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Introduction


PAUL BAILEY



New readers are advised that this introduction makes details of some plots explicit.


‘The business of the novelist is not to chronicle great events but to make small ones interesting’: Anton Chekhov may or may not have read Schopenhauer’s observation, but there can be little doubt that he would have agreed with it. The minutiae of daily life never ceased to fascinate and intrigue him. In his incomparable plays and stories, he eschews the big, visionary ideas of his mighty contemporaries Dostoevsky and Tolstoy and concentrates instead on the seemingly trivial matters that most of us have to confront and deal with in our waking hours. He is, essentially, a comic writer, though the term ‘Chekhovian’ is used invariably to describe works that are steeped in melancholy and hopeless longing. This new selection has been put together with the purpose of displaying the full range of Chekhov’s genius as a storyteller, which encompasses not only the sadness so often associated with his name, but much else in the way of human nature besides. His art is not as limited in scope as even some of his most fervent admirers would suggest.


He was born into a disordered family in 1860, in the port town of Taganrog, in southern Russia, where his father, Pavel Yegorovich, ran a grocery store. A devout Orthodox Christian, Pavel directed the parish choir in which Anton and his brothers were destined to become uneasy choristers, ‘feeling like little convicts’, as Anton recalled in a letter to a friend in 1892. His mother, Yevgeniya, who was of Ukrainian origin, delighted her six surviving children by telling them stories of her travels with their maternal grandfather, a cloth merchant, across remote areas of the countryside. Chekhov’s adoration of Yevgeniya and his loathing of the indignities inflicted upon her by the bullying, irascible Pavel were rooted in childhood and endured until his death in 1904. It could be said that both parents feature, in one form or another, in his major works, but that is the writer’s business and only of consequence to biographers and scholars. The fact that the characters are brought to vivid life on the page should be enough to satisfy the attentive reader.


Chekhov was sixteen when Pavel was declared bankrupt after getting involved with a devious contractor whom he entrusted with the building of a new, larger house. The scheme collapsed, and in his anxiety to avoid debtors’ prison, with which he had been threatened, he fled to Moscow where his two eldest sons, Alexander and Nikolai, were studying at university. Anton was left behind in Taganrog to sell what remained of the family’s possessions. He was now his own man, in a sense, because he had to pay for everything he needed, including his education, which meant that he had to find work wherever he could. The man who took him in as a lodger had rescued Pavel from imprisonment by bailing him out for the price of his house.


The news he received from Moscow during the three years he remained in Taganrog was increasingly bleak and upsetting. Pavel was clinging on to what little authority he had and Yevgeniya was broken in mind and body. He sent every rouble he could spare from his various jobs, which included private tutoring, to his family, along with letters to cheer their spirits. When he joined them as a nineteen-year-old, he became their breadwinner and mainstay. He had started writing humorous sketches for local newspapers in Taganrog, and now he was selling them to better-known magazines and journals which paid him slightly higher sums of money. He produced them on demand, with great speed, out of necessity. His brothers, his sister, his aunt, his cousins and his father were each a source of immediate inspiration to the burgeoning storyteller, who recognized the farcical aspects of their helpless behaviour. His brother Nikolai, jilted by his lady love, did nothing but drink all day and walk about in clothes that were virtually rags, while the others sat listlessly in the cramped apartment bemoaning their fate. No wonder they hung on to the talented and forceful young medical student like leeches as he called them to order, berating them with gentle jokes at their expense and only occasionally losing his temper. Almost a decade later, Dr Chekhov, already suffering from the disease that would kill him, was losing patience with his elder brothers. In a letter to Nikolai, who was constantly complaining that people didn’t understand him, Anton writes: ‘[Cultured people] do not disparage themselves to arouse compassion. They do not play on the strings of other people’s hearts that they may sigh and make much of them. They do not say “I am misunderstood” or “I have become second rate”, because all this is striving after cheap effect, is vulgar, stale, false . . .’ and ends ‘What is needed is constant work, day and night, constant reading, study . . . You must drop your vanity, you are not a child. You will soon be thirty. It is time!’ With Alexander, to whom he writes in 1889, he is less forgiving:




I was repelled by your shocking, completely unprecedented treatment of Nastasia Alexandrovna [his second common-law wife] and the cook. Treating women like that, no matter who they are, is unworthy of a decent, loving human being. What heavenly or earthly power has given you the right to make them your slaves? Constant profanity of the most vile variety, a raised voice, reproaches, sudden whims at breakfast and dinner, eternal complaints about a life of forced and loathsome labour – isn’t all that an expression of blatant despotism? . . . Let me ask you to recall that it was despotism and lying that ruined your mother’s youth. Despotism and lying so mutilated our childhood that it’s sickening and frightening to think about it. Remember the horror and disgust we felt in those times when Father threw a tantrum at dinner over too much salt in the soup and called Mother a fool.





That is the voice of the concerned brother. It is also the voice of the great writer he was about to become, whose art was made possible by the woeful failings of those he was duty bound to love.


