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1. A LIVING CALENDAR

 

State-Councillor Sharamykin's drawing-room is wrapped in a pleasant half-darkness. The big bronze lamp with the green shade, makes the walls, the furniture, the faces, all green, couleur "Nuit d'Ukraine" Occasionally a smouldering log flares up in the dying fire and for a moment casts a red glow over the faces; but this does not spoil the general harmony of light. The general tone, as the painters say, is well sustained.

Sharamykin sits in a chair in front of the fireplace, in the attitude of a man who has just dined. He is an elderly man with a high official's grey side whiskers and meek blue eyes. Tenderness is shed over his face, and his lips are set in a melancholy smile. At his feet, stretched out lazily, with his legs towards the fire-place, Vice-Governor Lopniev sits on a little stool. He is a brave-looking man of about forty. Sharamykin's children are moving about round the piano; Nina, Kolya, Nadya, and Vanya. The door leading to Madame Sharamykin's room is slightly open and the light breaks through timidly. There behind the door sits Sharamykin's wife, Anna Pavlovna, in front of her writing-table. She is president of the local ladies' committee, a lively, piquant lady of thirty years and a little bit over. Through her pince-nez her vivacious black eyes are running over the pages of a French novel. Beneath the novel lies a tattered copy of the report of the committee for last year.

"Formerly our town was much better off in these things," says Sharamykin, screwing up his meek eyes at the glowing coals. "Never a winter passed but some star would pay us a visit. Famous actors and singers used to come ... but now, besides acrobats and organ-grinders, the devil only knows what comes. There's no aesthetic pleasure at all.... We might be living in a forest. Yes.... And does your Excellency remember that Italian tragedian?... What's his name?... He was so dark, and tall.... Let me think.... Oh, yes! Luigi Ernesto di Ruggiero.... Remarkable talent.... And strength. He had only to say one word and the whole theatre was on the qui vive. My darling Anna used to take a great interest in his talent. She hired the theatre for him and sold tickets for the performances in advance.... In return he taught her elocution and gesture. A first-rate fellow! He came here ... to be quite exact ... twelve years ago.... No, that's not true.... Less, ten years.... Anna dear, how old is our Nina?"

"She'll be ten next birthday," calls Anna Pavlovna from her room. "Why?"

"Nothing in particular, my dear. I was just curious.... And good singers used to come. Do you remember Prilipchin, the tenore di grazia? What a charming fellow he was! How good looking! Fair ... a very expressive face, Parisian manners.... And what a voice, your Excellency! Only one weakness: he would sing some notes with his stomach and would take re falsetto—otherwise everything was good. Tamberlik, he said, had taught him.... My dear Anna and I hired a hall for him at the Social Club, and in gratitude for that he used to sing to us for whole days and nights.... He taught dear Anna to sing. He came—I remember it as though it were last night—in Lent, some twelve years ago. No, it's more.... How bad my memory is getting, Heaven help me! Anna dear, how old is our darling Nadya?

"Twelve."

"Twelve ... then we've got to add ten months.... That makes it exact ... thirteen. Somehow there used to be more life in our town then.... Take, for instance, the charity soirées. What enjoyable soirées we used to have before! How elegant! There were singing, playing, and recitation.... After the war, I remember, when the Turkish prisoners were here, dear Anna arranged a soiree on behalf of the wounded. We collected eleven hundred roubles. I remember the Turkish officers were passionately fond of dear Anna's voice, and kissed her hand incessantly. He-he! Asiatics, but a grateful nation. Would you believe me, the soiree was such a success that I wrote an account of it in my diary? It was,—I remember it as though it had only just happened,—in '76,... no, in '77.... No! Pray, when were the Turks here? Anna dear, how old is our little Kolya?"

"I'm seven, Papa!" says Kolya, a brat with a swarthy face and coal black hair.

"Yes, we're old, and we've lost the energy we used to have," Lopniev agreed with a sigh. "That's the real cause. Old age, my friend. No new moving spirits arrive, and the old ones grow old.... The old fire is dull now. When I was younger I did not like company to be bored.... I was your Anna Pavlovna's first assistant. Whether it was a charity soirée or a tombola to support a star who was going to arrive, whatever Anna Pavlovna was arranging, I used to throw over everything and begin to bustle about. One winter, I remember, I bustled and ran so much that I even got ill.... I shan't forget that winter.... Do you remember what a performance we arranged with Anna Pavlovna in aid of the victims of the fire?"

"What year was it?"

"Not so very long ago.... In '79. No, in '80, I believe! Tell me how old is your Vanya?"

"Five," Anna Pavlovna calls from the study.

"Well, that means it was six years ago. Yes, my dear friend, that was a time. It's all over now. The old fire's quite gone."

Lopniev and Sharamykin grew thoughtful. The smouldering log flares up for the last time, and then is covered in ash.

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

 

 

2. IN THE DARK

 

A FLY of medium size made its way into the nose of the assistant procurator, Gagin. It may have been impelled by curiosity, or have got there through frivolity or accident in the dark; anyway, the nose resented the presence of a foreign body and gave the signal for a sneeze. Gagin sneezed, sneezed impressively and so shrilly and loudly that the bed shook and the springs creaked. Gagin's wife, Marya Mihalovna, a full, plump, fair woman, started, too, and woke up. She gazed into the darkness, sighed, and turned over on the other side. Five minutes afterwards she turned over again and shut her eyes more firmly but she could not get to sleep again. After sighing and tossing from side to side for a time, she got up, crept over her husband, and putting on her slippers, went to the window.

It was dark outside. She could see nothing but the outlines of the trees and the roof of the stables. There was a faint pallor in the east, but this pallor was beginning to be clouded over. There was perfect stillness in the air wrapped in slumber and darkness. Even the watchman, paid to disturb the stillness of night, was silent; even the corncrake — the only wild creature of the feathered tribe that does not shun the proximity of summer visitors — was silent.

The stillness was broken by Marya Mihalovna herself. Standing at the window and gazing into the yard, she suddenly uttered a cry. She fancied that from the flower garden with the gaunt, clipped poplar, a dark figure was creeping towards the house. For the first minute she thought it was a cow or a horse, then, rubbing her eyes, she distinguished clearly the outlines of a man.

Then she fancied the dark figure approached the window of the kitchen and, standing still a moment, apparently undecided, put one foot on the window ledge and disappeared into the darkness of the window.

"A burglar!" flashed into her mind and a deathly pallor overspread her face.

And in one instant her imagination had drawn the picture so dreaded by lady visitors in country places – a burglar creeps into the kitchen, from the kitchen into the dining-room . . . the silver in the cupboard . . . next into the bedroom . . . an axe . . . the face of a brigand . . . jewellery. . . . Her knees gave way under her and a shiver ran down her back.

"Vassya!" she said, shaking her husband, "Basile! Vassily Prokovitch! Ah! mercy on us, he might be dead! Wake up,Basile, I beseech you!"

"W-well?" grunted the assistant procurator, with a deep inward breath and a munching sound.

"For God's sake, wake up! A burglar has got into the kitchen! I was standing at the window looking out and someone got in at the window. He will get into the dining-room next . . . the spoons are in the cupboard! Basile! They broke into Mavra Yegorovna's last year."

"Wha—what's the matter?"

"Heavens! he does not understand. Do listen, you stupid! I tell you I've just seen a man getting in at the kitchen window! Pelagea will be frightened and . . . and the silver is in the cupboard!"

"Stuff and nonsense!"

"Basile, this is unbearable! I tell you of a real danger and you sleep and grunt! What would you have? Would you have us robbed and murdered?"

The assistant procurator slowly got up and sat on the bed, filling the air with loud yawns.

"Goodness knows what creatures women are! he muttered. "Can't leave one in peace even at night! To wake a man for such nonsense!"

"But, Basile, I swear I saw a man getting in at the window!"

"Well, what of it? Let him get in. . . . That's pretty sure to be Pelagea's sweetheart, the fireman."

"What! what did you say?"

"I say it's Pelagea's fireman come to see her."

"Worse than ever!" shrieked Marya Mihalovna. "That's worse than a burglar! I won't put up with cynicism in my house!"

"Hoity-toity! We are virtuous! . . . Won't put up with cynicism? As though it were cynicism! What's the use of firing off those foreign words? My dear girl, it's a thing that has happened ever since the world began, sanctified by tradition. What's a fireman for if not to make love to the cook?"

"No, Basile! It seems you don't know me! I cannot face the idea of such a . . . such a . . . in my house. You must go this minute into the kitchen and tell him to go away! This very minute! And to-morrow I'll tell Pelagea that she must not dare to demean herself by such proceedings! When I am dead you may allow immorality in your house, but you shan't do it now! . . . Please go!"

"Damn it," grumbled Gagin, annoyed. "Consider with your microscopic female brain, what am I to go for?"

"Basile, I shall faint! . . ."

Gagin cursed, put on his slippers, cursed again, and set off to the kitchen. It was as dark as the inside of a barrel, and the assistant procurator had to feel his way. He groped his way to the door of the nursery and waked the nurse.

"Vassilissa," he said, "you took my dressing-gown to brush last night – where is it?"

"I gave it to Pelagea to brush, sir."

"What carelessness! You take it away and don't put it back – now I've to go without a dressing-gown!"

On reaching the kitchen, he made his way to the corner in which on a box under a shelf of saucepans the cook slept.

"Pelagea," he said, feeling her shoulder and giving it a shake, "Pelagea! Why are you pretending? You are not asleep! Who was it got in at your window just now?"

"Mm . . . m . . . good morning! Got in at the window? Who could get in?"

"Oh come, it's no use your trying to keep it up! You'd better tell your scamp to clear out while he can! Do you hear? He's no business to be here!"

"Are you out of your senses, sir, bless you? Do you think I'd be such a fool? Here one's running about all day long, never a minute to sit down and then spoken to like this at night! Four roubles a month . . . and to find my own tea and sugar and this is all the credit I get for it! I used to live in a tradesman's house, and never met with such insult there!"

"Come, come – no need to go over your grievances! This very minute your grenadier must turn out! Do you understand?"

"You ought to be ashamed, sir," said Pelagea, and he could hear the tears in her voice. "Gentlefolks . . . educated, and yet not a notion that with our hard lot . . . in our life of toil" – she burst into tears. "It's easy to insult us. There's no one to stand up for us."

"Come, come . . . I don't mind! Your mistress sent me. You may let a devil in at the window for all I care!"

There was nothing left for the assistant procurator but to acknowledge himself in the wrong and go back to his spouse.

"I say, Pelagea," he said, "you had my dressing-gown to brush. Where is it?"

"Oh, I am so sorry, sir; I forgot to put it on your chair. It's hanging on a peg near the stove."

Gagin felt for the dressing-gown by the stove, put it on, and went quietly back to his room.

When her husband went out Marya Mihalovna got into bed and waited. For the first three minutes her mind was at rest, but after that she began to feel uneasy.

"What a long time he's gone," she thought. "It's all right if he is there . . . that immoral man . . . but if it's a burglar?"

And again her imagination drew a picture of her husband going into the dark kitchen . . . a blow with an axe . . . dying without uttering a single sound . . . a pool of blood! . . .

Five minutes passed . . . five and a half . . . at last six. . . . A cold sweat came out on her forehead.

"Basile!" she shrieked, "Basile!"

"What are you shouting for? I am here." She heard her husband's voice and steps. "Are you being murdered?"

The assistant procurator went up to the bedstead and sat down on the edge of it.

"There's nobody there at all," he said. "It was your fancy, you queer creature. . . . You can sleep easy, your fool of a Pelagea is as virtuous as her mistress. What a coward you are! What a . . . ."

And the deputy procurator began teasing his wife. He was wide awake now and did not want to go to sleep again.

"You are a coward!" he laughed. "You'd better go to the doctor to-morrow and tell him about your hallucinations. You are a neurotic!"

"What a smell of tar," said his wife – "tar or something . . . onion . . . cabbage soup!"

"Y-yes! There is a smell . . . I am not sleepy. I say, I'll light the candle. . . . Where are the matches? And, by the way, I'll show you the photograph of the procurator of the Palace of Justice. He gave us all a photograph when he said good-bye to us yesterday, with his autograph."

Gagin struck a match against the wall and lighted a candle. But before he had moved a step from the bed to fetch the photographs he heard behind him a piercing, heartrending shriek. Looking round, he saw his wife's large eyes fastened upon him, full of amazement, horror, and wrath. . . .

"You took your dressing-gown off in the kitchen?" she said, turning pale.

"Why?"

"Look at yourself!"

The deputy procurator looked down at himself, and gasped.

Flung over his shoulders was not his dressing-gown, but the fireman's overcoat. How had it come on his shoulders? While he was settling that question, his wife's imagination was drawing another picture, awful and impossible: darkness, stillness, whispering, and so on, and so on.

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

 

3. A TRIFLE FROM LIFE

 

A WELL-FED, red-cheeked young man called Nikolay Ilyitch Belyaev, of thirty-two, who was an owner of house property in Petersburg, and a devotee of the race-course, went one evening to see Olga Ivanovna Irnin, with whom he was living, or, to use his own expression, was dragging out a long, wearisome romance. And, indeed, the first interesting and enthusiastic pages of this romance had long been perused; now the pages dragged on, and still dragged on, without presenting anything new or of interest.

Not finding Olga Ivanovna at home, my hero lay down on the lounge chair and proceeded to wait for her in the drawing-room.

"Good-evening, Nikolay Ilyitch!" he heard a child's voice. "Mother will be here directly. She has gone with Sonia to the dressmaker's."

Olga Ivanovna's son, Alyosha – a boy of eight who looked graceful and very well cared for, who was dressed like a picture, in a black velvet jacket and long black stockings – was lying on the sofa in the same room. He was lying on a satin cushion and, evidently imitating an acrobat he had lately seen at the circus, stuck up in the air first one leg and then the other. When his elegant legs were exhausted, he brought his arms into play or jumped up impulsively and went on all fours, trying to stand with his legs in the air. All this he was doing with the utmost gravity, gasping and groaning painfully as though he regretted that God had given him such a restless body.

"Ah, good-evening, my boy," said Belyaev. "It's you! I did not notice you. Is your mother well?"

Alyosha, taking hold of the tip of his left toe with his right hand and falling into the most unnatural attitude, turned over, jumped up, and peeped at Belyaev from behind the big fluffy lampshade.

"What shall I say?" he said, shrugging his shoulders. "In reality mother's never well. You see, she is a woman, and women, Nikolay Ilyitch, have always something the matter with them."

Belyaev, having nothing better to do, began watching Alyosha's face. He had never before during the whole of his intimacy with Olga Ivanovna paid any attention to the boy, and had completely ignored his existence; the boy had been before his eyes, but he had not cared to think why he was there and what part he was playing.

In the twilight of the evening, Alyosha's face, with his white forehead and black, unblinking eyes, unexpectedly reminded Belyaev of Olga Ivanovna as she had been during the first pages of their romance. And he felt disposed to be friendly to the boy.

"Come here, insect," he said; "let me have a closer look at you."

The boy jumped off the sofa and skipped up to Belyaev.

"Well," began Nikolay Ilyitch, putting a hand on the boy's thin shoulder. "How are you getting on?"

"How shall I say! We used to get on a great deal better."

"Why?"

"It's very simple. Sonia and I used only to learn music and reading, and now they give us French poetry to learn. Have you been shaved lately?"

"Yes."

"Yes, I see you have. Your beard is shorter. Let me touch it. . . . Does that hurt?"

"No."

"Why is it that if you pull one hair it hurts, but if you pull a lot at once it doesn't hurt a bit? Ha, ha! And, you know, it's a pity you don't have whiskers. Here ought to be shaved . . . but here at the sides the hair ought to be left. . . ."

The boy nestled up to Belyaev and began playing with his watch-chain.

"When I go to the high-school," he said, "mother is going to buy me a watch. I shall ask her to buy me a watch-chain like this. . . . Wh-at a lo-ket! Father's got a locket like that, only yours has little bars on it and his has letters. . . . There's mother's portrait in the middle of his. Father has a different sort of chain now, not made with rings, but like ribbon. . . ."

"How do you know? Do you see your father?"

"I? M'm . . . no . . . I . . ."

Alyosha blushed, and in great confusion, feeling caught in a lie, began zealously scratching the locket with his nail. . . . Belyaev looked steadily into his face and asked:

"Do you see your father?"

"N-no!"

"Come, speak frankly, on your honour. . . . I see from your face you are telling a fib. Once you've let a thing slip out it's no good wriggling about it. Tell me, do you see him? Come, as a friend."

Alyosha hesitated.

"You won't tell mother?" he said.

"As though I should!"

"On your honour?"

"On my honour."

"Do you swear?"

"Ah, you provoking boy! What do you take me for?"

Alyosha looked round him, then with wide-open eyes, whispered to him:

"Only, for goodness' sake, don't tell mother. . . . Don't tell any one at all, for it is a secret. I hope to goodness mother won't find out, or we should all catch it — Sonia, and I, and Pelagea. . . . Well, listen. . . Sonia and I see father every Tuesday and Friday. When Pelagea takes us for a walk before dinner we go to the Apfel Restaurant, and there is father waiting for us. . . . He is always sitting in a room apart, where you know there's a marble table and an ash-tray in the shape of a goose without a back. . . ."

"What do you do there?"

"Nothing! First we say how-do-you-do, then we all sit round the table, and father treats us with coffee and pies. You know Sonia eats the meat-pies, but I can't endure meat-pies! I like the pies made of cabbage and eggs. We eat such a lot that we have to try hard to eat as much as we can at dinner, for fear mother should notice."

"What do you talk about?"

"With father? About anything. He kisses us, he hugs us, tells us all sorts of amusing jokes. Do you know, he says when we are grown up he is going to take us to live with him. Sonia does not want to go, but I agree. Of course, I should miss mother; but, then, I should write her letters! It's a queer idea, but we could come and visit her on holidays – couldn't we? Father says, too, that he will buy me a horse. He's an awfully kind man! I can't understand why mother does not ask him to come and live with us, and why she forbids us to see him. You know he loves mother very much. He is always asking us how she is and what she is doing. When she was ill he clutched his head like this, and . . . and kept running about. He always tells us to be obedient and respectful to her. Listen. Is it true that we are unfortunate?"

"H'm! . . . Why?"

"That's what father says. 'You are unhappy children,' he says. It's strange to hear him, really. 'You are unhappy,' he says, 'I am unhappy, and mother's unhappy. You must pray to God,' he says; 'for yourselves and for her.' "

Alyosha let his eyes rest on a stuffed bird and sank into thought.

"So . . ." growled Belyaev. "So that's how you are going on. You arrange meetings at restaurants. And mother does not know?"

"No-o. . . . How should she know? Pelagea would not tell her for anything, you know. The day before yesterday he gave us some pears. As sweet as jam! I ate two."

"H'm! . . . Well, and I say . . . Listen. Did father say anything about me?"

"About you? What shall I say?"

Alyosha looked searchingly into Belyaev's face and shrugged his shoulders.

"He didn't say anything particular."

"For instance, what did he say?"

"You won't be offended?"

"What next? Why, does he abuse me?"

"He doesn't abuse you, but you know he is angry with you. He says mother's unhappy owing to you . . . and that you have ruined mother. You know he is so queer! I explain to him that you are kind, that you never scold mother; but he only shakes his head."

"So he says I have ruined her?"

"Yes; you mustn't be offended, Nikolay Ilyitch."

Belyaev got up, stood still a moment, and walked up and down the drawing-room.

"That's strange and . . . ridiculous!" he muttered, shrugging his shoulders and smiling sarcastically. "He's entirely to blame, and I have ruined her, eh? An innocent lamb, I must say. So he told you I ruined your mother?"

"Yes, but . . . you said you would not be offended, you know."

"I am not offended, and . . . and it's not your business. Why, it's . . . why, it's positively ridiculous! I have been thrust into it like a chicken in the broth, and now it seems I'm to blame!"

A ring was heard. The boy sprang up from his place and ran out. A minute later a lady came into the room with a little girl; this was Olga Ivanovna, Alyosha's mother. Alyosha followed them in, skipping and jumping, humming aloud and waving his hands. Belyaev nodded, and went on walking up and down.

"Of course, whose fault is it if not mine?" he muttered with a snort. "He is right! He is an injured husband."

"What are you talking about?" asked Olga Ivanovna.

"What about? . . . Why, just listen to the tales your lawful spouse is spreading now! It appears that I am a scoundrel and a villain, that I have ruined you and the children. All of you are unhappy, and I am the only happy one! Wonderfully, wonderfully happy!"

"I don't understand, Nikolay. What's the matter?"

"Why, listen to this young gentleman!" said Belyaev, pointing to Alyosha.

Alyosha flushed crimson, then turned pale, and his whole face began working with terror.

"Nikolay Ilyitch," he said in a loud whisper. "Sh-sh!"

Olga Ivanovna looked in surprise at Alyosha, then at Belyaev, then at Alyosha again.

"Just ask him," Belyaev went on. "Your Pelagea, like a regular fool, takes them about to restaurants and arranges meetings with their papa. But that's not the point: the point is that their dear papa is a victim, while I'm a wretch who has broken up both your lives. . ."

"Nikolay Ilyitch," moaned Alyosha. "Why, you promised on your word of honour!"

"Oh, get away!" said Belyaev, waving him off. "This is more important than any word of honour. It's the hypocrisy revolts me, the lying! . . ."

"I don't understand it," said Olga Ivanovna, and tears glistened in her eyes. "Tell me, Alyosha," she turned to her son. "Do you see your father?"

Alyosha did not hear her; he was looking with horror at Belyaev.

"It's impossible," said his mother; "I will go and question Pelagea."

Olga Ivanovna went out.

"I say, you promised on your word of honour!" said Alyosha, trembling all over.

Belyaev dismissed him with a wave of his hand, and went on walking up and down. He was absorbed in his grievance and was oblivious of the boy's presence, as he always had been. He, a grownup, serious person, had no thought to spare for boys. And Alyosha sat down in the corner and told Sonia with horror how he had been deceived. He was trembling, stammering, and crying. It was the first time in his life that he had been brought into such coarse contact with lying; till then he had not known that there are in the world, besides sweet pears, pies, and expensive watches, a great many things for which the language of children has no expression.

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

 

4. A JOKE

 

IT was a bright winter midday. . . . There was a sharp snapping frost and the curls on Nadenka's temples and the down on her upper lip were covered with silvery frost. She was holding my arm and we were standing on a high hill. From where we stood to the ground below there stretched a smooth sloping descent in which the sun was reflected as in a looking-glass. Beside us was a little sledge lined with bright red cloth.

"Let us go down, Nadyezhda Petrovna!" I besought her. "Only once! I assure you we shall be all right and not hurt."

But Nadenka was afraid. The slope from her little goloshes to the bottom of the ice hill seemed to her a terrible, immensely deep abyss. Her spirit failed her, and she held her breath as she looked down, when I merely suggested her getting into the sledge, but what would it be if she were to risk flying into the abyss! She would die, she would go out of her mind.

"I entreat you!" I said. "You mustn't be afraid! You know it's poor-spirited, it's cowardly!"

Nadenka gave way at last, and from her face I saw that she gave way in mortal dread. I sat her in the sledge, pale and trembling, put my arm round her and with her cast myself down the precipice.

The sledge flew like a bullet. The air cleft by our flight beat in our faces, roared, whistled in our ears, tore at us, nipped us cruelly in its anger, tried to tear our heads off our shoulders. We had hardly strength to breathe from the pressure of the wind. It seemed as though the devil himself had caught us in his claws and was dragging us with a roar to hell. Surrounding objects melted into one long furiously racing streak . . . another moment and it seemed we should perish.

"I love you, Nadya!" I said in a low voice.

The sledge began moving more and more slowly, the roar of the wind and the whirr of the runners was no longer so terrible, it was easier to breathe, and at last we were at the bottom. Nadenka was more dead than alive. She was pale and scarcely breathing. . . . I helped her to get up.

"Nothing would induce me to go again," she said, looking at me with wide eyes full of horror. "Nothing in the world! I almost died!"

A little later she recovered herself and looked enquiringly into my eyes, wondering had I really uttered those four words or had she fancied them in the roar of the hurricane. And I stood beside her smoking and looking attentively at my glove.

She took my arm and we spent a long while walking near the ice-hill. The riddle evidently would not let her rest. . . . Had those words been uttered or not? . . . Yes or no? Yes or no? It was the question of pride, or honour, of life – a very important question, the most important question in the world. Nadenka kept impatiently, sorrowfully looking into my face with a penetrating glance; she answered at random, waiting to see whether I would not speak. Oh, the play of feeling on that sweet face! I saw that she was struggling with herself, that she wanted to say something, to ask some question, but she could not find the words; she felt awkward and frightened and troubled by her joy. . . .

"Do you know what," she said without looking at me.

"Well?" I asked.

"Let us . . . slide down again."

We clambered up the ice-hill by the steps again. I sat Nadenka, pale and trembling, in the sledge; again we flew into the terrible abyss, again the wind roared and the runners whirred, and again when the flight of our sledge was at its swiftest and noisiest, I said in a low voice:

"I love you, Nadenka!"

When the sledge stopped, Nadenka flung a glance at the hill down which we had both slid, then bent a long look upon my face, listened to my voice which was unconcerned and passionless, and the whole of her little figure, every bit of it, even her muff and her hood expressed the utmost bewilderment, and on her face was written: "What does it mean? Who uttered those words? Did he, or did I only fancy it?"

The uncertainty worried her and drove her out of all patience. The poor girl did not answer my questions, frowned, and was on the point of tears.

"Hadn't we better go home?" I asked.

"Well, I . . . I like this tobogganing," she said, flushing. "Shall we go down once more?"

She "liked" the tobogganing, and yet as she got into the sledge she was, as both times before, pale, trembling, hardly able to breathe for terror.

We went down for the third time, and I saw she was looking at my face and watching my lips. But I put my handkerchief to my lips, coughed, and when we reached the middle of the hill I succeeded in bringing out:

"I love you, Nadya!"

And the mystery remained a mystery! Nadenka was silent, pondering on something. . . . I saw her home, she tried to walk slowly, slackened her pace and kept waiting to see whether I would not say those words to her, and I saw how her soul was suffering, what effort she was making not to say to herself:

"It cannot be that the wind said them! And I don't want it to be the wind that said them!"

Next morning I got a little note:

"If you are tobogganing to-day, come for me. –N."

And from that time I began going every day tobogganning with Nadenka, and as we flew down in the sledge, every time I pronounced in a low voice the same words: "I love you, Nadya!"

Soon Nadenka grew used to that phrase as to alcohol or morphia. She could not live without it. It is true that flying down the ice-hill terrified her as before, but now the terror and danger gave a peculiar fascination to words of love – words which as before were a mystery and tantalized the soul. The same two – the wind and I were still suspected. . . . Which of the two was making love to her she did not know, but apparently by now she did not care; from which goblet one drinks matters little if only the beverage is intoxicating.

It happened I went to the skating-ground alone at midday; mingling with the crowd I saw Nadenka go up to the ice-hill and look about for me. . . then she timidly mounted the steps. . . . She was frightened of going alone – oh, how frightened! She was white as the snow, she was trembling, she went as though to the scaffold, but she went, she went without looking back, resolutely. She had evidently determined to put it to the test at last: would those sweet amazing words be heard when I was not there? I saw her, pale, her lips parted with horror, get into the sledge, shut her eyes and saying good-bye for ever to the earth, set off. . . . "Whrrr!" whirred the runners. Whether Nadenka heard those words I do not know. I only saw her getting up from the sledge looking faint and exhausted. And one could tell from her face that she could not tell herself whether she had heard anything or not. Her terror while she had been flying down had deprived of her all power of hearing, of discriminating sounds, of understanding.

But then the month of March arrived . . . the spring sunshine was more kindly. . . . Our ice-hill turned dark, lost its brilliance and finally melted. We gave up tobogganing. There was nowhere now where poor Nadenka could hear those words, and indeed no one to utter them, since there was no wind and I was going to Petersburg – for long, perhaps for ever.

It happened two days before my departure I was sitting in the dusk in the little garden which was separated from the yard of Nadenka's house by a high fence with nails in it. . . . It was still pretty cold, there was still snow by the manure heap, the trees looked dead but there was already the scent of spring and the rooks were cawing loudly as they settled for their night's rest. I went up to the fence and stood for a long while peeping through a chink. I saw Nadenka come out into the porch and fix a mournful yearning gaze on the sky. . . . The spring wind was blowing straight into her pale dejected face. . . . It reminded her of the wind which roared at us on the ice-hill when she heard those four words, and her face became very, very sorrowful, a tear trickled down her cheek, and the poor child held out both arms as though begging the wind to bring her those words once more. And waiting for the wind I said in a low voice:

"I love you, Nadya!"

Mercy! The change that came over Nadenka! She uttered a cry, smiled all over her face and looking joyful, happy and beautiful, held out her arms to meet the wind.

And I went off to pack up. . . .

That was long ago. Now Nadenka is married; she married – whether of her own choice or not does not matter – a secretary of the Nobility Wardenship and now she has three children. That we once went tobogganing together, and that the wind brought her the words "I love you, Nadenka," is not forgotten; it is for her now the happiest, most touching, and beautiful memory in her life. . . .

But now that I am older I cannot understand why I uttered those words, what was my motive in that joke. . . .

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

 

5. THE DUEL

 

I

 

It was eight o’clock in the morning—the time when the officers, the local officials, and the visitors usually took their morning dip in the sea after the hot, stifling night, and then went into the pavilion to drink tea or coffee. Ivan Andreitch Laevsky, a thin, fair young man of twenty-eight, wearing the cap of a clerk in the Ministry of Finance and with slippers on his feet, coming down to bathe, found a number of acquaintances on the beach, and among them his friend Samoylenko, the army doctor.

With his big cropped head, short neck, his red face, his big nose, his shaggy black eyebrows and grey whiskers, his stout puffy figure and his hoarse military bass, this Samoylenko made on every newcomer the unpleasant impression of a gruff bully; but two or three days after making his acquaintance, one began to think his face extraordinarily good-natured, kind, and even handsome. In spite of his clumsiness and rough manner, he was a peaceable man, of infinite kindliness and goodness of heart, always ready to be of use. He was on familiar terms with every one in the town, lent every one money, doctored every one, made matches, patched up quarrels, arranged picnics at which he cooked shashlik and an awfully good soup of grey mullets. He was always looking after other people’s affairs and trying to interest some one on their behalf, and was always delighted about something. The general opinion about him was that he was without faults of character. He had only two weaknesses: he was ashamed of his own good nature, and tried to disguise it by a surly expression and an assumed gruffness; and he liked his assistants and his soldiers to call him “Your Excellency,” although he was only a civil councillor.

“Answer one question for me, Alexandr Daviditch,” Laevsky began, when both he and Samoylenko were in the water up to their shoulders. “Suppose you had loved a woman and had been living with her for two or three years, and then left off caring for her, as one does, and began to feel that you had nothing in common with her. How would you behave in that case?”

“It’s very simple. ‘You go where you please, madam’—and that would be the end of it.”

“It’s easy to say that! But if she has nowhere to go? A woman with no friends or relations, without a farthing, who can’t work . . .”

“Well? Five hundred roubles down or an allowance of twenty-five roubles a month—and nothing more. It’s very simple.”

“Even supposing you have five hundred roubles and can pay twenty-five roubles a month, the woman I am speaking of is an educated woman and proud. Could you really bring yourself to offer her money? And how would you do it?”

Samoylenko was going to answer, but at that moment a big wave covered them both, then broke on the beach and rolled back noisily over the shingle. The friends got out and began dressing.

“Of course, it is difficult to live with a woman if you don’t love her,” said Samoylenko, shaking the sand out of his boots. “But one must look at the thing humanely, Vanya. If it were my case, I should never show a sign that I did not love her, and I should go on living with her till I died.”

He was at once ashamed of his own words; he pulled himself up and said:

“But for aught I care, there might be no females at all. Let them all go to the devil!”

The friends dressed and went into the pavilion. There Samoylenko was quite at home, and even had a special cup and saucer. Every morning they brought him on a tray a cup of coffee, a tall cut glass of iced water, and a tiny glass of brandy. He would first drink the brandy, then the hot coffee, then the iced water, and this must have been very nice, for after drinking it his eyes looked moist with pleasure, he would stroke his whiskers with both hands, and say, looking at the sea:

“A wonderfully magnificent view!”

After a long night spent in cheerless, unprofitable thoughts which prevented him from sleeping, and seemed to intensify the darkness and sultriness of the night, Laevsky felt listless and shattered. He felt no better for the bathe and the coffee.

“Let us go on with our talk, Alexandr Daviditch,” he said. “I won’t make a secret of it; I’ll speak to you openly as to a friend. Things are in a bad way with Nadyezhda Fyodorovna and me . . . a very bad way! Forgive me for forcing my private affairs upon you, but I must speak out.”

Samoylenko, who had a misgiving of what he was going to speak about, dropped his eyes and drummed with his fingers on the table.

“I’ve lived with her for two years and have ceased to love her,” Laevsky went on; “or, rather, I realised that I never had felt any love for her. . . . These two years have been a mistake.”

It was Laevsky’s habit as he talked to gaze attentively at the pink palms of his hands, to bite his nails, or to pinch his cuffs. And he did so now.

“I know very well you can’t help me,” he said. “But I tell you, because unsuccessful and superfluous people like me find their salvation in talking. I have to generalise about everything I do. I’m bound to look for an explanation and justification of my absurd existence in somebody else’s theories, in literary types—in the idea that we, upper-class Russians, are degenerating, for instance, and so on. Last night, for example, I comforted myself by thinking all the time: ‘Ah, how true Tolstoy is, how mercilessly true!’ And that did me good. Yes, really, brother, he is a great writer, say what you like!”

Samoylenko, who had never read Tolstoy and was intending to do so every day of his life, was a little embarrassed, and said:

“Yes, all other authors write from imagination, but he writes straight from nature.”

“My God!” sighed Laevsky; “how distorted we all are by civilisation! I fell in love with a married woman and she with me. . . . To begin with, we had kisses, and calm evenings, and vows, and Spencer, and ideals, and interests in common. . . . What a deception! We really ran away from her husband, but we lied to ourselves and made out that we ran away from the emptiness of the life of the educated class. We pictured our future like this: to begin with, in the Caucasus, while we were getting to know the people and the place, I would put on the Government uniform and enter the service; then at our leisure we would pick out a plot of ground, would toil in the sweat of our brow, would have a vineyard and a field, and so on. If you were in my place, or that zoologist of yours, Von Koren, you might live with Nadyezhda Fyodorovna for thirty years, perhaps, and might leave your heirs a rich vineyard and three thousand acres of maize; but I felt like a bankrupt from the first day. In the town you have insufferable heat, boredom, and no society; if you go out into the country, you fancy poisonous spiders, scorpions, or snakes lurking under every stone and behind every bush, and beyond the fields—mountains and the desert. Alien people, an alien country, a wretched form of civilisation—all that is not so easy, brother, as walking on the Nevsky Prospect in one’s fur coat, arm-in-arm with Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, dreaming of the sunny South. What is needed here is a life and death struggle, and I’m not a fighting man. A wretched neurasthenic, an idle gentleman . . . . From the first day I knew that my dreams of a life of labour and of a vineyard were worthless. As for love, I ought to tell you that living with a woman who has read Spencer and has followed you to the ends of the earth is no more interesting than living with any Anfissa or Akulina. There’s the same smell of ironing, of powder, and of medicines, the same curl-papers every morning, the same self-deception.”

“You can’t get on in the house without an iron,” said Samoylenko, blushing at Laevsky’s speaking to him so openly of a lady he knew. “You are out of humour to-day, Vanya, I notice. Nadyezhda Fyodorovna is a splendid woman, highly educated, and you are a man of the highest intellect. Of course, you are not married,” Samoylenko went on, glancing round at the adjacent tables, “but that’s not your fault; and besides . . . one ought to be above conventional prejudices and rise to the level of modern ideas. I believe in free love myself, yes. . . . But to my thinking, once you have settled together, you ought to go on living together all your life.”

“Without love?”

“I will tell you directly,” said Samoylenko. “Eight years ago there was an old fellow, an agent, here—a man of very great intelligence. Well, he used to say that the great thing in married life was patience. Do you hear, Vanya? Not love, but patience. Love cannot last long. You have lived two years in love, and now evidently your married life has reached the period when, in order to preserve equilibrium, so to speak, you ought to exercise all your patience. . . .”

“You believe in your old agent; to me his words are meaningless. Your old man could be a hypocrite; he could exercise himself in the virtue of patience, and, as he did so, look upon a person he did not love as an object indispensable for his moral exercises; but I have not yet fallen so low. If I want to exercise myself in patience, I will buy dumb-bells or a frisky horse, but I’ll leave human beings alone.”

Samoylenko asked for some white wine with ice. When they had drunk a glass each, Laevsky suddenly asked:

“Tell me, please, what is the meaning of softening of the brain?”

“How can I explain it to you? . . . It’s a disease in which the brain becomes softer . . . as it were, dissolves.”

“Is it curable?”

“Yes, if the disease is not neglected. Cold douches, blisters. . . . Something internal, too.”

“Oh! . . . Well, you see my position; I can’t live with her: it is more than I can do. While I’m with you I can be philosophical about it and smile, but at home I lose heart completely; I am so utterly miserable, that if I were told, for instance, that I should have to live another month with her, I should blow out my brains. At the same time, parting with her is out of the question. She has no friends or relations; she cannot work, and neither she nor I have any money. . . . What could become of her? To whom could she go? There is nothing one can think of. . . . Come, tell me, what am I to do?”

“H’m! . . .” growled Samoylenko, not knowing what to answer. “Does she love you?”

“Yes, she loves me in so far as at her age and with her temperament she wants a man. It would be as difficult for her to do without me as to do without her powder or her curl-papers. I am for her an indispensable, integral part of her boudoir.”

Samoylenko was embarrassed.

“You are out of humour to-day, Vanya,” he said. “You must have had a bad night.”

“Yes, I slept badly. . . . Altogether, I feel horribly out of sorts, brother. My head feels empty; there’s a sinking at my heart, a weakness. . . . I must run away.”

“Run where?”

“There, to the North. To the pines and the mushrooms, to people and ideas. . . . I’d give half my life to bathe now in some little stream in the province of Moscow or Tula; to feel chilly, you know, and then to stroll for three hours even with the feeblest student, and to talk and talk endlessly. . . . And the scent of the hay! Do you remember it? And in the evening, when one walks in the garden, sounds of the piano float from the house; one hears the train passing. . . .”

Laevsky laughed with pleasure; tears came into his eyes, and to cover them, without getting up, he stretched across the next table for the matches.

“I have not been in Russia for eighteen years,” said Samoylenko. “I’ve forgotten what it is like. To my mind, there is not a country more splendid than the Caucasus.”

“Vereshtchagin has a picture in which some men condemned to death are languishing at the bottom of a very deep well. Your magnificent Caucasus strikes me as just like that well. If I were offered the choice of a chimney-sweep in Petersburg or a prince in the Caucasus, I should choose the job of chimney-sweep.”

