiment, Gregory was a squadron commander, and Taras and Philip were members of Kornei’s staff. Kornei had become famous in the Budenny First Cavalry Army. His brothers wrote that he had been wounded several times, but never seriously, that he continued in active service even when wounded, and would never stay more than a week in a hospital.


Simon had become quite a big man locally. But to look at he was still the same old Simon, gaunt, harassed, one-armed, with the same ragged jacket round his shoulders, the same shapeless boots on his feet. He had no time for such things as dress. He found it difficult, very difficult, to have to run a whole district. He had not the education or the knowledge for such a big job. And now that he was grey-headed he had to try to make up for lost time. His chief friends in the district were the teachers. He was frequently to be seen bent over a school exercise book, even at some important meeting.


At home, life was very quiet. The sewing machine hummed from morn till night, and Vera Ivanovna sat bent over her work, short-sightedly examining the seams. Ivan and Mihail sat at their school lessons. Barbara, Simon’s wife, moved silently about. She was almost forty now, but her womanly strength seethed within her and could find no satisfaction. Sometimes at night she would wander into the room where Vera Ivanovna and the younger children were asleep. Barefoot, in her undershirt, her long black hair hanging down her back, she would come, burning with heat, and would burst into tears.


– Mamma, I cannot stand it, she would moan in her singsong Ukrainian voice.


The youngsters had no idea why she wept so much at night, and did not dare to ask why one day she suddenly went off to her husband in the district town, so only Vera Ivanovna, Tatiana, Ivan, and Mihail, were left.


The year 1919 passed in anxieties, agitation, and need; 1920 arrived. Now that everywhere the Soviet regime was victorious, the people of the remote steppe villages thought peace had come at last. But those who had gone off to fight for the new government did not return.


At last news arrived that Kornei had been wounded yet again, and was in a hospital. The Red Army man who brought the report told Vera Ivanovna that Taras was in a hospital, too. This further anxiety sapped the old woman’s strength; her heart was filled with anguish, and she went about pale of face, and silent, in her eyes a look of dumb suffering.


One afternoon in the late summer of that year, Tatiana, Ivan, and Mihail made their way together to the local railway station. They did not take the usual road across the fields from the village, but went along a deep, dry ravine that ran right up to the track, avoiding inquisitive eyes.


There was a train about to leave. Tatiana, Ivan, and Mihail halted just outside the station. Mihail had a small bundle of clothing in his hands, while across his shoulder was another bundle containing food – a loaf of bread, a piece of old, rancid lard, salt wrapped in a clean rag, an onion, and several hard-boiled eggs. He was wearing a jacket in good condition, a clean shirt, and canvas trousers. The boots he was wearing were only used on solemn occasions.


Tatiana, a comely girl of eighteen, was paler than usual and adjusted the bundle on Mihail’s shoulder with even more than her normal fussiness. There was a look of anxiety in her eyes, which were grey, like those of all the Soloviev’s. Ivan seemed very glum. and he kept his eyes fixed on the ground. Mihail was suspiciously agitated.


– Perhaps you would better not go, after all, Mihail? Tatiana said quietly, looking hopefully at her brothers.


– But we have settled that, Tatiana; we have agreed again and again that I am to go. And once we have agreed, I am going, Mihail said.


– The idea that one of them should go in search of their elder brothers at the front had occurred to them after Mihail’s last visit to Simon. Simon had no news of his brothers, except that Kornei had distinguished himself again in battle, and had been wounded. Vera Ivanovna derived no pleasure from hearing the stories of his exploits, and had only grown more sorrowful. Her thoughts were not so much of him as of her younger sons, Taras, Philip, and Gregory; for she did not even know whether they were still alive.


Her younger children were upset to see her grieving, and they decided that one of them must go in search of their brothers and bring back news of them. They discussed the plan for a long time, and keeping it secret from their mother, the three of them prepared for Mihail’s journey into the unknown. Budenny’s Cavalry Army was somewhere in the Ukraine, and that did not seem very far to the youngsters, who had no idea of the immensity of Russia. Mihail thought he would only have to travel a little way beyond the town where Simon was working to get to the Ukraine. And once there, of course he would find his brothers easily.


That evening the house was loud with lamentation, when Vera Ivanovna learned that her very youngest son had gone off to look for his brothers. She guessed what difficulties he must overcome if he was not to die on the great and terrible highroads, and the thought of his death was like a nightmare to her. She went to the station, but was told there would not be another train till next day. So, she lost a whole day, for she planned to go to the town where Simon was, in the hope that Mihail had called to see him, and that Simon had kept him there.


But Mihail had thought of that; he had realized that Simon might well prove the biggest obstacle of all to his plans. He did not stop to see him, but went on by the next train.