I have chosen ‘In the Ravine’ as the title story of this collection for the simple reason that it ranks high among Chekhov’s crowning achievements. It shows him to be, in V. S. Pritchett’s words, ‘as great an artist as Tolstoy’. It’s hard to believe while reading it that ‘In the Ravine’, which is a work of abundant energy and complexity, was written by a man in almost daily conflict with death. The magical beginning of the story is said to be inspired by an anecdote told to him by the young Ivan Bunin, whose own formidable talent as a writer of short stories Chekhov was among the first to recognize.




The village of Ukleevo lay in a ravine so that only the belfry and the chimneys of the printed cotton factories could be seen from the high-road and the railway-station. When visitors were asked what village this was, they were told: “That’s the village where the deacon ate all the caviar at the funeral”.





Bunin recounted how a local deacon had eaten two pounds of caviar at his father’s birthday party, to the astonishment of the other guests. Chekhov’s deacon, ‘petrified with enjoyment’, consumes four, leaving nothing in the pot for his fellow mourners. It is a measure of Chekhov’s deft artistry that this tragic and terrifying tale should start with a humorous piece of gossip about a greedy cleric that’s been passed on for generations. The real Ukleevo turns out to be a village where damnable things take place. The increasingly grim events unfold much as they do in the everyday world – fuelled by lies and deceit, by an excessive intake of vodka and wine, by meanness, stupidity, envy and malice. Although ‘In the Ravine’ is a mere fifty or so pages in length, it contains some of Chekhov’s most interesting and most upsetting characters. There’s the swindling shopkeeper Grigory, who keeps a grocer’s shop ‘only for appearance’ sake’. Grigory sells the hungry peasants rancid meat and cheap vodka at a profit. He has two sons – the good-looking and illiterate Anisim, a detective in the police department of a nearby town, and Stepan, who is both sickly in appearance and completely deaf. Stepan is married to the forbidding Aksinya, ‘a handsome woman with a good figure’, whom Grigory regards as a kindred spirit in the art of fleecing the poor and helpless. Aksinya is as vengeful and hard-hearted as that other notorious merchant’s wife Katerina Lvovna Izmaylov, better known as Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District, in Nikolai Leskov’s chilling masterpiece. Late arrivals in the narrative are Lipa, the beautiful peasant girl who is chosen to be Anisim’s wife and the son she bears him, Nikifor, who can stake his tiny claim to being one of literature’s unforgettable severely abused children. He remains a haunting figure long after one has finished reading the great, resonating story that contains him.


But then, the very best Chekhov stories are those designed to stay in the reader’s imagination. Few writers before him possessed the aesthetic courage to leave matters unresolved. The neat ending is anathema to him, as he demonstrates without apology. The cliché ‘life goes on’ might be accounted his article of faith, since those of his characters who don’t commit suicide or die in less dramatic ways are destined to continue with the business of living, however uninviting the prospect facing them. In the very short ‘The Schoolmistress’, written in his prime, Chekhov manages to encompass an entire lifetime of physical and spiritual frustration in his portrait of Marya Vassilyevna:




She had got out of the habit of thinking of her past before she became a schoolmistress, and had almost forgotten it. She had once had a father and mother; they had lived in Moscow in a big flat near the Red Gate, but of all that life there was left in her memory only something vague and fluid like a dream. Her father had died when she was ten years old, and her mother had died soon after . . . She had a brother, an officer; at first they used to write to each other, then her brother had given up answering her letters, he had got out of the way of writing. Of her old belongings, all that was left was a photograph of her mother, but it had grown dim from the dampness of the school, and now nothing could be seen but the hair and the eyebrows . . . 





Marya has been teaching at the small school for thirteen indistinguishable years. Social life in the remote village is confined to the inn and the church. Once a month she travels by cart to the nearest town to collect her salary and she is visited occasionally by a school inspector or governor. One of these governors, Hanov, a man of forty whose face shows ‘signs of wear’, who lives alone in a large house with only a footman for company, attracts something more than her professional attention. She thinks she would like to fall in love with him, to rescue him from his dissolute habits and to become his wife. She is embarrassed and awkward in his presence. She wonders what someone so handsome and elegant and rich is doing in such a godforsaken place. In the penultimate pages, she is seized by a rare vision of happiness – an epiphany, of sorts – in which he appears alongside her living family. The moment passes, and her monthly journey reaches its end. Her life, such as it is, has to go on.