Laevsky grew pensive. Looking at his stooping figure, at his eyes fixed dreamily at one spot, at his pale, perspiring face and sunken temples, at his bitten nails, at the slipper which had dropped off his heel, displaying a badly darned sock, Samoylenko was moved to pity, and probably because Laevsky reminded him of a helpless child, he asked:

“Is your mother living?”

“Yes, but we are on bad terms. She could not forgive me for this affair.”

Samoylenko was fond of his friend. He looked upon Laevsky as a good-natured fellow, a student, a man with no nonsense about him, with whom one could drink, and laugh, and talk without reserve. What he understood in him he disliked extremely. Laevsky drank a great deal and at unsuitable times; he played cards, despised his work, lived beyond his means, frequently made use of unseemly expressions in conversation, walked about the streets in his slippers, and quarrelled with Nadyezhda Fyodorovna before other people—and Samoylenko did not like this. But the fact that Laevsky had once been a student in the Faculty of Arts, subscribed to two fat reviews, often talked so cleverly that only a few people understood him, was living with a well-educated woman—all this Samoylenko did not understand, and he liked this and respected Laevsky, thinking him superior to himself.

“There is another point,” said Laevsky, shaking his head. “Only it is between ourselves. I’m concealing it from Nadyezhda Fyodorovna for the time. . . . Don’t let it out before her. . . . I got a letter the day before yesterday, telling me that her husband has died from softening of the brain.”

“The Kingdom of Heaven be his!” sighed Samoylenko. “Why are you concealing it from her?”

“To show her that letter would be equivalent to ‘Come to church to be married.’ And we should first have to make our relations clear. When she understands that we can’t go on living together, I will show her the letter. Then there will be no danger in it.”

“Do you know what, Vanya,” said Samoylenko, and a sad and imploring expression came into his face, as though he were going to ask him about something very touching and were afraid of being refused. “Marry her, my dear boy!”

“Why?”

“Do your duty to that splendid woman! Her husband is dead, and so Providence itself shows you what to do!”

“But do understand, you queer fellow, that it is impossible. To marry without love is as base and unworthy of a man as to perform mass without believing in it.”

“But it’s your duty to.”

“Why is it my duty?” Laevsky asked irritably.

“Because you took her away from her husband and made yourself responsible for her.”

“But now I tell you in plain Russian, I don’t love her!”

“Well, if you’ve no love, show her proper respect, consider her wishes. . . .”

“‘Show her respect, consider her wishes,’” Laevsky mimicked him. “As though she were some Mother Superior! . . . You are a poor psychologist and physiologist if you think that living with a woman one can get off with nothing but respect and consideration. What a woman thinks most of is her bedroom.”

“Vanya, Vanya!” said Samoylenko, overcome with confusion.

“You are an elderly child, a theorist, while I am an old man in spite of my years, and practical, and we shall never understand one another. We had better drop this conversation. Mustapha!” Laevsky shouted to the waiter. “What’s our bill?”

“No, no . . .” the doctor cried in dismay, clutching Laevsky’s arm. “It is for me to pay. I ordered it. Make it out to me,” he cried to Mustapha.

The friends got up and walked in silence along the sea-front. When they reached the boulevard, they stopped and shook hands at parting.

“You are awfully spoilt, my friend!” Samoylenko sighed. “Fate has sent you a young, beautiful, cultured woman, and you refuse the gift, while if God were to give me a crooked old woman, how pleased I should be if only she were kind and affectionate! I would live with her in my vineyard and . . .”

Samoylenko caught himself up and said:

“And she might get the samovar ready for me there, the old hag.”

After parting with Laevsky he walked along the boulevard. When, bulky and majestic, with a stern expression on his face, he walked along the boulevard in his snow-white tunic and superbly polished boots, squaring his chest, decorated with the Vladimir cross on a ribbon, he was very much pleased with himself, and it seemed as though the whole world were looking at him with pleasure. Without turning his head, he looked to each side and thought that the boulevard was extremely well laid out; that the young cypress-trees, the eucalyptuses, and the ugly, anemic palm-trees were very handsome and would in time give abundant shade; that the Circassians were an honest and hospitable people.

“It’s strange that Laevsky does not like the Caucasus,” he thought, “very strange.”

Five soldiers, carrying rifles, met him and saluted him. On the right side of the boulevard the wife of a local official was walking along the pavement with her son, a schoolboy.

“Good-morning, Marya Konstantinovna,” Samoylenko shouted to her with a pleasant smile. “Have you been to bathe? Ha, ha, ha! . . . My respects to Nikodim Alexandritch!”

And he went on, still smiling pleasantly, but seeing an assistant of the military hospital coming towards him, he suddenly frowned, stopped him, and asked:

“Is there any one in the hospital?”

“No one, Your Excellency.”

“Eh?”

“No one, Your Excellency.”

“Very well, run along. . . .”

Swaying majestically, he made for the lemonade stall, where sat a full-bosomed old Jewess, who gave herself out to be a Georgian, and said to her as loudly as though he were giving the word of command to a regiment:

“Be so good as to give me some soda-water!”

 

 

II

 

Laevsky’s not loving Nadyezhda Fyodorovna showed itself chiefly in the fact that everything she said or did seemed to him a lie, or equivalent to a lie, and everything he read against women and love seemed to him to apply perfectly to himself, to Nadyezhda Fyodorovna and her husband. When he returned home, she was sitting at the window, dressed and with her hair done, and with a preoccupied face was drinking coffee and turning over the leaves of a fat magazine; and he thought the drinking of coffee was not such a remarkable event that she need put on a preoccupied expression over it, and that she had been wasting her time doing her hair in a fashionable style, as there was no one here to attract and no need to be attractive. And in the magazine he saw nothing but falsity. He thought she had dressed and done her hair so as to look handsomer, and was reading in order to seem clever.

“Will it be all right for me to go to bathe to-day?” she said.

“Why? There won’t be an earthquake whether you go or not, I suppose . . . .”

“No, I only ask in case the doctor should be vexed.”

“Well, ask the doctor, then; I’m not a doctor.”

On this occasion what displeased Laevsky most in Nadyezhda Fyodorovna was her white open neck and the little curls at the back of her head. And he remembered that when Anna Karenin got tired of her husband, what she disliked most of all was his ears, and thought: “How true it is, how true!”

Feeling weak and as though his head were perfectly empty, he went into his study, lay down on his sofa, and covered his face with a handkerchief that he might not be bothered by the flies. Despondent and oppressive thoughts always about the same thing trailed slowly across his brain like a long string of waggons on a gloomy autumn evening, and he sank into a state of drowsy oppression. It seemed to him that he had wronged Nadyezhda Fyodorovna and her husband, and that it was through his fault that her husband had died. It seemed to him that he had sinned against his own life, which he had ruined, against the world of lofty ideas, of learning, and of work, and he conceived that wonderful world as real and possible, not on this sea-front with hungry Turks and lazy mountaineers sauntering upon it, but there in the North, where there were operas, theatres, newspapers, and all kinds of intellectual activity. One could only there—not here—be honest, intelligent, lofty, and pure. He accused himself of having no ideal, no guiding principle in life, though he had a dim understanding now what it meant. Two years before, when he fell in love with Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, it seemed to him that he had only to go with her as his wife to the Caucasus, and he would be saved from vulgarity and emptiness; in the same way now, he was convinced that he had only to part from Nadyezhda Fyodorovna and to go to Petersburg, and he would get everything he wanted.

“Run away,” he muttered to himself, sitting up and biting his nails. “Run away!”

He pictured in his imagination how he would go aboard the steamer and then would have some lunch, would drink some cold beer, would talk on deck with ladies, then would get into the train at Sevastopol and set off. Hurrah for freedom! One station after another would flash by, the air would keep growing colder and keener, then the birches and the fir-trees, then Kursk, Moscow. . . . In the restaurants cabbage soup, mutton with kasha, sturgeon, beer, no more Asiaticism, but Russia, real Russia. The passengers in the train would talk about trade, new singers, the Franco-Russian entente; on all sides there would be the feeling of keen, cultured, intellectual, eager life. . . . Hasten on, on! At last Nevsky Prospect, and Great Morskaya Street, and then Kovensky Place, where he used to live at one time when he was a student, the dear grey sky, the drizzling rain, the drenched cabmen. . . .

“Ivan Andreitch!” some one called from the next room. “Are you at home?”

“I’m here,” Laevsky responded. “What do you want?”

“Papers.”

Laevsky got up languidly, feeling giddy, walked into the other room, yawning and shuffling with his slippers. There, at the open window that looked into the street, stood one of his young fellow-clerks, laying out some government documents on the window-sill.

“One minute, my dear fellow,” Laevsky said softly, and he went to look for the ink; returning to the window, he signed the papers without looking at them, and said: “It’s hot!”

“Yes. Are you coming to-day?”

“I don’t think so. . . . I’m not quite well. Tell Sheshkovsky that I will come and see him after dinner.”

The clerk went away. Laevsky lay down on his sofa again and began thinking:

“And so I must weigh all the circumstances and reflect on them. Before I go away from here I ought to pay up my debts. I owe about two thousand roubles. I have no money. . . . Of course, that’s not important; I shall pay part now, somehow, and I shall send the rest, later, from Petersburg. The chief point is Nadyezhda Fyodorovna. . . . First of all we must define our relations. . . . Yes.”

A little later he was considering whether it would not be better to go to Samoylenko for advice.

“I might go,” he thought, “but what use would there be in it? I shall only say something inappropriate about boudoirs, about women, about what is honest or dishonest. What’s the use of talking about what is honest or dishonest, if I must make haste to save my life, if I am suffocating in this cursed slavery and am killing myself? . . . One must realise at last that to go on leading the life I do is something so base and so cruel that everything else seems petty and trivial beside it. To run away,” he muttered, sitting down, “to run away.”

The deserted seashore, the insatiable heat, and the monotony of the smoky lilac mountains, ever the same and silent, everlastingly solitary, overwhelmed him with depression, and, as it were, made him drowsy and sapped his energy. He was perhaps very clever, talented, remarkably honest; perhaps if the sea and the mountains had not closed him in on all sides, he might have become an excellent Zemstvo leader, a statesman, an orator, a political writer, a saint. Who knows? If so, was it not stupid to argue whether it were honest or dishonest when a gifted and useful man—an artist or musician, for instance—to escape from prison, breaks a wall and deceives his jailers? Anything is honest when a man is in such a position.

At two o’clock Laevsky and Nadyezhda Fyodorovna sat down to dinner. When the cook gave them rice and tomato soup, Laevsky said:

“The same thing every day. Why not have cabbage soup?”

“There are no cabbages.”

“It’s strange. Samoylenko has cabbage soup and Marya Konstantinovna has cabbage soup, and only I am obliged to eat this mawkish mess. We can’t go on like this, darling.”

As is common with the vast majority of husbands and wives, not a single dinner had in earlier days passed without scenes and fault-finding between Nadyezhda Fyodorovna and Laevsky; but ever since Laevsky had made up his mind that he did not love her, he had tried to give way to Nadyezhda Fyodorovna in everything, spoke to her gently and politely, smiled, and called her “darling.”

“This soup tastes like liquorice,” he said, smiling; he made an effort to control himself and seem amiable, but could not refrain from saying: “Nobody looks after the housekeeping. . . . If you are too ill or busy with reading, let me look after the cooking.”

In earlier days she would have said to him, “Do by all means,” or, “I see you want to turn me into a cook”; but now she only looked at him timidly and flushed crimson.

“Well, how do you feel to-day?” he asked kindly.

“I am all right to-day. There is nothing but a little weakness.”

“You must take care of yourself, darling. I am awfully anxious about you.”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna was ill in some way. Samoylenko said she had intermittent fever, and gave her quinine; the other doctor, Ustimovitch, a tall, lean, unsociable man, who used to sit at home in the daytime, and in the evenings walk slowly up and down on the sea-front coughing, with his hands folded behind him and a cane stretched along his back, was of opinion that she had a female complaint, and prescribed warm compresses. In old days, when Laevsky loved her, Nadyezhda Fyodorovna’s illness had excited his pity and terror; now he saw falsity even in her illness. Her yellow, sleepy face, her lustreless eyes, her apathetic expression, and the yawning that always followed her attacks of fever, and the fact that during them she lay under a shawl and looked more like a boy than a woman, and that it was close and stuffy in her room—all this, in his opinion, destroyed the illusion and was an argument against love and marriage.

The next dish given him was spinach with hard-boiled eggs, while Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, as an invalid, had jelly and milk. When with a preoccupied face she touched the jelly with a spoon and then began languidly eating it, sipping milk, and he heard her swallowing, he was possessed by such an overwhelming aversion that it made his head tingle. He recognised that such a feeling would be an insult even to a dog, but he was angry, not with himself but with Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, for arousing such a feeling, and he understood why lovers sometimes murder their mistresses. He would not murder her, of course, but if he had been on a jury now, he would have acquitted the murderer.

“Merci, darling,” he said after dinner, and kissed Nadyezhda Fyodorovna on the forehead.

Going back into his study, he spent five minutes in walking to and fro, looking at his boots; then he sat down on his sofa and muttered:

“Run away, run away! We must define the position and run away!”

He lay down on the sofa and recalled again that Nadyezhda Fyodorovna’s husband had died, perhaps, by his fault.

“To blame a man for loving a woman, or ceasing to love a woman, is stupid,” he persuaded himself, lying down and raising his legs in order to put on his high boots. “Love and hatred are not under our control. As for her husband, maybe I was in an indirect way one of the causes of his death; but again, is it my fault that I fell in love with his wife and she with me?”

Then he got up, and finding his cap, set off to the lodgings of his colleague, Sheshkovsky, where the Government clerks met every day to play vint and drink beer.

“My indecision reminds me of Hamlet,” thought Laevsky on the way. “How truly Shakespeare describes it! Ah, how truly!”

 

 

III

 

For the sake of sociability and from sympathy for the hard plight of newcomers without families, who, as there was not an hotel in the town, had nowhere to dine, Dr. Samoylenko kept a sort of table d’hôte. At this time there were only two men who habitually dined with him: a young zoologist called Von Koren, who had come for the summer to the Black Sea to study the embryology of the medusa, and a deacon called Pobyedov, who had only just left the seminary and been sent to the town to take the duty of the old deacon who had gone away for a cure. Each of them paid twelve roubles a month for their dinner and supper, and Samoylenko made them promise to turn up at two o’clock punctually.

Von Koren was usually the first to appear. He sat down in the drawing-room in silence, and taking an album from the table, began attentively scrutinising the faded photographs of unknown men in full trousers and top-hats, and ladies in crinolines and caps. Samoylenko only remembered a few of them by name, and of those whom he had forgotten he said with a sigh: “A very fine fellow, remarkably intelligent!” When he had finished with the album, Von Koren took a pistol from the whatnot, and screwing up his left eye, took deliberate aim at the portrait of Prince Vorontsov, or stood still at the looking-glass and gazed a long time at his swarthy face, his big forehead, and his black hair, which curled like a negro’s, and his shirt of dull-coloured cotton with big flowers on it like a Persian rug, and the broad leather belt he wore instead of a waistcoat. The contemplation of his own image seemed to afford him almost more satisfaction than looking at photographs or playing with the pistols. He was very well satisfied with his face, and his becomingly clipped beard, and the broad shoulders, which were unmistakable evidence of his excellent health and physical strength. He was satisfied, too, with his stylish get-up, from the cravat, which matched the colour of his shirt, down to his brown boots.

While he was looking at the album and standing before the glass, at that moment, in the kitchen and in the passage near, Samoylenko, without his coat and waistcoat, with his neck bare, excited and bathed in perspiration, was bustling about the tables, mixing the salad, or making some sauce, or preparing meat, cucumbers, and onion for the cold soup, while he glared fiercely at the orderly who was helping him, and brandished first a knife and then a spoon at him.

“Give me the vinegar!” he said. “That’s not the vinegar—it’s the salad oil!” he shouted, stamping. “Where are you off to, you brute?”

“To get the butter, Your Excellency,” answered the flustered orderly in a cracked voice.

“Make haste; it’s in the cupboard! And tell Daria to put some fennel in the jar with the cucumbers! Fennel! Cover the cream up, gaping laggard, or the flies will get into it!”

And the whole house seemed resounding with his shouts. When it was ten or fifteen minutes to two the deacon would come in; he was a lanky young man of twenty-two, with long hair, with no beard and a hardly perceptible moustache. Going into the drawing-room, he crossed himself before the ikon, smiled, and held out his hand to Von Koren.

“Good-morning,” the zoologist said coldly. “Where have you been?”

“I’ve been catching sea-gudgeon in the harbour.”

“Oh, of course. . . . Evidently, deacon, you will never be busy with work.”

“Why not? Work is not like a bear; it doesn’t run off into the woods,” said the deacon, smiling and thrusting his hands into the very deep pockets of his white cassock.

“There’s no one to whip you!” sighed the zoologist.

Another fifteen or twenty minutes passed and they were not called to dinner, and they could still hear the orderly running into the kitchen and back again, noisily treading with his boots, and Samoylenko shouting:

“Put it on the table! Where are your wits? Wash it first.”

The famished deacon and Von Koren began tapping on the floor with their heels, expressing in this way their impatience like the audience at a theatre. At last the door opened and the harassed orderly announced that dinner was ready! In the dining-room they were met by Samoylenko, crimson in the face, wrathful, perspiring from the heat of the kitchen; he looked at them furiously, and with an expression of horror, took the lid off the soup tureen and helped each of them to a plateful; and only when he was convinced that they were eating it with relish and liked it, he gave a sigh of relief and settled himself in his deep arm-chair. His face looked blissful and his eyes grew moist. . . . He deliberately poured himself out a glass of vodka and said:

“To the health of the younger generation.”

After his conversation with Laevsky, from early morning till dinner Samoylenko had been conscious of a load at his heart, although he was in the best of humours; he felt sorry for Laevsky and wanted to help him. After drinking a glass of vodka before the soup, he heaved a sigh and said:

“I saw Vanya Laevsky to-day. He is having a hard time of it, poor fellow! The material side of life is not encouraging for him, and the worst of it is all this psychology is too much for him. I’m sorry for the lad.”

“Well, that is a person I am not sorry for,” said Von Koren. “If that charming individual were drowning, I would push him under with a stick and say, ‘Drown, brother, drown away.’ . . .”

“That’s untrue. You wouldn’t do it.”

“Why do you think that?” The zoologist shrugged his shoulders. “I’m just as capable of a good action as you are.”

“Is drowning a man a good action?” asked the deacon, and he laughed.

“Laevsky? Yes.”

“I think there is something amiss with the soup . . .” said Samoylenko, anxious to change the conversation.

“Laevsky is absolutely pernicious and is as dangerous to society as the cholera microbe,” Von Koren went on. “To drown him would be a service.”

“It does not do you credit to talk like that about your neighbour. Tell us: what do you hate him for?”

“Don’t talk nonsense, doctor. To hate and despise a microbe is stupid, but to look upon everybody one meets without distinction as one’s neighbour, whatever happens—thanks very much, that is equivalent to giving up criticism, renouncing a straightforward attitude to people, washing one’s hands of responsibility, in fact! I consider your Laevsky a blackguard; I do not conceal it, and I am perfectly conscientious in treating him as such. Well, you look upon him as your neighbour—and you may kiss him if you like: you look upon him as your neighbour, and that means that your attitude to him is the same as to me and to the deacon; that is no attitude at all. You are equally indifferent to all.”

“To call a man a blackguard!” muttered Samoylenko, frowning with distaste—“that is so wrong that I can’t find words for it!”

“People are judged by their actions,” Von Koren continued. “Now you decide, deacon. . . . I am going to talk to you, deacon. Mr. Laevsky’s career lies open before you, like a long Chinese puzzle, and you can read it from beginning to end. What has he been doing these two years that he has been living here? We will reckon his doings on our fingers. First, he has taught the inhabitants of the town to play vint: two years ago that game was unknown here; now they all play it from morning till late at night, even the women and the boys. Secondly, he has taught the residents to drink beer, which was not known here either; the inhabitants are indebted to him for the knowledge of various sorts of spirits, so that now they can distinguish Kospelov’s vodka from Smirnov’s No. 21, blindfold. Thirdly, in former days, people here made love to other men’s wives in secret, from the same motives as thieves steal in secret and not openly; adultery was considered something they were ashamed to make a public display of. Laevsky has come as a pioneer in that line; he lives with another man’s wife openly. . . . Fourthly . . .”

Von Koren hurriedly ate up his soup and gave his plate to the orderly.

“I understood Laevsky from the first month of our acquaintance,” he went on, addressing the deacon. “We arrived here at the same time. Men like him are very fond of friendship, intimacy, solidarity, and all the rest of it, because they always want company for vint, drinking, and eating; besides, they are talkative and must have listeners. We made friends—that is, he turned up every day, hindered me working, and indulged in confidences in regard to his mistress. From the first he struck me by his exceptional falsity, which simply made me sick. As a friend I pitched into him, asking him why he drank too much, why he lived beyond his means and got into debt, why he did nothing and read nothing, why he had so little culture and so little knowledge; and in answer to all my questions he used to smile bitterly, sigh, and say: ‘I am a failure, a superfluous man’; or: ‘What do you expect, my dear fellow, from us, the debris of the serf-owning class?’ or: ‘We are degenerate. . . .’ Or he would begin a long rigmarole about Onyegin, Petchorin, Byron’s Cain, and Bazarov, of whom he would say: ‘They are our fathers in flesh and in spirit.’ So we are to understand that it was not his fault that Government envelopes lay unopened in his office for weeks together, and that he drank and taught others to drink, but Onyegin, Petchorin, and Turgenev, who had invented the failure and the superfluous man, were responsible for it. The cause of his extreme dissoluteness and unseemliness lies, do you see, not in himself, but somewhere outside in space. And so—an ingenious idea!—it is not only he who is dissolute, false, and disgusting, but we . . . ‘we men of the eighties,’ ‘we the spiritless, nervous offspring of the serf-owning class’; ‘civilisation has crippled us’ . . . in fact, we are to understand that such a great man as Laevsky is great even in his fall: that his dissoluteness, his lack of culture and of moral purity, is a phenomenon of natural history, sanctified by inevitability; that the causes of it are world-wide, elemental; and that we ought to hang up a lamp before Laevsky, since he is the fated victim of the age, of influences, of heredity, and so on. All the officials and their ladies were in ecstasies when they listened to him, and I could not make out for a long time what sort of man I had to deal with, a cynic or a clever rogue. Such types as he, on the surface intellectual with a smattering of education and a great deal of talk about their own nobility, are very clever in posing as exceptionally complex natures.”

“Hold your tongue!” Samoylenko flared up. “I will not allow a splendid fellow to be spoken ill of in my presence!”

“Don’t interrupt, Alexandr Daviditch,” said Von Koren coldly; “I am just finishing. Laevsky is by no means a complex organism. Here is his moral skeleton: in the morning, slippers, a bathe, and coffee; then till dinner-time, slippers, a constitutional, and conversation; at two o’clock slippers, dinner, and wine; at five o’clock a bathe, tea and wine, then vint and lying; at ten o’clock supper and wine; and after midnight sleep and la femme. His existence is confined within this narrow programme like an egg within its shell. Whether he walks or sits, is angry, writes, rejoices, it may all be reduced to wine, cards, slippers, and women. Woman plays a fatal, overwhelming part in his life. He tells us himself that at thirteen he was in love; that when he was a student in his first year he was living with a lady who had a good influence over him, and to whom he was indebted for his musical education. In his second year he bought a prostitute from a brothel and raised her to his level—that is, took her as his kept mistress, and she lived with him for six months and then ran away back to the brothel-keeper, and her flight caused him much spiritual suffering. Alas! his sufferings were so great that he had to leave the university and spend two years at home doing nothing. But this was all for the best. At home he made friends with a widow who advised him to leave the Faculty of Jurisprudence and go into the Faculty of Arts. And so he did. When he had taken his degree, he fell passionately in love with his present . . . what’s her name? . . . married lady, and was obliged to flee with her here to the Caucasus for the sake of his ideals, he would have us believe, seeing that . . . to-morrow, if not to-day, he will be tired of her and flee back again to Petersburg, and that, too, will be for the sake of his ideals.”

“How do you know?” growled Samoylenko, looking angrily at the zoologist. “You had better eat your dinner.”

The next course consisted of boiled mullet with Polish sauce. Samoylenko helped each of his companions to a whole mullet and poured out the sauce with his own hand. Two minutes passed in silence.

“Woman plays an essential part in the life of every man,” said the deacon. “You can’t help that.”

“Yes, but to what degree? For each of us woman means mother, sister, wife, friend. To Laevsky she is everything, and at the same time nothing but a mistress. She—that is, cohabitation with her— is the happiness and object of his life; he is gay, sad, bored, disenchanted—on account of woman; his life grows disagreeable —woman is to blame; the dawn of a new life begins to glow, ideals turn up—and again look for the woman. . . . He only derives enjoyment from books and pictures in which there is woman. Our age is, to his thinking, poor and inferior to the forties and the sixties only because we do not know how to abandon ourselves obviously to the passion and ecstasy of love. These voluptuaries must have in their brains a special growth of the nature of sarcoma, which stifles the brain and directs their whole psychology. Watch Laevsky when he is sitting anywhere in company. You notice: when one raises any general question in his presence, for instance, about the cell or instinct, he sits apart, and neither speaks nor listens; he looks languid and disillusioned; nothing has any interest for him, everything is vulgar and trivial. But as soon as you speak of male and female—for instance, of the fact that the female spider, after fertilisation, devours the male—his eyes glow with curiosity, his face brightens, and the man revives, in fact. All his thoughts, however noble, lofty, or neutral they may be, they all have one point of resemblance. You walk along the street with him and meet a donkey, for instance. . . . ‘Tell me, please,’ he asks, ‘what would happen if you mated a donkey with a camel?’ And his dreams! Has he told you of his dreams? It is magnificent! First, he dreams that he is married to the moon, then that he is summoned before the police and ordered to live with a guitar . . .”

The deacon burst into resounding laughter; Samoylenko frowned and wrinkled up his face angrily so as not to laugh, but could not restrain himself, and laughed.

“And it’s all nonsense!” he said, wiping his tears. “Yes, by Jove, it’s nonsense!”
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The deacon was very easily amused, and laughed at every trifle till he got a stitch in his side, till he was helpless. It seemed as though he only liked to be in people’s company because there was a ridiculous side to them, and because they might be given ridiculous nicknames. He had nicknamed Samoylenko “the tarantula,” his orderly “the drake,” and was in ecstasies when on one occasion Von Koren spoke of Laevsky and Nadyezhda Fyodorovna as “Japanese monkeys.” He watched people’s faces greedily, listened without blinking, and it could be seen that his eyes filled with laughter and his face was tense with expectation of the moment when he could let himself go and burst into laughter.

“He is a corrupt and depraved type,” the zoologist continued, while the deacon kept his eyes riveted on his face, expecting he would say something funny. “It is not often one can meet with such a nonentity. In body he is inert, feeble, prematurely old, while in intellect he differs in no respect from a fat shopkeeper’s wife who does nothing but eat, drink, and sleep on a feather-bed, and who keeps her coachman as a lover.”

The deacon began guffawing again.

“Don’t laugh, deacon,” said Von Koren. “It grows stupid, at last. I should not have paid attention to his insignificance,” he went on, after waiting till the deacon had left off laughing; “I should have passed him by if he were not so noxious and dangerous. His noxiousness lies first of all in the fact that he has great success with women, and so threatens to leave descendants—that is, to present the world with a dozen Laevskys as feeble and as depraved as himself. Secondly, he is in the highest degree contaminating. I have spoken to you already of vint and beer. In another year or two he will dominate the whole Caucasian coast. You know how the mass, especially its middle stratum, believe in intellectuality, in a university education, in gentlemanly manners, and in literary language. Whatever filthy thing he did, they would all believe that it was as it should be, since he is an intellectual man, of liberal ideas and university education. What is more, he is a failure, a superfluous man, a neurasthenic, a victim of the age, and that means he can do anything. He is a charming fellow, a regular good sort, he is so genuinely indulgent to human weaknesses; he is compliant, accommodating, easy and not proud; one can drink with him and gossip and talk evil of people. . . . The masses, always inclined to anthropomorphism in religion and morals, like best of all the little gods who have the same weaknesses as themselves. Only think what a wide field he has for contamination! Besides, he is not a bad actor and is a clever hypocrite, and knows very well how to twist things round. Only take his little shifts and dodges, his attitude to civilisation, for instance. He has scarcely sniffed at civilisation, yet: ‘Ah, how we have been crippled by civilisation! Ah, how I envy those savages, those children of nature, who know nothing of civilisation!’ We are to understand, you see, that at one time, in ancient days, he has been devoted to civilisation with his whole soul, has served it, has sounded it to its depths, but it has exhausted him, disillusioned him, deceived him; he is a Faust, do you see?—a second Tolstoy. . . . As for Schopenhauer and Spencer, he treats them like small boys and slaps them on the shoulder in a fatherly way: ‘Well, what do you say, old Spencer?’ He has not read Spencer, of course, but how charming he is when with light, careless irony he says of his lady friend: ‘She has read Spencer!’ And they all listen to him, and no one cares to understand that this charlatan has not the right to kiss the sole of Spencer’s foot, let alone speaking about him in that tone! Sapping the foundations of civilisation, of authority, of other people’s altars, spattering them with filth, winking jocosely at them only to justify and conceal one’s own rottenness and moral poverty is only possible for a very vain, base, and nasty creature.”

“I don’t know what it is you expect of him, Kolya,” said Samoylenko, looking at the zoologist, not with anger now, but with a guilty air. “He is a man the same as every one else. Of course, he has his weaknesses, but he is abreast of modern ideas, is in the service, is of use to his country. Ten years ago there was an old fellow serving as agent here, a man of the greatest intelligence . . . and he used to say . . .”

“Nonsense, nonsense!” the zoologist interrupted. “You say he is in the service; but how does he serve? Do you mean to tell me that things have been done better because he is here, and the officials are more punctual, honest, and civil? On the contrary, he has only sanctioned their slackness by his prestige as an intellectual university man. He is only punctual on the 20th of the month, when he gets his salary; on the other days he lounges about at home in slippers and tries to look as if he were doing the Government a great service by living in the Caucasus. No, Alexandr Daviditch, don’t stick up for him. You are insincere from beginning to end. If you really loved him and considered him your neighbour, you would above all not be indifferent to his weaknesses, you would not be indulgent to them, but for his own sake would try to make him innocuous.”

“That is?”

“Innocuous. Since he is incorrigible, he can only be made innocuous in one way. . . .” Von Koren passed his finger round his throat. “Or he might be drowned . . .”, he added. “In the interests of humanity and in their own interests, such people ought to be destroyed. They certainly ought.”

“What are you saying?” muttered Samoylenko, getting up and looking with amazement at the zoologist’s calm, cold face. “Deacon, what is he saying? Why—are you in your senses?”

“I don’t insist on the death penalty,” said Von Koren. “If it is proved that it is pernicious, devise something else. If we can’t destroy Laevsky, why then, isolate him, make him harmless, send him to hard labour.”

“What are you saying!” said Samoylenko in horror. “With pepper, with pepper,” he cried in a voice of despair, seeing that the deacon was eating stuffed aubergines without pepper. “You with your great intellect, what are you saying! Send our friend, a proud intellectual man, to penal servitude!”

“Well, if he is proud and tries to resist, put him in fetters!”

Samoylenko could not utter a word, and only twiddled his fingers; the deacon looked at his flabbergasted and really absurd face, and laughed.

“Let us leave off talking of that,” said the zoologist. “Only remember one thing, Alexandr Daviditch: primitive man was preserved from such as Laevsky by the struggle for existence and by natural selection; now our civilisation has considerably weakened the struggle and the selection, and we ought to look after the destruction of the rotten and worthless for ourselves; otherwise, when the Laevskys multiply, civilisation will perish and mankind will degenerate utterly. It will be our fault.”

“If it depends on drowning and hanging,” said Samoylenko, “damnation take your civilisation, damnation take your humanity! Damnation take it! I tell you what: you are a very learned and intelligent man and the pride of your country, but the Germans have ruined you. Yes, the Germans! The Germans!”

Since Samoylenko had left Dorpat, where he had studied medicine, he had rarely seen a German and had not read a single German book, but, in his opinion, every harmful idea in politics or science was due to the Germans. Where he had got this notion he could not have said himself, but he held it firmly.

“Yes, the Germans!” he repeated once more. “Come and have some tea.”

All three stood up, and putting on their hats, went out into the little garden, and sat there under the shade of the light green maples, the pear-trees, and a chestnut-tree. The zoologist and the deacon sat on a bench by the table, while Samoylenko sank into a deep wicker chair with a sloping back. The orderly handed them tea, jam, and a bottle of syrup.

It was very hot, thirty degrees Réaumur in the shade. The sultry air was stagnant and motionless, and a long spider-web, stretching from the chestnut-tree to the ground, hung limply and did not stir.

The deacon took up the guitar, which was constantly lying on the ground near the table, tuned it, and began singing softly in a thin voice:

“‘Gathered round the tavern were the seminary lads,’”

but instantly subsided, overcome by the heat, mopped his brow and glanced upwards at the blazing blue sky. Samoylenko grew drowsy; the sultry heat, the stillness and the delicious after-dinner languor, which quickly pervaded all his limbs, made him feel heavy and sleepy; his arms dropped at his sides, his eyes grew small, his head sank on his breast. He looked with almost tearful tenderness at Von Koren and the deacon, and muttered:

“The younger generation. . . A scientific star and a luminary of the Church. . . . I shouldn’t wonder if the long-skirted alleluia will be shooting up into a bishop; I dare say I may come to kissing his hand. . . . Well . . . please God. . . .”

Soon a snore was heard. Von Koren and the deacon finished their tea and went out into the street.

“Are you going to the harbour again to catch sea-gudgeon?” asked the zoologist.

“No, it’s too hot.”

“Come and see me. You can pack up a parcel and copy something for me. By the way, we must have a talk about what you are to do. You must work, deacon. You can’t go on like this.”

“Your words are just and logical,” said the deacon. “But my laziness finds an excuse in the circumstances of my present life. You know yourself that an uncertain position has a great tendency to make people apathetic. God only knows whether I have been sent here for a time or permanently. I am living here in uncertainty, while my wife is vegetating at her father’s and is missing me. And I must confess my brain is melting with the heat.”

“That’s all nonsense,” said the zoologist. “You can get used to the heat, and you can get used to being without the deaconess. You mustn’t be slack; you must pull yourself together.”
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Nadyezhda Fyodorovna went to bathe in the morning, and her cook, Olga, followed her with a jug, a copper basin, towels, and a sponge. In the bay stood two unknown steamers with dirty white funnels, obviously foreign cargo vessels. Some men dressed in white and wearing white shoes were walking along the harbour, shouting loudly in French, and were answered from the steamers. The bells were ringing briskly in the little church of the town.

“To-day is Sunday!” Nadyezhda Fyodorovna remembered with pleasure.

She felt perfectly well, and was in a gay holiday humour. In a new loose-fitting dress of coarse thick tussore silk, and a big wide-brimmed straw hat which was bent down over her ears, so that her face looked out as though from a basket, she fancied she looked very charming. She thought that in the whole town there was only one young, pretty, intellectual woman, and that was herself, and that she was the only one who knew how to dress herself cheaply, elegantly, and with taste. That dress, for example, cost only twenty-two roubles, and yet how charming it was! In the whole town she was the only one who could be attractive, while there were numbers of men, so they must all, whether they would or not, be envious of Laevsky.

She was glad that of late Laevsky had been cold to her, reserved and polite, and at times even harsh and rude; in the past she had met all his outbursts, all his contemptuous, cold or strange incomprehensible glances, with tears, reproaches, and threats to leave him or to starve herself to death; now she only blushed, looked guiltily at him, and was glad he was not affectionate to her. If he had abused her, threatened her, it would have been better and pleasanter, since she felt hopelessly guilty towards him. She felt she was to blame, in the first place, for not sympathising with the dreams of a life of hard work, for the sake of which he had given up Petersburg and had come here to the Caucasus, and she was convinced that he had been angry with her of late for precisely that. When she was travelling to the Caucasus, it seemed that she would find here on the first day a cosy nook by the sea, a snug little garden with shade, with birds, with little brooks, where she could grow flowers and vegetables, rear ducks and hens, entertain her neighbours, doctor poor peasants and distribute little books amongst them. It had turned out that the Caucasus was nothing but bare mountains, forests, and huge valleys, where it took a long time and a great deal of effort to find anything and settle down; that there were no neighbours of any sort; that it was very hot and one might be robbed. Laevsky had been in no hurry to obtain a piece of land; she was glad of it, and they seemed to be in a tacit compact never to allude to a life of hard work. He was silent about it, she thought, because he was angry with her for being silent about it.

In the second place, she had without his knowledge during those two years bought various trifles to the value of three hundred roubles at Atchmianov’s shop. She had bought the things by degrees, at one time materials, at another time silk or a parasol, and the debt had grown imperceptibly.

“I will tell him about it to-day . . .”, she used to decide, but at once reflected that in Laevsky’s present mood it would hardly be convenient to talk to him of debts.

Thirdly, she had on two occasions in Laevsky’s absence received a visit from Kirilin, the police captain: once in the morning when Laevsky had gone to bathe, and another time at midnight when he was playing cards. Remembering this, Nadyezhda Fyodorovna flushed crimson, and looked round at the cook as though she might overhear her thoughts. The long, insufferably hot, wearisome days, beautiful languorous evenings and stifling nights, and the whole manner of living, when from morning to night one is at a loss to fill up the useless hours, and the persistent thought that she was the prettiest young woman in the town, and that her youth was passing and being wasted, and Laevsky himself, though honest and idealistic, always the same, always lounging about in his slippers, biting his nails, and wearying her with his caprices, led by degrees to her becoming possessed by desire, and as though she were mad, she thought of nothing else day and night. Breathing, looking, walking, she felt nothing but desire. The sound of the sea told her she must love; the darkness of evening—the same; the mountains—the same. . . . And when Kirilin began paying her attentions, she had neither the power nor the wish to resist, and surrendered to him. . . .

Now the foreign steamers and the men in white reminded her for some reason of a huge hall; together with the shouts of French she heard the strains of a waltz, and her bosom heaved with unaccountable delight. She longed to dance and talk French.

She reflected joyfully that there was nothing terrible about her infidelity. Her soul had no part in her infidelity; she still loved Laevsky, and that was proved by the fact that she was jealous of him, was sorry for him, and missed him when he was away. Kirilin had turned out to be very mediocre, rather coarse though handsome; everything was broken off with him already and there would never be anything more. What had happened was over; it had nothing to do with any one, and if Laevsky found it out he would not believe in it.