The thirteen-year-old Mihail was now plunged into a world of milling, struggling human bodies, the backwash of four years of world war and three years of civil war. The railways were like blocked veins in a living organism. Life crawled along them sluggishly, threatening to come to a complete stop at any moment. The stations were packed with human beings. People waited for weeks, sometimes for months, for an opportunity to make a journey. And at every station, and even along the tracks, children, girls, and boys who had lost their parents or been abandoned by them, stood cringing, begging for food. And everywhere there was filth, hopelessness, numb despair.


The food Mihail had brought did not last a week, and he had to rely on his wits to find ways of getting more. The majority of those who were in a similar plight resorted to barter, exchanging their last embroidered towel, their last piece of soap, or home-grown tobacco, for bread. Mihail had nothing he could exchange. Sometimes he would go early in the morning to the market place, to help the women stall keepers arrange their goods or sweep between the stalls. He always made a special attempt to help the women who sold pies. It was their custom to take up their stations sitting on top of enormous earthenware jars that were filled with hot pies. There each would sit perfectly still until a customer came along. Then she would slip off the jar, lift the rag covering the pies, and take one out. Such a woman often needed errands run, someone to go home to ask for a fresh batch of pies, or to ask a merchant to keep some flour. And Mihail was always ready to oblige and receive a hot pie for his trouble. Yet such opportunities were rare, and often Mihail went hungry.


Many people died while traveling on the railway. Human beings lived like wolves, and when the wolf lost its capacity to obtain food, it died quietly and unnoticed, in some corner. Then the body was carried into an empty warehouse used as a mortuary. No one asked whose it was, or why it had come to that spot to die. Man was too insignificant as an individual for anyone to be interested in him.


Yet of all the terrible things Mihail saw as he wandered from station to station in that devastated land, he thought the louse was the worst. That tiny insect had declared war on man. In the peasants’ houses, such as Mihail is, the louse enjoyed a certain, limited right of habitation. But there it was domesticated and was kept within bounds What he saw on the railways was almost an open offensive of insect against man. The lice invaded the stations and conquered the human beings crowded there. The floors, the benches, even the walls were spattered with their crawling bodies. Every morning the cleaners would turn all the human beings out of the halls in order to sweep the floors. The rubbish they swept out was alive, and moving. As they got up to go out, the people brushed the insects off their clothes by the hundreds.


At one station Mihail found the railwaymen and some Red Army men working hurriedly in an empty warehouse. They installed a great locomotive boiler in the warehouse and worked day and night until they had everything ready. Then they nailed up an inscription in blood-red letters above the entrance:


‘Slaughter-louse.’


The battle on the lice opened that same day. Railwaymen together with an armed guard went to each waiting hall in turn, and the railwaymen explained that they wanted to improve the passengers’ conditions a little, and invited them to avail themselves of the services of the ‘slaughter-louse.’ The guards acted rather more resolutely. They told off two hundred people and drove them to the warehouse.


Only one hundred at a time were allowed inside; the others had to wait. Mihail was among those who waited, and he climbed up to one of the large windows, in order to watch the massacre. He saw that the warehouse was empty, except for the boiler, which had a great fire roaring under it. The people were compelled to undress and tie their clothes in bundles, to which they attached metal numbers. Leather articles could not be treated, and Mihail grinned at the sight of naked people with only their boots on, and leather belts round their sunken bellies. He noticed that one young man was wearing officer’s breeches, very good leg boots, and an officer’s cross belt with handsome buckles. After undressing he stood with the straps and belts over his body and the fine boots on his feet.


The railwaymen pushed the bundles of clothing into the boiler and fastened the door tightly. Everybody waited patiently. Ten minutes later the door was opened. The waiting people set up a howl. Inside the boiler the bundles were burning furiously. They rushed to rescue their clothes, but it was too late. In their frenzy they turned on the railwaymen, and were kept back only by the threats of the armed guards. Shivering with fear, the workmen huddled in a corner, while the guards stood round them with fixed bayonets. One man – it was the youngster in officer’s garb – managed to break through the cordon. Wild with rage he flew at one little workman and seized him by the throat. Screaming unintelligibly, he dragged the man toward the boiler door, with the obvious intention of flinging him inside. But then he had a still better idea. He thrust the man into a corner and stripped him of all his clothes. Then he hurried off and dressed in the clothing he had obtained.


Mihail was not allowed to see the end of the fight against the lice. A squad of railway guards hurried up and drove the crowd back, and their lice with them.