‘The Lady with the Dog’ is perhaps the most famous of the stories here, thanks in part to the Soviet film directed by Josef Kheifits in 1960. There have been television and stage adaptations, like Brian Friel’s The Yalta Game, and even an opera. The novelists Joyce Carol Oates and Clive Sinclair have written stories inspired by it. But these are all embellishments, however accomplished. It could be argued that ‘The Lady with the Dog’ exemplifies, in miniature, the absolute perfection of Chekhov’s artistry as he neared the closing stages of his life. It contains echoes from his other works, but it also suggests the possibility of something more hopeful and fulfilling for the two besotted adulterers, Dmitri Gurov and Anna Sergeyevna, with whom it is so persuasively concerned. At the beginning of his holiday affair with Anna, who has come to Yalta with her pet Pomeranian in order to take a short break from her husband’s tiresome company, Gurov is presented as one of those heartless ladies’ men who enjoy having brief affairs with lonely women for physical gratification alone. Anna seems to be his latest victim. She is vulnerable and guilt-ridden, and on the face of it the ideal prey for this seasoned sexual trophy hunter. Then, with subtle little hints from the storyteller, their illicit relationship develops into something deeper. After they have made love a couple of times, they take a trip to nearby Oreanda, where they sit on a seat not far from the church, look down at the sea, and are silent. Yalta is hardly visible through the morning mist; white clouds stand motionless on the mountain tops. The leaves do not stir on the trees, grasshoppers chirrup, and the monotonous hollow sound of the sea rising up from below, speaks of the peace, of the eternal sleep awaiting us. So it must have sounded when there was no Yalta, no Oreanda here; so it sounds now, and it will sound as indifferently and monotonously when we are all no more . . . Sitting beside a young woman who in the dawn looks so lovely, soothed and spellbound in these magical surroundings – the sea, mountains, clouds, the open sky – Gurov thinks how in reality everything in this world is beautiful when one reflects: everything except what we think or do ourselves when we forget our human dignity and the higher aims of our existence.


Such lofty sentiments come to all of us at times, and it will still take a while before Gurov and Anna make the momentous decision that will ensure their lasting happiness. Or so they hope. The reader leaves them on the verge of a ‘new and splendid life’, with ‘complicated’ and ‘difficult’ times ahead.


Anton Chekhov’s reticence, his freedom from didacticism, makes him a lasting rarity among writers. He sees the world as it is and knows that each of us is flawed, including himself, in a multiplicity of ways. He inspires confidence and affection because of that knowledge. The metaphysical ravings and ideological political solutions that litter Russian literature, both good and bad, he puts into the mouths of his characters, who are either drunk or chair-bound when they are in full, garrulous flow. He is rare, too, in the unsentimentally kind and thoughtful way he lived his regrettably short life. He always welcomes me when I return to him.





IN THE RAVINE



I


The village of Ukleevo lay in a ravine so that only the belfry and the chimneys of the printed cottons factories could be seen from the high road and the railway-station. When visitors asked what village this was, they were told:


‘That’s the village where the deacon ate all the caviare at the funeral.’


It had happened at the dinner at the funeral of Kostukov that the old deacon saw among the savouries some large-grained caviare and began eating it greedily; people nudged him, tugged at his arm, but he seemed petrified with enjoyment: felt nothing, and only went on eating. He ate up all the caviare, and there were four pounds in the jar. And years had passed since then, the deacon had long been dead, but the caviare was still remembered. Whether life was so poor here or people had not been clever enough to notice anything but that unimportant incident that had occurred ten years before, anyway the people had nothing else to tell about the village Ukleevo.


The village was never free from fever, and there was boggy mud there even in the summer, especially under the fences over which hung old willow-trees that gave deep shade. Here there was always a smell from the factory refuse and the acetic acid which was used in the finishing of the cotton print.


The three cotton factories and the tanyard were not in the village itself, but a little way off. They were small factories, and not more than four hundred workmen were employed in all of them. The tanyard often made the water in the little river stink; the refuse contaminated the meadows, the peasants’ cattle suffered from Siberian plague, and orders were given that the factory should be closed. It was considered to be closed, but went on working in secret with the connivance of the local police officer and the district doctor, who was paid ten roubles a month by the owner. In the whole village there were only two decent houses built of brick with iron roofs; one of them was the local court, in the other, a two-storied house just opposite the church, there lived a shopkeeper from Epifan called Grigory Petrovitch Tsybukin.


Grigory kept a grocer’s shop, but that was only for appearance’ sake: in reality he sold vodka, cattle, hides, grain, and pigs; he traded in anything that came to hand, and when, for instance, magpies were wanted abroad for ladies’ hats, he made some thirty kopecks on every pair of birds; he bought timber for felling, lent money at interest, and altogether was a sharp old man, full of resources.


He had two sons. The elder, Anisim, was in the police in the detective department and was rarely at home. The younger, Stepan, had gone in for trade and helped his father: but no great help was expected from him as he was weak in health and deaf; his wife Aksinya, a handsome woman with a good figure, who wore a hat and carried a parasol on holidays, got up early and went to bed late, and ran about all day long, picking up her skirts and jingling her keys, going from the granary to the cellar and from there to the shop, and old Tsybukin looked at her good-humouredly while his eyes glowed, and at such moments he regretted she had not been married to his elder son instead of to the younger one, who was deaf, and who evidently knew very little about female beauty.


The old man had always an inclination for family life, and he loved his family more than anything on earth, especially his elder son, the detective, and his daughter-in-law. Aksinya had no sooner married the deaf son than she began to display an extraordinary gift for business, and knew who could be allowed to run up a bill and who could not: she kept the keys and would not trust them even to her husband; she kept the accounts by means of the reckoning beads, looked at the horses’ teeth like a peasant, and was always laughing or shouting; and whatever she did or said the old man was simply delighted and muttered:


‘Well done, daughter-in-law! You are a smart wench!’