There was only one bathing-house for ladies on the sea-front; men bathed under the open sky. Going into the bathing-house, Nadyezhda Fyodorovna found there an elderly lady, Marya Konstantinovna Bityugov, and her daughter Katya, a schoolgirl of fifteen; both of them were sitting on a bench undressing. Marya Konstantinovna was a good-natured, enthusiastic, and genteel person, who talked in a drawling and pathetic voice. She had been a governess until she was thirty-two, and then had married Bityugov, a Government official—a bald little man with his hair combed on to his temples and with a very meek disposition. She was still in love with him, was jealous, blushed at the word “love,” and told every one she was very happy.

“My dear,” she cried enthusiastically, on seeing Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, assuming an expression which all her acquaintances called “almond-oily.” “My dear, how delightful that you have come! We’ll bathe together —that’s enchanting!”

Olga quickly flung off her dress and chemise, and began undressing her mistress.

“It’s not quite so hot to-day as yesterday?” said Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, shrinking at the coarse touch of the naked cook. “Yesterday I almost died of the heat.”

“Oh, yes, my dear; I could hardly breathe myself. Would you believe it? I bathed yesterday three times! Just imagine, my dear, three times! Nikodim Alexandritch was quite uneasy.”

“Is it possible to be so ugly?” thought Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, looking at Olga and the official’s wife; she glanced at Katya and thought: “The little girl’s not badly made.”

“Your Nikodim Alexandritch is very charming!” she said. “I’m simply in love with him.”

“Ha, ha, ha!” cried Marya Konstantinovna, with a forced laugh; “that’s quite enchanting.”

Free from her clothes, Nadyezhda Fyodorovna felt a desire to fly. And it seemed to her that if she were to wave her hands she would fly upwards. When she was undressed, she noticed that Olga looked scornfully at her white body. Olga, a young soldier’s wife, was living with her lawful husband, and so considered herself superior to her mistress. Marya Konstantinovna and Katya were afraid of her, and did not respect her. This was disagreeable, and to raise herself in their opinion, Nadyezhda Fyodorovna said:

“At home, in Petersburg, summer villa life is at its height now. My husband and I have so many friends! We ought to go and see them.”

“I believe your husband is an engineer?” said Marya Konstantinovna timidly.

“I am speaking of Laevsky. He has a great many acquaintances. But unfortunately his mother is a proud aristocrat, not very intelligent. . . .”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna threw herself into the water without finishing; Marya Konstantinovna and Katya made their way in after her.

“There are so many conventional ideas in the world,” Nadyezhda Fyodorovna went on, “and life is not so easy as it seems.”

Marya Konstantinovna, who had been a governess in aristocratic families and who was an authority on social matters, said:

“Oh yes! Would you believe me, my dear, at the Garatynskys’ I was expected to dress for lunch as well as for dinner, so that, like an actress, I received a special allowance for my wardrobe in addition to my salary.”

She stood between Nadyezhda Fyodorovna and Katya as though to screen her daughter from the water that washed the former.

Through the open doors looking out to the sea they could see some one swimming a hundred paces from their bathing-place.

“Mother, it’s our Kostya,” said Katya.

“Ach, ach!” Marya Konstantinovna cackled in her dismay. “Ach, Kostya!” she shouted, “Come back! Kostya, come back!”

Kostya, a boy of fourteen, to show off his prowess before his mother and sister, dived and swam farther, but began to be exhausted and hurried back, and from his strained and serious face it could be seen that he could not trust his own strength.

“The trouble one has with these boys, my dear!” said Marya Konstantinovna, growing calmer. “Before you can turn round, he will break his neck. Ah, my dear, how sweet it is, and yet at the same time how difficult, to be a mother! One’s afraid of everything.”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna put on her straw hat and dashed out into the open sea. She swam some thirty feet and then turned on her back. She could see the sea to the horizon, the steamers, the people on the sea-front, the town; and all this, together with the sultry heat and the soft, transparent waves, excited her and whispered that she must live, live. . . . A sailing-boat darted by her rapidly and vigorously, cleaving the waves and the air; the man sitting at the helm looked at her, and she liked being looked at. . . .

After bathing, the ladies dressed and went away together.

“I have fever every alternate day, and yet I don’t get thin,” said Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, licking her lips, which were salt from the bathe, and responding with a smile to the bows of her acquaintances. “I’ve always been plump, and now I believe I’m plumper than ever.”

“That, my dear, is constitutional. If, like me, one has no constitutional tendency to stoutness, no diet is of any use. . . . But you’ve wetted your hat, my dear.”

“It doesn’t matter; it will dry.”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna saw again the men in white who were walking on the sea-front and talking French; and again she felt a sudden thrill of joy, and had a vague memory of some big hall in which she had once danced, or of which, perhaps, she had once dreamed. And something at the bottom of her soul dimly and obscurely whispered to her that she was a pretty, common, miserable, worthless woman. . . .

Marya Konstantinovna stopped at her gate and asked her to come in and sit down for a little while.

“Come in, my dear,” she said in an imploring voice, and at the same time she looked at Nadyezhda Fyodorovna with anxiety and hope; perhaps she would refuse and not come in!

“With pleasure,” said Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, accepting. “You know how I love being with you!”

And she went into the house. Marya Konstantinovna sat her down and gave her coffee, regaled her with milk rolls, then showed her photographs of her former pupils, the Garatynskys, who were by now married. She showed her, too, the examination reports of Kostya and Katya. The reports were very good, but to make them seem even better, she complained, with a sigh, how difficult the lessons at school were now. . . . She made much of her visitor, and was sorry for her, though at the same time she was harassed by the thought that Nadyezhda Fyodorovna might have a corrupting influence on the morals of Kostya and Katya, and was glad that her Nikodim Alexandritch was not at home. Seeing that in her opinion all men are fond of “women like that,” Nadyezhda Fyodorovna might have a bad effect on Nikodim Alexandritch too.

As she talked to her visitor, Marya Konstantinovna kept remembering that they were to have a picnic that evening, and that Von Koren had particularly begged her to say nothing about it to the “Japanese monkeys”—that is, Laevsky and Nadyezhda Fyodorovna; but she dropped a word about it unawares, crimsoned, and said in confusion:

“I hope you will come too!”
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It was agreed to drive about five miles out of town on the road to the south, to stop near a duhan at the junction of two streams —the Black River and the Yellow River—and to cook fish soup. They started out soon after five. Foremost of the party in a char-à-banc drove Samoylenko and Laevsky; they were followed by Marya Konstantinovna, Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, Katya and Kostya, in a coach with three horses, carrying with them the crockery and a basket with provisions. In the next carriage came the police captain, Kirilin, and the young Atchmianov, the son of the shopkeeper to whom Nadyezhda Fyodorovna owed three hundred roubles; opposite them, huddled up on the little seat with his feet tucked under him, sat Nikodim Alexandritch, a neat little man with hair combed on to his temples. Last of all came Von Koren and the deacon; at the deacon’s feet stood a basket of fish.

“R-r-right!” Samoylenko shouted at the top of his voice when he met a cart or a mountaineer riding on a donkey.

“In two years’ time, when I shall have the means and the people ready, I shall set off on an expedition,” Von Koren was telling the deacon. “I shall go by the sea-coast from Vladivostok to the Behring Straits, and then from the Straits to the mouth of the Yenisei. We shall make the map, study the fauna and the flora, and make detailed geological, anthropological, and ethnographical researches. It depends upon you to go with me or not.”

“It’s impossible,” said the deacon.

“Why?”

“I’m a man with ties and a family.”

“Your wife will let you go; we will provide for her. Better still if you were to persuade her for the public benefit to go into a nunnery; that would make it possible for you to become a monk, too, and join the expedition as a priest. I can arrange it for you.”

The deacon was silent.

“Do you know your theology well?” asked the zoologist.

“No, rather badly.”

“H’m! . . . I can’t give you any advice on that score, because I don’t know much about theology myself. You give me a list of books you need, and I will send them to you from Petersburg in the winter. It will be necessary for you to read the notes of religious travellers, too; among them are some good ethnologists and Oriental scholars. When you are familiar with their methods, it will be easier for you to set to work. And you needn’t waste your time till you get the books; come to me, and we will study the compass and go through a course of meteorology. All that’s indispensable.”

“To be sure . . .” muttered the deacon, and he laughed. “I was trying to get a place in Central Russia, and my uncle, the head priest, promised to help me. If I go with you I shall have troubled them for nothing.”

“I don’t understand your hesitation. If you go on being an ordinary deacon, who is only obliged to hold a service on holidays, and on the other days can rest from work, you will be exactly the same as you are now in ten years’ time, and will have gained nothing but a beard and moustache; while on returning from this expedition in ten years’ time you will be a different man, you will be enriched by the consciousness that something has been done by you.”

From the ladies’ carriage came shrieks of terror and delight. The carriages were driving along a road hollowed in a literally overhanging precipitous cliff, and it seemed to every one that they were galloping along a shelf on a steep wall, and that in a moment the carriages would drop into the abyss. On the right stretched the sea; on the left was a rough brown wall with black blotches and red veins and with climbing roots; while on the summit stood shaggy fir-trees bent over, as though looking down in terror and curiosity. A minute later there were shrieks and laughter again: they had to drive under a huge overhanging rock.

“I don’t know why the devil I’m coming with you,” said Laevsky. “How stupid and vulgar it is! I want to go to the North, to run away, to escape; but here I am, for some reason, going to this stupid picnic.”

“But look, what a view!” said Samoylenko as the horses turned to the left, and the valley of the Yellow River came into sight and the stream itself gleamed in the sunlight, yellow, turbid, frantic.

“I see nothing fine in that, Sasha,” answered Laevsky. “To be in continual ecstasies over nature shows poverty of imagination. In comparison with what my imagination can give me, all these streams and rocks are trash, and nothing else.”

The carriages now were by the banks of the stream. The high mountain banks gradually grew closer, the valley shrank together and ended in a gorge; the rocky mountain round which they were driving had been piled together by nature out of huge rocks, pressing upon each other with such terrible weight, that Samoylenko could not help gasping every time he looked at them. The dark and beautiful mountain was cleft in places by narrow fissures and gorges from which came a breath of dewy moisture and mystery; through the gorges could be seen other mountains, brown, pink, lilac, smoky, or bathed in vivid sunlight. From time to time as they passed a gorge they caught the sound of water falling from the heights and splashing on the stones.

“Ach, the damned mountains!” sighed Laevsky. “How sick I am of them!”

At the place where the Black River falls into the Yellow, and the water black as ink stains the yellow and struggles with it, stood the Tatar Kerbalay’s duhan, with the Russian flag on the roof and with an inscription written in chalk: “The Pleasant duhan.” Near it was a little garden, enclosed in a hurdle fence, with tables and chairs set out in it, and in the midst of a thicket of wretched thorn bushes stood a single solitary cypress, dark and beautiful.

Kerbalay, a nimble little Tatar in a blue shirt and a white apron, was standing in the road, and, holding his stomach, he bowed low to welcome the carriages, and smiled, showing his glistening white teeth.

“Good-evening, Kerbalay,” shouted Samoylenko. “We are driving on a little further, and you take along the samovar and chairs! Look sharp!”

Kerbalay nodded his shaven head and muttered something, and only those sitting in the last carriage could hear: “We’ve got trout, your Excellency.”

“Bring them, bring them!” said Von Koren.

Five hundred paces from the duhan the carriages stopped. Samoylenko selected a small meadow round which there were scattered stones convenient for sitting on, and a fallen tree blown down by the storm with roots overgrown by moss and dry yellow needles. Here there was a fragile wooden bridge over the stream, and just opposite on the other bank there was a little barn for drying maize, standing on four low piles, and looking like the hut on hen’s legs in the fairy tale; a little ladder sloped from its door.

The first impression in all was a feeling that they would never get out of that place again. On all sides wherever they looked, the mountains rose up and towered above them, and the shadows of evening were stealing rapidly, rapidly from the duhan and dark cypress, making the narrow winding valley of the Black River narrower and the mountains higher. They could hear the river murmuring and the unceasing chirrup of the grasshoppers.

“Enchanting!” said Marya Konstantinovna, heaving deep sighs of ecstasy. “Children, look how fine! What peace!”

“Yes, it really is fine,” assented Laevsky, who liked the view, and for some reason felt sad as he looked at the sky and then at the blue smoke rising from the chimney of the duhan. “Yes, it is fine,” he repeated.

“Ivan Andreitch, describe this view,” Marya Konstantinovna said tearfully.

“Why?” asked Laevsky. “The impression is better than any description. The wealth of sights and sounds which every one receives from nature by direct impression is ranted about by authors in a hideous and unrecognisable way.”

“Really?” Von Koren asked coldly, choosing the biggest stone by the side of the water, and trying to clamber up and sit upon it. “Really?” he repeated, looking directly at Laevsky. “What of ‘Romeo and Juliet’? Or, for instance, Pushkin’s ‘Night in the Ukraine’? Nature ought to come and bow down at their feet.”

“Perhaps,” said Laevsky, who was too lazy to think and oppose him. “Though what is ‘Romeo and Juliet’ after all?” he added after a short pause. “The beauty of poetry and holiness of love are simply the roses under which they try to hide its rottenness. Romeo is just the same sort of animal as all the rest of us.”

“Whatever one talks to you about, you always bring it round to . . .” Von Koren glanced round at Katya and broke off.

“What do I bring it round to?” asked Laevsky.

“One tells you, for instance, how beautiful a bunch of grapes is, and you answer: ‘Yes, but how ugly it is when it is chewed and digested in one’s stomach!’ Why say that? It’s not new, and . . . altogether it is a queer habit.”

Laevsky knew that Von Koren did not like him, and so was afraid of him, and felt in his presence as though every one were constrained and some one were standing behind his back. He made no answer and walked away, feeling sorry he had come.

“Gentlemen, quick march for brushwood for the fire!” commanded Samoylenko.

They all wandered off in different directions, and no one was left but Kirilin, Atchmianov, and Nikodim Alexandritch. Kerbalay brought chairs, spread a rug on the ground, and set a few bottles of wine.

The police captain, Kirilin, a tall, good-looking man, who in all weathers wore his great-coat over his tunic, with his haughty deportment, stately carriage, and thick, rather hoarse voice, looked like a young provincial chief of police; his expression was mournful and sleepy, as though he had just been waked against his will.

“What have you brought this for, you brute?” he asked Kerbalay, deliberately articulating each word. “I ordered you to give us kvarel, and what have you brought, you ugly Tatar? Eh? What?”

“We have plenty of wine of our own, Yegor Alekseitch,” Nikodim Alexandritch observed, timidly and politely.

“What? But I want us to have my wine, too; I’m taking part in the picnic and I imagine I have full right to contribute my share. I im-ma-gine so! Bring ten bottles of kvarel.”

“Why so many?” asked Nikodim Alexandritch, in wonder, knowing Kirilin had no money.

“Twenty bottles! Thirty!” shouted Kirilin.

“Never mind, let him,” Atchmianov whispered to Nikodim Alexandritch; “I’ll pay.”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna was in a light-hearted, mischievous mood; she wanted to skip and jump, to laugh, to shout, to tease, to flirt. In her cheap cotton dress with blue pansies on it, in her red shoes and the same straw hat, she seemed to herself, little, simple, light, ethereal as a butterfly. She ran over the rickety bridge and looked for a minute into the water, in order to feel giddy; then, shrieking and laughing, ran to the other side to the drying-shed, and she fancied that all the men were admiring her, even Kerbalay. When in the rapidly falling darkness the trees began to melt into the mountains and the horses into the carriages, and a light gleamed in the windows of the duhan, she climbed up the mountain by the little path which zigzagged between stones and thorn-bushes and sat on a stone. Down below, the camp-fire was burning. Near the fire, with his sleeves tucked up, the deacon was moving to and fro, and his long black shadow kept describing a circle round it; he put on wood, and with a spoon tied to a long stick he stirred the cauldron. Samoylenko, with a copper-red face, was fussing round the fire just as though he were in his own kitchen, shouting furiously:

“Where’s the salt, gentlemen? I bet you’ve forgotten it. Why are you all sitting about like lords while I do the work?”

Laevsky and Nikodim Alexandritch were sitting side by side on the fallen tree looking pensively at the fire. Marya Konstantinovna, Katya, and Kostya were taking the cups, saucers, and plates out of the baskets. Von Koren, with his arms folded and one foot on a stone, was standing on a bank at the very edge of the water, thinking about something. Patches of red light from the fire moved together with the shadows over the ground near the dark human figures, and quivered on the mountain, on the trees, on the bridge, on the drying-shed; on the other side the steep, scooped-out bank was all lighted up and glimmering in the stream, and the rushing turbid water broke its reflection into little bits.

The deacon went for the fish which Kerbalay was cleaning and washing on the bank, but he stood still half-way and looked about him.

“My God, how nice it is!” he thought. “People, rocks, the fire, the twilight, a monstrous tree—nothing more, and yet how fine it is!”

On the further bank some unknown persons made their appearance near the drying-shed. The flickering light and the smoke from the camp-fire puffing in that direction made it impossible to get a full view of them all at once, but glimpses were caught now of a shaggy hat and a grey beard, now of a blue shirt, now of a figure, ragged from shoulder to knee, with a dagger across the body; then a swarthy young face with black eyebrows, as thick and bold as though they had been drawn in charcoal. Five of them sat in a circle on the ground, and the other five went into the drying-shed. One was standing at the door with his back to the fire, and with his hands behind his back was telling something, which must have been very interesting, for when Samoylenko threw on twigs and the fire flared up, and scattered sparks and threw a glaring light on the shed, two calm countenances with an expression on them of deep attention could be seen, looking out of the door, while those who were sitting in a circle turned round and began listening to the speaker. Soon after, those sitting in a circle began softly singing something slow and melodious, that sounded like Lenten Church music. . . . Listening to them, the deacon imagined how it would be with him in ten years’ time, when he would come back from the expedition: he would be a young priest and monk, an author with a name and a splendid past; he would be consecrated an archimandrite, then a bishop; and he would serve mass in the cathedral; in a golden mitre he would come out into the body of the church with the ikon on his breast, and blessing the mass of the people with the triple and the double candelabra, would proclaim: “Look down from Heaven, O God, behold and visit this vineyard which Thy Hand has planted,” and the children with their angel voices would sing in response: “Holy God. . .”

“Deacon, where is that fish?” he heard Samoylenko’s voice.

As he went back to the fire, the deacon imagined the Church procession going along a dusty road on a hot July day; in front the peasants carrying the banners and the women and children the ikons, then the boy choristers and the sacristan with his face tied up and a straw in his hair, then in due order himself, the deacon, and behind him the priest wearing his calotte and carrying a cross, and behind them, tramping in the dust, a crowd of peasants—men, women, and children; in the crowd his wife and the priest’s wife with kerchiefs on their heads. The choristers sing, the babies cry, the corncrakes call, the lark carols. . . . Then they make a stand and sprinkle the herd with holy water. . . . They go on again, and then kneeling pray for rain. Then lunch and talk. . . .

“And that’s nice too . . .” thought the deacon.
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Kirilin and Atchmianov climbed up the mountain by the path. Atchmianov dropped behind and stopped, while Kirilin went up to Nadyezhda Fyodorovna.

“Good-evening,” he said, touching his cap.

“Good-evening.”

“Yes!” said Kirilin, looking at the sky and pondering.

“Why ‘yes’?” asked Nadyezhda Fyodorovna after a brief pause, noticing that Atchmianov was watching them both.

“And so it seems,” said the officer, slowly, “that our love has withered before it has blossomed, so to speak. How do you wish me to understand it? Is it a sort of coquetry on your part, or do you look upon me as a nincompoop who can be treated as you choose.”

“It was a mistake! Leave me alone!” Nadyezhda Fyodorovna said sharply, on that beautiful, marvellous evening, looking at him with terror and asking herself with bewilderment, could there really have been a moment when that man attracted her and had been near to her?

“So that’s it!” said Kirilin; he thought in silence for a few minutes and said: “Well, I’ll wait till you are in a better humour, and meanwhile I venture to assure you I am a gentleman, and I don’t allow any one to doubt it. Adieu!”

He touched his cap again and walked off, making his way between the bushes. After a short interval Atchmianov approached hesitatingly.

“What a fine evening!” he said with a slight Armenian accent.

He was nice-looking, fashionably dressed, and behaved unaffectedly like a well-bred youth, but Nadyezhda Fyodorovna did not like him because she owed his father three hundred roubles; it was displeasing to her, too, that a shopkeeper had been asked to the picnic, and she was vexed at his coming up to her that evening when her heart felt so pure.

“The picnic is a success altogether,” he said, after a pause.

“Yes,” she agreed, and as though suddenly remembering her debt, she said carelessly: “Oh, tell them in your shop that Ivan Andreitch will come round in a day or two and will pay three hundred roubles . . . . I don’t remember exactly what it is.”

“I would give another three hundred if you would not mention that debt every day. Why be prosaic?”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna laughed; the amusing idea occurred to her that if she had been willing and sufficiently immoral she might in one minute be free from her debt. If she, for instance, were to turn the head of this handsome young fool! How amusing, absurd, wild it would be really! And she suddenly felt a longing to make him love her, to plunder him, throw him over, and then to see what would come of it.

“Allow me to give you one piece of advice,” Atchmianov said timidly. “I beg you to beware of Kirilin. He says horrible things about you everywhere.”

“It doesn’t interest me to know what every fool says of me,” Nadyezhda Fyodorovna said coldly, and the amusing thought of playing with handsome young Atchmianov suddenly lost its charm.

“We must go down,” she said; “they’re calling us.”

The fish soup was ready by now. They were ladling it out by platefuls, and eating it with the religious solemnity with which this is only done at a picnic; and every one thought the fish soup very good, and thought that at home they had never eaten anything so nice. As is always the case at picnics, in the mass of dinner napkins, parcels, useless greasy papers fluttering in the wind, no one knew where was his glass or where his bread. They poured the wine on the carpet and on their own knees, spilt the salt, while it was dark all round them and the fire burnt more dimly, and every one was too lazy to get up and put wood on. They all drank wine, and even gave Kostya and Katya half a glass each. Nadyezhda Fyodorovna drank one glass and then another, got a little drunk and forgot about Kirilin.

“A splendid picnic, an enchanting evening,” said Laevsky, growing lively with the wine. “But I should prefer a fine winter to all this. ‘His beaver collar is silver with hoar-frost.’”

“Every one to his taste,” observed Von Koren.

Laevsky felt uncomfortable; the heat of the campfire was beating upon his back, and the hatred of Von Koren upon his breast and face: this hatred on the part of a decent, clever man, a feeling in which there probably lay hid a well-grounded reason, humiliated him and enervated him, and unable to stand up against it, he said in a propitiatory tone:

“I am passionately fond of nature, and I regret that I’m not a naturalist. I envy you.”

“Well, I don’t envy you, and don’t regret it,” said Nadyezhda Fyodorovna. “I don’t understand how any one can seriously interest himself in beetles and ladybirds while the people are suffering.”

Laevsky shared her opinion. He was absolutely ignorant of natural science, and so could never reconcile himself to the authoritative tone and the learned and profound air of the people who devoted themselves to the whiskers of ants and the claws of beetles, and he always felt vexed that these people, relying on these whiskers, claws, and something they called protoplasm (he always imagined it in the form of an oyster), should undertake to decide questions involving the origin and life of man. But in Nadyezhda Fyodorovna’s words he heard a note of falsity, and simply to contradict her he said: “The point is not the ladybirds, but the deductions made from them.”
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It was late, eleven o’clock, when they began to get into the carriages to go home. They took their seats, and the only ones missing were Nadyezhda Fyodorovna and Atchmianov, who were running after one another, laughing, the other side of the stream.

“Make haste, my friends,” shouted Samoylenko.

“You oughtn’t to give ladies wine,” said Von Koren in a low voice.

Laevsky, exhausted by the picnic, by the hatred of Von Koren, and by his own thoughts, went to meet Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, and when, gay and happy, feeling light as a feather, breathless and laughing, she took him by both hands and laid her head on his breast, he stepped back and said dryly:

“You are behaving like a . . . cocotte.”

It sounded horribly coarse, so that he felt sorry for her at once. On his angry, exhausted face she read hatred, pity and vexation with himself, and her heart sank at once. She realised instantly that she had gone too far, had been too free and easy in her behaviour, and overcome with misery, feeling herself heavy, stout, coarse, and drunk, she got into the first empty carriage together with Atchmianov. Laevsky got in with Kirilin, the zoologist with Samoylenko, the deacon with the ladies, and the party set off.

“You see what the Japanese monkeys are like,” Von Koren began, rolling himself up in his cloak and shutting his eyes. “You heard she doesn’t care to take an interest in beetles and ladybirds because the people are suffering. That’s how all the Japanese monkeys look upon people like us. They’re a slavish, cunning race, terrified by the whip and the fist for ten generations; they tremble and burn incense only before violence; but let the monkey into a free state where there’s no one to take it by the collar, and it relaxes at once and shows itself in its true colours. Look how bold they are in picture galleries, in museums, in theatres, or when they talk of science: they puff themselves out and get excited, they are abusive and critical . . . they are bound to criticise—it’s the sign of the slave. You listen: men of the liberal professions are more often sworn at than pickpockets—that’s because three-quarters of society are made up of slaves, of just such monkeys. It never happens that a slave holds out his hand to you and sincerely says ‘Thank you’ to you for your work.”

“I don’t know what you want,” said Samoylenko, yawning; “the poor thing, in the simplicity of her heart, wanted to talk to you of scientific subjects, and you draw a conclusion from that. You’re cross with him for something or other, and with her, too, to keep him company. She’s a splendid woman.”

“Ah, nonsense! An ordinary kept woman, depraved and vulgar. Listen, Alexandr Daviditch; when you meet a simple peasant woman, who isn’t living with her husband, who does nothing but giggle, you tell her to go and work. Why are you timid in this case and afraid to tell the truth? Simply because Nadyezhda Fyodorovna is kept, not by a sailor, but by an official.”

“What am I to do with her?” said Samoylenko, getting angry. “Beat her or what?

“Not flatter vice. We curse vice only behind its back, and that’s like making a long nose at it round a corner. I am a zoologist or a sociologist, which is the same thing; you are a doctor; society believes in us; we ought to point out the terrible harm which threatens it and the next generation from the existence of ladies like Nadyezhda Ivanovna.”

“Fyodorovna,” Samoylenko corrected. “But what ought society to do?”

“Society? That’s its affair. To my thinking the surest and most direct method is—compulsion. Manu militari she ought to be returned to her husband; and if her husband won’t take her in, then she ought to be sent to penal servitude or some house of correction.”

“Ouf!” sighed Samoylenko. He paused and asked quietly: “You said the other day that people like Laevsky ought to be destroyed. . . . Tell me, if you . . . if the State or society commissioned you to destroy him, could you . . . bring yourself to it?”

“My hand would not tremble.”

 

 

IX

 

When they got home, Laevsky and Nadyezhda Fyodorovna went into their dark, stuffy, dull rooms. Both were silent. Laevsky lighted a candle, while Nadyezhda Fyodorovna sat down, and without taking off her cloak and hat, lifted her melancholy, guilty eyes to him.

He knew that she expected an explanation from him, but an explanation would be wearisome, useless and exhausting, and his heart was heavy because he had lost control over himself and been rude to her. He chanced to feel in his pocket the letter which he had been intending every day to read to her, and thought if he were to show her that letter now, it would turn her thoughts in another direction.

“It is time to define our relations,” he thought. “I will give it her; what is to be will be.”

He took out the letter and gave it her.

“Read it. It concerns you.”

Saying this, he went into his own room and lay down on the sofa in the dark without a pillow. Nadyezhda Fyodorovna read the letter, and it seemed to her as though the ceiling were falling and the walls were closing in on her. It seemed suddenly dark and shut in and terrible. She crossed herself quickly three times and said:

“Give him peace, O Lord . . . give him peace. . . .”

And she began crying.

“Vanya,” she called. “Ivan Andreitch!”

There was no answer. Thinking that Laevsky had come in and was standing behind her chair, she sobbed like a child, and said:

“Why did you not tell me before that he was dead? I wouldn’t have gone to the picnic; I shouldn’t have laughed so horribly. . . . The men said horrid things to me. What a sin, what a sin! Save me, Vanya, save me. . . . I have been mad. . . . I am lost. . . .”

Laevsky heard her sobs. He felt stifled and his heart was beating violently. In his misery he got up, stood in the middle of the room, groped his way in the dark to an easy-chair by the table, and sat down.

“This is a prison . . .” he thought. “I must get away . . . I can’t bear it.”

It was too late to go and play cards; there were no restaurants in the town. He lay down again and covered his ears that he might not hear her sobbing, and he suddenly remembered that he could go to Samoylenko. To avoid going near Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, he got out of the window into the garden, climbed over the garden fence and went along the street. It was dark. A steamer, judging by its lights, a big passenger one, had just come in. He heard the clank of the anchor chain. A red light was moving rapidly from the shore in the direction of the steamer: it was the Customs boat going out to it.

“The passengers are asleep in their cabins . . .” thought Laevsky, and he envied the peace of mind of other people.

The windows in Samoylenko’s house were open. Laevsky looked in at one of them, then in at another; it was dark and still in the rooms.

“Alexandr Daviditch, are you asleep?” he called. “Alexandr Daviditch!”

He heard a cough and an uneasy shout:

“Who’s there? What the devil?”

“It is I, Alexandr Daviditch; excuse me.”

A little later the door opened; there was a glow of soft light from the lamp, and Samoylenko’s huge figure appeared all in white, with a white nightcap on his head.

“What now?” he asked, scratching himself and breathing hard from sleepiness. “Wait a minute; I’ll open the door directly.”

“Don’t trouble; I’ll get in at the window. . . .”

Laevsky climbed in at the window, and when he reached Samoylenko, seized him by the hand.

“Alexandr Daviditch,” he said in a shaking voice, “save me! I beseech you, I implore you. Understand me! My position is agonising. If it goes on for another two days I shall strangle myself like . . . like a dog.”

“Wait a bit. . . . What are you talking about exactly?”

“Light a candle.”

“Oh . . . oh! . . .” sighed Samoylenko, lighting a candle. “My God! My God! . . . Why, it’s past one, brother.”

“Excuse me, but I can’t stay at home,” said Laevsky, feeling great comfort from the light and the presence of Samoylenko. “You are my best, my only friend, Alexandr Daviditch. . . . You are my only hope. For God’s sake, come to my rescue, whether you want to or not. I must get away from here, come what may! . . . Lend me the money!”

“Oh, my God, my God! . . .” sighed Samoylenko, scratching himself. “I was dropping asleep and I hear the whistle of the steamer, and now you . . . Do you want much?”

“Three hundred roubles at least. I must leave her a hundred, and I need two hundred for the journey. . . . I owe you about four hundred already, but I will send it you all . . . all. . . .”

Samoylenko took hold of both his whiskers in one hand, and standing with his legs wide apart, pondered.

“Yes . . .” he muttered, musing. “Three hundred. . . . Yes. . . . But I haven’t got so much. I shall have to borrow it from some one.”

“Borrow it, for God’s sake!” said Laevsky, seeing from Samoylenko’s face that he wanted to lend him the money and certainly would lend it. “Borrow it, and I’ll be sure to pay you back. I will send it from Petersburg as soon as I get there. You can set your mind at rest about that. I’ll tell you what, Sasha,” he said, growing more animated; “let us have some wine.”

“Yes . . . we can have some wine, too.”

They both went into the dining-room.

“And how about Nadyezhda Fyodorovna?” asked Samoylenko, setting three bottles and a plate of peaches on the table. “Surely she’s not remaining?”

“I will arrange it all, I will arrange it all,” said Laevsky, feeling an unexpected rush of joy. “I will send her the money afterwards and she will join me. . . . Then we will define our relations. To your health, friend.”

“Wait a bit,” said Samoylenko. “Drink this first. . . . This is from my vineyard. This bottle is from Navaridze’s vineyard and this one is from Ahatulov’s. . . . Try all three kinds and tell me candidly. . . . There seems a little acidity about mine. Eh? Don’t you taste it?”

“Yes. You have comforted me, Alexandr Daviditch. Thank you. . . . I feel better.”

“Is there any acidity?”

“Goodness only knows, I don’t know. But you are a splendid, wonderful man!”

Looking at his pale, excited, good-natured face, Samoylenko remembered Von Koren’s view that men like that ought to be destroyed, and Laevsky seemed to him a weak, defenceless child, whom any one could injure and destroy.

“And when you go, make it up with your mother,” he said. “It’s not right.”

“Yes, yes; I certainly shall.”

They were silent for a while. When they had emptied the first bottle, Samoylenko said:

“You ought to make it up with Von Koren too. You are both such splendid, clever fellows, and you glare at each other like wolves.”

“Yes, he’s a fine, very intelligent fellow,” Laevsky assented, ready now to praise and forgive every one. “He’s a remarkable man, but it’s impossible for me to get on with him. No! Our natures are too different. I’m an indolent, weak, submissive nature. Perhaps in a good minute I might hold out my hand to him, but he would turn away from me . . . with contempt.”

Laevsky took a sip of wine, walked from corner to corner and went on, standing in the middle of the room:

“I understand Von Koren very well. His is a resolute, strong, despotic nature. You have heard him continually talking of ‘the expedition,’ and it’s not mere talk. He wants the wilderness, the moonlit night: all around in little tents, under the open sky, lie sleeping his sick and hungry Cossacks, guides, porters, doctor, priest, all exhausted with their weary marches, while only he is awake, sitting like Stanley on a camp-stool, feeling himself the monarch of the desert and the master of these men. He goes on and on and on, his men groan and die, one after another, and he goes on and on, and in the end perishes himself, but still is monarch and ruler of the desert, since the cross upon his tomb can be seen by the caravans for thirty or forty miles over the desert. I am sorry the man is not in the army. He would have made a splendid military genius. He would not have hesitated to drown his cavalry in the river and make a bridge out of dead bodies. And such hardihood is more needed in war than any kind of fortification or strategy. Oh, I understand him perfectly! Tell me: why is he wasting his substance here? What does he want here?”

“He is studying the marine fauna.”

“No, no, brother, no!” Laevsky sighed. “A scientific man who was on the steamer told me the Black Sea was poor in animal life, and that in its depths, thanks to the abundance of sulphuric hydrogen, organic life was impossible. All the serious zoologists work at the biological station at Naples or Villefranche. But Von Koren is independent and obstinate: he works on the Black Sea because nobody else is working there; he is at loggerheads with the university, does not care to know his comrades and other scientific men because he is first of all a despot and only secondly a zoologist. And you’ll see he’ll do something. He is already dreaming that when he comes back from his expedition he will purify our universities from intrigue and mediocrity, and will make the scientific men mind their p’s and q’s. Despotism is just as strong in science as in the army. And he is spending his second summer in this stinking little town because he would rather be first in a village than second in a town. Here he is a king and an eagle; he keeps all the inhabitants under his thumb and oppresses them with his authority. He has appropriated every one, he meddles in other people’s affairs; everything is of use to him, and every one is afraid of him. I am slipping out of his clutches, he feels that and hates me. Hasn’t he told you that I ought to be destroyed or sent to hard labour?”

“Yes,” laughed Samoylenko.

Laevsky laughed too, and drank some wine.

“His ideals are despotic too,” he said, laughing, and biting a peach. “Ordinary mortals think of their neighbour—me, you, man in fact—if they work for the common weal. To Von Koren men are puppets and nonentities, too trivial to be the object of his life. He works, will go for his expedition and break his neck there, not for the sake of love for his neighbour, but for the sake of such abstractions as humanity, future generations, an ideal race of men. He exerts himself for the improvement of the human race, and we are in his eyes only slaves, food for the cannon, beasts of burden; some he would destroy or stow away in Siberia, others he would break by discipline, would, like Araktcheev, force them to get up and go to bed to the sound of the drum; would appoint eunuchs to preserve our chastity and morality, would order them to fire at any one who steps out of the circle of our narrow conservative morality; and all this in the name of the improvement of the human race. . . . And what is the human race? Illusion, mirage . . . despots have always been illusionists. I understand him very well, brother. I appreciate him and don’t deny his importance; this world rests on men like him, and if the world were left only to such men as us, for all our good-nature and good intentions, we should make as great a mess of it as the flies have of that picture. Yes.”

Laevsky sat down beside Samoylenko, and said with genuine feeling: “I’m a foolish, worthless, depraved man. The air I breathe, this wine, love, life in fact—for all that, I have given nothing in exchange so far but lying, idleness, and cowardice. Till now I have deceived myself and other people; I have been miserable about it, and my misery was cheap and common. I bow my back humbly before Von Koren’s hatred because at times I hate and despise myself.”

Laevsky began again pacing from one end of the room to the other in excitement, and said:

“I’m glad I see my faults clearly and am conscious of them. That will help me to reform and become a different man. My dear fellow, if only you knew how passionately, with what anguish, I long for such a change. And I swear to you I’ll be a man! I will! I don’t know whether it is the wine that is speaking in me, or whether it really is so, but it seems to me that it is long since I have spent such pure and lucid moments as I have just now with you.”

“It’s time to sleep, brother,” said Samoylenko.

“Yes, yes. . . . Excuse me; I’ll go directly.”

Laevsky moved hurriedly about the furniture and windows, looking for his cap.

“Thank you,” he muttered, sighing. “Thank you. . . . Kind and friendly words are better than charity. You have given me new life.”

He found his cap, stopped, and looked guiltily at Samoylenko.

“Alexandr Daviditch,” he said in an imploring voice.

“What is it?”

“Let me stay the night with you, my dear fellow!”

“Certainly. . . . Why not?”

Laevsky lay down on the sofa, and went on talking to the doctor for a long time.

 

 

X

 

Three days after the picnic, Marya Konstantinovna unexpectedly called on Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, and without greeting her or taking off her hat, seized her by both hands, pressed them to her breast and said in great excitement:

“My dear, I am deeply touched and moved: our dear kind-hearted doctor told my Nikodim Alexandritch yesterday that your husband was dead. Tell me, my dear . . . tell me, is it true?”

“Yes, it’s true; he is dead,” answered Nadyezhda Fyodorovna.

“That is awful, awful, my dear! But there’s no evil without some compensation; your husband was no doubt a noble, wonderful, holy man, and such are more needed in Heaven than on earth.”

Every line and feature in Marya Konstantinovna’s face began quivering as though little needles were jumping up and down under her skin; she gave an almond-oily smile and said, breathlessly, enthusiastically:

“And so you are free, my dear. You can hold your head high now, and look people boldly in the face. Henceforth God and man will bless your union with Ivan Andreitch. It’s enchanting. I am trembling with joy, I can find no words. My dear, I will give you away. . . . Nikodim Alexandritch and I have been so fond of you, you will allow us to give our blessing to your pure, lawful union. When, when do you think of being married?”

“I haven’t thought of it,” said Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, freeing her hands.

“That’s impossible, my dear. You have thought of it, you have.”

“Upon my word, I haven’t,” said Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, laughing. “What should we be married for? I see no necessity for it. We’ll go on living as we have lived.”

“What are you saying!” cried Marya Konstantinovna in horror. “For God’s sake, what are you saying!”