Struggling continually against difficulties, Mihail slowly advanced toward his goal; at last, he reached the Ukraine. Budenny’s Cavalry Army was somewhere in the Ukraine, but no one could tell him which way to go in order to find it. He roamed backward and forward over the country, following up rumour after rumour – a tiny point in a great chaos. Yet that tiny point shifted. He travelled by every conceivable means of conveyance. Until it grew too cold at night, he climbed onto railway-car roofs, where there was always room. You could ride on the buffers, too, but then you had to cling very tight and not fall asleep. There was no hope of riding inside a carriage or truck, for not even he could wriggle into the solid mass of human beings already inside. The most unpleasant of always of travelling was on a gasoline tank. The tanks swayed and rocked, and Mihail had to cling on for dear life. And he was almost stupefied with the fumes of the gasoline or kerosene.


In that quest for his brothers, he came at last to a station where he had to hang about for a week. Then the stationmaster happened to take some notice of him. Learning that he was wandering in search of the Budenny Cavalry Army, he sent for the boy.


– In the next town there is a hospital attached to the Budenny Army, he told Mihail. You go along there, sonny, and they will help you to find your brothers. I am afraid you will have to walk it, but it is not far – only twenty miles.


Mihail reached that town the very next day


A piercing autumn wind was blowing. It howled through the telegraph wires; it drove the masses of grey cloud across the sky. On the outskirts of the small Ukrainian town were brick buildings surrounded by a high wall. Old houses, timeworn, stood in a semicircle round a large, handsome church with massive cupolas. The place was a former monastery.


Darkness had fallen when a boy stole through the wide-open gates. He shivered as he went, and stumbled over the stones. Inside, he stopped and looked about him uncertainly. There was no one to be seen. The buildings were grey, unfriendly; a light shone through a window here and there, but even that light seemed to repel.


A gust of wind swept over the buildings, shook the trees, filled the spacious yard with rustling and roaring. The boy huddled into himself still more, and timidly went up to the building in the centre of the yard.


He knocked quietly on the door. After waiting a moment or two, he knocked again, louder. The door was opened, and a curly-haired lad appeared, lit up by light from the corridor. Without saying a word, the lad took Mihail by his collar and pushed him down the steps.


– You again, your lousy kid? he shouted angrily. You wait, I will tell your father in the morning. He slammed the door. The boy stood for a moment or two, then knocked again. The lad opened it at once; but now he had a whip in his hand.


– I will give it to you! he said, raising the whip. I will teach you to come around here playing your games!


– Stop it! a quiet voice called behind him. A woman in a black kerchief came along the corridor. Who are you, boy, and what do you want? she asked.


Mihail shyly stepped into the stream of light and looked at the woman hopefully. He hurriedly explained that he had come a long way in search of his brothers, who were in the Budenny Amy. The station master had told him there was a hospital here.


The woman took him by the hand and led him into the room, seating him on a chair.


– But what regiment are your brothers in? the curly-haired lad asked.


– I do not know.


– It will not be easy to find them, the woman said. The Budenny Army is very big, and it has lots of regiments. What is your name?


– Soloviev. Mihail Timofeevich Soloviev.


– Soloviev?” she exclaimed; A ghost of a smile appeared on her face. Why didn’t you say so before? You may not have to look far for your brothers – we have got two Soloviev’s here. But one of them – she stopped short. Mihail had a feeling that something had snapped inside him. He wanted to ask, ‘What about one of them?’ But he did not dare.


She took him along a corridor and opened a door at the far end. A kerosene lamp was standing on a table, and in its light, he saw Kornei. His brother was studying a large sheet of cardboard. (Mihail saw later that the multiplication tables were written on it.) When the door opened, he raised his head, but the lamplight did not throw as far as the door, and he could not see who was standing there.


– Who is it? he asked.


– It is me … Mihail! The boy’s voice shook; he was very near to tears.




With the Red Cavalry in Ukraine


I had found my brother!


I had gone through a rough first part of my life school. I left my childhood home behind for good, although I did not know it at the time.


A kerosene lamp was burning on the table, by its light I saw Kornei. The brother examined the large sheet of cardboard. (I later found out that there were storyboards written on it.) When the door opened, Kornei raised his head, but the lamp did not shine all the way to the door, and he did not see anyone standing there.


– Who’s there? he asked.


– I – Mihail! I answered with a trembling voice, tears were nearby.


Kornei started up and ran to the door.


– Mihail! he exclaimed joyfully. But where the devil has you come from?


– Do not come too close, I am smothered with lice, I warned him.


– I am not afraid of lice! Kornei cried, as he seized his young brother and lifted me off the floor.


The farther corner of the room was plunged in darkness. But I could see a bed, and someone lying on it. Kornei followed my glance, and his face darkened.


– It is Taras – . He is bad. He dropped his voice to a whisper.