He was a widower, but a year after his son’s marriage he could not resist getting married himself. A girl was found for him, living twenty miles from Ukleevo, called Varvara Nikolaevna, no longer quite young, but good-looking, comely, and belonging to a decent family. As soon as she was installed into the upper-storey room everything in the house seemed to brighten up as though new glass had been put into all the windows. The lamps gleamed before the ikons, the tables were covered with snow-white cloths, flowers with red buds made their appearance in the windows and in the front garden, and at dinner, instead of eating from a single bowl, each person had a separate plate set for him. Varvara Nikolaevna had a pleasant, friendly smile, and it seemed as though the whole house were smiling, too. Beggars and pilgrims, male and female, began to come into the yard, a thing which had never happened in the past; the plaintive sing-song voices of the Ukleevo peasant women and the apologetic coughs of weak, seedy-looking men, who had been dismissed from the factory for drunkenness, were heard under the windows. Varvara helped them with money, with bread, with old clothes, and afterwards, when she felt more at home, began taking things out of the shop. One day the deaf man saw her take four ounces of tea and that disturbed him.


‘Here, mother’s taken four ounces of tea,’ he informed his father afterwards; ‘where is that to be entered?’


The old man made no reply but stood still and thought a moment, moving his eyebrows, and then went upstairs to his wife.


‘Varvarushka, if you want anything out of the shop,’ he said affectionately, ‘take it, my dear. Take it and welcome; don’t hesitate.’


And the next day the deaf man, running across the yard, called to her:


‘If there is anything you want, mother, take it.’


There was something new, something gay and light-hearted in her giving of alms, just as there was in the lamps before the ikons and in the red flowers. When at Carnival or at the church festival, which lasted for three days, they sold the peasants tainted salt meat, smelling so strong it was hard to stand near the tub of it, and took scythes, caps, and their wives’ kerchiefs in pledge from the drunken men; when the factory hands stupefied with bad vodka lay rolling in the mud, and sin seemed to hover thick like a fog in the air, then it was a relief to think that up there in the house there was a gentle, neatly dressed woman who had nothing to do with salt meat or vodka; her charity had in those burdensome, murky days the effect of a safety valve in a machine.


The days in Tsybukin’s house were spent in business cares. Before the sun had risen in the morning Aksinya was panting and puffing as she washed in the outer room, and the samovar was boiling in the kitchen with a hum that boded no good. Old Grigory Petrovitch, dressed in a long black coat, cotton breeches and shiny top boots, looking a dapper little figure, walked about the rooms, tapping with his little heels like the father-in-law in a well-known song. The shop was opened. When it was daylight a racing droshky was brought up to the front door and the old man got jauntily on to it, pulling his big cap down to his ears; and, looking at him, no one would have said he was fifty-six. His wife and daughter-in-law saw him off, and at such times when he had on a good, clean coat, and had in the droshky a huge black horse that had cost three hundred roubles, the old man did not like the peasants to come up to him with their complaints and petitions; he hated the peasants and disdained them, and if he saw some peasants waiting at the gate, he would shout angrily:


‘Why are you standing there? Go further off.’


Or if it were a beggar, he would say:


‘God will provide!’


He used to drive off on business; his wife, in a dark dress and a black apron, tidied the rooms or helped in the kitchen. Aksinya attended to the shop, and from the yard could be heard the clink of bottles and of money, her laughter and loud talk, and the anger of customers whom she had offended; and at the same time it could be seen that the secret sale of vodka was already going on in the shop. The deaf man sat in the shop, too, or walked about the street bare-headed, with his hands in his pockets looking absent-mindedly now at the huts, now at the sky overhead. Six times a day they had tea; four times a day they sat down to meals; and in the evening they counted over their takings, put them down, went to bed, and slept soundly.


All the three cotton factories in Ukleevo and the houses of the factory owners – Hrymin Seniors, Hrymin Juniors, and Kostukov – were on a telephone. The telephone was laid on in the local court, too, but it soon ceased to work as bugs and beetles bred there. The elder of the rural district had had little education and wrote every word in the official documents in capitals. But when the telephone was spoiled he said:


‘Yes, now we shall be badly off without a telephone.’


The Hrymin Seniors were continually at law with the Juniors, and sometimes the Juniors quarrelled among themselves and began going to law, and their factory did not work for a month or two till they were reconciled again, and this was an entertainment for the people of Ukleevo, as there was a great deal of talk and gossip on the occasion of each quarrel. On holidays Kostukov and the Juniors used to get up races, used to dash about Ukleevo and run over calves. Aksinya, rustling her starched petticoats, used to promenade in a low-necked dress up and down the street near her shop; the Juniors used to snatch her up and carry her off as though by force. Then old Tsybukin would drive out to show his new horse and take Varvara with him.


In the evening, after the races, when people were going to bed, an expensive concertina was played in the Juniors’ yard and, if it were a moonlight night, those sounds sent a thrill of delight to the heart, and Ukleevo no longer seemed a wretched hole.


II


The elder son Anisim came home very rarely, only on great holidays, but he often sent by a returning villager presents and letters written in very good writing by some other hand, always on a sheet of foolscap in the form of a petition. The letters were full of expressions that Anisim never made use of in conversation: ‘Dear papa and mamma, I send you a pound of flower tea for the satisfaction of your physical needs.’