“Our getting married won’t make things any better. On the contrary, it will make them even worse. We shall lose our freedom.”

“My dear, my dear, what are you saying!” exclaimed Marya Konstantinovna, stepping back and flinging up her hands. “You are talking wildly! Think what you are saying. You must settle down!”

“‘Settle down.’ How do you mean? I have not lived yet, and you tell me to settle down.”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna reflected that she really had not lived. She had finished her studies in a boarding-school and had been married to a man she did not love; then she had thrown in her lot with Laevsky, and had spent all her time with him on this empty, desolate coast, always expecting something better. Was that life?

“I ought to be married though,” she thought, but remembering Kirilin and Atchmianov she flushed and said:

“No, it’s impossible. Even if Ivan Andreitch begged me to on his knees—even then I would refuse.”

Marya Konstantinovna sat on the sofa for a minute in silence, grave and mournful, gazing fixedly into space; then she got up and said coldly:

“Good-bye, my dear! Forgive me for having troubled you. Though it’s not easy for me, it’s my duty to tell you that from this day all is over between us, and, in spite of my profound respect for Ivan Andreitch, the door of my house is closed to you henceforth.”

She uttered these words with great solemnity and was herself overwhelmed by her solemn tone. Her face began quivering again; it assumed a soft almond-oily expression. She held out both hands to Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, who was overcome with alarm and confusion, and said in an imploring voice:

“My dear, allow me if only for a moment to be a mother or an elder sister to you! I will be as frank with you as a mother.”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna felt in her bosom warmth, gladness, and pity for herself, as though her own mother had really risen up and were standing before her. She impulsively embraced Marya Konstantinovna and pressed her face to her shoulder. Both of them shed tears. They sat down on the sofa and for a few minutes sobbed without looking at one another or being able to utter a word.

“My dear child,” began Marya Konstantinovna, “I will tell you some harsh truths, without sparing you.”

“For God’s sake, for God’s sake, do!”

“Trust me, my dear. You remember of all the ladies here, I was the only one to receive you. You horrified me from the very first day, but I had not the heart to treat you with disdain like all the rest. I grieved over dear, good Ivan Andreitch as though he were my son —a young man in a strange place, inexperienced, weak, with no mother; and I was worried, dreadfully worried. . . . My husband was opposed to our making his acquaintance, but I talked him over . . . persuaded him. . . . We began receiving Ivan Andreitch, and with him, of course, you. If we had not, he would have been insulted. I have a daughter, a son. . . . You understand the tender mind, the pure heart of childhood . . . ‘who so offendeth one of these little ones.’ . . . I received you into my house and trembled for my children. Oh, when you become a mother, you will understand my fears. And every one was surprised at my receiving you, excuse my saying so, as a respectable woman, and hinted to me . . . well, of course, slanders, suppositions. . . . At the bottom of my heart I blamed you, but you were unhappy, flighty, to be pitied, and my heart was wrung with pity for you.”

“But why, why?” asked Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, trembling all over. “What harm have I done any one?”

“You are a terrible sinner. You broke the vow you made your husband at the altar. You seduced a fine young man, who perhaps had he not met you might have taken a lawful partner for life from a good family in his own circle, and would have been like every one else now. You have ruined his youth. Don’t speak, don’t speak, my dear! I never believe that man is to blame for our sins. It is always the woman’s fault. Men are frivolous in domestic life; they are guided by their minds, and not by their hearts. There’s a great deal they don’t understand; woman understands it all. Everything depends on her. To her much is given and from her much will be required. Oh, my dear, if she had been more foolish or weaker than man on that side, God would not have entrusted her with the education of boys and girls. And then, my dear, you entered on the path of vice, forgetting all modesty; any other woman in your place would have hidden herself from people, would have sat shut up at home, and would only have been seen in the temple of God, pale, dressed all in black and weeping, and every one would have said in genuine compassion: ‘O Lord, this erring angel is coming back again to Thee . . . .’ But you, my dear, have forgotten all discretion; have lived openly, extravagantly; have seemed to be proud of your sin; you have been gay and laughing, and I, looking at you, shuddered with horror, and have been afraid that thunder from Heaven would strike our house while you were sitting with us. My dear, don’t speak, don’t speak,” cried Marya Konstantinovna, observing that Nadyezhda Fyodorovna wanted to speak. “Trust me, I will not deceive you, I will not hide one truth from the eyes of your soul. Listen to me, my dear. . . . God marks great sinners, and you have been marked-out: only think—your costumes have always been appalling.”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, who had always had the highest opinion of her costumes, left off crying and looked at her with surprise.

“Yes, appalling,” Marya Konstantinovna went on. “Any one could judge of your behaviour from the elaboration and gaudiness of your attire. People laughed and shrugged their shoulders as they looked at you, and I grieved, I grieved. . . . And forgive me, my dear; you are not nice in your person! When we met in the bathing-place, you made me tremble. Your outer clothing was decent enough, but your petticoat, your chemise. . . . My dear, I blushed! Poor Ivan Andreitch! No one ever ties his cravat properly, and from his linen and his boots, poor fellow! one can see he has no one at home to look after him. And he is always hungry, my darling, and of course, if there is no one at home to think of the samovar and the coffee, one is forced to spend half one’s salary at the pavilion. And it’s simply awful, awful in your home! No one else in the town has flies, but there’s no getting rid of them in your rooms: all the plates and dishes are black with them. If you look at the windows and the chairs, there’s nothing but dust, dead flies, and glasses. . . . What do you want glasses standing about for? And, my dear, the table’s not cleared till this time in the day. And one’s ashamed to go into your bedroom: underclothes flung about everywhere, india-rubber tubes hanging on the walls, pails and basins standing about. . . . My dear! A husband ought to know nothing, and his wife ought to be as neat as a little angel in his presence. I wake up every morning before it is light, and wash my face with cold water that my Nikodim Alexandritch may not see me looking drowsy.”

“That’s all nonsense,” Nadyezhda Fyodorovna sobbed. “If only I were happy, but I am so unhappy!”

“Yes, yes; you are very unhappy!” Marya Konstantinovna sighed, hardly able to restrain herself from weeping. “And there’s terrible grief in store for you in the future! A solitary old age, ill-health; and then you will have to answer at the dread judgment seat. . . It’s awful, awful. Now fate itself holds out to you a helping hand, and you madly thrust it from you. Be married, make haste and be married!”

“Yes, we must, we must,” said Nadyezhda Fyodorovna; “but it’s impossible!”

“Why?”

“It’s impossible. Oh, if only you knew!”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna had an impulse to tell her about Kirilin, and how the evening before she had met handsome young Atchmianov at the harbour, and how the mad, ridiculous idea had occurred to her of cancelling her debt for three hundred; it had amused her very much, and she returned home late in the evening feeling that she had sold herself and was irrevocably lost. She did not know herself how it had happened. And she longed to swear to Marya Konstantinovna that she would certainly pay that debt, but sobs and shame prevented her from speaking.

“I am going away,” she said. “Ivan Andreitch may stay, but I am going.”

“Where?”

“To Russia.”

“But how will you live there? Why, you have nothing.”

“I will do translation, or . . . or I will open a library . . . .”

“Don’t let your fancy run away with you, my dear. You must have money for a library. Well, I will leave you now, and you calm yourself and think things over, and to-morrow come and see me, bright and happy. That will be enchanting! Well, good-bye, my angel. Let me kiss you.”

Marya Konstantinovna kissed Nadyezhda Fyodorovna on the forehead, made the sign of the cross over her, and softly withdrew. It was getting dark, and Olga lighted up in the kitchen. Still crying, Nadyezhda Fyodorovna went into the bedroom and lay down on the bed. She began to be very feverish. She undressed without getting up, crumpled up her clothes at her feet, and curled herself up under the bedclothes. She was thirsty, and there was no one to give her something to drink.

“I’ll pay it back!” she said to herself, and it seemed to her in delirium that she was sitting beside some sick woman, and recognised her as herself. “I’ll pay it back. It would be stupid to imagine that it was for money I . . . I will go away and send him the money from Petersburg. At first a hundred . . . then another hundred . . . and then the third hundred. . . .”

It was late at night when Laevsky came in.

“At first a hundred . . .” Nadyezhda Fyodorovna said to him, “then another hundred . . .”

“You ought to take some quinine,” he said, and thought, “To-morrow is Wednesday; the steamer goes and I am not going in it. So I shall have to go on living here till Saturday.”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna knelt up in bed.

“I didn’t say anything just now, did I?” she asked, smiling and screwing up her eyes at the light.

“No, nothing. We shall have to send for the doctor to-morrow morning. Go to sleep.”

He took his pillow and went to the door. Ever since he had finally made up his mind to go away and leave Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, she had begun to raise in him pity and a sense of guilt; he felt a little ashamed in her presence, as though in the presence of a sick or old horse whom one has decided to kill. He stopped in the doorway and looked round at her.

“I was out of humour at the picnic and said something rude to you. Forgive me, for God’s sake!”

Saying this, he went off to his study, lay down, and for a long while could not get to sleep.

Next morning when Samoylenko, attired, as it was a holiday, in full-dress uniform with epaulettes on his shoulders and decorations on his breast, came out of the bedroom after feeling Nadyezhda Fyodorovna’s pulse and looking at her tongue, Laevsky, who was standing in the doorway, asked him anxiously: “Well? Well?”

There was an expression of terror, of extreme uneasiness, and of hope on his face.

“Don’t worry yourself; there’s nothing dangerous,” said Samoylenko; “it’s the usual fever.”

“I don’t mean that.” Laevsky frowned impatiently. “Have you got the money?”

“My dear soul, forgive me,” he whispered, looking round at the door and overcome with confusion.

“For God’s sake, forgive me! No one has anything to spare, and I’ve only been able to collect by five- and by ten-rouble notes. . . . Only a hundred and ten in all. To-day I’ll speak to some one else. Have patience.”

“But Saturday is the latest date,” whispered Laevsky, trembling with impatience. “By all that’s sacred, get it by Saturday! If I don’t get away by Saturday, nothing’s any use, nothing! I can’t understand how a doctor can be without money!”

“Lord have mercy on us!” Samoylenko whispered rapidly and intensely, and there was positively a breaking note in his throat. “I’ve been stripped of everything; I am owed seven thousand, and I’m in debt all round. Is it my fault?”

“Then you’ll get it by Saturday? Yes?”

“I’ll try.”

“I implore you, my dear fellow! So that the money may be in my hands by Friday morning!”

Samoylenko sat down and prescribed solution of quinine and kalii bromati and tincture of rhubarb, tincturæ gentianæ, aquæ foeniculi —all in one mixture, added some pink syrup to sweeten it, and went away.

 

 

XI

 

“You look as though you were coming to arrest me,” said Von Koren, seeing Samoylenko coming in, in his full-dress uniform.

“I was passing by and thought: ‘Suppose I go in and pay my respects to zoology,’” said Samoylenko, sitting down at the big table, knocked together by the zoologist himself out of plain boards. “Good-morning, holy father,” he said to the deacon, who was sitting in the window, copying something. “I’ll stay a minute and then run home to see about dinner. It’s time. . . . I’m not hindering you?”

“Not in the least,” answered the zoologist, laying out over the table slips of paper covered with small writing. “We are busy copying.”

“Ah! . . . Oh, my goodness, my goodness! . . .” sighed Samoylenko. He cautiously took up from the table a dusty book on which there was lying a dead dried spider, and said: “Only fancy, though; some little green beetle is going about its business, when suddenly a monster like this swoops down upon it. I can fancy its terror.”


“Yes, I suppose so.”

“Is poison given it to protect it from its enemies?”

“Yes, to protect it and enable it to attack.”

“To be sure, to be sure. . . . And everything in nature, my dear fellows, is consistent and can be explained,” sighed Samoylenko; “only I tell you what I don’t understand. You’re a man of very great intellect, so explain it to me, please. There are, you know, little beasts no bigger than rats, rather handsome to look at, but nasty and immoral in the extreme, let me tell you. Suppose such a little beast is running in the woods. He sees a bird; he catches it and devours it. He goes on and sees in the grass a nest of eggs; he does not want to eat them—he is not hungry, but yet he tastes one egg and scatters the others out of the nest with his paw. Then he meets a frog and begins to play with it; when he has tormented the frog he goes on licking himself and meets a beetle; he crushes the beetle with his paw . . . and so he spoils and destroys everything on his way. . . . He creeps into other beasts’ holes, tears up the anthills, cracks the snail’s shell. If he meets a rat, he fights with it; if he meets a snake or a mouse, he must strangle it; and so the whole day long. Come, tell me: what is the use of a beast like that? Why was he created?”

“I don’t know what animal you are talking of,” said Von Koren; “most likely one of the insectivora. Well, he got hold of the bird because it was incautious; he broke the nest of eggs because the bird was not skilful, had made the nest badly and did not know how to conceal it. The frog probably had some defect in its colouring or he would not have seen it, and so on. Your little beast only destroys the weak, the unskilful, the careless—in fact, those who have defects which nature does not think fit to hand on to posterity. Only the cleverer, the stronger, the more careful and developed survive; and so your little beast, without suspecting it, is serving the great ends of perfecting creation.”

“Yes, yes, yes. . . . By the way, brother,” said Samoylenko carelessly, “lend me a hundred roubles.”

“Very good. There are some very interesting types among the insectivorous mammals. For instance, the mole is said to be useful because he devours noxious insects. There is a story that some German sent William I. a fur coat made of moleskins, and the Emperor ordered him to be reproved for having destroyed so great a number of useful animals. And yet the mole is not a bit less cruel than your little beast, and is very mischievous besides, as he spoils meadows terribly.”

Von Koren opened a box and took out a hundred-rouble note.

“The mole has a powerful thorax, just like the bat,” he went on, shutting the box; “the bones and muscles are tremendously developed, the mouth is extraordinarily powerfully furnished. If it had the proportions of an elephant, it would be an all-destructive, invincible animal. It is interesting when two moles meet underground; they begin at once as though by agreement digging a little platform; they need the platform in order to have a battle more conveniently. When they have made it they enter upon a ferocious struggle and fight till the weaker one falls. Take the hundred roubles,” said Von Koren, dropping his voice, “but only on condition that you’re not borrowing it for Laevsky.”

“And if it were for Laevsky,” cried Samoylenko, flaring up, “what is that to you?”

“I can’t give it to you for Laevsky. I know you like lending people money. You would give it to Kerim, the brigand, if he were to ask you; but, excuse me, I can’t assist you in that direction.”

“Yes, it is for Laevsky I am asking it,” said Samoylenko, standing up and waving his right arm. “Yes! For Laevsky! And no one, fiend or devil, has a right to dictate to me how to dispose of my own money. It doesn’t suit you to lend it me? No?”

The deacon began laughing.

“Don’t get excited, but be reasonable,” said the zoologist. “To shower benefits on Mr. Laevsky is, to my thinking, as senseless as to water weeds or to feed locusts.”

“To my thinking, it is our duty to help our neighbours!” cried Samoylenko.

“In that case, help that hungry Turk who is lying under the fence! He is a workman and more useful and indispensable than your Laevsky. Give him that hundred-rouble note! Or subscribe a hundred roubles to my expedition!”

“Will you give me the money or not? I ask you!”

“Tell me openly: what does he want money for?”

“It’s not a secret; he wants to go to Petersburg on Saturday.”

“So that is it!” Von Koren drawled out. “Aha! . . . We understand. And is she going with him, or how is it to be?”

“She’s staying here for the time. He’ll arrange his affairs in Petersburg and send her the money, and then she’ll go.”

“That’s smart!” said the zoologist, and he gave a short tenor laugh. “Smart, well planned.”

He went rapidly up to Samoylenko, and standing face to face with him, and looking him in the eyes, asked: “Tell me now honestly: is he tired of her? Yes? tell me: is he tired of her? Yes?”

“Yes,” Samoylenko articulated, beginning to perspire.

“How repulsive it is!” said Von Koren, and from his face it could be seen that he felt repulsion. “One of two things, Alexandr Daviditch: either you are in the plot with him, or, excuse my saying so, you are a simpleton. Surely you must see that he is taking you in like a child in the most shameless way? Why, it’s as clear as day that he wants to get rid of her and abandon her here. She’ll be left a burden on you. It is as clear as day that you will have to send her to Petersburg at your expense. Surely your fine friend can’t have so blinded you by his dazzling qualities that you can’t see the simplest thing?”

“That’s all supposition,” said Samoylenko, sitting down.

“Supposition? But why is he going alone instead of taking her with him? And ask him why he doesn’t send her off first. The sly beast!”

Overcome with sudden doubts and suspicions about his friend, Samoylenko weakened and took a humbler tone.

“But it’s impossible,” he said, recalling the night Laevsky had spent at his house. “He is so unhappy!”

“What of that? Thieves and incendiaries are unhappy too!”

“Even supposing you are right . . .” said Samoylenko, hesitating. “Let us admit it. . . . Still, he’s a young man in a strange place . . . a student. We have been students, too, and there is no one but us to come to his assistance.”

“To help him to do abominable things, because he and you at different times have been at universities, and neither of you did anything there! What nonsense!”

“Stop; let us talk it over coolly. I imagine it will be possible to make some arrangement. . . .” Samoylenko reflected, twiddling his fingers. “I’ll give him the money, you see, but make him promise on his honour that within a week he’ll send Nadyezhda Fyodorovna the money for the journey.”

“And he’ll give you his word of honour—in fact, he’ll shed tears and believe in it himself; but what’s his word of honour worth? He won’t keep it, and when in a year or two you meet him on the Nevsky Prospect with a new mistress on his arm, he’ll excuse himself on the ground that he has been crippled by civilisation, and that he is made after the pattern of Rudin. Drop him, for God’s sake! Keep away from the filth; don’t stir it up with both hands!”

Samoylenko thought for a minute and said resolutely:

“But I shall give him the money all the same. As you please. I can’t bring myself to refuse a man simply on an assumption.”

“Very fine, too. You can kiss him if you like.”

“Give me the hundred roubles, then,” Samoylenko asked timidly.

“I won’t.”

A silence followed. Samoylenko was quite crushed; his face wore a guilty, abashed, and ingratiating expression, and it was strange to see this pitiful, childish, shamefaced countenance on a huge man wearing epaulettes and orders of merit.

“The bishop here goes the round of his diocese on horseback instead of in a carriage,” said the deacon, laying down his pen. “It’s extremely touching to see him sit on his horse. His simplicity and humility are full of Biblical grandeur.”

“Is he a good man?” asked Von Koren, who was glad to change the conversation.

“Of course! If he hadn’t been a good man, do you suppose he would have been consecrated a bishop?”

“Among the bishops are to be found good and gifted men,” said Von Koren. “The only drawback is that some of them have the weakness to imagine themselves statesmen. One busies himself with Russification, another criticises the sciences. That’s not their business. They had much better look into their consistory a little.”

“A layman cannot judge of bishops.”

“Why so, deacon? A bishop is a man just the same as you or I.”

“The same, but not the same.” The deacon was offended and took up his pen. “If you had been the same, the Divine Grace would have rested upon you, and you would have been bishop yourself; and since you are not bishop, it follows you are not the same.”

“Don’t talk nonsense, deacon,” said Samoylenko dejectedly. “Listen to what I suggest,” he said, turning to Von Koren. “Don’t give me that hundred roubles. You’ll be having your dinners with me for three months before the winter, so let me have the money beforehand for three months.”

“I won’t.”

Samoylenko blinked and turned crimson; he mechanically drew towards him the book with the spider on it and looked at it, then he got up and took his hat.

Von Koren felt sorry for him.

“What it is to have to live and do with people like this,” said the zoologist, and he kicked a paper into the corner with indignation. “You must understand that this is not kindness, it is not love, but cowardice, slackness, poison! What’s gained by reason is lost by your flabby good-for-nothing hearts! When I was ill with typhoid as a schoolboy, my aunt in her sympathy gave me pickled mushrooms to eat, and I very nearly died. You, and my aunt too, must understand that love for man is not to be found in the heart or the stomach or the bowels, but here!”

Von Koren slapped himself on the forehead.

“Take it,” he said, and thrust a hundred-rouble note into his hand.

“You’ve no need to be angry, Kolya,” said Samoylenko mildly, folding up the note. “I quite understand you, but . . . you must put yourself in my place.”

“You are an old woman, that’s what you are.”

The deacon burst out laughing.

“Hear my last request, Alexandr Daviditch,” said Von Koren hotly. “When you give that scoundrel the money, make it a condition that he takes his lady with him, or sends her on ahead, and don’t give it him without. There’s no need to stand on ceremony with him. Tell him so, or, if you don’t, I give you my word I’ll go to his office and kick him downstairs, and I’ll break off all acquaintance with you. So you’d better know it.”

“Well! To go with her or send her on beforehand will be more convenient for him,” said Samoylenko. “He’ll be delighted indeed. Well, goodbye.”

He said good-bye affectionately and went out, but before shutting the door after him, he looked round at Von Koren and, with a ferocious face, said:

“It’s the Germans who have ruined you, brother! Yes! The Germans!”
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Next day, Thursday, Marya Konstantinovna was celebrating the birthday of her Kostya. All were invited to come at midday and eat pies, and in the evening to drink chocolate. When Laevsky and Nadyezhda Fyodorovna arrived in the evening, the zoologist, who was already sitting in the drawing-room, drinking chocolate, asked Samoylenko:

“Have you talked to him?”

“Not yet.”

“Mind now, don’t stand on ceremony. I can’t understand the insolence of these people! Why, they know perfectly well the view taken by this family of their cohabitation, and yet they force themselves in here.”

“If one is to pay attention to every prejudice,” said Samoylenko, “one could go nowhere.”

“Do you mean to say that the repugnance felt by the masses for illicit love and moral laxity is a prejudice?”

“Of course it is. It’s prejudice and hate. When the soldiers see a girl of light behaviour, they laugh and whistle; but just ask them what they are themselves.”

“It’s not for nothing they whistle. The fact that girls strangle their illegitimate children and go to prison for it, and that Anna Karenin flung herself under the train, and that in the villages they smear the gates with tar, and that you and I, without knowing why, are pleased by Katya’s purity, and that every one of us feels a vague craving for pure love, though he knows there is no such love—is all that prejudice? That is the one thing, brother, which has survived intact from natural selection, and, if it were not for that obscure force regulating the relations of the sexes, the Laevskys would have it all their own way, and mankind would degenerate in two years.”

Laevsky came into the drawing-room, greeted every one, and shaking hands with Von Koren, smiled ingratiatingly. He waited for a favourable moment and said to Samoylenko:

“Excuse me, Alexandr Daviditch, I must say two words to you.”

Samoylenko got up, put his arm round Laevsky’s waist, and both of them went into Nikodim Alexandritch’s study.

“To-morrow’s Friday,” said Laevsky, biting his nails. “Have you got what you promised?”

“I’ve only got two hundred. I’ll get the rest to-day or to-morrow. Don’t worry yourself.”

“Thank God . . .” sighed Laevsky, and his hands began trembling with joy. “You are saving me, Alexandr Daviditch, and I swear to you by God, by my happiness and anything you like, I’ll send you the money as soon as I arrive. And I’ll send you my old debt too.”

“Look here, Vanya . . .” said Samoylenko, turning crimson and taking him by the button. “You must forgive my meddling in your private affairs, but . . . why shouldn’t you take Nadyezhda Fyodorovna with you?”

“You queer fellow. How is that possible? One of us must stay, or our creditors will raise an outcry. You see, I owe seven hundred or more to the shops. Only wait, and I will send them the money. I’ll stop their mouths, and then she can come away.”

“I see. . . . But why shouldn’t you send her on first?”

“My goodness, as though that were possible!” Laevsky was horrified. “Why, she’s a woman; what would she do there alone? What does she know about it? That would only be a loss of time and a useless waste of money.”

“That’s reasonable . . .” thought Samoylenko, but remembering his conversation with Von Koren, he looked down and said sullenly: “I can’t agree with you. Either go with her or send her first; otherwise . . . otherwise I won’t give you the money. Those are my last words. . .”

He staggered back, lurched backwards against the door, and went into the drawing-room, crimson, and overcome with confusion.

“Friday . . . Friday,” thought Laevsky, going back into the drawing-room. “Friday. . . .”

He was handed a cup of chocolate; he burnt his lips and tongue with the scalding chocolate and thought: “Friday . . . Friday. . . .”

For some reason he could not get the word “Friday” out of his head; he could think of nothing but Friday, and the only thing that was clear to him, not in his brain but somewhere in his heart, was that he would not get off on Saturday. Before him stood Nikodim Alexandritch, very neat, with his hair combed over his temples, saying:

“Please take something to eat. . . .”

Marya Konstantinovna showed the visitors Katya’s school report and said, drawling:

“It’s very, very difficult to do well at school nowadays! So much is expected . . .”

“Mamma!” groaned Katya, not knowing where to hide her confusion at the praises of the company.

Laevsky, too, looked at the report and praised it. Scripture, Russian language, conduct, fives and fours, danced before his eyes, and all this, mixed with the haunting refrain of “Friday,” with the carefully combed locks of Nikodim Alexandritch and the red cheeks of Katya, produced on him a sensation of such immense overwhelming boredom that he almost shrieked with despair and asked himself: “Is it possible, is it possible I shall not get away?”

They put two card tables side by side and sat down to play post. Laevsky sat down too.

“Friday . . . Friday . . .” he kept thinking, as he smiled and took a pencil out of his pocket. “Friday. . . .”

He wanted to think over his position, and was afraid to think. It was terrible to him to realise that the doctor had detected him in the deception which he had so long and carefully concealed from himself. Every time he thought of his future he would not let his thoughts have full rein. He would get into the train and set off, and thereby the problem of his life would be solved, and he did not let his thoughts go farther. Like a far-away dim light in the fields, the thought sometimes flickered in his mind that in one of the side-streets of Petersburg, in the remote future, he would have to have recourse to a tiny lie in order to get rid of Nadyezhda Fyodorovna and pay his debts; he would tell a lie only once, and then a completely new life would begin. And that was right: at the price of a small lie he would win so much truth.

Now when by his blunt refusal the doctor had crudely hinted at his deception, he began to understand that he would need deception not only in the remote future, but to-day, and to-morrow, and in a month’s time, and perhaps up to the very end of his life. In fact, in order to get away he would have to lie to Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, to his creditors, and to his superiors in the Service; then, in order to get money in Petersburg, he would have to lie to his mother, to tell her that he had already broken with Nadyezhda Fyodorovna; and his mother would not give him more than five hundred roubles, so he had already deceived the doctor, as he would not be in a position to pay him back the money within a short time. Afterwards, when Nadyezhda Fyodorovna came to Petersburg, he would have to resort to a regular series of deceptions, little and big, in order to get free of her; and again there would be tears, boredom, a disgusting existence, remorse, and so there would be no new life. Deception and nothing more. A whole mountain of lies rose before Laevsky’s imagination. To leap over it at one bound and not to do his lying piecemeal, he would have to bring himself to stern, uncompromising action; for instance, to getting up without saying a word, putting on his hat, and at once setting off without money and without explanation. But Laevsky felt that was impossible for him.

“Friday, Friday . . .” he thought. “Friday. . . .”

They wrote little notes, folded them in two, and put them in Nikodim Alexandritch’s old top-hat. When there were a sufficient heap of notes, Kostya, who acted the part of postman, walked round the table and delivered them. The deacon, Katya, and Kostya, who received amusing notes and tried to write as funnily as they could, were highly delighted.

“We must have a little talk,” Nadyezhda Fyodorovna read in a little note; she glanced at Marya Konstantinovna, who gave her an almond-oily smile and nodded.

“Talk of what?” thought Nadyezhda Fyodorovna. “If one can’t tell the whole, it’s no use talking.”

Before going out for the evening she had tied Laevsky’s cravat for him, and that simple action filled her soul with tenderness and sorrow. The anxiety in his face, his absent-minded looks, his pallor, and the incomprehensible change that had taken place in him of late, and the fact that she had a terrible revolting secret from him, and the fact that her hands trembled when she tied his cravat—all this seemed to tell her that they had not long left to be together. She looked at him as though he were an ikon, with terror and penitence, and thought: “Forgive, forgive.”

Opposite her was sitting Atchmianov, and he never took his black, love-sick eyes off her. She was stirred by passion; she was ashamed of herself, and afraid that even her misery and sorrow would not prevent her from yielding to impure desire to-morrow, if not to-day —and that, like a drunkard, she would not have the strength to stop herself.

She made up her mind to go away that she might not continue this life, shameful for herself, and humiliating for Laevsky. She would beseech him with tears to let her go; and if he opposed her, she would go away secretly. She would not tell him what had happened; let him keep a pure memory of her.

“I love you, I love you, I love you,” she read. It was from Atchmianov.

She would live in some far remote place, would work and send Laevsky, “anonymously,” money, embroidered shirts, and tobacco, and would return to him only in old age or if he were dangerously ill and needed a nurse. When in his old age he learned what were her reasons for leaving him and refusing to be his wife, he would appreciate her sacrifice and forgive.

“You’ve got a long nose.” That must be from the deacon or Kostya.

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna imagined how, parting from Laevsky, she would embrace him warmly, would kiss his hand, and would swear to love him all her life, all her life, and then, living in obscurity among strangers, she would every day think that somewhere she had a friend, some one she loved—a pure, noble, lofty man who kept a pure memory of her.

“If you don’t give me an interview to-day, I shall take measures, I assure you on my word of honour. You can’t treat decent people like this; you must understand that.” That was from Kirilin.
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Laevsky received two notes; he opened one and read: “Don’t go away, my darling.”

“Who could have written that?” he thought. “Not Samoylenko, of course. And not the deacon, for he doesn’t know I want to go away. Von Koren, perhaps?”

The zoologist bent over the table and drew a pyramid. Laevsky fancied that his eyes were smiling.

“Most likely Samoylenko . . . has been gossiping,” thought Laevsky.

In the other note, in the same disguised angular handwriting with long tails to the letters, was written: “Somebody won’t go away on Saturday.”

“A stupid gibe,” thought Laevsky. “Friday, Friday. . . .”

Something rose in his throat. He touched his collar and coughed, but instead of a cough a laugh broke from his throat.

“Ha-ha-ha!” he laughed. “Ha-ha-ha! What am I laughing at? Ha-ha-ha!”

He tried to restrain himself, covered his mouth with his hand, but the laugh choked his chest and throat, and his hand could not cover his mouth.

“How stupid it is!” he thought, rolling with laughter. “Have I gone out of my mind?”

The laugh grew shriller and shriller, and became something like the bark of a lap-dog. Laevsky tried to get up from the table, but his legs would not obey him and his right hand was strangely, without his volition, dancing on the table, convulsively clutching and crumpling up the bits of paper. He saw looks of wonder, Samoylenko’s grave, frightened face, and the eyes of the zoologist full of cold irony and disgust, and realised that he was in hysterics.

“How hideous, how shameful!” he thought, feeling the warmth of tears on his face. “. . . Oh, oh, what a disgrace! It has never happened to me. . . .”

They took him under his arms, and supporting his head from behind, led him away; a glass gleamed before his eyes and knocked against his teeth, and the water was spilt on his breast; he was in a little room, with two beds in the middle, side by side, covered by two snow-white quilts. He dropped on one of the beds and sobbed.

“It’s nothing, it’s nothing,” Samoylenko kept saying; “it does happen . . . it does happen. . . .”

Chill with horror, trembling all over and dreading something awful, Nadyezhda Fyodorovna stood by the bedside and kept asking:

“What is it? What is it? For God’s sake, tell me.”

“Can Kirilin have written him something?” she thought.

“It’s nothing,” said Laevsky, laughing and crying; “go away, darling.”

His face expressed neither hatred nor repulsion: so he knew nothing; Nadyezhda Fyodorovna was somewhat reassured, and she went into the drawing-room.

“Don’t agitate yourself, my dear!” said Marya Konstantinovna, sitting down beside her and taking her hand. “It will pass. Men are just as weak as we poor sinners. You are both going through a crisis. . . . One can so well understand it! Well, my dear, I am waiting for an answer. Let us have a little talk.”

“No, we are not going to talk,” said Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, listening to Laevsky’s sobs. “I feel depressed. . . . You must allow me to go home.”

“What do you mean, what do you mean, my dear?” cried Marya Konstantinovna in alarm. “Do you think I could let you go without supper? We will have something to eat, and then you may go with my blessing.”

“I feel miserable . . .” whispered Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, and she caught at the arm of the chair with both hands to avoid falling.

“He’s got a touch of hysterics,” said Von Koren gaily, coming into the drawing-room, but seeing Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, he was taken aback and retreated.

When the attack was over, Laevsky sat on the strange bed and thought.

“Disgraceful! I’ve been howling like some wretched girl! I must have been absurd and disgusting. I will go away by the back stairs . . . . But that would seem as though I took my hysterics too seriously. I ought to take it as a joke. . . .”

He looked in the looking-glass, sat there for some time, and went back into the drawing-room.

“Here I am,” he said, smiling; he felt agonisingly ashamed, and he felt others were ashamed in his presence. “Fancy such a thing happening,” he said, sitting down. “I was sitting here, and all of a sudden, do you know, I felt a terrible piercing pain in my side . . . unendurable, my nerves could not stand it, and . . . and it led to this silly performance. This is the age of nerves; there is no help for it.”

At supper he drank some wine, and, from time to time, with an abrupt sigh rubbed his side as though to suggest that he still felt the pain. And no one, except Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, believed him, and he saw that.

After nine o’clock they went for a walk on the boulevard. Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, afraid that Kirilin would speak to her, did her best to keep all the time beside Marya Konstantinovna and the children. She felt weak with fear and misery, and felt she was going to be feverish; she was exhausted and her legs would hardly move, but she did not go home, because she felt sure that she would be followed by Kirilin or Atchmianov or both at once. Kirilin walked behind her with Nikodim Alexandritch, and kept humming in an undertone:

“I don’t al-low people to play with me! I don’t al-low it.”

From the boulevard they went back to the pavilion and walked along the beach, and looked for a long time at the phosphorescence on the water. Von Koren began telling them why it looked phosphorescent.
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“It’s time I went to my vint. . . . They will be waiting for me,” said Laevsky. “Good-bye, my friends.”

“I’ll come with you; wait a minute,” said Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, and she took his arm.

They said good-bye to the company and went away. Kirilin took leave too, and saying that he was going the same way, went along beside them.

“What will be, will be,” thought Nadyezhda Fyodorovna. “So be it. . . .”

And it seemed to her that all the evil memories in her head had taken shape and were walking beside her in the darkness, breathing heavily, while she, like a fly that had fallen into the inkpot, was crawling painfully along the pavement and smirching Laevsky’s side and arm with blackness.

If Kirilin should do anything horrid, she thought, not he but she would be to blame for it. There was a time when no man would have talked to her as Kirilin had done, and she had torn up her security like a thread and destroyed it irrevocably—who was to blame for it? Intoxicated by her passions she had smiled at a complete stranger, probably just because he was tall and a fine figure. After two meetings she was weary of him, had thrown him over, and did not that, she thought now, give him the right to treat her as he chose?

“Here I’ll say good-bye to you, darling,” said Laevsky. “Ilya Mihalitch will see you home.”

He nodded to Kirilin, and, quickly crossing the boulevard, walked along the street to Sheshkovsky’s, where there were lights in the windows, and then they heard the gate bang as he went in.

“Allow me to have an explanation with you,” said Kirilin. “I’m not a boy, not some Atchkasov or Latchkasov, Zatchkasov. . . . I demand serious attention.”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna’s heart began beating violently. She made no reply.

“The abrupt change in your behaviour to me I put down at first to coquetry,” Kirilin went on; “now I see that you don’t know how to behave with gentlemanly people. You simply wanted to play with me, as you are playing with that wretched Armenian boy; but I’m a gentleman and I insist on being treated like a gentleman. And so I am at your service. . . .”

“I’m miserable,” said Nadyezhda Fyodorovna beginning to cry, and to hide her tears she turned away.

“I’m miserable too,” said Kirilin, “but what of that?”

Kirilin was silent for a space, then he said distinctly and emphatically:

“I repeat, madam, that if you do not give me an interview this evening, I’ll make a scandal this very evening.”

“Let me off this evening,” said Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, and she did not recognise her own voice, it was so weak and pitiful.

“I must give you a lesson. . . . Excuse me for the roughness of my tone, but it’s necessary to give you a lesson. Yes, I regret to say I must give you a lesson. I insist on two interviews—to-day and to-morrow. After to-morrow you are perfectly free and can go wherever you like with any one you choose. To-day and to-morrow.”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna went up to her gate and stopped.

“Let me go,” she murmured, trembling all over and seeing nothing before her in the darkness but his white tunic. “You’re right: I’m a horrible woman. . . . I’m to blame, but let me go . . . I beg you.” She touched his cold hand and shuddered. “I beseech you. . . .”

“Alas!” sighed Kirilin, “alas! it’s not part of my plan to let you go; I only mean to give you a lesson and make you realise. And what’s more, madam, I’ve too little faith in women.”

“I’m miserable. . . .”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna listened to the even splash of the sea, looked at the sky studded with stars, and longed to make haste and end it all, and get away from the cursed sensation of life, with its sea, stars, men, fever.

“Only not in my home,” she said coldly. “Take me somewhere else.”

“Come to Muridov’s. That’s better.”

“Where’s that?”

“Near the old wall.”

She walked quickly along the street and then turned into the side-street that led towards the mountains. It was dark. There were pale streaks of light here and there on the pavement, from the lighted windows, and it seemed to her that, like a fly, she kept falling into the ink and crawling out into the light again. At one point he stumbled, almost fell down and burst out laughing.

“He’s drunk,” thought Nadyezhda Fyodorovna. “Never mind. . . . Never mind. . . . So be it.”

Atchmianov, too, soon took leave of the party and followed Nadyezhda Fyodorovna to ask her to go for a row. He went to her house and looked over the fence: the windows were wide open, there were no lights.

“Nadyezhda Fyodorovna!” he called.

A moment passed, he called again.

“Who’s there?” he heard Olga’s voice.

“Is Nadyezhda Fyodorovna at home?”

“No, she has not come in yet.”

“Strange . . . very strange,” thought Atchmianov, feeling very uneasy. “She went home. . . .”

He walked along the boulevard, then along the street, and glanced in at the windows of Sheshkovsky’s. Laevsky was sitting at the table without his coat on, looking attentively at his cards.

“Strange, strange,” muttered Atchmianov, and remembering Laevsky’s hysterics, he felt ashamed. “If she is not at home, where is she?”

He went to Nadyezhda Fyodorovna’s lodgings again, and looked at the dark windows.

“It’s a cheat, a cheat . . .” he thought, remembering that, meeting him at midday at Marya Konstantinovna’s, she had promised to go in a boat with him that evening.

The windows of the house where Kirilin lived were dark, and there was a policeman sitting asleep on a little bench at the gate. Everything was clear to Atchmianov when he looked at the windows and the policeman. He made up his mind to go home, and set off in that direction, but somehow found himself near Nadyezhda Fyodorovna’s lodgings again. He sat down on the bench near the gate and took off his hat, feeling that his head was burning with jealousy and resentment.