From the bed came a feeble voice.


– Did I hear Mihail? Or was I dreaming?


Kornei pushed me across to the bed. As he bent over Taras there was a tender note in his voice.


– No; you were not dreaming, Taras: Mihail is here.


I stood, not knowing what to say. Now I could see his sick brother’s face, pale, thin covered with sweat.


Is Mother all right? The feeble voice asked.


– Yes – . she is quite all right, I whispered, unable to take my eyes from the spot where Taras’ legs should have been, the blanket was flat I felt so frightened that I snatched convulsively at Kornei’s hand, digging my nails into the flesh.


– That is good? And Dad? He is back at home now, isn’t he? I must go out into the steppe and find my horse – . He passed into a quiet, incoherent muttering. I clung to Kornei’s hand.


– What is he saying? I whispered.


– He has gone off again, Kornei answered thickly.


The curly-haired lad took charge of me and led me downstairs, where the woman in a kerchief was waiting for us. A tub of hot water had been placed in a small room. The lad took away my clothes and boots and made me get into the tub. Then he scrubbed me furiously with a handful of sawdust. He had no soap except some green, semiliquid mass, which he used in large quantities. I had the feeling that I was being flayed, but made no protest being still overwhelmed by what I had just seen. Taras without legs; Taras dying.


The lad helped me out of the tub, then went and fetched clothing while the woman rubbed me dry with a towel. The clothes were Tara’s. ‘But how about Taras? I felt like asking. Then I remembered that flat blanket.


As the days passed, Taras’ life slowly guttered out. He regained consciousness more and more rarely. The doctors who came and briefly examined him turned away without speaking. Kornei would overtake them in the corridor, and each time there was the same conversation:


– Hopeless?


– Absolutely. General gangrene has set in.


The last night arrived. Taras suddenly recovered consciousness. I was sitting with Kornei at Taras’ bedside.


– My toes are hurting, he complained. I shivered with horror.


– You go back home, Mihail! Taras whispered. There is no point in your being here with us. You look after Mother; she is all the world to us – . You will send him home, won’t you, Kornei?


– Yes, Taras; do not you worry about that.


– But do not tell Mother – you have seen me – Just let her think I am missing. She is only got you and Ivan to help her now. Tatiana will get married. Do not leave Mother alone. You take over my horse, Kornei. He is a good horse, a faithful comrade. Do not feel sorry for me; I shall be glad to die. I am tired out. And do not be angry with me for not obeying your orders, Kornei. I paid them out for Father, for Dmitri … and for Mother… I have got no pity for them. After the way they beat our mother with ramrods … you know that dark officer, Mihail; I caught him and killed him. Float on, float on, waters so deep.


He wandered off into delirium again; he began to shout; his eyes dilated and stared at the ceiling. Then he grew very still and quiet, only just breathing. Kornei held my hand, and I clung to Kornei. So, they sat on, till the woman in the black kerchief said softly:


– He is gone.


I raised my eyes to Kornei’s face. Brother’s cheeks were streaming with tears. I burst into a terrible sobbing and ran out of the room.


Taras was buried in the monastery cemetery.


Kornei could not bear to go on living in the hospita1; he was desperately anxious to return to his regiment. But he had to fight a battle with the doctors, who were not willing to discharge him until he was perfectly well. His leg was not properly healed, and he limped. He kept his left hand always in the pocket, for he had received a sabre cut on the shoulder and could not use his arm. But he was determined to return to service, and the battle ended with him and me getting into a cart and being driven to the army staff. I had to be very careful not to knock against my brother’s arm; I saw Kornei suppress a grimace as he accidentally caught the edge of the cart. I plucked up courage to ask:


– When was that? I nodded at the arm.


– When was what?”


– Why, your arm. Was it that time when you met the Pole? You know, the fight they wrote about in the papers. Tell me all about it, I pleaded.


– There is nothing to tell. He galloped at me, I at him. He came at me with his sabre, I at him. He missed, I did not. There is nothing interesting in that.


– No, there is nothing interesting in that, he agreed. He missed I did not, he mentally mimicked his brother. But how about Taras’ horse? I suddenly asked.


– It is dead. Kornei turned away, and his voice sounded annoyed. Taras did not know it was killed under him… It is dead… And Taras is dead, he went on in a tone of slow, cold fury. Father, Dmitri, Gregory, and now Taras…


– Gregory, too? I exclaimed in horror. My brother frowned as if he had a toothache, and clutched his sabre.


– Yes, Gregory, too… He died of typhus… I did not write and tell Mother; she has got enough sorrow without that.