At the bottom of every letter was scratched, as though with a broken pen: ‘Anisim Tsybukin,’ and again in the same excellent hand: ‘Agent.’


The letters were read aloud several times, and the old father, touched, red with emotion, would say:


‘Here he did not care to stay at home, he has gone in for an intellectual line. Well, let him! Every man to his own job!’


It happened just before Carnival there was a heavy storm of rain mixed with hail; the old man and Varvara went to the window to look at it, and lo and behold! Anisim drove up in a sledge from the station. He was quite unexpected. He came indoors, looking anxious and troubled about something, and he remained the same all the time; there was something free and easy in his manner. He was in no haste to go away, it seemed, as though he had been dismissed from the service. Varvara was pleased at his arrival; she looked at him with a sly expression, sighed, and shook her head.


‘How is this, my friends?’ she said. ‘Tut, tut, the lad’s in his twenty-eighth year, and he is still leading a gay bachelor life; tut, tut, tut . . .’


From the other room her soft, even speech sounded like tut, tut, tut. She began whispering with her husband and Aksinya, and their faces wore the same sly and mysterious expression as though they were conspirators.


It was decided to marry Anisim.


‘Oh, tut, tut . . . the younger brother has been married long ago,’ said Varvara, ‘and you are still without a helpmate like a cock at a fair. What is the meaning of it? Tut, tut, you will be married, please God, then as you choose – you will go into the service and your wife will remain here at home to help us. There is no order in your life, young man, and I see you have forgotten how to live properly. Tut, tut, it’s the same trouble with all you townspeople.’


When the Tsybukins married, the most handsome girls were chosen as brides for them as rich men. For Anisim, too, they found a handsome one. He was himself of an uninteresting and inconspicuous appearance; of a feeble, sickly build and short stature; he had full, puffy cheeks which looked as though he were blowing them out; his eyes looked with a keen, unblinking stare; his beard was red and scanty, and when he was thinking he always put it into his mouth and bit it; moreover he often drank too much, and that was noticeable from his face and his walk. But when he was informed that they had found a very beautiful bride for him, he said:


‘Oh well, I am not a fright myself. All of us Tsybukins are handsome, I may say.’


The village of Torguevo was near the town. Half of it had lately been incorporated into the town, the other half remained a village. In the first – the town half – there was a widow living in her own little house; she had a sister living with her who was quite poor and went out to work by the day, and this sister had a daughter called Lipa, a girl who went out to work, too. People in Torguevo were already talking about Lipa’s good looks, but her terrible poverty put everyone off; people opined that some widower or elderly man would marry her regardless of her poverty, or would perhaps take her to himself without marriage, and that her mother would get enough to eat living with her. Varvara heard about Lipa from the matchmakers, and she drove over to Torguevo.


Then a visit of inspection was arranged at the aunt’s, with lunch and wine all in due order, and Lipa wore a new pink dress made on purpose for this occasion, and a crimson ribbon like a flame gleamed in her hair. She was pale-faced, thin, and frail, with soft, delicate features sunburnt from working in the open air; a shy, mournful smile always hovered about her face, and there was a childlike look in her eyes, trustful and curious.


She was young, quite a little girl, her bosom still scarcely perceptible, but she could be married because she had reached the legal age. She really was beautiful, and the only thing that might be thought unattractive was her big masculine hands which hung idle now like two big claws.


‘There is no dowry – and we don’t think much of that,’ said Tsybukin to the aunt. ‘We took a wife from a poor family for our son Stepan, too, and now we can’t say too much for her. In house and in business alike she has hands of gold.’


Lipa stood in the doorway and looked as though she would say: ‘Do with me as you will, I trust you,’ while her mother Praskovya the work-woman hid herself in the kitchen numb with shyness. At one time in her youth a merchant whose floors she was scrubbing stamped at her in a rage; she went chill with terror and there always was a feeling of fear at the bottom of her heart. When she was frightened her arms and legs trembled and her cheeks twitched. Sitting in the kitchen she tried to hear what the visitors were saying, and she kept crossing herself, pressing her fingers to her forehead, and gazing at the ikons. Anisim, slightly drunk, opened the door into the kitchen and said in a free-and-easy way:


‘Why are you sitting in here, precious mamma? We are dull without you.’


And Praskovya, overcome with timidity, pressing her hands to her lean, wasted bosom, said:


‘Oh, not at all . . . It’s very kind of you.’


After the visit of inspection the wedding day was fixed. Then Anisim walked about the rooms at home whistling, or suddenly thinking of something, would fall to brooding and would look at the floor fixedly, silently, as though he would probe to the depths of the earth. He expressed neither pleasure that he was to be married, married so soon, on Low Sunday, nor a desire to see his bride, but simply went on whistling. And it was evident he was only getting married because his father and stepmother wished him to, and because it was the custom in the village to marry the son in order to have a woman to help in the house. When he went away he seemed in no haste, and behaved altogether not as he had done on previous visits – was particularly free and easy, and talked inappropriately.