The clock in the town church only struck twice in the twenty-four hours—at midday and midnight. Soon after it struck midnight he heard hurried footsteps.

“To-morrow evening, then, again at Muridov’s,” Atchmianov heard, and he recognised Kirilin’s voice. “At eight o’clock; good-bye!”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna made her appearance near the garden. Without noticing that Atchmianov was sitting on the bench, she passed beside him like a shadow, opened the gate, and leaving it open, went into the house. In her own room she lighted the candle and quickly undressed, but instead of getting into bed, she sank on her knees before a chair, flung her arms round it, and rested her head on it.

It was past two when Laevsky came home.
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Having made up his mind to lie, not all at once but piecemeal, Laevsky went soon after one o’clock next day to Samoylenko to ask for the money that he might be sure to get off on Saturday. After his hysterical attack, which had added an acute feeling of shame to his depressed state of mind, it was unthinkable to remain in the town. If Samoylenko should insist on his conditions, he thought it would be possible to agree to them and take the money, and next day, just as he was starting, to say that Nadyezhda Fyodorovna refused to go. He would be able to persuade her that evening that the whole arrangement would be for her benefit. If Samoylenko, who was obviously under the influence of Von Koren, should refuse the money altogether or make fresh conditions, then he, Laevsky, would go off that very evening in a cargo vessel, or even in a sailing-boat, to Novy Athon or Novorossiisk, would send from there a humiliating telegram, and would stay there till his mother sent him the money for the journey.

When he went into Samoylenko’s, he found Von Koren in the drawing-room. The zoologist had just arrived for dinner, and, as usual, was turning over the album and scrutinising the gentlemen in top-hats and the ladies in caps.

“How very unlucky!” thought Laevsky, seeing him. “He may be in the way. Good-morning.”

“Good-morning,” answered Von Koren, without looking at him.

“Is Alexandr Daviditch at home?”

“Yes, in the kitchen.”

Laevsky went into the kitchen, but seeing from the door that Samoylenko was busy over the salad, he went back into the drawing-room and sat down. He always had a feeling of awkwardness in the zoologist’s presence, and now he was afraid there would be talk about his attack of hysterics. There was more than a minute of silence. Von Koren suddenly raised his eyes to Laevsky and asked:

“How do you feel after yesterday?”

“Very well indeed,” said Laevsky, flushing. “It really was nothing much. . . .”

“Until yesterday I thought it was only ladies who had hysterics, and so at first I thought you had St. Vitus’s dance.”

Laevsky smiled ingratiatingly, and thought:

“How indelicate on his part! He knows quite well how unpleasant it is for me. . . .”

“Yes, it was a ridiculous performance,” he said, still smiling. “I’ve been laughing over it the whole morning. What’s so curious in an attack of hysterics is that you know it is absurd, and are laughing at it in your heart, and at the same time you sob. In our neurotic age we are the slaves of our nerves; they are our masters and do as they like with us. Civilisation has done us a bad turn in that way. . . .”

As Laevsky talked, he felt it disagreeable that Von Koren listened to him gravely, and looked at him steadily and attentively as though studying him; and he was vexed with himself that in spite of his dislike of Von Koren, he could not banish the ingratiating smile from his face.

“I must admit, though,” he added, “that there were immediate causes for the attack, and quite sufficient ones too. My health has been terribly shaky of late. To which one must add boredom, constantly being hard up . . . the absence of people and general interests . . . . My position is worse than a governor’s.”

“Yes, your position is a hopeless one,” answered Von Koren.

These calm, cold words, implying something between a jeer and an uninvited prediction, offended Laevsky. He recalled the zoologist’s eyes the evening before, full of mockery and disgust. He was silent for a space and then asked, no longer smiling:

“How do you know anything of my position?”

“You were only just speaking of it yourself. Besides, your friends take such a warm interest in you, that I am hearing about you all day long.”

“What friends? Samoylenko, I suppose?”

“Yes, he too.”

“I would ask Alexandr Daviditch and my friends in general not to trouble so much about me.”

“Here is Samoylenko; you had better ask him not to trouble so much about you.”

“I don’t understand your tone,” Laevsky muttered, suddenly feeling as though he had only just realised that the zoologist hated and despised him, and was jeering at him, and was his bitterest and most inveterate enemy.

“Keep that tone for some one else,” he said softly, unable to speak aloud for the hatred with which his chest and throat were choking, as they had been the night before with laughter.

Samoylenko came in in his shirt-sleeves, crimson and perspiring from the stifling kitchen.

“Ah, you here?” he said. “Good-morning, my dear boy. Have you had dinner? Don’t stand on ceremony. Have you had dinner?”

“Alexandr Daviditch,” said Laevsky, standing up, “though I did appeal to you to help me in a private matter, it did not follow that I released you from the obligation of discretion and respect for other people’s private affairs.”

“What’s this?” asked Samoylenko, in astonishment.

“If you have no money,” Laevsky went on, raising his voice and shifting from one foot to the other in his excitement, “don’t give it; refuse it. But why spread abroad in every back street that my position is hopeless, and all the rest of it? I can’t endure such benevolence and friend’s assistance where there’s a shilling-worth of talk for a ha’p’orth of help! You can boast of your benevolence as much as you please, but no one has given you the right to gossip about my private affairs!”

“What private affairs?” asked Samoylenko, puzzled and beginning to be angry. “If you’ve come here to be abusive, you had better clear out. You can come again afterwards!”

He remembered the rule that when one is angry with one’s neighbour, one must begin to count a hundred, and one will grow calm again; and he began rapidly counting.

“I beg you not to trouble yourself about me,” Laevsky went on. “Don’t pay any attention to me, and whose business is it what I do and how I live? Yes, I want to go away. Yes, I get into debt, I drink, I am living with another man’s wife, I’m hysterical, I’m ordinary. I am not so profound as some people, but whose business is that? Respect other people’s privacy.”

“Excuse me, brother,” said Samoylenko, who had counted up to thirty-five, “but . . .”

“Respect other people’s individuality!” interrupted Laevsky. “This continual gossip about other people’s affairs, this sighing and groaning and everlasting prying, this eavesdropping, this friendly sympathy . . . damn it all! They lend me money and make conditions as though I were a schoolboy! I am treated as the devil knows what! I don’t want anything,” shouted Laevsky, staggering with excitement and afraid that it might end in another attack of hysterics. “I shan’t get away on Saturday, then,” flashed through his mind. “I want nothing. All I ask of you is to spare me your protecting care. I’m not a boy, and I’m not mad, and I beg you to leave off looking after me.”

The deacon came in, and seeing Laevsky pale and gesticulating, addressing his strange speech to the portrait of Prince Vorontsov, stood still by the door as though petrified.

“This continual prying into my soul,” Laevsky went on, “is insulting to my human dignity, and I beg these volunteer detectives to give up their spying! Enough!”

“What’s that . . . what did you say?” said Samoylenko, who had counted up to a hundred. He turned crimson and went up to Laevsky.

“It’s enough,” said Laevsky, breathing hard and snatching up his cap.

“I’m a Russian doctor, a nobleman by birth, and a civil councillor,” said Samoylenko emphatically. “I’ve never been a spy, and I allow no one to insult me!” he shouted in a breaking voice, emphasising the last word. “Hold your tongue!”

The deacon, who had never seen the doctor so majestic, so swelling with dignity, so crimson and so ferocious, shut his mouth, ran out into the entry and there exploded with laughter.

As though through a fog, Laevsky saw Von Koren get up and, putting his hands in his trouser-pockets, stand still in an attitude of expectancy, as though waiting to see what would happen. This calm attitude struck Laevsky as insolent and insulting to the last degree.

“Kindly take back your words,” shouted Samoylenko.

Laevsky, who did not by now remember what his words were, answered:

“Leave me alone! I ask for nothing. All I ask is that you and German upstarts of Jewish origin should let me alone! Or I shall take steps to make you! I will fight you!”

“Now we understand,” said Von Koren, coming from behind the table. “Mr. Laevsky wants to amuse himself with a duel before he goes away. I can give him that pleasure. Mr. Laevsky, I accept your challenge.”

“A challenge,” said Laevsky, in a low voice, going up to the zoologist and looking with hatred at his swarthy brow and curly hair. “A challenge? By all means! I hate you! I hate you!”

“Delighted. To-morrow morning early near Kerbalay’s. I leave all details to your taste. And now, clear out!”

“I hate you,” Laevsky said softly, breathing hard. “I have hated you a long while! A duel! Yes!”

“Get rid of him, Alexandr Daviditch, or else I’m going,” said Von Koren. “He’ll bite me.”

Von Koren’s cool tone calmed the doctor; he seemed suddenly to come to himself, to recover his reason; he put both arms round Laevsky’s waist, and, leading him away from the zoologist, muttered in a friendly voice that shook with emotion:

“My friends . . . dear, good . . . you’ve lost your tempers and that’s enough . . . and that’s enough, my friends.”

Hearing his soft, friendly voice, Laevsky felt that something unheard of, monstrous, had just happened to him, as though he had been nearly run over by a train; he almost burst into tears, waved his hand, and ran out of the room.

“To feel that one is hated, to expose oneself before the man who hates one, in the most pitiful, contemptible, helpless state. My God, how hard it is!” he thought a little while afterwards as he sat in the pavilion, feeling as though his body were scarred by the hatred of which he had just been the object.

“How coarse it is, my God!”

Cold water with brandy in it revived him. He vividly pictured Von Koren’s calm, haughty face; his eyes the day before, his shirt like a rug, his voice, his white hand; and heavy, passionate, hungry hatred rankled in his breast and clamoured for satisfaction. In his thoughts he felled Von Koren to the ground, and trampled him underfoot. He remembered to the minutest detail all that had happened, and wondered how he could have smiled ingratiatingly to that insignificant man, and how he could care for the opinion of wretched petty people whom nobody knew, living in a miserable little town which was not, it seemed, even on the map, and of which not one decent person in Petersburg had heard. If this wretched little town suddenly fell into ruins or caught fire, the telegram with the news would be read in Russia with no more interest than an advertisement of the sale of second-hand furniture. Whether he killed Von Koren next day or left him alive, it would be just the same, equally useless and uninteresting. Better to shoot him in the leg or hand, wound him, then laugh at him, and let him, like an insect with a broken leg lost in the grass—let him be lost with his obscure sufferings in the crowd of insignificant people like himself.

Laevsky went to Sheshkovsky, told him all about it, and asked him to be his second; then they both went to the superintendent of the postal telegraph department, and asked him, too, to be a second, and stayed to dinner with him. At dinner there was a great deal of joking and laughing. Laevsky made jests at his own expense, saying he hardly knew how to fire off a pistol, calling himself a royal archer and William Tell.

“We must give this gentleman a lesson . . .” he said.

After dinner they sat down to cards. Laevsky played, drank wine, and thought that duelling was stupid and senseless, as it did not decide the question but only complicated it, but that it was sometimes impossible to get on without it. In the given case, for instance, one could not, of course, bring an action against Von Koren. And this duel was so far good in that it made it impossible for Laevsky to remain in the town afterwards. He got a little drunk and interested in the game, and felt at ease.

But when the sun had set and it grew dark, he was possessed by a feeling of uneasiness. It was not fear at the thought of death, because while he was dining and playing cards, he had for some reason a confident belief that the duel would end in nothing; it was dread at the thought of something unknown which was to happen next morning for the first time in his life, and dread of the coming night. . . . He knew that the night would be long and sleepless, and that he would have to think not only of Von Koren and his hatred, but also of the mountain of lies which he had to get through, and which he had not strength or ability to dispense with. It was as though he had been taken suddenly ill; all at once he lost all interest in the cards and in people, grew restless, and began asking them to let him go home. He was eager to get into bed, to lie without moving, and to prepare his thoughts for the night. Sheshkovsky and the postal superintendent saw him home and went on to Von Koren’s to arrange about the duel.

Near his lodgings Laevsky met Atchmianov. The young man was breathless and excited.

“I am looking for you, Ivan Andreitch,” he said. “I beg you to come quickly. . . .”

“Where?”

“Some one wants to see you, some one you don’t know, about very important business; he earnestly begs you to come for a minute. He wants to speak to you of something. . . . For him it’s a question of life and death. . . .” In his excitement Atchmianov spoke in a strong Armenian accent.

“Who is it?” asked Laevsky.

“He asked me not to tell you his name.”

“Tell him I’m busy; to-morrow, if he likes. . . .”

“How can you!” Atchmianov was aghast. “He wants to tell you something very important for you . . . very important! If you don’t come, something dreadful will happen.”

“Strange . . .” muttered Laevsky, unable to understand why Atchmianov was so excited and what mysteries there could be in this dull, useless little town.

“Strange,” he repeated in hesitation. “Come along, though; I don’t care.”

Atchmianov walked rapidly on ahead and Laevsky followed him. They walked down a street, then turned into an alley.

“What a bore this is!” said Laevsky.

“One minute, one minute . . . it’s near.”

Near the old rampart they went down a narrow alley between two empty enclosures, then they came into a sort of large yard and went towards a small house.

“That’s Muridov’s, isn’t it?” asked Laevsky.

“Yes.”

“But why we’ve come by the back yards I don’t understand. We might have come by the street; it’s nearer. . . .”

“Never mind, never mind. . . .”

It struck Laevsky as strange, too, that Atchmianov led him to a back entrance, and motioned to him as though bidding him go quietly and hold his tongue.

“This way, this way . . .” said Atchmianov, cautiously opening the door and going into the passage on tiptoe. “Quietly, quietly, I beg you . . . they may hear.”

He listened, drew a deep breath and said in a whisper:

“Open that door, and go in . . . don’t be afraid.”

Laevsky, puzzled, opened the door and went into a room with a low ceiling and curtained windows.

There was a candle on the table.

“What do you want?” asked some one in the next room. “Is it you, Muridov?”

Laevsky turned into that room and saw Kirilin, and beside him Nadyezhda Fyodorovna.

He didn’t hear what was said to him; he staggered back, and did not know how he found himself in the street. His hatred for Von Koren and his uneasiness—all had vanished from his soul. As he went home he waved his right arm awkwardly and looked carefully at the ground under his feet, trying to step where it was smooth. At home in his study he walked backwards and forwards, rubbing his hands, and awkwardly shrugging his shoulders and neck, as though his jacket and shirt were too tight; then he lighted a candle and sat down to the table. . . .
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“The ‘humane studies’ of which you speak will only satisfy human thought when, as they advance, they meet the exact sciences and progress side by side with them. Whether they will meet under a new microscope, or in the monologues of a new Hamlet, or in a new religion, I do not know, but I expect the earth will be covered with a crust of ice before it comes to pass. Of all humane learning the most durable and living is, of course, the teaching of Christ; but look how differently even that is interpreted! Some teach that we must love all our neighbours but make an exception of soldiers, criminals, and lunatics. They allow the first to be killed in war, the second to be isolated or executed, and the third they forbid to marry. Other interpreters teach that we must love all our neighbours without exception, with no distinction of plus or minus. According to their teaching, if a consumptive or a murderer or an epileptic asks your daughter in marriage, you must let him have her. If crétins go to war against the physically and mentally healthy, don’t defend yourselves. This advocacy of love for love’s sake, like art for art’s sake, if it could have power, would bring mankind in the long run to complete extinction, and so would become the vastest crime that has ever been committed upon earth. There are very many interpretations, and since there are many of them, serious thought is not satisfied by any one of them, and hastens to add its own individual interpretation to the mass. For that reason you should never put a question on a philosophical or so-called Christian basis; by so doing you only remove the question further from solution.”

The deacon listened to the zoologist attentively, thought a little, and asked:

“Have the philosophers invented the moral law which is innate in every man, or did God create it together with the body?”

“I don’t know. But that law is so universal among all peoples and all ages that I fancy we ought to recognise it as organically connected with man. It is not invented, but exists and will exist. I don’t tell you that one day it will be seen under the microscope, but its organic connection is shown, indeed, by evidence: serious affections of the brain and all so-called mental diseases, to the best of my belief, show themselves first of all in the perversion of the moral law.”

“Good. So then, just as our stomach bids us eat, our moral sense bids us love our neighbours. Is that it? But our natural man through self-love opposes the voice of conscience and reason, and this gives rise to many brain-racking questions. To whom ought we to turn for the solution of those questions if you forbid us to put them on the philosophic basis?”

“Turn to what little exact science we have. Trust to evidence and the logic of facts. It is true it is but little, but, on the other hand, it is less fluid and shifting than philosophy. The moral law, let us suppose, demands that you love your neighbour. Well? Love ought to show itself in the removal of everything which in one way or another is injurious to men and threatens them with danger in the present or in the future. Our knowledge and the evidence tells us that the morally and physically abnormal are a menace to humanity. If so you must struggle against the abnormal; if you are not able to raise them to the normal standard you must have strength and ability to render them harmless—that is, to destroy them.”

“So love consists in the strong overcoming the weak.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“But you know the strong crucified our Lord Jesus Christ,” said the deacon hotly.

“The fact is that those who crucified Him were not the strong but the weak. Human culture weakens and strives to nullify the struggle for existence and natural selection; hence the rapid advancement of the weak and their predominance over the strong. Imagine that you succeeded in instilling into bees humanitarian ideas in their crude and elementary form. What would come of it? The drones who ought to be killed would remain alive, would devour the honey, would corrupt and stifle the bees, resulting in the predominance of the weak over the strong and the degeneration of the latter. The same process is taking place now with humanity; the weak are oppressing the strong. Among savages untouched by civilisation the strongest, cleverest, and most moral takes the lead; he is the chief and the master. But we civilised men have crucified Christ, and we go on crucifying Him, so there is something lacking in us. . . . And that something one ought to raise up in ourselves, or there will be no end to these errors.”

“But what criterion have you to distinguish the strong from the weak?”

“Knowledge and evidence. The tuberculous and the scrofulous are recognised by their diseases, and the insane and the immoral by their actions.”

“But mistakes may be made!”

“Yes, but it’s no use to be afraid of getting your feet wet when you are threatened with the deluge!”

“That’s philosophy,” laughed the deacon.

“Not a bit of it. You are so corrupted by your seminary philosophy that you want to see nothing but fog in everything. The abstract studies with which your youthful head is stuffed are called abstract just because they abstract your minds from what is obvious. Look the devil straight in the eye, and if he’s the devil, tell him he’s the devil, and don’t go calling to Kant or Hegel for explanations.”

The zoologist paused and went on:

“Twice two’s four, and a stone’s a stone. Here to-morrow we have a duel. You and I will say it’s stupid and absurd, that the duel is out of date, that there is no real difference between the aristocratic duel and the drunken brawl in the pot-house, and yet we shall not stop, we shall go there and fight. So there is some force stronger than our reasoning. We shout that war is plunder, robbery, atrocity, fratricide; we cannot look upon blood without fainting; but the French or the Germans have only to insult us for us to feel at once an exaltation of spirit; in the most genuine way we shout ‘Hurrah!’ and rush to attack the foe. You will invoke the blessing of God on our weapons, and our valour will arouse universal and general enthusiasm. Again it follows that there is a force, if not higher, at any rate stronger, than us and our philosophy. We can no more stop it than that cloud which is moving upwards over the sea. Don’t be hypocritical, don’t make a long nose at it on the sly; and don’t say, ‘Ah, old-fashioned, stupid! Ah, it’s inconsistent with Scripture!’ but look it straight in the face, recognise its rational lawfulness, and when, for instance, it wants to destroy a rotten, scrofulous, corrupt race, don’t hinder it with your pilules and misunderstood quotations from the Gospel. Leskov has a story of a conscientious Danila who found a leper outside the town, and fed and warmed him in the name of love and of Christ. If that Danila had really loved humanity, he would have dragged the leper as far as possible from the town, and would have flung him in a pit, and would have gone to save the healthy. Christ, I hope, taught us a rational, intelligent, practical love.”

“What a fellow you are!” laughed the deacon. “You don’t believe in Christ. Why do you mention His name so often?”

“Yes, I do believe in Him. Only, of course, in my own way, not in yours. Oh, deacon, deacon!” laughed the zoologist; he put his arm round the deacon’s waist, and said gaily: “Well? Are you coming with us to the duel to-morrow?”

“My orders don’t allow it, or else I should come.”

“What do you mean by ‘orders’?”

“I have been consecrated. I am in a state of grace.”

“Oh, deacon, deacon,” repeated Von Koren, laughing, “I love talking to you.”

“You say you have faith,” said the deacon. “What sort of faith is it? Why, I have an uncle, a priest, and he believes so that when in time of drought he goes out into the fields to pray for rain, he takes his umbrella and leather overcoat for fear of getting wet through on his way home. That’s faith! When he speaks of Christ, his face is full of radiance, and all the peasants, men and women, weep floods of tears. He would stop that cloud and put all those forces you talk about to flight. Yes . . . faith moves mountains.”

The deacon laughed and slapped the zoologist on the shoulder.

“Yes . . .” he went on; “here you are teaching all the time, fathoming the depths of the ocean, dividing the weak and the strong, writing books and challenging to duels—and everything remains as it is; but, behold! some feeble old man will mutter just one word with a holy spirit, or a new Mahomet, with a sword, will gallop from Arabia, and everything will be topsy-turvy, and in Europe not one stone will be left standing upon another.”

“Well, deacon, that’s on the knees of the gods.”

“Faith without works is dead, but works without faith are worse still—mere waste of time and nothing more.”

The doctor came into sight on the sea-front. He saw the deacon and the zoologist, and went up to them.

“I believe everything is ready,” he said, breathing hard. “Govorovsky and Boyko will be the seconds. They will start at five o’clock in the morning. How it has clouded over,” he said, looking at the sky. “One can see nothing; there will be rain directly.”

“I hope you are coming with us?” said the zoologist.

“No, God preserve me; I’m worried enough as it is. Ustimovitch is going instead of me. I’ve spoken to him already.”

Far over the sea was a flash of lightning, followed by a hollow roll of thunder.

“How stifling it is before a storm!” said Von Koren. “I bet you’ve been to Laevsky already and have been weeping on his bosom.”

“Why should I go to him?” answered the doctor in confusion. “What next?”

Before sunset he had walked several times along the boulevard and the street in the hope of meeting Laevsky. He was ashamed of his hastiness and the sudden outburst of friendliness which had followed it. He wanted to apologise to Laevsky in a joking tone, to give him a good talking to, to soothe him and to tell him that the duel was a survival of mediæval barbarism, but that Providence itself had brought them to the duel as a means of reconciliation; that the next day, both being splendid and highly intelligent people, they would, after exchanging shots, appreciate each other’s noble qualities and would become friends. But he could not come across Laevsky.

“What should I go and see him for?” repeated Samoylenko. “I did not insult him; he insulted me. Tell me, please, why he attacked me. What harm had I done him? I go into the drawing-room, and, all of a sudden, without the least provocation: ‘Spy!’ There’s a nice thing! Tell me, how did it begin? What did you say to him?”

“I told him his position was hopeless. And I was right. It is only honest men or scoundrels who can find an escape from any position, but one who wants to be at the same time an honest man and a scoundrel —it is a hopeless position. But it’s eleven o’clock, gentlemen, and we have to be up early to-morrow.”

There was a sudden gust of wind; it blew up the dust on the sea-front, whirled it round in eddies, with a howl that drowned the roar of the sea.

“A squall,” said the deacon. “We must go in, our eyes are getting full of dust.”

As they went, Samoylenko sighed and, holding his hat, said:

“I suppose I shan’t sleep to-night.”

“Don’t you agitate yourself,” laughed the zoologist. “You can set your mind at rest; the duel will end in nothing. Laevsky will magnanimously fire into the air—he can do nothing else; and I daresay I shall not fire at all. To be arrested and lose my time on Laevsky’s account—the game’s not worth the candle. By the way, what is the punishment for duelling?”

“Arrest, and in the case of the death of your opponent a maximum of three years’ imprisonment in the fortress.”

“The fortress of St. Peter and St. Paul?”

“No, in a military fortress, I believe.”

“Though this fine gentleman ought to have a lesson!”

Behind them on the sea, there was a flash of lightning, which for an instant lighted up the roofs of the houses and the mountains. The friends parted near the boulevard. When the doctor disappeared in the darkness and his steps had died away, Von Koren shouted to him:

“I only hope the weather won’t interfere with us to-morrow!”

“Very likely it will! Please God it may!”

“Good-night!”

“What about the night? What do you say?”

In the roar of the wind and the sea and the crashes of thunder, it was difficult to hear.

“It’s nothing,” shouted the zoologist, and hurried home.
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             “Upon my mind, weighed down with woe, 

              Crowd thoughts, a heavy multitude:

              In silence memory unfolds

              Her long, long scroll before my eyes.

              Loathing and shuddering I curse

              And bitterly lament in vain,

              And bitter though the tears I weep

              I do not wash those lines away.”

 

                                      PUSHKIN.

 

Whether they killed him next morning, or mocked at him—that is, left him his life—he was ruined, anyway. Whether this disgraced woman killed herself in her shame and despair, or dragged on her pitiful existence, she was ruined anyway.

So thought Laevsky as he sat at the table late in the evening, still rubbing his hands. The windows suddenly blew open with a bang; a violent gust of wind burst into the room, and the papers fluttered from the table. Laevsky closed the windows and bent down to pick up the papers. He was aware of something new in his body, a sort of awkwardness he had not felt before, and his movements were strange to him. He moved timidly, jerking with his elbows and shrugging his shoulders; and when he sat down to the table again, he again began rubbing his hands. His body had lost its suppleness.

On the eve of death one ought to write to one’s nearest relation. Laevsky thought of this. He took a pen and wrote with a tremulous hand:

“Mother!”

He wanted to write to beg his mother, for the sake of the merciful God in whom she believed, that she would give shelter and bring a little warmth and kindness into the life of the unhappy woman who, by his doing, had been disgraced and was in solitude, poverty, and weakness, that she would forgive and forget everything, everything, everything, and by her sacrifice atone to some extent for her son’s terrible sin. But he remembered how his mother, a stout, heavily-built old woman in a lace cap, used to go out into the garden in the morning, followed by her companion with the lap-dog; how she used to shout in a peremptory way to the gardener and the servants, and how proud and haughty her face was—he remembered all this and scratched out the word he had written.

There was a vivid flash of lightning at all three windows, and it was followed by a prolonged, deafening roll of thunder, beginning with a hollow rumble and ending with a crash so violent that all the window-panes rattled. Laevsky got up, went to the window, and pressed his forehead against the pane. There was a fierce, magnificent storm. On the horizon lightning-flashes were flung in white streams from the storm-clouds into the sea, lighting up the high, dark waves over the far-away expanse. And to right and to left, and, no doubt, over the house too, the lightning flashed.

“The storm!” whispered Laevsky; he had a longing to pray to some one or to something, if only to the lightning or the storm-clouds. “Dear storm!”

He remembered how as a boy he used to run out into the garden without a hat on when there was a storm, and how two fair-haired girls with blue eyes used to run after him, and how they got wet through with the rain; they laughed with delight, but when there was a loud peal of thunder, the girls used to nestle up to the boy confidingly, while he crossed himself and made haste to repeat: “Holy, holy, holy. . . .” Oh, where had they vanished to! In what sea were they drowned, those dawning days of pure, fair life? He had no fear of the storm, no love of nature now; he had no God. All the confiding girls he had ever known had by now been ruined by him and those like him. All his life he had not planted one tree in his own garden, nor grown one blade of grass; and living among the living, he had not saved one fly; he had done nothing but destroy and ruin, and lie, lie. . . .

“What in my past was not vice?” he asked himself, trying to clutch at some bright memory as a man falling down a precipice clutches at the bushes.

School? The university? But that was a sham. He had neglected his work and forgotten what he had learnt. The service of his country? That, too, was a sham, for he did nothing in the Service, took a salary for doing nothing, and it was an abominable swindling of the State for which one was not punished.

He had no craving for truth, and had not sought it; spellbound by vice and lying, his conscience had slept or been silent. Like a stranger, like an alien from another planet, he had taken no part in the common life of men, had been indifferent to their sufferings, their ideas, their religion, their sciences, their strivings, and their struggles. He had not said one good word, not written one line that was not useless and vulgar; he had not done his fellows one ha’p’orth of service, but had eaten their bread, drunk their wine, seduced their wives, lived on their thoughts, and to justify his contemptible, parasitic life in their eyes and in his own, he had always tried to assume an air of being higher and better than they. Lies, lies, lies. . . .

He vividly remembered what he had seen that evening at Muridov’s, and he was in an insufferable anguish of loathing and misery. Kirilin and Atchmianov were loathsome, but they were only continuing what he had begun; they were his accomplices and his disciples. This young weak woman had trusted him more than a brother, and he had deprived her of her husband, of her friends and of her country, and had brought her here—to the heat, to fever, and to boredom; and from day to day she was bound to reflect, like a mirror, his idleness, his viciousness and falsity—and that was all she had had to fill her weak, listless, pitiable life. Then he had grown sick of her, had begun to hate her, but had not had the pluck to abandon her, and he had tried to entangle her more and more closely in a web of lies. . . . These men had done the rest.

Laevsky sat at the table, then got up and went to the window; at one minute he put out the candle and then he lighted it again. He cursed himself aloud, wept and wailed, and asked forgiveness; several times he ran to the table in despair, and wrote:

“Mother!”

Except his mother, he had no relations or near friends; but how could his mother help him? And where was she? He had an impulse to run to Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, to fall at her feet, to kiss her hands and feet, to beg her forgiveness; but she was his victim, and he was afraid of her as though she were dead.

“My life is ruined,” he repeated, rubbing his hands. “Why am I still alive, my God! . . .”

He had cast out of heaven his dim star; it had fallen, and its track was lost in the darkness of night. It would never return to the sky again, because life was given only once and never came a second time. If he could have turned back the days and years of the past, he would have replaced the falsity with truth, the idleness with work, the boredom with happiness; he would have given back purity to those whom he had robbed of it. He would have found God and goodness, but that was as impossible as to put back the fallen star into the sky, and because it was impossible he was in despair.

When the storm was over, he sat by the open window and thought calmly of what was before him. Von Koren would most likely kill him. The man’s clear, cold theory of life justified the destruction of the rotten and the useless; if it changed at the crucial moment, it would be the hatred and the repugnance that Laevsky inspired in him that would save him. If he missed his aim or, in mockery of his hated opponent, only wounded him, or fired in the air, what could he do then? Where could he go?

“Go to Petersburg?” Laevsky asked himself. But that would mean beginning over again the old life which he cursed. And the man who seeks salvation in change of place like a migrating bird would find nothing anywhere, for all the world is alike to him. Seek salvation in men? In whom and how? Samoylenko’s kindness and generosity could no more save him than the deacon’s laughter or Von Koren’s hatred. He must look for salvation in himself alone, and if there were no finding it, why waste time? He must kill himself, that was all. . . .

He heard the sound of a carriage. It was getting light. The carriage passed by, turned, and crunching on the wet sand, stopped near the house. There were two men in the carriage.

“Wait a minute; I’m coming directly,” Laevsky said to them out of the window. “I’m not asleep. Surely it’s not time yet?”

“Yes, it’s four o’clock. By the time we get there . . . .”

Laevsky put on his overcoat and cap, put some cigarettes in his pocket, and stood still hesitating. He felt as though there was something else he must do. In the street the seconds talked in low voices and the horses snorted, and this sound in the damp, early morning, when everybody was asleep and light was hardly dawning in the sky, filled Laevsky’s soul with a disconsolate feeling which was like a presentiment of evil. He stood for a little, hesitating, and went into the bedroom.

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna was lying stretched out on the bed, wrapped from head to foot in a rug. She did not stir, and her whole appearance, especially her head, suggested an Egyptian mummy. Looking at her in silence, Laevsky mentally asked her forgiveness, and thought that if the heavens were not empty and there really were a God, then He would save her; if there were no God, then she had better perish—there was nothing for her to live for.

All at once she jumped up, and sat up in bed. Lifting her pale face and looking with horror at Laevsky, she asked:

“Is it you? Is the storm over?”

“Yes.”

She remembered; put both hands to her head and shuddered all over.

“How miserable I am!” she said. “If only you knew how miserable I am! I expected,” she went on, half closing her eyes, “that you would kill me or turn me out of the house into the rain and storm, but you delay . . . delay . . .”

Warmly and impulsively he put his arms round her and covered her knees and hands with kisses. Then when she muttered something and shuddered with the thought of the past, he stroked her hair, and looking into her face, realised that this unhappy, sinful woman was the one creature near and dear to him, whom no one could replace.

When he went out of the house and got into the carriage he wanted to return home alive.
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The deacon got up, dressed, took his thick, gnarled stick and slipped quietly out of the house. It was dark, and for the first minute when he went into the street, he could not even see his white stick. There was not a single star in the sky, and it looked as though there would be rain again. There was a smell of wet sand and sea.

“It’s to be hoped that the mountaineers won’t attack us,” thought the deacon, hearing the tap of the stick on the pavement, and noticing how loud and lonely the taps sounded in the stillness of the night.

When he got out of town, he began to see both the road and his stick. Here and there in the black sky there were dark cloudy patches, and soon a star peeped out and timidly blinked its one eye. The deacon walked along the high rocky coast and did not see the sea; it was slumbering below, and its unseen waves broke languidly and heavily on the shore, as though sighing “Ouf!” and how slowly! One wave broke—the deacon had time to count eight steps; then another broke, and six steps; later a third. As before, nothing could be seen, and in the darkness one could hear the languid, drowsy drone of the sea. One could hear the infinitely faraway, inconceivable time when God moved above chaos.

The deacon felt uncanny. He hoped God would not punish him for keeping company with infidels, and even going to look at their duels. The duel would be nonsensical, bloodless, absurd, but however that might be, it was a heathen spectacle, and it was altogether unseemly for an ecclesiastical person to be present at it. He stopped and wondered—should he go back? But an intense, restless curiosity triumphed over his doubts, and he went on.

“Though they are infidels they are good people, and will be saved,” he assured himself. “They are sure to be saved,” he said aloud, lighting a cigarette.

By what standard must one measure men’s qualities, to judge rightly of them? The deacon remembered his enemy, the inspector of the clerical school, who believed in God, lived in chastity, and did not fight duels; but he used to feed the deacon on bread with sand in it, and on one occasion almost pulled off the deacon’s ear. If human life was so artlessly constructed that every one respected this cruel and dishonest inspector who stole the Government flour, and his health and salvation were prayed for in the schools, was it just to shun such men as Von Koren and Laevsky, simply because they were unbelievers? The deacon was weighing this question, but he recalled how absurd Samoylenko had looked yesterday, and that broke the thread of his ideas. What fun they would have next day! The deacon imagined how he would sit under a bush and look on, and when Von Koren began boasting next day at dinner, he, the deacon, would begin laughing and telling him all the details of the duel.

“How do you know all about it?” the zoologist would ask.

“Well, there you are! I stayed at home, but I know all about it.”

It would be nice to write a comic description of the duel. His father-in-law would read it and laugh. A good story, told or written, was more than meat and drink to his father-in-law.

The valley of the Yellow River opened before him. The stream was broader and fiercer for the rain, and instead of murmuring as before, it was raging. It began to get light. The grey, dingy morning, and the clouds racing towards the west to overtake the storm-clouds, the mountains girt with mist, and the wet trees, all struck the deacon as ugly and sinister. He washed at the brook, repeated his morning prayer, and felt a longing for tea and hot rolls, with sour cream, which were served every morning at his father-in-law’s. He remembered his wife and the “Days past Recall,” which she played on the piano. What sort of woman was she? His wife had been introduced, betrothed, and married to him all in one week: he had lived with her less than a month when he was ordered here, so that he had not had time to find out what she was like. All the same, he rather missed her.

“I must write her a nice letter . . .” he thought. The flag on the duhan hung limp, soaked by the rain, and the duhan itself with its wet roof seemed darker and lower than it had been before. Near the door was standing a cart; Kerbalay, with two mountaineers and a young Tatar woman in trousers—no doubt Kerbalay’s wife or daughter—were bringing sacks of something out of the duhan, and putting them on maize straw in the cart.

Near the cart stood a pair of asses hanging their heads. When they had put in all the sacks, the mountaineers and the Tatar woman began covering them over with straw, while Kerbalay began hurriedly harnessing the asses.

“Smuggling, perhaps,” thought the deacon.

Here was the fallen tree with the dried pine-needles, here was the blackened patch from the fire. He remembered the picnic and all its incidents, the fire, the singing of the mountaineers, his sweet dreams of becoming a bishop, and of the Church procession. . . . The Black River had grown blacker and broader with the rain. The deacon walked cautiously over the narrow bridge, which by now was reached by the topmost crests of the dirty water, and went up through the little copse to the drying-shed.

“A splendid head,” he thought, stretching himself on the straw, and thinking of Von Koren. “A fine head—God grant him health; only there is cruelty in him. . . .”

Why did he hate Laevsky and Laevsky hate him? Why were they going to fight a duel? If from their childhood they had known poverty as the deacon had; if they had been brought up among ignorant, hard-hearted, grasping, coarse and ill-mannered people who grudged you a crust of bread, who spat on the floor and hiccoughed at dinner and at prayers; if they had not been spoilt from childhood by the pleasant surroundings and the select circle of friends they lived in—how they would have rushed at each other, how readily they would have overlooked each other’s shortcomings and would have prized each other’s strong points! Why, how few even outwardly decent people there were in the world! It was true that Laevsky was flighty, dissipated, queer, but he did not steal, did not spit loudly on the floor; he did not abuse his wife and say, “You’ll eat till you burst, but you don’t want to work;” he would not beat a child with reins, or give his servants stinking meat to eat— surely this was reason enough to be indulgent to him? Besides, he was the chief sufferer from his failings, like a sick man from his sores. Instead of being led by boredom and some sort of misunderstanding to look for degeneracy, extinction, heredity, and other such incomprehensible things in each other, would they not do better to stoop a little lower and turn their hatred and anger where whole streets resounded with moanings from coarse ignorance, greed, scolding, impurity, swearing, the shrieks of women. . . .

The sound of a carriage interrupted the deacon’s thoughts. He glanced out of the door and saw a carriage and in it three persons: Laevsky, Sheshkovsky, and the superintendent of the post-office.

“Stop!” said Sheshkovsky.

All three got out of the carriage and looked at one another.

“They are not here yet,” said Sheshkovsky, shaking the mud off. “Well? Till the show begins, let us go and find a suitable spot; there’s not room to turn round here.”

They went further up the river and soon vanished from sight. The Tatar driver sat in the carriage with his head resting on his shoulder and fell asleep. After waiting ten minutes the deacon came out of the drying-shed, and taking off his black hat that he might not be noticed, he began threading his way among the bushes and strips of maize along the bank, crouching and looking about him. The grass and maize were wet, and big drops fell on his head from the trees and bushes. “Disgraceful!” he muttered, picking up his wet and muddy skirt. “Had I realised it, I would not have come.”