I was overwhelmed. So, Gregory was gone, too; and he had been so fond of dancing and playing the accordion. I was upset, and heard only vaguely what Kornei was saying. His brother sat leaning forward tensely, his eyes fixed on the distance; he spoke slowly, painfully:


– So, Father is gone, and Dmitri, and Gregory, and Taras. And others will go, too. The Soloviev family is being wiped out… I could not save Taras, either – He tried to silence a Polish gun singlehanded… I saw the tear roll down brother’s cheek and suddenly felt pity for him and silently stroked his sleeve.


– This wind is making my eyes water! Kornei said. He wiped the tears from his cheeks and turned his back.


Regimental commander Kornei Soloviev strode about the room, irritably shaking his head. I stood huddled in a corner, head thrust forward obstinately, eyes following brother’s movements. Those grey eyes were alighted with determination; his freckled, weather-beaten face was beaded with sweat, though the room was not at all warm. His chin was sunk on his chest, and he looked like a young goat that has rammed its horns into a wall and will not draw back.


– Do not you understand that I cannot drag you about with the regiment? I cannot risk your life, Mihail. And I cannot send you back, either; you would never get home. So, the best thing will be to leave you here while we are on active service. I have decided with the people here for you to live with them until I come back. We shall not be away long, and you may be with us again in a fortnight.


– But I am not staying behind! I do not want to stay here without you. And besides, I am not a child, to be left in the care of old women!


Kornei irritably strode out of the room, slamming the door behind him. The kid’s got quite out of hand, he thought as he went. How can I take him with us? Supposing something happens to him? He pictured his mother’s sorrowful face and felt even more annoyed. ‘It is not my fault that you’ve got such a fractious lot of children,’ he muttered as if she could hear him.


He called for an orderly, and sent him to the second squadron; the orderly returned accompanied by a tall Red Army man with closely trimmed whiskers. The man was not young, maybe about forty; he had on a long greatcoat and an enormous fur cap. He followed the orderly into the regimental commander’s room and put his rifle down with a clatter against the wall. He took a keen look at me, as I was still standing in the corner, but made no comment.


Kornei rose to meet him from his seat at the windows.


– Good morning, Tikhon Sidorovich.


– Good morning, Regimental Commander Kornei Timofeevich, the man stolidly answered, dropping into a chair.


– Mihail, you can go, Kornei ordered.


When the two men were left alone, Kornei shifted his chair right up beside Tikhon Sidorovich.


– Come to my rescue, old man. I simply cannot think what to do with Mihail, he began in a miserable tone. We are ordered up to the front again, as you know. And it is too risky to take the boy with me. He might easily be wiped out. I have sent Philip off to school, but now I have got this one to tackle. And he is our youngest. After what happened to Taras, I am afraid for my brothers. I feel responsible for his death…


– Of course you are not, Kornei Timofeevich. When Taras tried to silence that gun, you were lying almost dead yourself.


– All the same I ought to have bridled his spirit more.


The regimental commander and Tikhon Sidorovich were closeted together for a long time. At last, they went out onto the veranda. Kornei looked for me, saw me among a crowd of cavalrymen, and called me across.


– As you do not want to stop here, I am assigning you to the second squadron and placing you entirely at the disposition of Tikhon Sidorovich, he said angrily. From now on he is your commander, and you will do exactly what he orders. And if you do not, do not come running to me. Though I am your brother, I shall see you get the punishment you deserve.


On his return to regimental headquarters Kornei had found it in a state of excitement and bustling activity. The hopes that the civil war was over and there was no more need for bloodshed had been dashed. Nestor Makhno had raised a revolt against the Soviet regime in the Ukraine, and was sweeping over the countryside with a band of several thousand men. The Budenny Cavalry Army had been ordered to destroy Makhno and clear the Ukraine of his followers. So, the Cavalry Army was going into battle once more.


The winter of 1920 was unusually severe. Freezing winds swept across the steppe, driving clouds of stinging snow before them. The frosty nights were beautiful, but they were bitterly hard for the cavalry, which hung on to Makhno’s tail. Soloviev’s regiment had been ordered to maintain contact with the enemy at all costs and not let him escape. It halted for a rest only when Makhno’s rear guard halted; frequently the regiment bivouacked on one side of a village, and the Makhno band on the other. But neither side would give battle; the time for that was not yet. For two months that pursuit went on, around the Ukrainian countryside. More and more of Soloviev’s men had to be sent to the hospital, suffering with frostbitten feet and hands. The regiment’s course was marked by a trail of dead horses; their bodies were turned into mounds of snow along the wayside. But Makhno continued to manoeuvre over the country, not allowing himself to be drawn into battle or cut off from the frontiers, which he could cross if his situation grew hopeless. To the Reds’ plan of forcing him into a final fight he opposed his own plan of exhausting them in fruitless pursuit, joining battle only when they were worn out. The regiment dragged slowly along the road. Kornei rode a fine grey horse at its head. From time to time, he glanced back, and a look of annoyance crossed his face. The regiment had lost almost half its complement; every day it had to leave men behind. As for the horses, they were completely exhausted. If they could only have two or three days of rest, the regiment might regain its striking power; but order after order came from higher authorities that they were not to ease up, not to lose sight of the enemy. So, they went on day and night, through blizzards and through still, freezing weather.