III


In the village Shikalovo lived two dressmakers, sisters, belonging to the Flagellant sect. The new clothes for the wedding were ordered from them, and they often came to try them on, and stayed a long while drinking tea. They were making Varvara a brown dress with black lace and bugles on it, and Aksinya a light green dress with a yellow front, with a train. When the dressmakers had finished their work Tsybukin paid them not in money but in goods from the shop, and they went away depressed, carrying parcels of tallow candles and tins of sardines which they did not in the least need, and when they got out of the village into the open country they sat down on a hillock and cried.


Anisim arrived three days before the wedding, rigged out in new clothes from top to toe. He had dazzling india-rubber goloshes, and instead of a cravat wore a red cord with little balls on it, and over his shoulder he had hung an overcoat, also new, without putting his arms into the sleeves.


After crossing himself sedately before the ikon, he greeted his father and gave him ten silver roubles and ten half-roubles; to Varvara he gave as much, and to Aksinya twenty quarter-roubles. The chief charm of the present lay in the fact that all the coins, as though carefully matched, were new and glittered in the sun. Trying to seem grave and sedate he pursed up his face and puffed out his cheeks, and he smelt of spirits. Probably he had visited the refreshment bar at every station. And again there was a free-and-easiness about the man – something superfluous and out of place. Then Anisim had lunch and drank tea with the old man, and Varvara turned the new coins over in her hand and inquired about villagers who had gone to live in the town.


‘They are all right, thank God, they get on quite well,’ said Anisim. ‘Only something has happened to Ivan Yegorov: his old wife Sofya Nikiforovna is dead. From consumption. They ordered the memorial dinner for the peace of her soul at the confectioner’s at two and a half roubles a head. And there was real wine. Those who were peasants from our village – they paid two and a half roubles for them, too. They ate nothing, as though a peasant would understand sauce!’


‘Two and a half,’ said his father, shaking his head.


‘Well, it’s not like the country there, you go into a restaurant to have a snack of something, you ask for one thing and another, others join till there is a party of us, one has a drink – and before you know where you are it is daylight and you’ve three or four roubles each to pay. And when one is with Samorodov he likes to have coffee with brandy in it after everything, and brandy is sixty kopecks for a little glass.’


‘And he is making it all up,’ said the old man enthusiastically; ‘he is making it all up, lying!’


‘I am always with Samorodov now. It is Samorodov who writes my letters to you. He writes splendidly. And if I were to tell you, mamma,’ Anisim went on gaily, addressing Varvara, ‘the sort of fellow that Samorodov is, you would not believe me. We call him Muhtar, because he is black like an Armenian. I can see through him, I know all his affairs like the five fingers of my hand, and he feels that, and he always follows me about, we are regular inseparables. He seems not to like it in a way, but he can’t get on without me. Where I go he goes. I have a correct, trustworthy eye, mamma. One sees a peasant selling a shirt in the market place. “Stay, that shirt’s stolen.” And really it turns out it is so: the shirt was a stolen one.’


‘What do you tell from?’ asked Varvara.


‘Not from anything, I have just an eye for it. I know nothing about the shirt, only for some reason I seem drawn to it: it’s stolen, and that’s all I can say. Among us detectives it’s come to their saying, “Oh, Anisim has gone to shoot snipe!” That means looking for stolen goods. Yes . . . Anybody can steal, but it is another thing to keep! The earth is wide, but there is nowhere to hide stolen goods.’


‘In our village a ram and two ewes were carried off last week,’ said Varvara, and she heaved a sigh, ‘and there is no one to try and find them . . . Oh, tut, tut . . .’


‘Well, I might have a try. I don’t mind.’


The day of the wedding arrived. It was a cool but bright, cheerful April day. People were driving about Ukleevo from early morning with pairs or teams of three horses decked with many-coloured ribbons on their yokes and manes, with a jingle of bells. The rooks, disturbed by this activity, were cawing noisily in the willows, and the starlings sang their loudest unceasingly as though rejoicing that there was a wedding at the Tsybukins’.


Indoors the tables were already covered with long fish, smoked hams, stuffed fowls, boxes of sprats, pickled savouries of various sorts, and a number of bottles of vodka and wine; there was a smell of smoked sausage and of sour tinned lobster. Old Tsybukin walked about near the tables, tapping with his heels and sharpening the knives against each other. They kept calling Varvara and asking for things, and she was constantly with a distracted face running breathlessly into the kitchen, where the man cook from Kostukov’s and the woman cook from Hrymin Juniors’ had been at work since early morning. Aksinya, with her hair curled, in her stays without her dress on, in new creaky boots, flew about the yard like a whirlwind showing glimpses of her bare knees and bosom.


It was noisy, there was a sound of scolding and oaths; passers-by stopped at the wide-open gates, and in everything there was a feeling that something extraordinary was happening.


‘They have gone for the bride!’