Soon he heard voices and caught sight of them. Laevsky was walking rapidly to and fro in the small glade with bowed back and hands thrust in his sleeves; his seconds were standing at the water’s edge, rolling cigarettes.

“Strange,” thought the deacon, not recognising Laevsky’s walk; “he looks like an old man. . . .”

“How rude it is of them!” said the superintendent of the post-office, looking at his watch. “It may be learned manners to be late, but to my thinking it’s hoggish.”

Sheshkovsky, a stout man with a black beard, listened and said:

“They’re coming!”
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“It’s the first time in my life I’ve seen it! How glorious!” said Von Koren, pointing to the glade and stretching out his hands to the east. “Look: green rays!”

In the east behind the mountains rose two green streaks of light, and it really was beautiful. The sun was rising.

“Good-morning!” the zoologist went on, nodding to Laevsky’s seconds. “I’m not late, am I?”

He was followed by his seconds, Boyko and Govorovsky, two very young officers of the same height, wearing white tunics, and Ustimovitch, the thin, unsociable doctor; in one hand he had a bag of some sort, and in the other hand, as usual, a cane which he held behind him. Laying the bag on the ground and greeting no one, he put the other hand, too, behind his back and began pacing up and down the glade.

Laevsky felt the exhaustion and awkwardness of a man who is soon perhaps to die, and is for that reason an object of general attention. He wanted to be killed as soon as possible or taken home. He saw the sunrise now for the first time in his life; the early morning, the green rays of light, the dampness, and the men in wet boots, seemed to him to have nothing to do with his life, to be superfluous and embarrassing. All this had no connection with the night he had been through, with his thoughts and his feeling of guilt, and so he would have gladly gone away without waiting for the duel.

Von Koren was noticeably excited and tried to conceal it, pretending that he was more interested in the green light than anything. The seconds were confused, and looked at one another as though wondering why they were here and what they were to do.

“I imagine, gentlemen, there is no need for us to go further,” said Sheshkovsky. “This place will do.”

“Yes, of course,” Von Koren agreed.

A silence followed. Ustimovitch, pacing to and fro, suddenly turned sharply to Laevsky and said in a low voice, breathing into his face:

“They have very likely not told you my terms yet. Each side is to pay me fifteen roubles, and in the case of the death of one party, the survivor is to pay thirty.”

Laevsky was already acquainted with the man, but now for the first time he had a distinct view of his lustreless eyes, his stiff moustaches, and wasted, consumptive neck; he was a money-grubber, not a doctor; his breath had an unpleasant smell of beef.

“What people there are in the world!” thought Laevsky, and answered: “Very good.”

The doctor nodded and began pacing to and fro again, and it was evident he did not need the money at all, but simply asked for it from hatred. Every one felt it was time to begin, or to end what had been begun, but instead of beginning or ending, they stood about, moved to and fro and smoked. The young officers, who were present at a duel for the first time in their lives, and even now hardly believed in this civilian and, to their thinking, unnecessary duel, looked critically at their tunics and stroked their sleeves. Sheshkovsky went up to them and said softly: “Gentlemen, we must use every effort to prevent this duel; they ought to be reconciled.”

He flushed crimson and added:

“Kirilin was at my rooms last night complaining that Laevsky had found him with Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, and all that sort of thing.”

“Yes, we know that too,” said Boyko.

“Well, you see, then . . . Laevsky’s hands are trembling and all that sort of thing . . . he can scarcely hold a pistol now. To fight with him is as inhuman as to fight a man who is drunk or who has typhoid. If a reconciliation cannot be arranged, we ought to put off the duel, gentlemen, or something. . . . It’s such a sickening business, I can’t bear to see it.”

“Talk to Von Koren.”

“I don’t know the rules of duelling, damnation take them, and I don’t want to either; perhaps he’ll imagine Laevsky funks it and has sent me to him, but he can think what he likes—I’ll speak to him.”

Sheshkovsky hesitatingly walked up to Von Koren with a slight limp, as though his leg had gone to sleep; and as he went towards him, clearing his throat, his whole figure was a picture of indolence.

“There’s something I must say to you, sir,” he began, carefully scrutinising the flowers on the zoologist’s shirt. “It’s confidential. I don’t know the rules of duelling, damnation take them, and I don’t want to, and I look on the matter not as a second and that sort of thing, but as a man, and that’s all about it.”

“Yes. Well?”

“When seconds suggest reconciliation they are usually not listened to; it is looked upon as a formality. Amour propre and all that. But I humbly beg you to look carefully at Ivan Andreitch. He’s not in a normal state, so to speak, to-day—not in his right mind, and a pitiable object. He has had a misfortune. I can’t endure gossip. . . .”

Sheshkovsky flushed crimson and looked round.

“But in view of the duel, I think it necessary to inform you, Laevsky found his madam last night at Muridov’s with . . . another gentleman.”

“How disgusting!” muttered the zoologist; he turned pale, frowned, and spat loudly. “Tfoo!”

His lower lip quivered, he walked away from Sheshkovsky, unwilling to hear more, and as though he had accidentally tasted something bitter, spat loudly again, and for the first time that morning looked with hatred at Laevsky. His excitement and awkwardness passed off; he tossed his head and said aloud:

“Gentlemen, what are we waiting for, I should like to know? Why don’t we begin?”

Sheshkovsky glanced at the officers and shrugged his shoulders.

“Gentlemen,” he said aloud, addressing no one in particular. “Gentlemen, we propose that you should be reconciled.”

“Let us make haste and get the formalities over,” said Von Koren. “Reconciliation has been discussed already. What is the next formality? Make haste, gentlemen, time won’t wait for us.”

“But we insist on reconciliation all the same,” said Sheshkovsky in a guilty voice, as a man compelled to interfere in another man’s business; he flushed, laid his hand on his heart, and went on: “Gentlemen, we see no grounds for associating the offence with the duel. There’s nothing in common between duelling and offences against one another of which we are sometimes guilty through human weakness. You are university men and men of culture, and no doubt you see in the duel nothing but a foolish and out-of-date formality, and all that sort of thing. That’s how we look at it ourselves, or we shouldn’t have come, for we cannot allow that in our presence men should fire at one another, and all that.” Sheshkovsky wiped the perspiration off his face and went on: “Make an end to your misunderstanding, gentlemen; shake hands, and let us go home and drink to peace. Upon my honour, gentlemen!”

Von Koren did not speak. Laevsky, seeing that they were looking at him, said:

“I have nothing against Nikolay Vassilitch; if he considers I’m to blame, I’m ready to apologise to him.”

Von Koren was offended.

“It is evident, gentlemen,” he said, “you want Mr. Laevsky to return home a magnanimous and chivalrous figure, but I cannot give you and him that satisfaction. And there was no need to get up early and drive eight miles out of town simply to drink to peace, to have breakfast, and to explain to me that the duel is an out-of-date formality. A duel is a duel, and there is no need to make it more false and stupid than it is in reality. I want to fight!”

A silence followed. Boyko took a pair of pistols out of a box; one was given to Von Koren and one to Laevsky, and then there followed a difficulty which afforded a brief amusement to the zoologist and the seconds. It appeared that of all the people present not one had ever in his life been at a duel, and no one knew precisely how they ought to stand, and what the seconds ought to say and do. But then Boyko remembered and began, with a smile, to explain.

“Gentlemen, who remembers the description in Lermontov?” asked Von Koren, laughing. “In Turgenev, too, Bazarov had a duel with some one. . . .”

“There’s no need to remember,” said Ustimovitch impatiently. “Measure the distance, that’s all.”

And he took three steps as though to show how to measure it. Boyko counted out the steps while his companion drew his sabre and scratched the earth at the extreme points to mark the barrier. In complete silence the opponents took their places.

“Moles,” the deacon thought, sitting in the bushes.

Sheshkovsky said something, Boyko explained something again, but Laevsky did not hear—or rather heard, but did not understand. He cocked his pistol when the time came to do so, and raised the cold, heavy weapon with the barrel upwards. He forgot to unbutton his overcoat, and it felt very tight over his shoulder and under his arm, and his arm rose as awkwardly as though the sleeve had been cut out of tin. He remembered the hatred he had felt the night before for the swarthy brow and curly hair, and felt that even yesterday at the moment of intense hatred and anger he could not have shot a man. Fearing that the bullet might somehow hit Von Koren by accident, he raised the pistol higher and higher, and felt that this too obvious magnanimity was indelicate and anything but magnanimous, but he did not know how else to do and could do nothing else. Looking at the pale, ironically smiling face of Von Koren, who evidently had been convinced from the beginning that his opponent would fire in the air, Laevsky thought that, thank God, everything would be over directly, and all that he had to do was to press the trigger rather hard. . . .

He felt a violent shock on the shoulder; there was the sound of a shot and an answering echo in the mountains: ping-ting!

Von Koren cocked his pistol and looked at Ustimovitch, who was pacing as before with his hands behind his back, taking no notice of any one.

“Doctor,” said the zoologist, “be so good as not to move to and fro like a pendulum. You make me dizzy.”

The doctor stood still. Von Koren began to take aim at Laevsky.

“It’s all over!” thought Laevsky.

The barrel of the pistol aimed straight at his face, the expression of hatred and contempt in Von Koren’s attitude and whole figure, and the murder just about to be committed by a decent man in broad daylight, in the presence of decent men, and the stillness and the unknown force that compelled Laevsky to stand still and not to run —how mysterious it all was, how incomprehensible and terrible!

The moment while Von Koren was taking aim seemed to Laevsky longer than a night: he glanced imploringly at the seconds; they were pale and did not stir.

“Make haste and fire,” thought Laevsky, and felt that his pale, quivering, and pitiful face must arouse even greater hatred in Von Koren.

“I’ll kill him directly,” thought Von Koren, aiming at his forehead, with his finger already on the catch. “Yes, of course I’ll kill him.”

“He’ll kill him!” A despairing shout was suddenly heard somewhere very close at hand.

A shot rang out at once. Seeing that Laevsky remained standing where he was and did not fall, they all looked in the direction from which the shout had come, and saw the deacon. With pale face and wet hair sticking to his forehead and his cheeks, wet through and muddy, he was standing in the maize on the further bank, smiling rather queerly and waving his wet hat. Sheshkovsky laughed with joy, burst into tears, and moved away. . . .
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A little while afterwards, Von Koren and the deacon met near the little bridge. The deacon was excited; he breathed hard, and avoided looking in people’s faces. He felt ashamed both of his terror and his muddy, wet garments.

“I thought you meant to kill him . . .” he muttered. “How contrary to human nature it is! How utterly unnatural it is!”

“But how did you come here?” asked the zoologist.

“Don’t ask,” said the deacon, waving his hand. “The evil one tempted me, saying: ‘Go, go. . . .’ So I went and almost died of fright in the maize. But now, thank God, thank God. . . . I am awfully pleased with you,” muttered the deacon. “Old Grandad Tarantula will be glad . . . . It’s funny, it’s too funny! Only I beg of you most earnestly don’t tell anybody I was there, or I may get into hot water with the authorities. They will say: ‘The deacon was a second.’”

“Gentlemen,” said Von Koren, “the deacon asks you not to tell any one you’ve seen him here. He might get into trouble.”

“How contrary to human nature it is!” sighed the deacon. “Excuse my saying so, but your face was so dreadful that I thought you were going to kill him.”

“I was very much tempted to put an end to that scoundrel,” said Von Koren, “but you shouted close by, and I missed my aim. The whole procedure is revolting to any one who is not used to it, and it has exhausted me, deacon. I feel awfully tired. Come along. . . .”

“No, you must let me walk back. I must get dry, for I am wet and cold.”

“Well, as you like,” said the zoologist, in a weary tone, feeling dispirited, and, getting into the carriage, he closed his eyes. “As you like. . . .”

While they were moving about the carriages and taking their seats, Kerbalay stood in the road, and, laying his hands on his stomach, he bowed low, showing his teeth; he imagined that the gentry had come to enjoy the beauties of nature and drink tea, and could not understand why they were getting into the carriages. The party set off in complete silence and only the deacon was left by the duhan.

“Come to the duhan, drink tea,” he said to Kerbalay. “Me wants to eat.”

Kerbalay spoke good Russian, but the deacon imagined that the Tatar would understand him better if he talked to him in broken Russian. “Cook omelette, give cheese. . . .”

“Come, come, father,” said Kerbalay, bowing. “I’ll give you everything . . . . I’ve cheese and wine. . . . Eat what you like.”

“What is ‘God’ in Tatar?” asked the deacon, going into the duhan.

“Your God and my God are the same,” said Kerbalay, not understanding him. “God is the same for all men, only men are different. Some are Russian, some are Turks, some are English—there are many sorts of men, but God is one.”

“Very good. If all men worship the same God, why do you Mohammedans look upon Christians as your everlasting enemies?”

“Why are you angry?” said Kerbalay, laying both hands on his stomach. “You are a priest; I am a Mussulman: you say, ‘I want to eat’—I give it you. . . . Only the rich man distinguishes your God from my God; for the poor man it is all the same. If you please, it is ready.”

While this theological conversation was taking place at the duhan, Laevsky was driving home thinking how dreadful it had been driving there at daybreak, when the roads, the rocks, and the mountains were wet and dark, and the uncertain future seemed like a terrible abyss, of which one could not see the bottom; while now the raindrops hanging on the grass and on the stones were sparkling in the sun like diamonds, nature was smiling joyfully, and the terrible future was left behind. He looked at Sheshkovsky’s sullen, tear-stained face, and at the two carriages ahead of them in which Von Koren, his seconds, and the doctor were sitting, and it seemed to him as though they were all coming back from a graveyard in which a wearisome, insufferable man who was a burden to others had just been buried.

“Everything is over,” he thought of his past, cautiously touching his neck with his fingers.

On the right side of his neck was a small swelling, of the length and breadth of his little finger, and he felt a pain, as though some one had passed a hot iron over his neck. The bullet had bruised it.

Afterwards, when he got home, a strange, long, sweet day began for him, misty as forgetfulness. Like a man released from prison or from hospital, he stared at the long-familiar objects and wondered that the tables, the windows, the chairs, the light, and the sea stirred in him a keen, childish delight such as he had not known for long, long years. Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, pale and haggard, could not understand his gentle voice and strange movements; she made haste to tell him everything that had happened to her. . . . It seemed to her that very likely he scarcely heard and did not understand her, and that if he did know everything he would curse her and kill her, but he listened to her, stroked her face and hair, looked into her eyes and said:

“I have nobody but you. . . .”

Then they sat a long while in the garden, huddled close together, saying nothing, or dreaming aloud of their happy life in the future, in brief, broken sentences, while it seemed to him that he had never spoken at such length or so eloquently.

 

 

XXI

 

More than three months had passed.

The day came that Von Koren had fixed on for his departure. A cold, heavy rain had been falling from early morning, a north-east wind was blowing, and the waves were high on the sea. It was said that the steamer would hardly be able to come into the harbour in such weather. By the time-table it should have arrived at ten o’clock in the morning, but Von Koren, who had gone on to the sea-front at midday and again after dinner, could see nothing through the field-glass but grey waves and rain covering the horizon.

Towards the end of the day the rain ceased and the wind began to drop perceptibly. Von Koren had already made up his mind that he would not be able to get off that day, and had settled down to play chess with Samoylenko; but after dark the orderly announced that there were lights on the sea and that a rocket had been seen.

Von Koren made haste. He put his satchel over his shoulder, and kissed Samoylenko and the deacon. Though there was not the slightest necessity, he went through the rooms again, said good-bye to the orderly and the cook, and went out into the street, feeling that he had left something behind, either at the doctor’s or his lodging. In the street he walked beside Samoylenko, behind them came the deacon with a box, and last of all the orderly with two portmanteaus. Only Samoylenko and the orderly could distinguish the dim lights on the sea. The others gazed into the darkness and saw nothing. The steamer had stopped a long way from the coast.

“Make haste, make haste,” Von Koren hurried them. “I am afraid it will set off.”

As they passed the little house with three windows, into which Laevsky had moved soon after the duel, Von Koren could not resist peeping in at the window. Laevsky was sitting, writing, bent over the table, with his back to the window.

“I wonder at him!” said the zoologist softly. “What a screw he has put on himself!”

“Yes, one may well wonder,” said Samoylenko. “He sits from morning till night, he’s always at work. He works to pay off his debts. And he lives, brother, worse than a beggar!”

Half a minute of silence followed. The zoologist, the doctor, and the deacon stood at the window and went on looking at Laevsky.

“So he didn’t get away from here, poor fellow,” said Samoylenko. “Do you remember how hard he tried?”

“Yes, he has put a screw on himself,” Von Koren repeated. “His marriage, the way he works all day long for his daily bread, a new expression in his face, and even in his walk—it’s all so extraordinary that I don’t know what to call it.”

The zoologist took Samoylenko’s sleeve and went on with emotion in his voice:

“You tell him and his wife that when I went away I was full of admiration for them and wished them all happiness . . . and I beg him, if he can, not to remember evil against me. He knows me. He knows that if I could have foreseen this change, then I might have become his best friend.”

“Go in and say good-bye to him.”

“No, that wouldn’t do.”

“Why? God knows, perhaps you’ll never see him again.”

The zoologist reflected, and said:

“That’s true.”

Samoylenko tapped softly at the window. Laevsky started and looked round.

“Vanya, Nikolay Vassilitch wants to say goodbye to you,” said Samoylenko. “He is just going away.”

Laevsky got up from the table, and went into the passage to open the door. Samoylenko, the zoologist, and the deacon went into the house.

“I can only come for one minute,” began the zoologist, taking off his goloshes in the passage, and already wishing he had not given way to his feelings and come in, uninvited. “It is as though I were forcing myself on him,” he thought, “and that’s stupid.”

“Forgive me for disturbing you,” he said as he went into the room with Laevsky, “but I’m just going away, and I had an impulse to see you. God knows whether we shall ever meet again.”

“I am very glad to see you. . . . Please come in,” said Laevsky, and he awkwardly set chairs for his visitors as though he wanted to bar their way, and stood in the middle of the room, rubbing his hands.

“I should have done better to have left my audience in the street,” thought Von Koren, and he said firmly: “Don’t remember evil against me, Ivan Andreitch. To forget the past is, of course, impossible —it is too painful, and I’ve not come here to apologise or to declare that I was not to blame. I acted sincerely, and I have not changed my convictions since then. . . . It is true that I see, to my great delight, that I was mistaken in regard to you, but it’s easy to make a false step even on a smooth road, and, in fact, it’s the natural human lot: if one is not mistaken in the main, one is mistaken in the details. Nobody knows the real truth.”

“No, no one knows the truth,” said Laevsky.

“Well, good-bye. . . . God give you all happiness.”

Von Koren gave Laevsky his hand; the latter took it and bowed.

“Don’t remember evil against me,” said Von Koren. “Give my greetings to your wife, and say I am very sorry not to say good-bye to her.”

“She is at home.”

Laevsky went to the door of the next room, and said:

“Nadya, Nikolay Vassilitch wants to say goodbye to you.”

Nadyezhda Fyodorovna came in; she stopped near the doorway and looked shyly at the visitors. There was a look of guilt and dismay on her face, and she held her hands like a schoolgirl receiving a scolding.

“I’m just going away, Nadyezhda Fyodorovna,” said Von Koren, “and have come to say good-bye.”

She held out her hand uncertainly, while Laevsky bowed.

“What pitiful figures they are, though!” thought Von Koren. “The life they are living does not come easy to them. I shall be in Moscow and Petersburg; can I send you anything?” he asked.

“Oh!” said Nadyezhda Fyodorovna, and she looked anxiously at her husband. “I don’t think there’s anything. . . .”

“No, nothing . . .” said Laevsky, rubbing his hands. “Our greetings.”

Von Koren did not know what he could or ought to say, though as he went in he thought he would say a very great deal that would be warm and good and important. He shook hands with Laevsky and his wife in silence, and left them with a depressed feeling.

“What people!” said the deacon in a low voice, as he walked behind them. “My God, what people! Of a truth, the right hand of God has planted this vine! Lord! Lord! One man vanquishes thousands and another tens of thousands. Nikolay Vassilitch,” he said ecstatically, “let me tell you that to-day you have conquered the greatest of man’s enemies—pride.”

“Hush, deacon! Fine conquerors we are! Conquerors ought to look like eagles, while he’s a pitiful figure, timid, crushed; he bows like a Chinese idol, and I, I am sad. . . .”

They heard steps behind them. It was Laevsky, hurrying after them to see him off. The orderly was standing on the quay with the two portmanteaus, and at a little distance stood four boatmen.

“There is a wind, though. . . . Brrr!” said Samoylenko. “There must be a pretty stiff storm on the sea now! You are not going off at a nice time, Koyla.”

“I’m not afraid of sea-sickness.”

“That’s not the point. . . . I only hope these rascals won’t upset you. You ought to have crossed in the agent’s sloop. Where’s the agent’s sloop?” he shouted to the boatmen.

“It has gone, Your Excellency.”

“And the Customs-house boat?”

“That’s gone, too.”

“Why didn’t you let us know,” said Samoylenko angrily. “You dolts!”

“It’s all the same, don’t worry yourself . . .” said Von Koren. “Well, good-bye. God keep you.”

Samoylenko embraced Von Koren and made the sign of the cross over him three times.

“Don’t forget us, Kolya. . . . Write. . . . We shall look out for you next spring.”

“Good-bye, deacon,” said Von Koren, shaking hands with the deacon. “Thank you for your company and for your pleasant conversation. Think about the expedition.”

“Oh Lord, yes! to the ends of the earth,” laughed the deacon. “I’ve nothing against it.”

Von Koren recognised Laevsky in the darkness, and held out his hand without speaking. The boatmen were by now below, holding the boat, which was beating against the piles, though the breakwater screened it from the breakers. Von Koren went down the ladder, jumped into the boat, and sat at the helm.

“Write!” Samoylenko shouted to him. “Take care of yourself.”

“No one knows the real truth,” thought Laevsky, turning up the collar of his coat and thrusting his hands into his sleeves.

The boat turned briskly out of the harbour into the open sea. It vanished in the waves, but at once from a deep hollow glided up onto a high breaker, so that they could distinguish the men and even the oars. The boat moved three yards forward and was sucked two yards back.

“Write!” shouted Samoylenko; “it’s devilish weather for you to go in.”

“Yes, no one knows the real truth . . .” thought Laevsky, looking wearily at the dark, restless sea.

“It flings the boat back,” he thought; “she makes two steps forward and one step back; but the boatmen are stubborn, they work the oars unceasingly, and are not afraid of the high waves. The boat goes on and on. Now she is out of sight, but in half an hour the boatmen will see the steamer lights distinctly, and within an hour they will be by the steamer ladder. So it is in life. . . . In the search for truth man makes two steps forward and one step back. Suffering, mistakes, and weariness of life thrust them back, but the thirst for truth and stubborn will drive them on and on. And who knows? Perhaps they will reach the real truth at last.”

“Go—o—od—by—e,” shouted Samoylenko.

“There’s no sight or sound of them,” said the deacon. “Good luck on the journey!”

It began to spot with rain.

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

 

6. AN ANONYMOUS STORY

 

I

 

THROUGH causes which it is not the time to go into in detail, I had to enter the service of a Petersburg official called Orlov, in the capacity of a footman. He was about five and thirty, and was called Georgy Ivanitch.

I entered this Orlov's service on account of his father, a prominent political man, whom I looked upon as a serious enemy of my cause. I reckoned that, living with the son, I should – from the conversations I should hear, and from the letters and papers I should find on the table – learn every detail of the father's plans and intentions.

 

As a rule at eleven o'clock in the morning the electric bell rang in my footman's quarters to let me know that my master was awake. When I went into the bedroom with his polished shoes and brushed clothes, Georgy Ivanitch would be sitting in his bed with a face that looked, not drowsy, but rather exhausted by sleep, and he would gaze off in one direction without any sign of satisfaction at having waked. I helped him to dress, and he let me do it with an air of reluctance without speaking or noticing my presence; then with his head wet with washing, smelling of fresh scent, he used to go into the dining-room to drink his coffee. He used to sit at the table, sipping his coffee and glancing through the newspapers, while the maid Polya and I stood respectfully at the door gazing at him. Two grown-up persons had to stand watching with the gravest attention a third drinking coffee and munching rusks. It was probably ludicrous and grotesque, but I saw nothing humiliating in having to stand near the door, though I was quite as well born and well educated as Orlov himself.

 

I was in the first stage of consumption, and was suffering from something else, possibly even more serious than consumption. I don't know whether it was the effect of my illness or of an incipient change in my philosophy of life of which I was not conscious at the time, but I was, day by day, more possessed by a passionate, irritating longing for ordinary everyday life. I yearned for mental tranquillity, health, fresh air, good food. I was becoming a dreamer, and, like a dreamer, I did not know exactly what I wanted. Sometimes I felt inclined to go into a monastery, to sit there for days together by the window and gaze at the trees and the fields; sometimes I fancied I would buy fifteen acres of land and settle down as a country gentleman; sometimes I inwardly vowed to take up science and become a professor at some provincial university. I was a retired navy lieutenant; I dreamed of the sea, of our squadron, and of the corvette in which I had made the cruise round the world. I longed to experience again the indescribable feeling when, walking in the tropical forest or looking at the sunset in the Bay of Bengal, one is thrilled with ecstasy and at the same time homesick. I dreamed of mountains, women, music, and, with the curiosity of a child, I looked into people's faces, listened to their voices. And when I stood at the door and watched Orlov sipping his coffee, I felt not a footman, but a man interested in everything in the world, even in Orlov.

 

In appearance Orlov was a typical Petersburger, with narrow shoulders, a long waist, sunken temples, eyes of an indefinite colour, and scanty, dingy-coloured hair, beard and moustaches. His face had a stale, unpleasant look, though it was studiously cared for. It was particularly unpleasant when he was asleep or lost in thought. It is not worth while describing a quite ordinary appearance; besides, Petersburg is not Spain, and a man's appearance is not of much consequence even in love affairs, and is only of value to a handsome footman or coachman. I have spoken of Orlov's face and hair only because there was something in his appearance worth mentioning. When Orlov took a newspaper or book, whatever it might be, or met people, whoever they be, an ironical smile began to come into his eyes, and his whole countenance assumed an expression of light mockery in which there was no malice. Before reading or hearing anything he always had his irony in readiness, as a savage has his shield. It was an habitual irony, like some old liquor brewed years ago, and now it came into his face probably without any participation of his will, as it were by reflex action. But of that later.

 

Soon after midday he took his portfolio, full of papers, and drove to his office. He dined away from home and returned after eight o'clock. I used to light the lamp and candles in his study, and he would sit down in a low chair with his legs stretched out on another chair, and, reclining in that position, would begin reading. Almost every day he brought in new books with him or received parcels of them from the shops, and there were heaps of books in three languages, to say nothing of Russian, which he had read and thrown away, in the corners of my room and under my bed. He read with extraordinary rapidity. They say: "Tell me what you read, and I'll tell you who you are." That may be true, but it was absolutely impossible to judge of Orlov by what he read. It was a regular hotchpotch. Philosophy, French novels, political economy, finance, new poets, and publications of the firm Posrednik1

 — and he read it all with the same rapidity and with the same ironical expression in his eyes.

 

After ten o'clock he carefully dressed, often in evening dress, very rarely in his Kammer-Junker's uniform, and went out, returning in the morning.

 

Our relations were quiet and peaceful, and we never had any misunderstanding. As a rule he did not notice my presence, and when he talked to me there was no expression of irony on his face – he evidently did not look upon me as a human being.

 

I only once saw him angry. One day – it was a week after I had entered his service – he came back from some dinner at nine o'clock; his face looked ill-humoured and exhausted. When I followed him into his study to light the candles, he said to me:

 

"There's a nasty smell in the flat."

 

"No, the air is fresh," I answered.

 

"I tell you, there's a bad smell," he answered irritably.

 

"I open the movable panes every day."

 

"Don't argue, blockhead!" he shouted.

 

I was offended, and was on the point of answering, and goodness knows how it would have ended if Polya, who knew her master better than I did, had not intervened.

 

"There really is a disagreeable smell," she said, raising her eyebrows. "What can it be from? Stepan, open the pane in the drawing-room, and light the fire."

 

With much bustle and many exclamations, she went through all the rooms, rustling her skirts and squeezing the sprayer with a hissing sound. And Orlov was still out of humour; he was obviously restraining himself not to vent his ill-temper aloud. He was sitting at the table and rapidly writing a letter. After writing a few lines he snorted angrily and tore it up, then he began writing again.

 

"Damn them all!" he muttered. "They expect me to have an abnormal memory!"

 

At last the letter was written; he got up from the table and said, turning to me:

 

"Go to Znamensky Street and deliver this letter to Zinaida Fyodorovna Krasnovsky in person. But first ask the porter whether her husband – that is, Mr. Krasnovsky – has returned yet. If he has returned, don't deliver the letter, but come back. Wait a minute! . . . If she asks whether I have any one here, tell her that there have been two gentlemen here since eight o'clock, writing something."

 

I drove to Znamensky Street. The porter told me that Mr. Krasnovsky had not yet come in, and I made my way up to the third storey. The door was opened by a tall, stout, drab-coloured flunkey with black whiskers, who in a sleepy, churlish, and apathetic voice, such as only flunkeys use in addressing other flunkeys, asked me what I wanted. Before I had time to answer, a lady dressed in black came hurriedly into the hall. She screwed up her eyes and looked at me.

 

"Is Zinaida Fyodorovna at home?" I asked.

 

"That is me," said the lady.

 

"A letter from Georgy Ivanitch."

 

She tore the letter open impatiently, and holding it in both hands, so that I saw her sparkling diamond rings, she began reading. I made out a pale face with soft lines, a prominent chin, and long dark lashes. From her appearance I should not have judged the lady to be more than five and twenty.

 

"Give him my thanks and my greetings," she said when she had finished the letter. "Is there any one with Georgy Ivanitch?" she asked softly, joyfully, and as though ashamed of her mistrust.

 

"Two gentlemen," I answered. "They're writing something."

 

"Give him my greetings and thanks," she repeated, bending her head sideways, and, reading the letter as she walked, she went noiselessly out. I saw few women at that time, and this lady of whom I had a passing glimpse made an impression on me. As I walked home I recalled her face and the delicate fragrance about her, and fell to dreaming. By the time I got home Orlov had gone out.

 

 

II

 

And so my relations with my employer were quiet and peaceful, but still the unclean and degrading element which I so dreaded on becoming a footman was conspicuous and made itself felt every day. I did not get on with Polya. She was a well-fed and pampered hussy who adored Orlov because he was a gentleman and despised me because I was a footman. Probably, from the point of view of a real flunkey or cook, she was fascinating, with her red cheeks, her turned-up nose, her coquettish glances, and the plumpness, one might almost say fatness, of her person. She powdered her face, coloured her lips and eyebrows, laced herself in, and wore a bustle, and a bangle made of coins. She walked with little ripping steps; as she walked she swayed, or, as they say, wriggled her shoulders and back. The rustle of her skirts, the creaking of her stays, the jingle her bangle and the vulgar smell of lip salve, toilet vinegar, and scent stolen from her master, aroused me whilst I was doing the rooms with her in the morning a sensation as though I were taking part with her in some abomination.

 

Either because I did not steal as she did, or because I displayed no desire to become her lover, which she probably looked upon as an insult, or perhaps because she felt that I was a man of a different order, she hated me from the first day. My inexperience, my appearance – so unlike a flunkey – and my illness, seemed to her pitiful and excited her disgust. I had a bad cough at that time, and sometimes at night I prevented her from sleeping, as our rooms were only divided by a wooden partition, and every morning she said to me:

 

"Again you didn't let me sleep. You ought to be in hospital instead of in service."

 

She so genuinely believed that I was hardly a human being, but something infinitely below her, that, like the Roman matrons who were not ashamed to bathe before their slaves, she sometimes went about in my presence in nothing but her chemise.

 

Once when I was in a happy, dreamy mood, I asked her at dinner (we had soup and roast meat sent in from a restaurant every day)

 

"Polya, do you believe in God?"

"Why, of course!"

"Then," I went on, "you believe there will be a day of judgment, and that we shall have to answer to God for every evil action?"

 

She gave me no reply, but simply made a contemptuous grimace, and, looking that time at her cold eyes and over-fed expression, I realised that for her complete and finished personality no God, no conscience, no laws existed, and that if I had had to set fire to the house, to murder or to rob, I could not have hired a better accomplice.

 

In my novel surroundings I felt very uncomfortable for the first week at Orlov's before I got used to being addressed as "thou," and being constantly obliged to tell lies (saying "My master is not at home" when he was). In my flunkey's swallow-tail I felt as though I were in armour. But I grew accustomed to it in time. Like a genuine footman, I waited at table, tidied the rooms, ran and drove about on errands of all sorts. When Orlov did not want to keep an appointment with Zinaida Fyodorovna, or when he forgot that he had promised to go and see her, I drove to Znamensky Street, put a letter into her hands and told a lie. And the result of it all was quite different from what I had expected when I became a footman. Every day of this new life of mine was wasted for me and my cause, as Orlov never spoke of his father, nor did his visitors, and all I could learn of the statesman's doings was, as before, what I could glean from the newspapers or from correspondence with my comrades. The hundreds of notes and papers I used to find in the study and read had not the remotest connection with what I was looking for. Orlov was absolutely uninterested in his father's political work, and looked as though he had never heard of it, or as though his father had long been dead.

 

 

III

 

Every Thursday we had visitors.

 

I ordered a piece of roast beef from the restaurant and telephoned to Eliseyev's to send us caviare, cheese, oysters, and so on. I bought playing-cards. Polya was busy all day getting ready the tea-things and the dinner service. To tell the truth, this spurt of activity came as a pleasant change in our idle life, and Thursdays were for us the most interesting days.

 

Only three visitors used to come. The most important and perhaps the most interesting was the one called Pekarsky – a tall, lean man of five and forty, with a long hooked nose, with a big black beard, and a bald patch on his head. His eyes were large and prominent, and his expression was grave and thoughtful like that of a Greek philosopher. He was on the board of management of some railway, and also had some post in a bank; he was a consulting lawyer in some important Government institution, and had business relations with a large number of private persons as a trustee, chairman of committees, and so on. He was of quite a low grade in the service, and modestly spoke of himself as a lawyer, but he had a vast influence. A note or card from him was enough to make a celebrated doctor, a director of a railway, or a great dignitary see any one without waiting; and it was said that through his protection one might obtain even a post of the Fourth Class, and get any sort of unpleasant business hushed up. He was looked upon as a very intelligent man, but his was a strange, peculiar intelligence. He was able to multiply 213 by 373 in his head instantaneously, or turn English pounds into German marks without help of pencil or paper; he understood finance and railway business thoroughly, and the machinery of Russian administration had no secrets for him; he was a most skilful pleader in civil suits, and it was not easy to get the better of him at law. But that exceptional intelligence could not grasp many things which are understood even by some stupid people. For instance, he was absolutely unable to understand why people are depressed, why they weep, shoot themselves, and even kill others; why they fret about things that do not affect them personally, and why they laugh when they read Gogol or Shtchedrin. . . . Everything abstract, everything belonging to the domain of thought and feeling, was to him boring and incomprehensible, like music to one who has no ear. He looked at people simply from the business point of view, and divided them into competent and incompetent. No other classification existed for him. Honesty and rectitude were only signs of competence. Drinking, gambling, and debauchery were permissible, but must not be allowed to interfere with business. Believing in God was rather stupid, but religion ought be safeguarded, as the common people must have some principle to restrain them, otherwise they would not work. Punishment is only necessary as deterrent. There was no need to go away for holidays, as it was just as nice in town. And so on. He was a widower and had no children, but lived on a large scale, as though he had a family, and paid thousand roubles a year for his flat.

 

The second visitor, Kukushkin, an actual civil councillor though a young man, was short, and was conspicuous for his extremely unpleasant appearance, which was due to the disproportion between his fat, puffy body and his lean little face. His lips were puckered up suavely, and his little trimmed moustaches looked as though they had been fixed on with glue. He was a man with the manners of a lizard. He did not walk, but, as it were, crept along with tiny steps, squirming and sniggering, and when he laughed he showed his teeth. He was a clerk on special commissions, and did nothing, though he received a good salary, especially in the summer, when special and lucrative jobs were found for him. He was a man of personal ambition, not only to the marrow of his bones, but more fundamentally – to the last drop of his blood; but even in his ambitions he was petty and did not rely on himself, but was building his career on the chance favour flung him by his superiors. For the sake of obtaining some foreign decoration, or for the sake of having his name mentioned in the newspapers as having been present at some special service in the company of other great personages, he was ready to submit to any kind of humiliation, to beg, to flatter, to promise. He flattered Orlov and Pekarsky from cowardice, because he thought they were powerful; he flattered Polya and me because we were in the service of a powerful man. Whenever I took off his fur coat he tittered and asked me: "Stepan, are you married?" and then unseemly vulgarities followed – by way of showing me special attention. Kukushkin flattered Orlov's weaknesses, humoured his corrupted and blasé ways; to please him he affected malicious raillery and atheism, in his company criticised persons before whom in other places he would slavishly grovel. When at supper they talked of love and women, he pretended to be a subtle and perverse voluptuary. As a rule, one may say, Petersburg rakes are fond of talking of their abnormal tastes. Some young actual civil councillor is perfectly satisfied with the embraces of his cook or of some unhappy street-walker on the Nevsky Prospect, but to listen to him you would think he was contaminated by all the vices of East and West combined, that he was an honorary member of a dozen iniquitous secret societies and was already marked by the police. Kukushkin lied about himself in an unconscionable way, and they did not exactly disbelieve him, but paid little heed to his incredible stories.

 

The third guest was Gruzin, the son of a worthy and learned general; a man of Orlov's age, with long hair, short-sighted eyes, and gold spectacles. I remember his long white fingers, that looked like a pianist's; and, indeed, there was something of a musician, of a virtuoso, about his whole figure. The first violins in orchestras look just like that. He used to cough, suffered from migraine, and seemed invalidish and delicate. Probably at home he was dressed and undressed like a baby. He had finished at the College of Jurisprudence, and had at first served in the Department of Justice, then he was transferred to the Senate; he left that, and through patronage had received a post in the Department of Crown Estates, and had soon afterwards given that up. In my time he was serving in Orlov's department; he was his head-clerk, but he said that he should soon exchange into the Department of Justice again. He took his duties and his shifting about from one post to another with exceptional levity, and when people talked before him seriously of grades in the service, decorations, salaries, he smiled good-naturedly and repeated Prutkov's aphorism: "It's only in the Government service you learn the truth." He had a little wife with a wrinkled face, who was very jealous of him, and five weedy-looking children. He was unfaithful to his wife, he was only fond of his children when he saw them, and on the whole was rather indifferent to his family, and made fun of them. He and his family existed on credit, borrowing wherever they could at every opportunity, even from his superiors in the office and porters in people's houses. His was a flabby nature; he was so lazy that he did not care what became of himself, and drifted along heedless where or why he was going. He went where he was taken. If he was taken to some low haunt, he went; if wine was set before him, he drank – if it were not put before him, he abstained; if wives were abused in his presence, he abused his wife, declaring she had ruined his life – when wives were praised, he praised his and said quite sincerely: "I am very fond of her, poor thing!" He had no fur coat and always wore a rug which smelt of the nursery. When at supper he rolled balls of bread and drank a great deal of red wine, absorbed in thought, strange to say, I used to feel almost certain that there was something in him of which perhaps he had a vague sense, though in the bustle and vulgarity of his daily life he had not time to understand and appreciate it. He played a little on the piano. Sometimes he would sit down at the piano, play a chord or two, and begin singing softly:

 

"What does the coming day bring to me?"