It was bitterly cold. The Ukrainian steppe lies exposed to all the winds of heaven. The men had their fur caps drawn right over their ears and sat hunched in the saddle. The horses’ flanks and necks were covered with a rime of frozen sweat. The stirrups were wrapped in straw and rags, for the bare metal would have scorched with the cold. The animals dragged themselves along, their heads drooping wearily, yellow icicles of frozen spittle hanging from their lips. Soloviev had every confidence in his men. With them he had covered thousands of miles, had fought dozens of large and hundreds of smaller engagements. But the horses?


He reined in his own steed and dismounted. The order was passed along the column, and all the regiment followed his example. The men went for a while on foot, leading their mounts by the rein. Then they climbed into the saddle once more and rode along, swaying rhythmically.


I was riding among the men of the second squadron. I was dressed as befitted a cavalryman, in a short, dark fur coat, a fur cap, and felt boots. My clothing had been provided by the men of the squadron. Such things were not easy to come by, but nothing is impossible to a soldier. Half frozen themselves, they took the greatest care of me who’s fate had cast among them; they were already calling me ‘the son of the regiment.’ Tikhon Sidorovich was particularly solicitous of my charge. The regimental commander had given him special, secret instructions that if an engagement began, Tikhon was to send me back to the baggage train, using force if necessary, and hand me over to the service corps, who were to keep me safe till the fight was ended.


From the very beginning I was inseparable from Tikhon. I was devoted to this tall soldier, who rode on a lop-eared horse so small that he seemed to be carrying her between his legs. He was an amusing sight, and the men of the other squadrons would shout to him:


– Hey, daddy, isn’t your horse heavy to carry that way?


He never took offense at the jokes, but he never made any retort. He would tuck up his knees and tickle the horse with his spurs, and his skewbald nag would carry him off at a fast trot. He would not have parted with that horse for anything, though she was nothing to look at. On the other hand, he had taken great trouble to get a fine mount for me. I had a raven horse, not very high, with lean legs and a small head carried beautifully, a small white blaze on the forehead. ‘Raven’ was young, and although exhausted by the long pursuit, from time to time he would forget his weariness, playfully toss his head, and begin to dance along.


Tikhon was very proud of me, and satisfied with the weapons he had obtained for me. From somewhere he had got hold of a very short riffle and an officer’s short sabre. I thought of myself as quite an old campaigner, and my heart swelled with pride. From time to time my brother ordered me to report to him. A shout would go up far ahead, and the word would be passed back along the column: ‘Mihail forward! He is to report to the commander.’


At the shout I would turn out of the column and gallop along at the roadside to where Kornei was riding at the head. Trotting up to the commander, I would salute irresolutely. Kornei never insisted on being saluted, but Tikhon Sidorovich had strictly enjoined me to salute his superiors. Kornei laughed.


– You are quite a Budenny man now, Mihail. A fine horse, fine weapons. You are even dressed like an old soldier.


– Tikhon Sidorovich got hold of it all for me, I replied.


– I know. He is like a father to you. Somehow, I never have any time to spare for you. But tell me the truth: you are hungry, aren’t you? Didn’t I tell you that you could ride part of the time on a machine-gun cart? That way you would get some sleep. And the machine gunners always manage somehow to get hold of food.


– I want to be with the other men. And I do not bother you because you are always busy. As I was speaking, I stared at brother’s thin face and thought anxiously: You are hungry, too, by the look of it. Do not you worry, Kornei; we are not starving. Tikhon Sidorovich always manages to get food… But do not make me go to the machine gunners. I am not in the least tired. I am not a baby!


– Ah right, I know you are not a baby. But tell me what you have had to eat today. I flushed.


– I have not had anything yet. But as soon as we arrive at a village, Tikhon Sidorovich—


– I know, he will get food. But evening is already coming on, and you have had nothing all day.


Jacob, the commander’s orderly, rode up. Among his tasks was that of feeding Kornei, and he did this job with unflagging zeal, though with varying success. He had just been along to the machine gunners, and now he took a hefty loaf of bread from under his greatcoat. The bread was frozen hard, but by sheer strength he broke it into three pieces, giving one each to Kornei and me and keeping the third for himself.