The bells began jingling and died away far beyond the village . . . Between two and three o’clock people ran up: again there was a jingling of bells: they were bringing the bride! The church was full, the candelabra were lighted, the choir were singing from music books as old Tsybukin had wished it. The glare of the lights and the bright coloured dresses dazzled Lipa; she felt as though the singers with their loud voices were hitting her on the head with a hammer. Her boots and the stays, which she had put on for the first time in her life, pinched her, and her face looked as though she had only just come to herself after fainting; she gazed about without understanding. Anisim, in his black coat with a red cord instead of a tie, stared at the same spot lost in thought, and when the singers shouted loudly he hurriedly crossed himself. He felt touched and disposed to weep. This church was familiar to him from earliest childhood; at one time his dead mother used to bring him here to take the sacrament; at one time he used to sing in the choir; every ikon he remembered so well, every corner. Here he was being married, he had to take a wife for the sake of doing the proper thing, but he was not thinking of that now, he had forgotten his wedding completely. Tears dimmed his eyes so that he could not see the ikons, he felt heavy at heart; he prayed and besought God that the misfortunes that threatened him, that were ready to burst upon him to-morrow, if not to-day, might somehow pass him by as storm-clouds in time of drought pass over the village without yielding one drop of rain. And so many sins were heaped up in the past, so many sins, all getting away from them or setting them right was so beyond hope that it seemed incongruous even to ask forgiveness. But he did ask forgiveness, and even gave a loud sob, but no one took any notice of that, since they all supposed he had had a drop too much.


There was a sound of a fretful childish wail:


‘Take me away, mamma darling!’


‘Quiet there!’ cried the priest.


When they returned from the church people ran after them; there were crowds, too, round the shop, round the gates, and in the yard under the windows. The peasant women came in to sing songs of congratulation to them. The young couple had scarcely crossed the threshold when the singers, who were already standing in the outer room with their music books, broke into a loud chant at the top of their voices; a band ordered expressly from the town began playing. Foaming Don wine was brought in tall wine-glasses, and Elizarov, a carpenter who did jobs by contract, a tall, gaunt old man with eyebrows so bushy that his eyes could scarcely be seen, said, addressing the happy pair:


‘Anisim and you, my child, love one another, live in God’s way, little children, and the Heavenly Mother will not abandon you.’


He leaned his face on the old father’s shoulder and gave a sob.


‘Grigory Petrovitch, let us weep, let us weep with joy!’ he said in a thin voice, and then at once burst out laughing in a loud bass guffaw. ‘Ho-ho-ho! This is a fine daughter-in-law for you too! Everything is in its place in her; all runs smoothly, no creaking, the mechanism works well, lots of screws in it.’


He was a native of the Yegoryevsky district, but had worked in the factories in Ukleevo and the neighbourhood from his youth up, and had made it his home. He had been a familiar figure for years as old and gaunt and lanky as now, and for years he had been nicknamed ‘Crutch.’ Perhaps because he had been for forty years occupied in repairing the factory machinery he judged everybody and everything by its soundness or its need of repair. And before sitting down to the table he tried several chairs to see whether they were solid, and he touched the smoked fish also.


After the Don wine, they all sat down to the table. The visitors talked, moving their chairs. The singers were singing in the outer room. The band was playing, and at the same time the peasant women in the yard were singing their songs all in chorus – and there was an awful, wild medley of sounds which made one giddy.


Crutch turned round in his chair and prodded his neighbours with his elbows, prevented people from talking, and laughed and cried alternately.


‘Little children, little children, little children,’ he muttered rapidly. ‘Aksinya my dear, Varvara darling, we will live all in peace and harmony, my dear little axes . . .’


He drank little and was now only drunk from one glass of English bitters. The revolting bitters, made from nobody knows what, intoxicated everyone who drank it as though it had stunned them. Their tongues began to falter.


The local clergy, the clerks from the factories with their wives, the tradesmen and tavern-keepers from the other villages were present. The clerk and the elder of the rural district who had served together for fourteen years, and who had during all that time never signed a single document for anybody nor let a single person out of the local court without deceiving or insulting him, were sitting now side by side, both fat and well-fed, and it seemed as though they were so saturated in injustice and falsehood that even the skin of their faces was somehow peculiar, fraudulent. The clerk’s wife, a thin woman with a squint, had brought all her children with her, and like a bird of prey looked aslant at the plates and snatched anything she could get hold of to put in her own or her children’s pockets.


Lipa sat as though turned to stone, still with the same expression as in church. Anisim had not said a single word to her since he had made her acquaintance, so that he did not yet know the sound of her voice; and now, sitting beside her, he remained mute and went on drinking bitters, and when he got drunk he began talking to the aunt who was sitting opposite:


‘I have a friend called Samorodov. A peculiar man. He is by rank an honorary citizen, and he can talk. But I know him through and through, auntie, and he feels it. Pray join me in drinking to the health of Samorodov, auntie!’


Varvara, worn out and distracted, walked round the table pressing the guests to eat, and was evidently pleased that there were so many dishes and that everything was so lavish – no one could disparage them now. The sun set, but the dinner went on: the guests were beyond knowing what they were eating or drinking, it was impossible to distinguish what was said, and only from time to time when the band subsided some peasant woman could be heard shouting:


‘They have sucked the blood out of us, the Herods; a pest on them!’