 

But at once, as though afraid, he would get up and walk from the piano.

The visitors usually arrived about ten o'clock. They played cards in Orlov's study, and Polya and I handed them tea. It was only on these occasions that I could gauge the full sweetness of a flunkey's life. Standing for four or five hours at the door, watching that no one's glass should be empty, changing the ash-trays, running to the table to pick up the chalk or a card when it was dropped, and, above all, standing, waiting, being attentive without venturing to speak, to cough, to smile – is harder, I assure you, is harder than the hardest of field labour. I have stood on watch at sea for four hours at a stretch on stormy winter nights, and to my thinking it is an infinitely easier duty.

 

They used to play cards till two, sometimes till three o'clock at night, and then, stretching, they would go into the dining-room to supper, or, as Orlov said, for a snack of something. At supper there was conversation. It usually began by Orlov's speaking with laughing eyes of some acquaintance, of some book he had lately been reading, of a new appointment or Government scheme. Kukushkin, always ingratiating, would fall into his tone, and what followed was to me, in my mood at that time, a revolting exhibition. The irony of Orlov and his friends knew no bounds, and spared no one and nothing. If they spoke of religion, it was with irony; they spoke of philosophy, of the significance and object of life – irony again, if any one began about the peasantry, it was with irony.

 

There is in Petersburg a species of men whose specialty it is to jeer at every aspect of life; they cannot even pass by a starving man or a suicide without saying something vulgar. But Orlov and his friends did not jeer or make jokes, they talked ironically. They used to say that there was no God, and personality was completely lost at death; the immortals only existed in the French Academy. Real good did not and could not possibly exist, as its existence was conditional upon human perfection, which was a logical absurdity. Russia was a country as poor and dull as Persia. The intellectual class was hopeless; in Pekarsky's opinion the overwhelming majority in it were incompetent persons, good for nothing. The people were drunken, lazy, thievish, and degenerate. We had no science, our literature was uncouth, our commerce rested on swindling – "No selling without cheating." And everything was in that style, and everything was a subject for laughter.

 

Towards the end of supper the wine made them more good-humoured, and they passed to more lively conversation. They laughed over Gruzin's family life, over Kukushkin's conquests, or at Pekarsky, who had, they said, in his account book one page headed Charity and another Physiological Necessities. They said that no wife was faithful; that there was no wife from whom one could not, with practice, obtain caresses without leaving her drawing-room while her husband was sitting in his study close by; that girls in their teens were perverted and knew everything. Orlov had preserved a letter of a schoolgirl of fourteen: on her way home from school she had "hooked an officer on the Nevsky," who had, it appears, taken her home with him, and had only let her go late in the evening; and she hastened to write about this to her school friend to share her joy with her. They maintained that there was not and never had been such a thing as moral purity, and that evidently it was unnecessary; mankind had so far done very well without it. The harm done by so-called vice was undoubtedly exaggerated. Vices which are punished by our legal code had not prevented Diogenes from being a philosopher and a teacher. Cesar and Cicero were profligates and at the same time great men. Cato in his old age married a young girl, and yet he was regarded as a great ascetic and a pillar of morality.

 

At three or four o'clock the party broke up or they went off together out of town, or to Officers' Street, to the house of a certain Varvara Ossipovna, while I retired to my quarters, and was kept awake a long while by coughing and headache.

 

 

IV

 

Three weeks after I entered Orlov's service – it was Sunday morning, I remember – somebody rang the bell. It was not yet eleven, and Orlov was still asleep. I went to open the door. You can imagine my astonishment when I found a lady in a veil standing at the door on the landing.

 

"Is Georgy Ivanitch up?" she asked.

 

From her voice I recognised Zinaida Fyodorovna, to whom I had taken letters in Znamensky Street. I don't remember whether I had time or self-possession to answer her – I was taken aback at seeing her. And, indeed, she did not need my answer. In a flash she had darted by me, and, filling the hall with the fragrance of her perfume, which I remember to this day, she went on, and her footsteps died away. For at least half an hour afterwards I heard nothing. But again some one rang. This time it was a smartly dressed girl, who looked like a maid in a wealthy family, accompanied by our house porter. Both were out of breath, carrying two trunks and a dress-basket.

 

"These are for Zinaida Fyodorovna," said the girl.

 

And she went down without saying another word. All this was mysterious, and made Polya, who had a deep admiration for the pranks of her betters, smile slyly to herself; she looked as though she would like to say, "So that's what we're up to," and she walked about the whole time on tiptoe. At last we heard footsteps; Zinaida Fyodorovna came quickly into the hall, and seeing me at the door of my room, said:

 

"Stepan, take Georgy Ivanitch his things."

 

When I went in to Orlov with his clothes and his boots, he was sitting on the bed with his feet on the bearskin rug. There was an air of embarrassment about his whole figure. He did not notice me, and my menial opinion did not interest him; he was evidently perturbed and embarrassed before himself, before his inner eye. He dressed, washed, and used his combs and brushes silently and deliberately, as though allowing himself time to think over his position and to reflect, and even from his back one could see he was troubled and dissatisfied with himself.

 

They drank coffee together. Zinaida Fyodorovna poured out coffee for herself and for Orlov, then she put her elbows on the table and laughed.

 

"I still can't believe it," she said. "When one has been a long while on one's travels and reaches a hotel at last, it's difficult to believe that one hasn't to go on. It is pleasant to breathe freely."

With the expression of a child who very much wants to be mischievous, she sighed with relief and laughed again.

"You will excuse me," said Orlov, nodding towards the coffee. "Reading at breakfast is a habit I can't get over. But I can do two things at once – read and listen."

"Read away. . . . You shall keep your habits and your freedom. But why do you look so solemn? Are you always like that in the morning, or is it only to-day? Aren't you glad?"

"Yes, I am. But I must own I am a little overwhelmed."

"Why? You had plenty of time to prepare yourself for my descent upon you. I've been threatening to come every day."

"Yes, but I didn't expect you to carry out your threat to-day."

"I didn't expect it myself, but that's all the better. It's all the better, my dear. It's best to have an aching tooth out and have done with it."

"Yes, of course."

"Oh, my dear," she said, closing her eyes, "all is well that ends well; but before this happy ending, what suffering there has been! My laughing means nothing; I am glad, I am happy, but I feel more like crying than laughing. Yesterday I had to fight a regular battle," she went on in French. "God alone knows how wretched I was. But I laugh because I can't believe in it. I keep fancying that my sitting here drinking coffee with you is not real, but a dream."

 

Then, still speaking French, she described how she had broken with her husband the day before and her eyes were alternately full of tears and of laughter while she gazed with rapture at Orlov. She told him her husband had long suspected her, but had avoided explanations; they had frequent quarrels, and usually at the most heated moment he would suddenly subside into silence and depart to his study for fear that in his exasperation he might give utterance to his suspicions or she might herself begin to speak openly. And she had felt guilty, worthless, incapable of taking a bold and serious step, and that had made her hate herself and her husband more every day, and she had suffered the torments of hell. But the day before, when during a quarrel he had cried out in a tearful voice, "My God, when will it end?" and had walked off to his study, she had run after him like a cat after a mouse, and, preventing him from shutting the door, she had cried that she hated him with her whole soul. Then he let her come into the study and she had told him everything, had confessed that she loved some one else, that that some one else was her real, most lawful husband, and that she thought it her true duty to go away to him that very day, whatever might happen, if she were to be shot for it.

 

"There's a very romantic streak in you," Orlov interrupted, keeping his eyes fixed on the newspaper.

 

She laughed and went on talking without touching her coffee. Her cheeks glowed and she was a little embarrassed by it, and she looked in confusion at Polya and me. From what she went on to say I learnt that her husband had answered her with threats, reproaches, and finally tears, and that it would have been more accurate to say that she, and not he, had been the attacking party.

 

"Yes, my dear, so long as I was worked up, everything went all right," she told Orlov; "but as night came on, my spirits sank. You don't believe in God, George, but I do believe a little, and I fear retribution. God requires of us patience, magnanimity, self-sacrifice, and here I am refusing to be patient and want to remodel my life to suit myself. Is that right? What if from the point of view of God it's wrong? At two o'clock in the night my husband came to me and said: 'You dare not go away. I'll fetch you back through the police and make a scandal.' And soon afterwards I saw him like a shadow at my door. 'Have mercy on me! Your elopement may injure me in the service. Those words had a coarse effect upon me and made me feel stiff all over. I felt as though the retribution were beginning already; I began crying and trembling with terror. I felt as though the ceiling would fall upon me, that I should be dragged off to the police-station at once, that you would grow cold to me – all sorts of things, in fact! I thought I would go into a nunnery or become a nurse, and give up all thought of happiness, but then I remembered that you loved me, and that I had no right to dispose of myself without your knowledge; and everything in my mind was in a tangle – I was in despair and did not know what to do or think. But the sun rose and I grew happier. As soon as it was morning I dashed off to you. Ah, what I've been through, dear one! I haven't slept for two nights!

 

She was tired out and excited. She was sleepy, and at the same time she wanted to talk endlessly, to laugh and to cry, and to go to a restaurant to lunch that she might feel her freedom.

"You have a cosy flat, but I am afraid it may be small for the two of us," she said, walking rapidly through all the rooms when they had finished breakfast. "What room will you give me? I like this one because it is next to your study."

 

At one o'clock she changed her dress in the room next to the study, which from that time she called hers, and she went off with Orlov to lunch. They dined, too, at a restaurant, and spent the long interval between lunch and dinner in shopping. Till late at night I was opening the door to messengers and errand-boys from the shops. They bought, among other things, a splendid pier-glass, a dressing-table, a bedstead, and a gorgeous tea service which we did not need. They bought a regular collection of copper saucepans, which we set in a row on the shelf in our cold, empty kitchen. As we were unpacking the tea service Polya's eyes gleamed, and she looked at me two or three times with hatred and fear that I, not she, would be the first to steal one of these charming cups. A lady's writing-table, very expensive and inconvenient, came too. It was evident that Zinaida Fyodorovna contemplated settling with us for good, and meant to make the flat her home.

 

She came back with Orlov between nine and ten. Full of proud consciousness that she had done something bold and out of the common, passionately in love, and, as she imagined, passionately loved, exhausted, looking forward to a sweet sound sleep, Zinaida Fyodorovna was revelling in her new life. She squeezed her hands together in the excess of her joy, declared that everything was delightful, and swore that she would love Orlov for ever; and these vows, and the naïve, almost childish confidence that she too was deeply loved and would be loved forever, made her at least five years younger. She talked charming nonsense and laughed at herself.

 

"There's no other blessing greater than freedom!" she said, forcing herself to say something serious and edifying. "How absurd it is when you think of it! We attach no value to our own opinion even when it is wise, but tremble before the opinion of all sorts of stupid people. Up to the last minute I was afraid of what other people would say, but as soon as I followed my own instinct and made up my mind to go my own way, my eyes were opened, I overcame my silly fears, and now I am happy and wish every one could be as happy!"

 

But her thoughts immediately took another turn, and she began talking of another flat, of wallpapers, horses, a trip to Switzerland and Italy. Orlov was tired by the restaurants and the shops, and was still suffering from the same uneasiness that I had noticed in the morning. He smiled, but more from politeness than pleasure, and when she spoke of anything seriously, he agreed ironically: "Oh, yes."


 

"Stepan, make haste and find us a good cook," she said to me.

"There's no need to be in a hurry over the kitchen arrangements," said Orlov, looking at me coldly. "We must first move into another flat."

 

We had never had cooking done at home nor kept horses, because, as he said, "he did not like disorder about him," and only put up with having Polya and me in his flat from necessity. The so-called domestic hearth with its everyday joys and its petty cares offended his taste as vulgarity; to be with child, or to have children and talk about them, was bad form, like a petty bourgeois. And I began to feel very curious to see how these two creatures would get on together in one flat – she, domestic and home-loving with her copper saucepans and her dreams of a good cook and horses; and he, fond of saying to his friends that a decent and orderly man's flat ought, like a warship, to have nothing in it superfluous – no women, no children, no rags, no kitchen utensils.

 

 

V

 

Then I will tell you what happened the following Thursday. That day Zinaida Fyodorovna dined at Content's or Donon's. Orlov returned home alone, and Zinaida Fyodorovna, as I learnt afterwards, went to the Petersburg Side to spend with her old governess the time visitors were with us. Orlov did not care to show her to his friends. I realised that at breakfast, when he began assuring her that for the sake of her peace of mind it was essential to give up his Thursday evenings.

 

As usual the visitors arrived at almost the same time.

"Is your mistress at home, too?" Kukushkin asked me in a whisper.

"No, sir," I answered.

He went in with a sly, oily look in his eyes, smiling mysteriously, rubbing his hands, which were cold from the frost.

"I have the honour to congratulate you," he said to Orlov, shaking all over with ingratiating, obsequious laughter. "May you increase and multiply like the cedars of Lebanon."

 

The visitors went into the bedroom, and were extremely jocose on the subject of a pair of feminine slippers, the rug that had been put down between the two beds, and a grey dressing-jacket that hung at the foot of the bedstead. They were amused that the obstinate man who despised all the common place details of love had been caught in feminine snares in such a simple and ordinary way.

 

"He who pointed the finger of scorn is bowing the knee in homage," Kukushkin repeated several times. He had, I may say in parenthesis, an unpleasant habit of adorning his conversation with texts in Church Slavonic. "Sh-sh!" he said as they went from the bedroom into the room next to the study. "Sh-sh! Here Gretchen is dreaming of her Faust."

 

He went off into a peal of laughter as though he had said something very amusing. I watched Gruzin, expecting that his musical soul would not endure this laughter, but I was mistaken. His thin, good-natured face beamed with pleasure. When they sat down to play cards, he, lisping and choking with laughter, said that all that "dear George" wanted to complete his domestic felicity was a cherry-wood pipe and a guitar. Pekarsky laughed sedately, but from his serious expression one could see that Orlov's new love affair was distasteful to him. He did not understand what had happened exactly.

 

"But how about the husband?" he asked in perplexity, after they had played three rubbers.

"I don't know," answered Orlov.

Pekarsky combed his big beard with his fingers and sank into thought, and he did not speak again till supper-time. When they were seated at supper, he began deliberately, drawling every word:

"Altogether, excuse my saying so, I don't understand either of you. You might love each other and break the seventh commandment to your heart's content – that I understand. Yes, that's comprehensible. But why make the husband a party to your secrets? Was there any need for that?"

"But does it make any difference?"

"Hm! . . . ." Pekarsky mused. "Well, then, let me tell you this, my friend," he went on, evidently thinking hard: "if I ever marry again and you take it into your head to seduce my wife, please do it so that I don't notice it. It's much more honest to deceive a man than to break up his family life and injure his reputation. I understand. You both imagine that in living together openly you are doing something exceptionally honourable and advanced, but I can't agree with that . . . what shall I call it? . . . romantic attitude?"

 

Orlov made no reply. He was out of humour and disinclined to talk. Pekarsky, still perplexed, drummed on the table with his fingers, thought a little, and said:

 

"I don't understand you, all the same. You are not a student and she is not a dressmaker. You are both of you people with means. I should have thought you might have arranged a separate flat for her."

"No, I couldn't. Read Turgenev."

"Why should I read him? I have read him already."

"Turgenev teaches us in his novels that every exalted, noble-minded girl should follow the man she loves to the ends of the earth, and should serve his idea," said Orlov, screwing up his eyes ironically. "The ends of the earth are poetic license; the earth and all its ends can be reduced to the flat of the man she loves. . . . And so not to live in the same flat with the woman who loves you is to deny her her exalted vocation and to refuse to share her ideals. Yes, my dear fellow, Turgenev wrote, and I have to suffer for it."

"What Turgenev has got to do with it I don't understand," said Gruzin softly, and he shrugged his shoulders. "Do you remember, George, how in 'Three Meetings' he is walking late in the evening somewhere in Italy, and suddenly hears, 'Vieni pensando a me segretamente,'" Gruzin hummed. "It's fine."

“But she hasn't come to settle with you by force," said Pekarsky. "It was your own wish."

"What next! Far from wishing it, I never imagined that this would ever happen. When she said she was coming to live with me, I thought it was a charming joke on her part."

 

Everybody laughed.

 

"I couldn't have wished for such a thing," said Orlov in the tone of a man compelled to justify himself. "I am not a Turgenev hero, and if I ever wanted to free Bulgaria I shouldn't need a lady's company. I look upon love primarily as a necessity of my physical nature, degrading and antagonistic to my spirit; it must either be satisfied with discretion or renounced altogether, otherwise it will bring into one's life elements as unclean as itself. For it to be an enjoyment and not a torment, I will try to make it beautiful and to surround it with a mass of illusions. I should never go and see a woman unless I were sure beforehand that she would be beautiful and fascinating; and I should never go unless I were in the mood. And it is only in that way that we succeed in deceiving one another, and fancying that we are in love and happy. But can I wish for copper saucepans and untidy hair, or like to be seen myself when I am unwashed or out of humour? Zinaida Fyodorovna in the simplicity of her heart wants me to love what I have been shunning all my life. She wants my flat to smell of cooking and washing up; she wants all the fuss of moving into another flat, of driving about with her own horses; she wants to count over my linen and to look after my health; she wants to meddle in my personal life at every instant, and to watch over every step; and at the same time she assures me genuinely that my habits and my freedom will be untouched. She is persuaded that, like a young couple, we shall very soon go for a honeymoon – that is, she wants to be with me all the time in trains and hotels, while I like to read on the journey and cannot endure talking in trains."

 

"You should give her a talking to," said Pekarsky.

"What! Do you suppose she would understand me? Why, we think so differently. In her opinion, to leave one's papa and mamma or one's husband for the sake of the man one loves is the height of civic virtue, while I look upon it as childish. To fall in love and run away with a man to her means beginning a new life, while to my mind it means nothing at all. Love and man constitute the chief interest of her life, and possibly it is the philosophy of the unconscious at work in her. Try and make her believe that love is only a simple physical need, like the need of food or clothes; that it doesn't mean the end of the world if wives and husbands are unsatisfactory; that a man may be a profligate and a libertine, and yet a man of honour and a genius; and that, on the other hand, one may abstain from the pleasures of love and at the same time be a stupid, vicious animal! The civilised man of to-day, even among the lower classes – for instance, the French workman – spends ten sous on dinner, five sous on his wine, and five or ten sous on woman, and devotes his brain and nerves entirely to his work. But Zinaida Fyodorovna assigns to love not so many sous, but her whole soul. I might give her a talking to, but she would raise a wail in answer, and declare in all sincerity that I had ruined her, that she had nothing left to live for."

 

"Don't say anything to her," said Pekarsky, "but simply take a separate flat for her, that's all."

"That's easy to say."

There was a brief silence.

"But she is charming," said Kukushkin. "She is exquisite. Such women imagine that they will be in love for ever, and abandon themselves with tragic intensity."

"But one must keep a head on one's shoulders," said Orlov; "one must be reasonable. All experience gained from everyday life and handed down in innumerable novels and plays, uniformly confirms the fact that adultery and cohabitation of any sort between decent people never lasts longer than two or at most three years, however great the love may have been at the beginning. That she ought to know. And so all this business of moving, of saucepans, hopes of eternal love and harmony, are nothing but a desire to delude herself and me. She is charming and exquisite – who denies it? But she has turned my life upside down; what I have regarded as trivial and nonsensical till now she has forced me to raise to the level of a serious problem; I serve an idol whom I have never looked upon as God. She is charming – exquisite, but for some reason now when I am going home, I feel uneasy, as though I expected to meet with something inconvenient at home, such as workmen pulling the stove to pieces and blocking up the place with heaps of bricks. In fact, I am no longer giving up to love a sous, but part of my peace of mind and my nerves. And that's bad."

"And she doesn't hear this villain!" sighed Kukushkin. "My dear sir," he said theatrically, "I will relieve you from the burdensome obligation to love that adorable creature! I will wrest Zinaida Fyodorovna from you!"

"You may . . ." said Orlov carelessly.

For half a minute Kukushkin laughed a shrill little laugh, shaking all over, then he said:

"Look out; I am in earnest! Don't you play the Othello afterwards!"

 

They all began talking of Kukushkin's indefatigable energy in love affairs, how irresistible he was to women, and what a danger he was to husbands; and how the devil would roast him in the other world for his immorality in this. He screwed up his eyes and remained silent, and when the names of ladies of their acquaintance were mentioned, he held up his little finger – as though to say they mustn't give away other people's secrets.

 

Orlov suddenly looked at his watch.

 

His friends understood, and began to take their leave. I remember that Gruzin, who was a little drunk, was wearisomely long in getting off. He put on his coat, which was cut like children's coats in poor families, pulled up the collar, and began telling some long-winded story; then, seeing he was not listened to, he flung the rug that smelt of the nursery over one shoulder, and with a guilty and imploring face begged me to find his hat.

 

"George, my angel," he said tenderly. "Do as I ask you, dear boy; come out of town with us!"

"You can go, but I can't. I am in the position of a married man now."

"She is a dear, she won't be angry. My dear chief, come along! It's glorious weather; there's snow and frost. . . . Upon my word, you want shaking up a bit; you are out of humour. I don't know what the devil is the matter with you. . . ."

Orlov stretched, yawned, and looked at Pekarsky.

"Are you going?" he said, hesitating.

"I don't know. Perhaps."

"Shall I get drunk? All right, I'll come," said Orlov after some hesitation. "Wait a minute; I'll get some money."

He went into the study, and Gruzin slouched in, too, dragging his rug after him. A minute later both came back into the hall. Gruzin, a little drunk and very pleased, was crumpling a ten-rouble note in his hands.

 

"We'll settle up to-morrow," he said. "And she is kind, she won't be cross. . . . She is my Lisotchka's godmother; I am fond of her, poor thing! Ah, my dear fellow!" he laughed joyfully, and pressing his forehead on Pekarsky's back. "Ah, Pekarsky, my dear soul! Advocatissimus – as dry as a biscuit, but you bet he is fond of women. . . ."

"Fat ones," said Orlov, putting on his fur coat. "But let us get off, or we shall be meeting her on the doorstep."

"'Vieni pensando a me segretamente,'" hummed Gruzin.

At last they drove off: Orlov did not sleep at home, and returned next day at dinner-time.

 

 

VI

 

Zinaida Fyodorovna had lost her gold watch, a present from her father. This loss surprised and alarmed her. She spent half a day going through the rooms, looking helplessly on all the tables and on all the windows. But the watch had disappeared completely.

 

Only three days afterwards Zinaida Fyodorovna, on coming in, left her purse in the hall. Luckily for me, on that occasion it was not I but Polya who helped her off with her coat. When the purse was missed, it could not be found in the hall.

"Strange," said Zinaida Fyodorovna in bewilderment. "I distinctly remember taking it out of my pocket to pay the cabman . . . and then I put it here near the looking-glass. It's very odd!"

I had not stolen it, but I felt as though I had stolen it and had been caught in the theft. Tears actually came into my eyes. When they were seated at dinner, Zinaida Fyodorovna said to Orlov in French:

 

"There seem to be spirits in the flat. I lost my purse in the hall to-day, and now, lo and behold, it is on my table. But it's not quite a disinterested trick of the spirits. They took out a gold coin and twenty roubles in notes."

"You are always losing something; first it's your watch and then it's your money . . ." said Orlov. "Why is it nothing of the sort ever happens to me?"

 

A minute later Zinaida Fyodorovna had forgotten the trick played by the spirits, and was telling with a laugh how the week before she had ordered some notepaper and had forgotten to give her new address, and the shop had sent the paper to her old home at her husband's, who had to pay twelve roubles for it. And suddenly she turned her eyes on Polya and looked at her intently. She blushed as she did so, and was so confused that she began talking of something else.

 

When I took in the coffee to the study, Orlov was standing with his back to the fire and she was sitting in an arm-chair facing him.

 

"I am not in a bad temper at all," she was saying in French. "But I have been putting things together, and now I see it clearly. I can give you the day and the hour when she stole my watch. And the purse? There can be no doubt about it. Oh!" she laughed as she took the coffee from me. "Now I understand why I am always losing my handkerchiefs and gloves. Whatever you say, I shall dismiss the magpie to-morrow and send Stepan for my Sofya. She is not a thief and has not got such a repulsive appearance."

"You are out of humour. To-morrow you will feel differently, and will realise that you can't discharge people simply because you suspect them."

"It's not suspicion; it's certainty," said Zinaida Fyodorovna. "So long as I suspected that unhappy-faced, poor-looking valet of yours, I said nothing. It's too bad of you not to believe me, George."

"If we think differently about anything, it doesn't follow that I don't believe you. You may be right," said Orlov, turning round and flinging his cigarette-end into the fire, "but there is no need to be excited about it, anyway. In fact, I must say, I never expected my humble establishment would cause you so much serious worry and agitation. You've lost a gold coin: never mind – you may have a hundred of mine; but to change my habits, to pick up a new housemaid, to wait till she is used to the place – all that's a tedious, tiring business and does not suit me. Our present maid certainly is fat, and has, perhaps, a weakness for gloves and handkerchiefs, but she is perfectly well behaved, well trained, and does not shriek when Kukushkin pinches her."

"You mean that you can't part with her? . . . Why don't you say so?"

"Are you jealous?"

"Yes, I am," said Zinaida Fyodorovna, decidedly.

"Thank you."

"Yes, I am jealous," she repeated, and tears glistened in her eyes. "No, it's something worse . . . which I find it difficult to find a name for." She pressed her hands on her temples, and went on impulsively. "You men are so disgusting! It's horrible!"

"I see nothing horrible about it."

"I've not seen it; I don't know; but they say that you men begin with housemaids as boys, and get so used to it that you feel no repugnance. I don't know, I don't know, but I have actually read . . .George, of course you are right," she said, going up to Orlov and changing to a caressing and imploring tone. "I really am out of humour to-day. But, you must understand, I can't help it. She disgusts me and I am afraid of her. It makes me miserable to see her."

 

"Surely you can rise above such paltriness?" said Orlov, shrugging his shoulders in perplexity, and walking away from the fire. "Nothing could be simpler: take no notice of her, and then she won't disgust you, and you won't need to make a regular tragedy out of a trifle."

 

I went out of the study, and I don't know what answer Orlov received. Whatever it was, Polya remained. After that Zinaida Fyodorovna never applied to her for anything, and evidently tried to dispense with her services. When Polya handed her anything or even passed by her, jingling her bangle and rustling her skirts, she shuddered.

 

I believe that if Gruzin or Pekarsky had asked Orlov to dismiss Polya he would have done so without the slightest hesitation, without troubling about any explanations. He was easily persuaded, like all indifferent people. But in his relations with Zinaida Fyodorovna he displayed for some reason, even in trifles, an obstinacy which sometimes was almost irrational. I knew beforehand that if Zinaida Fyodorovna liked anything, it would be certain not to please Orlov. When on coming in from shopping she made haste to show him with pride some new purchase, he would glance at it and say coldly that the more unnecessary objects they had in the flat, the less airy it would be. It sometimes happened that after putting on his dress clothes to go out somewhere, and after saying good-bye to Zinaida Fyodorovna, he would suddenly change his mind and remain at home from sheer perversity. I used to think that he remained at home then simply in order to feel injured.

 

"Why are you staying?" said Zinaida Fyodorovna, with a show of vexation, though at the same time she was radiant with delight. "Why do you? You are not accustomed to spending your evenings at home, and I don't want you to alter your habits on my account. Do go out as usual, if you don't want me to feel guilty."

 

"No one is blaming you," said Orlov.

 

With the air of a victim he stretched himself in his easy-chair in the study, and shading his eyes with his hand, took up a book. But soon the book dropped from his hand, he turned heavily in his chair, and again screened his eyes as though from the sun. Now he felt annoyed that he had not gone out.

 

"May I come in?" Zinaida Fyodorovna would say, coming irresolutely into the study. "Are you reading? I felt dull by myself, and have come just for a minute . . . to have a peep at you."

 

I remember one evening she went in like that, irresolutely and inappropriately, and sank on the rug at Orlov's feet, and from her soft, timid movements one could see that she did not understand his mood and was afraid.

 

"You are always reading . . ." she said cajolingly, evidently wishing to flatter him. "Do you know, George, what is one of the secrets of your success? You are very clever and well-read. What book have you there?"

 

Orlov answered. A silence followed for some minutes which seemed to me very long. I was standing in the drawing-room, from which I could watch them, and was afraid of coughing.

 

"There is something I wanted to tell you," said Zinaida Fyodorovna, and she laughed; "shall I? Very likely you'll laugh and say that I flatter myself. You know I want, I want horribly to believe that you are staying at home to-night for my sake . . . that we might spend the evening together. Yes? May I think so?"

"Do," he said, screening his eyes. "The really happy man is he who thinks not only of what is, but of what is not."

"That was a long sentence which I did not quite understand. You mean happy people live in their imagination. Yes, that's true. I love to sit in your study in the evening and let my thoughts carry me far, far away. . . . It's pleasant sometimes to dream. Let us dream aloud, George."

"I've never been at a girls' boarding-school; I never learnt the art."

"You are out of humour?" said Zinaida Fyodorovna, taking Orlov's hand. "Tell me why. When you are like that, I'm afraid. I don't know whether your head aches or whether you are angry with me. . . ."

 

Again there was a silence lasting several long minutes.

 

"Why have you changed?" she said softly. "Why are you never so tender or so gay as you used to be at Znamensky Street? I've been with you almost a month, but it seems to me as though we had not yet begun to live, and have not yet talked of anything as we ought to. You always answer me with jokes or else with a long cold lecture like a teacher. And there is something cold in your jokes. . . . Why have you given up talking to me seriously?"

"I always talk seriously."

"Well, then, let us talk. For God's sake, George. . . . Shall we?"

"Certainly, but about what?"

"Let us talk of our life, of our future," said Zinaida Fyodorovna dreamily. "I keep making plans for our life, plans and plans – and I enjoy doing it so! George, I'll begin with the question, when are you going to give up your post?"

"What for?" asked Orlov, taking his hand from his forehead.

"With your views you cannot remain in the service. You are out of place there."

"My views?" Orlov repeated. "My views? In conviction and temperament I am an ordinary official, one of Shtchedrin's heroes. You take me for something different, I venture to assure you."

"Joking again, George!"

"Not in the least. The service does not satisfy me, perhaps; but, anyway, it is better for me than anything else. I am used to it, and in it I meet men of my own sort; I am in my place there and find it tolerable."

"You hate the service and it revolts you."

"Indeed? If I resign my post, take to dreaming aloud and letting myself be carried away into another world, do you suppose that that world would be less hateful to me than the service?"

"You are ready to libel yourself in order to contradict me." Zinaida Fyodorovna was offended and got up. "I am sorry I began this talk."

"Why are you angry? I am not angry with you for not being an official. Every one lives as he likes best."

"Why, do you live as you like best? Are you free? To spend your life writing documents that are opposed to your own ideas," Zinaida Fyodorovna went on, clasping her hands in despair: "to submit to authority, congratulate your superiors at the New Year, and then cards and nothing but cards: worst of all, to be working for a system which must be distasteful to you – no, George, no! You should not make such horrid jokes. It's dreadful. You are a man of ideas, and you ought to be working for your ideas and nothing else."

"You really take me for quite a different person from what I am," sighed Orlov.

"Say simply that you don't want to talk to me. You dislike me, that's all," said Zinaida Fyodorovna through her tears.

"Look here, my dear," said Orlov admonishingly, sitting up in his chair. "You were pleased to observe yourself that I am a clever, well-read man, and to teach one who knows does nothing but harm. I know very well all the ideas, great and small, which you mean when you call me a man of ideas. So if I prefer the service and cards to those ideas, you may be sure I have good grounds for it. That's one thing. Secondly, you have, so far as I know, never been in the service, and can only have drawn your ideas of Government service from anecdotes and indifferent novels. So it would not be amiss for us to make a compact, once for all, not to talk of things we know already or of things about which we are not competent to speak."

 

"Why do you speak to me like that?" said Zinaida Fyodorovna, stepping back as though in horror. "What for? George, for God's sake, think what you are saying!"

 

Her voice quivered and broke; she was evidently trying to restrain her tears, but she suddenly broke into sobs.

 

"George, my darling, I am perishing!" she said in French, dropping down before Orlov, and laying her head on his knees. "I am miserable, I am exhausted. I can't bear it, I can't bear it. . . . In my childhood my hateful, depraved stepmother, then my husband, now you . . . you! . . . You meet my mad love with coldness and irony. . . . And that horrible, insolent servant," she went on, sobbing. "Yes, yes, I see: I am not your wife nor your friend, but a woman you don't respect because she has become your mistress. . . . I shall kill myself!"

 

I had not expected that her words and her tears would make such an impression on Orlov. He flushed, moved uneasily in his chair, and instead of irony, his face wore a look of stupid, schoolboyish dismay.

 

"My darling, you misunderstood me," he muttered helplessly, touching her hair and her shoulders. "Forgive me, I entreat you. I was unjust and I hate myself."

"I insult you with my whining and complaints. You are a true, generous . . . rare man – I am conscious of it every minute; but I've been horribly depressed for the last few days. . ."

 

Zinaida Fyodorovna impulsively embraced Orlov and kissed him on the cheek.

 

"Only please don't cry," he said.

"No, no. . . . I've had my cry, and now I am better."

"As for the servant, she shall be gone to-morrow," he said, still moving uneasily in his chair.

"No, she must stay, George! Do you hear? I am not afraid of her now. . . . One must rise above trifles and not imagine silly things. You are right! You are a wonderful, rare person!"

 

She soon left off crying. With tears glistening on her eyelashes, sitting on Orlov's knee, she told him in a low voice something touching, something like a reminiscence of childhood and youth. She stroked his face, kissed him, and carefully examined his hands with the rings on them and the charms on his watch-chain. She was carried away by what she was saying, and by being near the man she loved, and probably because her tears had cleared and refreshed her soul, there was a note of wonderful candour and sincerity in her voice. And Orlov played with her chestnut hair and kissed her hands, noiselessly pressing them to his lips.

 

Then they had tea in the study, and Zinaida Fyodorovna read aloud some letters. Soon after midnight they went to bed. I had a fearful pain in my side that night, and I not get warm or go to sleep till morning. I could hear Orlov go from the bedroom into his study. After sitting there about an hour, he rang the bell. In my pain and exhaustion I forgot all the rules and conventions, and went to his study in my night attire, barefooted. Orlov, in his dressing-gown and cap, was standing in the doorway, waiting for me.

 

"When you are sent for you should come dressed," he said sternly. "Bring some fresh candles."

 

I was about to apologise, but suddenly broke into a violent cough, and clutched at the side of the door to save myself from falling.

 

"Are you ill?" said Orlov.

 

I believe it was the first time of our acquaintance that he addressed me not in the singular – goodness knows why. Most likely, in my night clothes and with my face distorted by coughing, I played my part poorly, and was very little like a flunkey.

 

"If you are ill, why do you take a place?" he said.

"That I may not die of starvation," I answered.

"How disgusting it all is, really!" he said softly, going up to his table.

 

While hurriedly getting into my coat, I put up and lighted fresh candles. He was sitting at the table, with feet stretched out on a low chair, cutting a book.

I left him deeply engrossed, and the book did not drop out of his hands as it had done in the evening.

 

 

VII

 

Now that I am writing these lines I am restrained by that dread of appearing sentimental and ridiculous, in which I have been trained from childhood; when I want to be affectionate or to say anything tender, I don't know how to be natural. And it is that dread, together with lack of practice, that prevents me from being able to express with perfect clearness what was passing in my soul at that time.

 

I was not in love with Zinaida Fyodorovna, but in the ordinary human feeling I had for her, there was far more youth, freshness, and joyousness than in Orlov's love.

 

As I worked in the morning, cleaning boots or sweeping the rooms, I waited with a thrill at my heart for the moment when I should hear her voice and her footsteps. To stand watching her as she drank her coffee in the morning or ate her lunch, to hold her fur coat for her in the hall, and to put the goloshes on her little feet while she rested her hand on my shoulder; then to wait till the hall porter rang up for me, to meet her at the door, cold, and rosy, powdered with the snow, to listen to her brief exclamations about the frost or the cabman – if only you knew how much all that meant to me! I longed to be in love, to have a wife and child of my own. I wanted my future wife to have just such a face, such a voice. I dreamed of it at dinner, and in the street when I was sent on some errand, and when I lay awake at night. Orlov rejected with disgust children, cooking, copper saucepans, and feminine knick-knacks and I gathered them all up, tenderly cherished them in my dreams, loved them, and begged them of destiny. I had visions of a wife, a nursery, a little house with garden paths. . . .

 

I knew that if I did love her I could never dare hope for the miracle of her returning my love, but that reflection did not worry me. In my quiet, modest feeling akin to ordinary affection, there was no jealousy of Orlov or even envy of him, since I realised that for a wreck like me happiness was only to be found in dreams.

 

When Zinaida Fyodorovna sat up night after night for her George, looking immovably at a book of which she never turned a page, or when she shuddered and turned pale at Polya's crossing the room, I suffered with her, and the idea occurred to me to lance this festering wound as quickly as possible by letting her know what was said here at supper on Thursdays; but – how was it to be done? More and more often I saw her tears. For the first weeks she laughed and sang to herself, even when Orlov was not at home, but by the second month there was a mournful stillness in our flat broken only on Thursday evenings.

 

She flattered Orlov, and to wring from him a counterfeit smile or kiss, was ready to go on her knees to him, to fawn on him like a dog. Even when her heart was heaviest, she could not resist glancing into a looking-glass if she passed one and straightening her hair. It seemed strange to me that she could still take an interest in clothes and go into ecstasies over her purchases. It did not seem in keeping with her genuine grief. She paid attention to the fashions and ordered expensive dresses. What for? On whose account? I particularly remember one dress which cost four hundred roubles. To give four hundred roubles for an unnecessary, useless dress while women for their hard day's work get only twenty kopecks a day without food, and the makers of Venice and Brussels lace are only paid half a franc a day on the supposition that they can earn the rest by immorality! And it seemed strange to me that Zinaida Fyodorovna was not conscious of it; it vexed me. But she had only to go out of the house for me to find excuses and explanations for everything, and to be waiting eagerly for the hall porter to ring for me.