I buried my teeth in the solidly frozen mass; it crumbled and gritted on them. But it was good bread, and its healthy scent was not to be suppressed even by the binding frost. They rode along for some time in silence. Remembering that Tikhon Sidorovich had not had anything to eat, either, I slipped a piece of the bread into pocket. As Kornei was about to say something, a solitary horseman came into sight, furiously lashing his horse as he galloped toward them.


– That is a man from one of our patrols, Jacob remarked. It must be something urgent, the way he is using his whip.


Kornei abstractedly handed the rest of his bread to the orderly and rode on at a sharp trot to meet the horseman. It seemed that he had already forgotten my presence.


Suddenly a gunshot sounded behind the oncoming rider. In a moment the scene was transformed. I was afraid of being cut off from Tikhon Sidorovich, who would tell me what to do, so I turned he horse and rode it hard back toward the second squadron. Now shells were beginning to burst among the men at the head of the column. Men and horses rolled over on the frozen ground, and others scattered to both sides of the road. Looking back, I caught sight of my brother, reining in his grey horse. He was shouting something, but I could not distinguish the words. I have got to be with him, he thought, and sharply turned his horse. In a moment he was in the very midst of a shambles of horses and men lying about the road. Raven snorted, charging against the flanks of other horses. I lashed him with the end of the reins, and Raven dashed on. The next thing I saw was a horse’s hoofs waving in the air above me. But that’s Raven! I thought. What on earth is he doing? Then darkness fell around me, but by exerting all my will I drove it off. High above I saw Tikhon Sidorovich’s bearded face, drawing down over me.


– I failed to look after him, poor kid! the face whispered. Over Tikhon’s shoulder peered my mother. She was smiling faintly, encouragingly. A gripping feeling of sorrow for her made me stretch out hands toward her.


– Mummy!


Her face drew away, began to dissolve, as though it were woven of tenuous cloud. Mummy, do not go! I called, desperately anxious to keep her with me. Then a voice said,


– He is calling for his mother. Whose voice? I did not recognize it. I opened the eyes and fixed the gaze on a sky that was black, with bright patches. That absurd, stupid sky amazed me. Then I realized that it was made of straw and was held up by poles. My mind cleared. What I thought was the sky was a straw roof, and the patches were holes through which the real sky showed. I was in a shed. Along the wall wounded men were lying on straw. Beside myself I saw a strange, bearded face, giving me a friendly smile.


– Where am I? Am I dead?


– Where d’you get that from? the man said cheerfully. You are only wounded. He called into the depths of the shed.


– Auntie Nadia.


I woke up.


‘Auntie Nadia’ came along to them. She was a nurse, and all the regiment called her auntie, though she was not more than eighteen. She had quite a youthful face, but it always wore a harsh frown, and she seemed never to smile. Now she came up with her brow knitted, her lips tightly compressed. A burning pain in his left leg made me squeal a little. She drew off his felt boots. He had no idea what had happened to him, but suddenly he was seized by a terrible thought: They will cut off my legs. He saw again his brother Taras, a stump with no legs.


– I will not let you! I cannot have that! I shouted, tearing myself out of Auntie Nadia’s hands. My forehead was beaded with sweat. I would rather die … like Taras. I would rather die.


Her face bent right over him.


– Do not worry, it is not a serious wound, she said. And unexpectedly she smiled at him. A smile just like a child’s. Her words made no impression on me, but her smile was reassuring. I glanced surreptitiously round the shed, to see whether anyone had noticed that he had been on the point of crying. Now I could see things distinctly. Several soldiers, groaning quietly, were lying about on straw. Two men from his own second squadron were trying to bandage their own arms. Four others were stretched out in a row at the door. Why were they clinging to the ground like that? And lying in the snow, too. I could hear artillery and rifle fire; the shed seemed to be almost in the very heart of the battle. I stared at the wounded men’s faces. But they showed no signs of anxiety. Evidently everything was going as it should go in battle.


I had to summon up great strength of will to keep myself from crying out, to drive away the mist that came over my eyes, to remain on the very verge of consciousness. I felt that some monster had buried a hundred fangs in my leg and was chewing slowly, unhurriedly. The pain darkened my mind, and I feverishly began to tear off the bandage. The bearded soldier, though he was wounded in the thigh, rolled all his body against me, seized my hands, and, when I grew still, made me comfortable on the straw and wiped my sweating, distorted face with the edge of his own greatcoat.