In the evening they danced to the band. The Hrymin Juniors came, bringing their wine, and one of them, when dancing a quadrille, held a bottle in each hand and a wine-glass in his mouth, and that made everyone laugh. In the middle of the quadrille they suddenly crooked their knees and danced in a squatting position; Aksinya in green flew by like a flash, stirring up a wind with her train. Someone trod on her flounce and Crutch shouted:


‘Aie, they have torn off the panel! Children!’


Aksinya had naïve grey eyes which rarely blinked, and a naïve smile played continually on her face. And in those unblinking eyes, and in that little head on the long neck, and in her slenderness there was something snake-like; all in green but for the yellow on her bosom, she looked with a smile on her face as a viper looks out of the young rye in the spring at the passers-by, stretching itself and lifting its head. The Hrymins were free in their behaviour to her, and it was very noticeable that she was on intimate terms with the elder of them. But her deaf husband saw nothing, he did not look at her; he sat with his legs crossed and ate nuts, cracking them so loudly that it sounded like pistol shots.


But, behold, old Tsybukin himself walked into the middle of the room and waved his handkerchief as a sign that he, too, wanted to dance the Russian dance, and all over the house and from the crowd in the yard rose a roar of approbation:


‘He’s going to dance! He himself!’


Varvara danced, but the old man only waved his handkerchief and kicked up his heels, but the people in the yard, propped against one another, peeping in at the windows, were in raptures, and for the moment forgave him everything – his wealth and the wrongs he had done them.


‘Well done, Grigory Petrovitch!’ was heard in the crowd. ‘That’s right, do your best! You can still play your part! Ha-ha!’


It was kept up till late, till two o’clock in the morning. Anisim, staggering, went to take leave of the singers and bandsmen, and gave each of them a new half-rouble. His father, who was not staggering but still seemed to be standing on one leg, saw his guests off, and said to each of them:


‘The wedding has cost two thousand.’


As the party was breaking up, someone took the Shikalovo innkeeper’s good coat instead of his own old one, and Anisim suddenly flew into a rage and began shouting:


‘Stop, I’ll find it at once; I know who stole it, stop.’


He ran out into the street and pursued someone. He was caught, brought back home and shoved, drunken, red with anger, and wet, into the room where the aunt was undressing Lipa, and was locked in.


IV


Five days had passed. Anisim, who was preparing to go, went upstairs to say good-bye to Varvara. All the lamps were burning before the ikons, there was a smell of incense, while she sat at the window knitting a stocking of red wool.


‘You have not stayed with us long,’ she said. ‘You’ve been dull, I dare say. Oh, tut, tut . . . We live comfortably; we have plenty of everything. We celebrated your wedding properly, in good style; your father says it came to two thousand. In fact we live like merchants, only it’s dreary. We treat the people very badly. My heart aches, my dear; how we treat them, my goodness! Whether we exchange a horse or buy something or hire a labourer – it’s cheating in everything. Cheating and cheating. The Lenten oil in the shop is bitter, rancid, the people have pitch that is better. But surely, tell me pray, couldn’t we sell good oil?’


‘Every man to his job, mamma.’


‘But you know we all have to die? Oy, oy, really you ought to talk to your father . . . !’


‘Why, you should talk to him yourself.’


‘Well, well, I did put in my word, but he said just what you do: “Every man to his own job.” Do you suppose in the next world they’ll consider what job you have been put to? God’s judgment is just.’


‘Of course no one will consider,’ said Anisim, and he heaved a sigh. ‘There is no God, anyway, you know, mamma, so what considering can there be?’


Varvara looked at him with surprise, burst out laughing, and clasped her hands. Perhaps because she was so genuinely surprised at his words and looked at him as though he were a queer person, he was confused.


‘Perhaps there is a God, only there is no faith. When I was being married I was not myself. Just as you may take an egg from under a hen and there is a chicken chirping in it, so my conscience was beginning to chirp in me, and while I was being married I thought all the time there was a God! But when I left the church it was nothing. And indeed, how can I tell whether there is a God or not? We are not taught right from childhood, and while the babe is still at his mother’s breast he is only taught “every man to his own job.” Father does not believe in God, either. You were saying that Guntorev had some sheep stolen . . . I have found them; it was a peasant at Shikalovo stole them; he stole them, but father’s got the fleeces . . . so that’s all his faith amounts to.’


Anisim winked and wagged his head.


‘The elder does not believe in God, either,’ he went on. ‘And the clerk and the deacon, too. And as for their going to church and keeping the fasts, that is simply to prevent people talking ill of them, and in case it really may be true that there will be a Day of Judgment. Nowadays people say that the end of the world has come because people have grown weaker, do not honour their parents, and so on. All that is nonsense. My idea, mamma, is that all our trouble is because there is so little conscience in people. I see through things, mamma, and I understand. If a man has a stolen shirt I see it. A man sits in a tavern and you fancy he is drinking tea and no more, but to me the tea is neither here nor there; I see further, he has no conscience. You can go about the whole day and not meet one man with a conscience. And the whole reason is that they don’t know whether there is a God or not . . . Well, good-bye, mamma, keep alive and well, don’t remember evil against me.’
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