Jacob, the commander’s orderly, hurried into the shed, bringing an order from Kornei that Auntie Nadia’s field dressing station was to remain there till nightfall, when the wounded were to be transferred to the village. Jacob hurriedly said that the fight was at its height and the regiment had been forced to dismount and take up defensive positions. The Makhno men had all but broken through to the Red fox-holes, but the regimental commander had led the reserve squadron into the attack and flung them back. Now they were bombarding us with gunfire, but they were poor marksmen and our artillery was silencing theirs. The commander was awaiting the arrival of two more regiments, when we would hurt ourselves on the enemy and finish him off.


Jacob hurried along by the wall, looking at the wounded men. When he saw me, he smacked his thigh and almost squatted down in his astonishment.


– So, there you are! We have been searching everywhere; we have examined all the dead on the road and checked up all the ditches. The commander’s clean crazy about it. He said he saw you fall from your horse.


Jacob dashed out of the shed, and I saw him gallop past the open door.


It was getting dark when Kornei and his orderly came into the shed. He went silently up to me, laid his big, coarse hand on my forehead, and feeling the heat, knitted his brows. I felt terribly like crying with self-pity, with the pain, and because he guessed what Kornei was thinking, how he was reproaching himself for what had occurred. Treacherously moist tears misted my eyes, but I held on and even found strength to repeat Auntie Nadia’s words: ‘It’s nothing; nothing to be alarmed at.’


Kornei was deeply upset. Careless where his own life was concerned, he was solicitous for the lives of his brothers and already felt that he had been responsible for Taras’ and Gregory’s deaths. And now here was his youngest brother, thirteen-year-old Mihail, lying wounded, and saying it was nothing to be alarmed at! In war every-thing is measured in short distances. If the shell fragment had caught me six inches higher, I would have been killed.


– But how about Tikhon Sidorovich? I suddenly asked. Auntie Nadia turned and looked at him.


– He was killed, she said.


– Yes. He brought Mihail in, but he had hardly got outside again when he was hit in the temple.


– And I did not even have the chance to thank him for saving Mihail, Kornei said thoughtfully.


Tikhon Sidorovich dead! Somehow that was impossible for my heart and mind to take in. The news brought the tears again to the eyes. They poured down my face, and I made no attempt to wipe them away.


– Do not cry, Mihail. Kornei forced the words out. His face was distorted with suffering. That is how it goes; in war one moment you are alive, the next you are dead. I am sorry about Tikhon Sidorovich. All the same, do not cry. Every one of us carries death in his knapsack. He slowly stroked my tangled, tear-sodden hair and then walked to the entrance. He stood beside the four dead bodies, taking off his cap. Silently he went out into the gathering night. There was a clatter of horse hoofs as with his orderly he hurried back to the thick of the fight.


Ten days later I was carried into the same hospital where I had found my brothers Taras and Kornei. Treacherously moist tears misted my eyes, but I held on and even found strength to repeat Auntie Nadia’s words: ‘It’s nothing; nothing to be alarmed at.’


The hospital life threw me entirely into the company of grown-up men. As in the regiment, so here, all life was built upon dreams of the future. It was that radiant future which justified and explained the present. Each man had his own idea of what that future would be like, but they all thought of it in terms of happiness and joy.


In those days, like the men around myself, I too, learned to dream. The war will end, I thought, and we will all go back home. We will all have big houses with lots of room in them, we will all be dressed in Sunday clothes, and we will talk about the streets enjoying ourselves. And it will be like that always, always … It will not be necessary to fight any more. And there will not be any lice-ridden people hanging about the stations; they will all get where they want to get to… And the houses must have gardens. So, we will have to pull down the old houses, and build new ones. But I recalled my own old home with a pang.


As I listened to others talking, and read for myself about the people’s government, I imagined how the head man of the village, elected by the people, would go from house to house and ask what each one wanted. The people’s government would provide sweets for the children and toys for the little ones. But I kept this part of dreaming secret from the grownups, for I was not sure whether they would agree not to beat the children, and always give them what they needed-trousers, for instance, with two pockets, and a pair of boots for every child.


In my ward there were fourteen men, all from various regiments of the Budenny Army. The army was beginning to be flooded with propaganda literature, and brochures, printed on coarse wrapping paper, were sent to the hospital. One day bales of what appeared to be beer-bottle labels were brought in. The labels had been found in a brewery storeroom and had been printed on the reverse side with sentences from Marx, Engels, and Lenin, and revolutionary slogans. The men in the hospital turned over the pages of the brochures and studied the labels in search of the revelations they were needing so desperately. In Biblical times the people had rejected the commandments Moses had brought them, and so he had smashed the tablets. The people of the revolutionary era believed that the tablets would be brought to them, and they seized greedily on the paper covered with revolutionary writings. Surely these would open entrancing horizons, would outline the world of the future.
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