 

She treated me as a flunkey, a being of a lower order. One may pat a dog, and yet not notice it; I was given orders and asked questions, but my presence was not observed. My master and mistress thought it unseemly to say more to me than is usually said to servants; if when waiting at dinner I had laughed or put in my word in the conversation, they would certainly have thought I was mad and have dismissed me. Zinaida Fyodorovna was favourably disposed to me, all the same. When she was sending me on some errand or explaining to me the working of a new lamp or anything of that sort, her face was extraordinarily kind, frank, and cordial, and her eyes looked me straight in the face. At such moments I always fancied she remembered with gratitude how I used to bring her letters to Znamensky Street. When she rang the bell, Polya, who considered me her favourite and hated me for it, used to say with a jeering smile:

 

"Go along, your mistress wants you."

 

Zinaida Fyodorovna considered me as a being of a lower order, and did not suspect that if any one in the house were in a humiliating position it was she. She did not know that I, a footman, was unhappy on her account, and used to ask myself twenty times a day what was in store for her and how it would all end. Things were growing visibly worse day by day. After the evening on which they had talked of his official work, Orlov, who could not endure tears, unmistakably began to avoid conversation with her; whenever Zinaida Fyodorovna began to argue, or to beseech him, or seemed on the point of crying, he seized some plausible excuse for retreating to his study or going out. He more and more rarely slept at home, and still more rarely dined there: on Thursdays he was the one to suggest some expedition to his friends. Zinaida Fyodorovna was still dreaming of having the cooking done at home, of moving to a new flat, of travelling abroad, but her dreams remained dreams. Dinner was sent in from the restaurant. Orlov asked her not to broach the question of moving until after they had come back from abroad, and apropos of their foreign tour, declared that they could not go till his hair had grown long, as one could not go trailing from hotel to hotel and serving the idea without long hair.

 

To crown it all, in Orlov's absence, Kukushkin began calling at the flat in the evening. There was nothing exceptional in his behaviour, but I could never forget the conversation in which he had offered to cut Orlov out. He was regaled with tea and red wine, and he used to titter and, anxious to say something pleasant, would declare that a free union was superior in every respect to legal marriage, and that all decent people ought really to come to Zinaida Fyodorovna and fall at her feet.

 

 

VIII

 

Christmas was spent drearily in vague anticipations of calamity. On New Year's Eve Orlov unexpectedly announced at breakfast that he was being sent to assist a senator who was on a revising commission in a certain province.

 

"I don't want to go, but I can't find an excuse to get off," he said with vexation. "I must go; there's nothing for it."

 

Such news instantly made Zinaida Fyodorovna's eyes look red. "Is it for long?" she asked.

 

"Five days or so."

"I am glad, really, you are going," she said after a moment's thought. "It will be a change for you. You will fall in love with some one on the way, and tell me about it afterwards."

 

At every opportunity she tried to make Orlov feel that she did not restrict his liberty in any way, and that he could do exactly as he liked, and this artless, transparent strategy deceived no one, and only unnecessarily reminded Orlov that he was not free.

 

"I am going this evening," he said, and began reading the paper.

 

Zinaida Fyodorovna wanted to see him off at the station, but he dissuaded her, saying that he was not going to America, and not going to be away five years, but only five days – possibly less.

 

The parting took place between seven and eight. He put one arm round her, and kissed her on the lips and on the forehead.

 

"Be a good girl, and don't be depressed while I am away," he said in a warm, affectionate tone which touched even me. "God keep you!"

 

She looked greedily into his face, to stamp his dear features on her memory, then she put her arms gracefully round his neck and laid her head on his breast.

 

"Forgive me our misunderstandings," she said in French. "Husband and wife cannot help quarrelling if they love each other, and I love you madly. Don't forget me. . . . Wire to me often and fully."

 

Orlov kissed her once more, and, without saying a word, went out in confusion. When he heard the click of the lock as the door closed, he stood still in the middle of the staircase in hesitation and glanced upwards. It seemed to me that if a sound had reached him at that moment from above, he would have turned back. But all was quiet. He straightened his coat and went downstairs irresolutely.

 

The sledges had been waiting a long while at the door. Orlov got into one, I got into the other with two portmanteaus. It was a hard frost and there were fires smoking at the cross-roads. The cold wind nipped my face and hands, and took my breath away as we drove rapidly along; and, closing my eyes, I thought what a splendid woman she was. How she loved him! Even useless rubbish is collected in the courtyards nowadays and used for some purpose, even broken glass is considered a useful commodity, but something so precious, so rare, as the love of a refined, young, intelligent, and good woman is utterly thrown away and wasted. One of the early sociologists regarded every evil passion as a force which might by judicious management be turned to good, while among us even a fine, noble passion springs up and dies away in impotence, turned to no account, misunderstood or vulgarised. Why is it?

 

The sledges stopped unexpectedly. I opened my eyes and I saw that we had come to a standstill in Sergievsky Street, near a big house where Pekarsky lived. Orlov got out of the sledge and vanished into the entry. Five minutes later Pekarsky's footman came out, bareheaded, and, angry with the frost, shouted to me:

 

"Are you deaf? Pay the cabmen and go upstairs. You are wanted!"

 

At a complete loss, I went to the first storey. I had been to Pekarsky's flat before – that is, I had stood in the hall and looked into the drawing-room, and, after the damp, gloomy street, it always struck me by the brilliance of its picture-frames, its bronzes and expensive furniture. To-day in the midst of this splendour I saw Gruzin, Kukushkin, and, after a minute, Orlov.

 

"Look here, Stepan," he said, coming up to me. "I shall be staying here till Friday or Saturday. If any letters or telegrams come, you must bring them here every day. At home, of course you will say that I have gone, and send my greetings. Now you can go."

 

When I reached home Zinaida Fyodorovna was lying on the sofa in the drawing-room, eating a pear. There was only one candle burning in the candelabra.

 

"Did you catch the train?" asked Zinaida Fyodorovna.

"Yes, madam. His honour sends his greetings."

 

I went into my room and I, too, lay down. I had nothing to do, and I did not want to read. I was not surprised and I was not indignant. I only racked my brains to think why this deception was necessary. It is only boys in their teens who deceive their mistresses like that. How was it that a man who had thought and read so much could not imagine anything more sensible? I must confess I had by no means a poor opinion of his intelligence. I believe if he had had to deceive his minister or any other influential person he would have put a great deal of skill and energy into doing so; but to deceive a woman, the first idea that occurred to him was evidently good enough. If it succeeded – well and good; if it did not, there would be no harm done – he could tell some other lie just as quickly and simply, with no mental effort.

 

At midnight when the people on the floor overhead were moving their chairs and shouting hurrah to welcome the New Year, Zinaida Fyodorovna rang for me from the room next to the study. Languid from lying down so long, she was sitting at the table, writing something on a scrap of paper.

 

"I must send a telegram," she said, with a smile. "Go to the station as quick as you can and ask them to send it after him."

 

Going out into the street, I read on the scrap of paper:

 

"May the New Year bring new happiness. Make haste and telegraph; I miss you dreadfully. It seems an eternity. I am only sorry I can't send a thousand kisses and my very heart by telegraph. Enjoy yourself, my darling.– ZINA."

 

I sent the telegram, and next morning I gave her the receipt.

 

 

IX

 

The worst of it was that Orlov had thoughtlessly let Polya, too, into the secret of his deception, telling her to bring his shirts to Sergievsky Street. After that, she looked at Zinaida Fyodorovna with a malignant joy and hatred I could not understand, and was never tired of snorting with delight to herself in her own room and in the hall.

 

"She's outstayed her welcome; it's time she took herself off!" she would say with zest. "She ought to realise that herself. . . ."

 

She already divined by instinct that Zinaida Fyodorovna would not be with us much longer, and, not to let the chance slip, carried off everything she set her eyes on – smelling-bottles, tortoise-shell hairpins, handkerchiefs, shoes! On the day after New Year's Day, Zinaida Fyodorovna summoned me to her room and told me in a low voice that she missed her black dress. And then she walked through all the rooms, with a pale, frightened, and indignant face, talking to herself:

 

"It's too much! It's beyond everything. Why, it's unheard-of insolence!"

 

At dinner she tried to help herself to soup, but could not – her hands were trembling. Her lips were trembling, too. She looked helplessly at the soup and at the little pies, waiting for the trembling to pass off, and suddenly she could not resist looking at Polya.

 

"You can go, Polya," she said. "Stepan is enough by himself."

"I'll stay; I don't mind," answered Polya.

"There's no need for you to stay. You go away altogether," Zinaida Fyodorovna went on, getting up in great agitation. "You may look out for another place. You can go at once."

"I can't go away without the master's orders. He engaged me. It must be as he orders."

"You can take orders from me, too! I am mistress here!" said Zinaida Fyodorovna, and she flushed crimson.

"You may be the mistress, but only the master can dismiss me. It was he engaged me."

"You dare not stay here another minute!" cried Zinaida Fyodorovna, and she struck the plate with her knife. "You are a thief! Do you hear?"

 

Zinaida Fyodorovna flung her dinner-napkin on the table, and with a pitiful, suffering face, went quickly out of the room. Loudly sobbing and wailing something indistinct, Polya, too, went away. The soup and the grouse got cold. And for some reason all the restaurant dainties on the table struck me as poor, thievish, like Polya. Two pies on a plate had a particularly miserable and guilty air. "We shall be taken back to the restaurant to-day," they seemed to be saying, "and to-morrow we shall be put on the table again for some official or celebrated singer."

 

"She is a fine lady, indeed," I heard uttered in Polya's room. "I could have been a lady like that long ago, but I have some self-respect! We'll see which of us will be the first to go!"

 

Zinaida Fyodorovna rang the bell. She was sitting in her room, in the corner, looking as though she had been put in the corner as a punishment.

 

"No telegram has come?" she asked.

"No, madam."

"Ask the porter; perhaps there is a telegram. And don't leave the house," she called after me. "I am afraid to be left alone."

 

After that I had to run down almost every hour to ask the porter whether a telegram had come. I must own it was a dreadful time! To avoid seeing Polya, Zinaida Fyodorovna dined and had tea in her own room; it was here that she slept, too, on a short sofa like a half-moon, and she made her own bed. For the first days I took the telegrams; but, getting no answer, she lost her faith in me and began telegraphing herself. Looking at her, I, too, began impatiently hoping for a telegram. I hoped he would contrive some deception, would make arrangements, for instance, that a telegram should be sent to her from some station. If he were too much engrossed with cards or had been attracted by some other woman, I thought that both Gruzin and Kukushkin would remind him of us. But our expectations were vain. Five times a day I would go in to Zinaida Fyodorovna, intending to tell her the truth, But her eyes looked piteous as a fawn's, her shoulders seemed to droop, her lips were moving, and I went away again without saying a word. Pity and sympathy seemed to rob me of all manliness. Polya, as cheerful and well satisfied with herself as though nothing had happened, was tidying the master's study and the bedroom, rummaging in the cupboards, and making the crockery jingle, and when she passed Zinaida Fyodorovna's door, she hummed something and coughed. She was pleased that her mistress was hiding from her. In the evening she would go out somewhere, and rang at two or three o'clock in the morning, and I had to open the door to her and listen to remarks about my cough. Immediately afterwards I would hear another ring; I would run to the room next to the study, and Zinaida Fyodorovna, putting her head out of the door, would ask, "Who was it rung?" while she looked at my hands to see whether I had a telegram.

 

When at last on Saturday the bell rang below and she heard the familiar voice on the stairs, she was so delighted that she broke into sobs. She rushed to meet him, embraced him, kissed him on the breast and sleeves, said something one could not understand. The hall porter brought up the portmanteaus; Polya's cheerful voice was heard. It was as though some one had come home for the holidays.

 

"Why didn't you wire?" asked Zinaida Fyodorovna, breathless with joy. "Why was it? I have been in misery; I don't know how I've lived through it. . . . Oh, my God!"

"It was very simple! I returned with the senator to Moscow the very first day, and didn't get your telegrams," said Orlov. "After dinner, my love, I'll give you a full account of my doings, but now I must sleep and sleep. . . . I am worn out with the journey."

 

It was evident that he had not slept all night; he had probably been playing cards and drinking freely. Zinaida Fyodorovna put him to bed, and we all walked about on tiptoe all that day. The dinner went off quite satisfactorily, but when they went into the study and had coffee the explanation began. Zinaida Fyodorovna began talking of something rapidly in a low voice; she spoke in French, and her words flowed like a stream. Then I heard a loud sigh from Orlov, and his voice.

 

"My God!" he said in French. "Have you really nothing fresher to tell me than this everlasting tale of your servant's misdeeds?"

"But, my dear, she robbed me and said insulting things to me."

"But why is it she doesn't rob me or say insulting things to me? Why is it I never notice the maids nor the porters nor the footmen? My dear, you are simply capricious and refuse to know your own mind. . . . I really begin to suspect that you must be in a certain condition. When I offered to let her go, you insisted on her remaining, and now you want me to turn her away. I can be obstinate, too, in such cases. You want her to go, but I want her to remain. That's the only way to cure you of your nerves."

"Oh, very well, very well," said Zinaida Fyodorovna in alarm. "Let us say no more about that. . . . Let us put it off till to-morrow. . . . Now tell me about Moscow. . . . What is going on in Moscow?"

 

 

X

 

After lunch next day – it was the seventh of January, St. John the Baptist's Day – Orlov put on his black dress coat and his decoration to go to visit his father and congratulate him on his name day. He had to go at two o'clock, and it was only half-past one when he had finished dressing. What was he to do for that half-hour? He walked about the drawing-room, declaiming some congratulatory verses which he had recited as a child to his father and mother.

 

Zinaida Fyodorovna, who was just going out to a dressmaker's or to the shops, was sitting, listening to him with a smile. I don't know how their conversation began, but when I took Orlov his gloves, he was standing before her with a capricious, beseeching face, saying:

 

"For God's sake, in the name of everything that's holy, don't talk of things that everybody knows! What an unfortunate gift our intellectual thoughtful ladies have for talking with enthusiasm and an air of profundity of things that every schoolboy is sick to death of! Ah, if only you would exclude from our conjugal programme all these serious questions! How grateful I should be to you!"

 

"We women may not dare, it seems, to have views of our own."

 

"I give you full liberty to be as liberal as you like, and quote from any authors you choose, but make me one concession: don't hold forth in my presence on either of two subjects: the corruption of the upper classes and the evils of the marriage system. Do understand me, at last. The upper class is always abused in contrast with the world of tradesmen, priests, workmen and peasants, Sidors and Nikitas of all sorts. I detest both classes, but if I had honestly to choose between the two, I should without hesitation, prefer the upper class, and there would be no falsity or affectation about it, since all my tastes are in that direction. Our world is trivial and empty, but at any rate we speak French decently, read something, and don't punch each other in the ribs even in our most violent quarrels, while the Sidors and the Nikitas and their worships in trade talk about 'being quite agreeable,' 'in a jiffy,' 'blast your eyes,' and display the utmost license of pothouse manners and the most degrading superstition."

 

"The peasant and the tradesman feed you."

 

"Yes, but what of it? That's not only to my discredit, but to theirs too. They feed me and take off their caps to me, so it seems they have not the intelligence and honesty to do otherwise. I don't blame or praise any one: I only mean that the upper class and the lower are as bad as one another. My feelings and my intelligence are opposed to both, but my tastes lie more in the direction of the former. Well, now for the evils of marriage," Orlov went on, glancing at his watch. "It's high time for you to understand that there are no evils in the system itself; what is the matter is that you don't know yourselves what you want from marriage. What is it you want? In legal and illegal cohabitation, in every sort of union and cohabitation, good or bad, the underlying reality is the same. You ladies live for that underlying reality alone: for you it's everything; your existence would have no meaning for you without it. You want nothing but that, and you get it; but since you've taken to reading novels you are ashamed of it: you rush from pillar to post, you recklessly change your men, and to justify this turmoil you have begun talking of the evils of marriage. So long as you can't and won't renounce what underlies it all, your chief foe, your devil – so long as you serve that slavishly, what use is there in discussing the matter seriously? Everything you may say to me will be falsity and affectation. I shall not believe you."

 

I went to find out from the hall porter whether the sledge was at the door, and when I came back I found it had become a quarrel. As sailors say, a squall had blown up.

 

"I see you want to shock me by your cynicism today," said Zinaida Fyodorovna, walking about the drawing-room in great emotion. "It revolts me to listen to you. I am pure before God and man, and have nothing to repent of. I left my husband and came to you, and am proud of it. I swear, on my honour, I am proud of it!"

"Well, that's all right, then!"

"If you are a decent, honest man, you, too, ought to be proud of what I did. It raises you and me above thousands of people who would like to do as we have done, but do not venture through cowardice or petty prudence. But you are not a decent man. You are afraid of freedom, and you mock the promptings of genuine feeling, from fear that some ignoramus may suspect you of being sincere. You are afraid to show me to your friends; there's no greater infliction for you than to go about with me in the street. . . . Isn't that true? Why haven't you introduced me to your father or your cousin all this time? Why is it? No, I am sick of it at last," cried Zinaida Fyodorovna, stamping. "I demand what is mine by right. You must present me to your father."

"If you want to know him, go and present yourself. He receives visitors every morning from ten till half-past."

"How base you are!" said Zinaida Fyodorovna, wringing her hands in despair. "Even if you are not sincere, and are not saying what you think, I might hate you for your cruelty. Oh, how base you are!"

"We keep going round and round and never reach the real point. The real point is that you made a mistake, and you won't acknowledge it aloud. You imagined that I was a hero, and that I had some extraordinary ideas and ideals, and it has turned out that I am a most ordinary official, a cardplayer, and have no partiality for ideas of any sort. I am a worthy representative of the rotten world from which you have run away because you were revolted with its triviality and emptiness. Recognise it and be just: don't be indignant with me, but with yourself, as it is your mistake, and not mine."

"Yes, I admit I was mistaken."

"Well, that's all right, then. We've reached that point at last, thank God. Now hear something more, if you please: I can't rise to your level – I am too depraved; you can't descend to my level, either, for you are too exalted. So there is only one thing left to do. . . ."

"What?" Zinaida Fyodorovna asked quickly, holding her breath and turning suddenly as white as a sheet of paper.

"To call logic to our aid. . . ."

"Georgy, why are you torturing me?" Zinaida Fyodorovna said suddenly in Russian in a breaking voice. "What is it for? Think of my misery. . . ."

 

Orlov, afraid of tears, went quickly into his study, and I don't know why – whether it was that he wished to cause her extra pain, or whether he remembered it was usually done in such cases – he locked the door after him. She cried out and ran after him with a rustle of her skirt.

 

"What does this mean?" she cried, knocking at his door. "What . . . what does this mean?" she repeated in a shrill voice breaking with indignation. "Ah, so this is what you do! Then let me tell you I hate you, I despise you! Everything is over between us now."

 

I heard hysterical weeping mingled with laughter. Something small in the drawing-room fell off the table and was broken. Orlov went out into the hall by another door, and, looking round him nervously, he hurriedly put on his great-coat and went out.

 

Half an hour passed, an hour, and she was still weeping. I remembered that she had no father or mother, no relations, and here she was living between a man who hated her and Polya, who robbed her – and how desolate her life seemed to me! I do not know why, but I went into the drawing-room to her. Weak and helpless, looking with her lovely hair like an embodiment of tenderness and grace, she was in anguish, as though she were ill; she was lying on a couch, hiding her face, and quivering all over.

 

"Madam, shouldn't I fetch a doctor?" I asked gently.

"No, there's no need . . . it's nothing," she said, and she looked at me with her tear-stained eyes. "I have a little headache. . . . Thank you."

 

I went out, and in the evening she was writing letter after letter, and sent me out first to Pekarsky, then to Gruzin, then to Kukushkin, and finally anywhere I chose, if only I could find Orlov and give him the letter. Every time I came back with the letter she scolded me, entreated me, thrust money into my hand – as though she were in a fever. And all the night she did not sleep, but sat in the drawing-room, talking to herself.

 

Orlov returned to dinner next day, and they were reconciled.

 

The first Thursday afterwards Orlov complained to his friends of the intolerable life he led; he smoked a great deal, and said with irritation:

 

"It is no life at all; it's the rack. Tears, wailing, intellectual conversations, begging for forgiveness, again tears and wailing; and the long and the short of it is that I have no flat of my own now. I am wretched, and I make her wretched. Surely I haven't to live another month or two like this? How can I? But yet I may have to."

"Why don't you speak, then?" said Pekarsky.

"I've tried, but I can't. One can boldly tell the truth, whatever it may be, to an independent, rational man; but in this case one has to do with a creature who has no will, no strength of character, and no logic. I cannot endure tears; they disarm me. When she cries, I am ready to swear eternal love and cry myself."

 

Pekarsky did not understand; he scratched his broad forehead in perplexity and said:

 

"You really had better take another flat for her. It's so simple!"

"She wants me, not the flat. But what's the good of talking?" sighed Orlov. "I only hear endless conversations, but no way out of my position. It certainly is a case of 'being guilty without guilt.' I don't claim to be a mushroom, but it seems I've got to go into the basket. The last thing I've ever set out to be is a hero. I never could endure Turgenev's novels; and now, all of a sudden, as though to spite me, I've heroism forced upon me. I assure her on my honour that I'm not a hero at all, I adduce irrefutable proofs of the same, but she doesn't believe me. Why doesn't she believe me? I suppose I really must have something of the appearance of a hero."

"You go off on a tour of inspection in the provinces," said Kukushkin, laughing.

"Yes, that's the only thing left for me."

 

A week after this conversation Orlov announced that he was again ordered to attend the senator, and the same evening he went off with his portmanteaus to Pekarsky.

 

 

XI

 

An old man of sixty, in a long fur coat reaching to the ground, and a beaver cap, was standing at the door.

 

"Is Georgy Ivanitch at home?" he asked.

 

At first I thought it was one of the moneylenders, Gruzin's creditors, who sometimes used to come to Orlov for small payments on account; but when he came into the hall and flung open his coat, I saw the thick brows and the characteristically compressed lips which I knew so well from the photographs, and two rows of stars on the uniform. I recognised him: it was Orlov's father, the distinguished statesman.

 

I answered that Georgy Ivanitch was not at home. The old man pursed up his lips tightly and looked into space, reflecting, showing me his dried-up, toothless profile.

 

"I'll leave a note," he said; "show me in."

 

He left his goloshes in the hall, and, without taking off his long, heavy fur coat, went into the study. There he sat down before the table, and, before taking up the pen, for three minutes he pondered, shading his eyes with his hand as though from the sun – exactly as his son did when he was out of humour. His face was sad, thoughtful, with that look of resignation which I have only seen on the faces of the old and religious. I stood behind him, gazed at his bald head and at the hollow at the nape of his neck, and it was clear as daylight to me that this weak old man was now in my power. There was not a soul in the flat except my enemy and me. I had only to use a little physical violence, then snatch his watch to disguise the object of the crime, and to get off by the back way, and I should have gained infinitely more than I could have imagined possible when I took up the part of a footman. I thought that I could hardly get a better opportunity. But instead of acting, I looked quite unconcernedly, first at his bald patch and then at his fur, and calmly meditated on this man's relation to his only son, and on the fact that people spoiled by power and wealth probably don't want to die. . . .

 

"Have you been long in my son's service?" he asked, writing a large hand on the paper.

"Three months, your High Excellency."

 

He finished the letter and stood up. I still had time. I urged myself on and clenched my fists, trying to wring out of my soul some trace of my former hatred; I recalled what a passionate, implacable, obstinate hate I had felt for him only a little while before. . . . But it is difficult to strike a match against a crumbling stone. The sad old face and the cold glitter of his stars roused in me nothing but petty, cheap, unnecessary thoughts of the transitoriness of everything earthly, of the nearness of death. . . .

 

"Good-day, brother," said the old man. He put on his cap and went out.

 

There could be no doubt about it: I had undergone a change; I had become different. To convince myself, I began to recall the past, but at once I felt uneasy, as though I had accidentally peeped into a dark, damp corner. I remembered my comrades and friends, and my first thought was how I should blush in confusion if ever I met any of them. What was I now? What had I to think of and to do? Where was I to go? What was I living for?

 

I could make nothing of it. I only knew one thing – that I must make haste to pack my things and be off. Before the old man's visit my position as a flunkey had a meaning; now it was absurd. Tears dropped into my open portmanteau; I felt insufferably sad; but how I longed to live! I was ready to embrace and include in my short life every possibility open to man. I wanted to speak, to read, and to hammer in some big factory, and to stand on watch, and to plough. I yearned for the Nevsky Prospect, for the sea and the fields – for every place to which my imagination travelled. When Zinaida Fyodorovna came in, I rushed to open the door for her, and with peculiar tenderness took off her fur coat. The last time!

 

We had two other visitors that day besides the old man. In the evening when it was quite dark, Gruzin came to fetch some papers for Orlov. He opened the table-drawer, took the necessary papers, and, rolling them up, told me to put them in the hall beside his cap while he went in to see Zinaida Fyodorovna. She was lying on the sofa in the drawing-room, with her arms behind her head. Five or six days had already passed since Orlov went on his tour of inspection, and no one knew when he would be back, but this time she did not send telegrams and did not expect them. She did not seem to notice the presence of Polya, who was still living with us. "So be it, then," was what I read on her passionless and very pale face. Like Orlov, she wanted to be unhappy out of obstinacy. To spite herself and everything in the world, she lay for days together on the sofa, desiring and expecting nothing but evil for herself. Probably she was picturing to herself Orlov's return and the inevitable quarrels with him; then his growing indifference to her, his infidelities; then how they would separate; and perhaps these agonising thoughts gave her satisfaction. But what would she have said if she found out the actual truth?

 

"I love you, Godmother," said Gruzin, greeting her and kissing her hand. "You are so kind! And so dear George has gone away," he lied. "He has gone away, the rascal!"

 

He sat down with a sigh and tenderly stroked her hand.

 

"Let me spend an hour with you, my dear," he said. "I don't want to go home, and it's too early to go to the Birshovs'. The Birshovs are keeping their Katya's birthday to-day. She is a nice child!"

 

I brought him a glass of tea and a decanter of brandy. He slowly and with obvious reluctance drank the tea, and returning the glass to me, asked timidly:

 

"Can you give me . . . something to eat, my friend? I have had no dinner."

 

We had nothing in the flat. I went to the restaurant and brought him the ordinary rouble dinner.

 

"To your health, my dear," he said to Zinaida Fyodorovna, and he tossed off a glass of vodka. "My little girl, your godchild, sends you her love. Poor child! she's rickety. Ah, children, children!" he sighed. "Whatever you may say, Godmother, it is nice to be a father. Dear George can't understand that feeling."

 

He drank some more. Pale and lean, with his dinner-napkin over his chest like a little pinafore, he ate greedily, and raising his eyebrows, kept looking guiltily, like a little boy, first at Zinaida Fyodorovna and then at me. It seemed as though he would have begun crying if I had not given him the grouse or the jelly. When he had satisfied his hunger he grew more lively, and began laughingly telling some story about the Birshov household, but perceiving that it was tiresome and that Zinaida Fyodorovna was not laughing, he ceased. And there was a sudden feeling of dreariness. After he had finished his dinner they sat in the drawing-room by the light of a single lamp, and did not speak; it was painful to him to lie to her, and she wanted to ask him something, but could not make up her mind to. So passed half an hour. Gruzin glanced at his watch.

 

"I suppose it's time for me to go."

"No, stay a little. . . . We must have a talk."

 

Again they were silent. He sat down to the piano, struck one chord, then began playing, and sang softly, "What does the coming day bring me?" but as usual he got up suddenly and tossed his head.

 

"Play something," Zinaida Fyodorovna asked him.

"What shall I play?" he asked, shrugging his shoulders. "I have forgotten everything. I've given it up long ago."

 

Looking at the ceiling as though trying to remember, he played two pieces of Tchaikovsky with exquisite expression, with such warmth, such insight! His face was just as usual – neither stupid nor intelligent – and it seemed to me a perfect marvel that a man whom I was accustomed to see in the midst of the most degrading, impure surroundings, was capable of such purity, of rising to a feeling so lofty, so far beyond my reach. Zinaida Fyodorovna's face glowed, and she walked about the drawing-room in emotion.

 

"Wait a bit, Godmother; if I can remember it, I will play you something," he said; "I heard it played on the violoncello."

 

Beginning timidly and picking out the notes, and then gathering confidence, he played Saint-Saëns's "Swan Song." He played it through, and then played it a second time.

 

"It's nice, isn't it?" he said.

 

Moved by the music, Zinaida Fyodorovna stood beside him and asked:

 

"Tell me honestly, as a friend, what do you think about me?"

"What am I to say?" he said, raising his eyebrows. "I love you and think nothing but good of you. But if you wish that I should speak generally about the question that interests you," he went on, rubbing his sleeve near the elbow and frowning, "then, my dear, you know. . . . To follow freely the promptings of the heart does not always give good people happiness. To feel free and at the same time to be happy, it seems to me, one must not conceal from oneself that life is coarse, cruel, and merciless in its conservatism, and one must retaliate with what it deserves – that is, be as coarse and as merciless in one's striving for freedom. That's what I think."

"That's beyond me," said Zinaida Fyodorovna, with a mournful smile. "I am exhausted already. I am so exhausted that I wouldn't stir a finger for my own salvation."

"Go into a nunnery."

 

He said this in jest, but after he had said it, tears glistened in Zinaida Fyodorovna's eyes and then in his.

 

"Well," he said, "we've been sitting and sitting, and now we must go. Good-bye, dear Godmother. God give you health."

 

He kissed both her hands, and stroking them tenderly, said that he should certainly come to see her again in a day or two. In the hall, as he was putting on his overcoat, that was so like a child's pelisse, he fumbled long in his pockets to find a tip for me, but found nothing there.

 

"Good-bye, my dear fellow," he said sadly, and went away.

 

I shall never forget the feeling that this man left behind him.

 

Zinaida Fyodorovna still walked about the room in her excitement. That she was walking about and not still lying down was so much to the good. I wanted to take advantage of this mood to speak to her openly and then to go away, but I had hardly seen Gruzin out when I heard a ring. It was Kukushkin.

 

"Is Georgy Ivanitch at home?" he said. "Has he come back? You say no? What a pity! In that case, I'll go in and kiss your mistress's hand, and so away. Zinaida Fyodorovna, may I come in?" he cried. "I want to kiss your hand. Excuse my being so late."

 

He was not long in the drawing-room, not more than ten minutes, but I felt as though he were staying a long while and would never go away. I bit my lips from indignation and annoyance, and already hated Zinaida Fyodorovna. "Why does she not turn him out?" I thought indignantly, though it was evident that she was bored by his company.

 

When I held his fur coat for him he asked me, as a mark of special good-will, how I managed to get on without a wife.

 

"But I don't suppose you waste your time," he said, laughingly. "I've no doubt Polya and you are as thick as thieves. . . . You rascal!"

 

In spite of my experience of life, I knew very little of mankind at that time, and it is very likely that I often exaggerated what was of little consequence and failed to observe what was important. It seemed to me it was not without motive that Kukushkin tittered and flattered me. Could it be that he was hoping that I, like a flunkey, would gossip in other kitchens and servants' quarters of his coming to see us in the evenings when Orlov was away, and staying with Zinaida Fyodorovna till late at night? And when my tittle-tattle came to the ears of his acquaintance, he would drop his eyes in confusion and shake his little finger. And would not he, I thought, looking at his little honeyed face, this very evening at cards pretend and perhaps declare that he had already won Zinaida Fyodorovna from Orlov?

 

That hatred which failed me at midday when the old father had come, took possession of me now. Kukushkin went away at last, and as I listened to the shuffle of his leather goloshes, I felt greatly tempted to fling after him, as a parting shot, some coarse word of abuse, but I restrained myself. And when the steps had died away on the stairs, I went back to the hall, and, hardly conscious of what I was doing, took up the roll of papers that Gruzin had left behind, and ran headlong downstairs. Without cap or overcoat, I ran down into the street. It was not cold, but big flakes of snow were falling and it was windy.

 

"Your Excellency!" I cried, catching up Kukushkin. "Your Excellency!”

He stopped under a lamp-post and looked round with surprise. "Your Excellency!" I said breathless, "your Excellency!"

 

And not able to think of anything to say, I hit him two or three times on the face with the roll of paper. Completely at a loss, and hardly wondering– I had so completely taken him by surprise – he leaned his back against the lamp-post and put up his hands to protect his face. At that moment an army doctor passed, and saw how I was beating the man, but he merely looked at us in astonishment and went on. I felt ashamed and I ran back to the house.

 

 

XII

 

With my head wet from the snow, and gasping for breath, I ran to my room, and immediately flung off my swallow-tails, put on a reefer jacket and an overcoat, and carried my portmanteau out into the passage; I must get away! But before going I hurriedly sat down and began writing to Orlov:

 

"I leave you my false passport," I began. "I beg you to keep it as a memento, you false man, you Petersburg official!

 

"To steal into another man's house under a false name, to watch under the mask of a flunkey this person's intimate life, to hear everything, to see everything in order later on, unasked, to accuse a man of lying – all this, you will say, is on a level with theft. Yes, but I care nothing for fine feelings now. I have endured dozens of your dinners and suppers when you said and did what you liked, and I had to hear, to look on, and be silent. I don't want to make you a present of my silence. Besides, if there is not a living soul at hand who dares to tell you the truth without flattery, let your flunkey Stepan wash your magnificent countenance for you."

 

I did not like this beginning, but I did not care to alter it. Besides, what did it matter?

 

The big windows with their dark curtains, the bed, the crumpled dress coat on the floor, and my wet footprints, looked gloomy and forbidding. And there was a peculiar stillness.

Possibly because I had run out into the street without my cap and goloshes I was in a high fever. My face burned, my legs ached. . . . My heavy head drooped over the table, and there was that kind of division in my thought when every idea in the brain seemed dogged by its shadow.

 

"I am ill, weak, morally cast down," I went on; "I cannot write to you as I should like to. From the first moment I desired to insult and humiliate you, but now I do not feel that I have the right to do so. You and I have both fallen, and neither of us will ever rise up again; and even if my letter were eloquent, terrible, and passionate, it would still seem like beating on the lid of a coffin: however one knocks upon it, one will not wake up the dead! No efforts could warm your accursed cold blood, and you know that better than I do. Why write? But my mind and heart are burning, and I go on writing; for some reason I am moved as though this letter still might save you and me. I am so feverish that my thoughts are disconnected, and my pen scratches the paper without meaning; but the question I want to put to you stands before me as clear as though in letters of flame.

 

"Why I am prematurely weak and fallen is not hard to explain. Like Samson of old, I have taken the gates of Gaza on my shoulders to carry them to the top of the mountain, and only when I was exhausted, when youth and health were quenched in me forever, I noticed that that burden was not for my shoulders, and that I had deceived myself. I have been, moreover, in cruel and continual pain. I have endured cold, hunger, illness, and loss of liberty. Of personal happiness I know and have known nothing. I have no home; my memories are bitter, and my conscience is often in dread of them. But why have you fallen – you? What fatal, diabolical causes hindered your life from blossoming into full flower? Why, almost before beginning life, were you in such haste to cast off the image and likeness of God, and to become a cowardly beast who backs and scares others because he is afraid himself? You are afraid of life – as afraid of it as an Oriental who sits all day on a cushion smoking his hookah. Yes, you read a great deal, and a European coat fits you well, but yet with what tender, purely Oriental, pasha-like care you protect yourself from hunger, cold, physical effort, from pain and uneasiness! How early your soul has taken to its dressing-gown! What a cowardly part you have played towards real life and nature, with which every healthy and normal man struggles! How soft, how snug, how warm, how comfortable – and how bored you are! Yes, it is deathly boredom, unrelieved by one ray of light, as in solitary confinement; but you try to hide from that enemy, too, you play cards eight hours out of twenty-four.

 

"And your irony? Oh, but how well I understand it! Free, bold, living thought is searching and dominating; for an indolent, sluggish mind it is intolerable. That it may not disturb your peace, like thousands of your contemporaries, you made haste in youth to put it under bar and bolt. Your ironical attitude to life, or whatever you like to call it, is your armour; and your thought, fettered and frightened, dare not leap over the fence you have put round it; and when you jeer at ideas which you pretend to know all about, you are like the deserter fleeing from the field of battle, and, to stifle his shame, sneering at war and at valour. Cynicism stifles pain. In some novel of Dostoevsky's an old man tramples underfoot the portrait of his dearly loved daughter because he had been unjust to her, and you vent your foul and vulgar jeers upon the ideas of goodness and truth because you have not the strength to follow them. You are frightened of every honest and truthful hint at your degradation, and you purposely surround yourself with people who do nothing but flatter your weaknesses. And you may well, you may well dread the sight of tears!

 

"By the way, your attitude to women. Shamelessness has been handed down to us in our flesh and blood, and we are trained to shamelessness; but that is what we are men for – to subdue the beast in us. When you reached manhood and all ideas became known to you, you could not have failed to see the truth; you knew it, but you did not follow it; you were afraid of it, and to deceive your conscience you began loudly assuring yourself that it was not you but woman that was to blame, that she was as degraded as your attitude to her. Your cold, scabrous anecdotes, your coarse laughter, all your innumerable theories concerning the underlying reality of marriage and the definite demands made upon it, concerning the ten sous the French workman pays his woman; your everlasting attacks on female logic, lying, weakness and so on – doesn't it all look like a desire at all costs to force woman down into the mud that she may be on the same level as your attitude to her? You are a weak, unhappy, unpleasant person!"

 

Zinaida Fyodorovna began playing the piano in the drawing-room, trying to recall the song of Saint- Saëns that Gruzin had played. I went and lay on my bed, but remembering that it was time for me to go, I got up with an effort and with a heavy, burning head went to the table again.

 

"But this is the question," I went on. "Why are we worn out? Why are we, at first so passionate so bold, so noble, and so full of faith, complete bankrupts at thirty or thirty-five? Why does one waste in consumption, another put a bullet through his brains, a third seeks forgetfulness in vodka and cards, while the fourth tries to stifle his fear and misery by cynically trampling underfoot the pure image of his fair youth? Why is it that, having once fallen, we do not try to rise up again, and, losing one thing, do not seek something else? Why is it?

 

"The thief hanging on the Cross could bring back the joy of life and the courage of confident hope, though perhaps he had not more than an hour to live. You have long years before you, and I shall probably not die so soon as one might suppose. What if by a miracle the present turned out to be a dream, a horrible nightmare, and we should wake up renewed, pure, strong, proud of our righteousness? Sweet visions fire me, and I am almost breathless with emotion. I have a terrible longing to live. I long for our life to be holy, lofty, and majestic as the heavens above. Let us live! The sun doesn't rise twice a day, and life is not given us again – clutch at what is left of your life and save it. . . ."

 

I did not write another word. I had a multitude of thoughts in my mind, but I could not connect them and get them on to paper. Without finishing the letter, I signed it with my name and rank, and went into the study. It was dark. I felt for the table and put the letter on it. I must have stumbled against the furniture in the dark and made a noise.

 

"Who is there?" I heard an alarmed voice in the drawing-room.

And the clock on the table softly struck one at the moment.

 

 

XIII

 

For at least half a minute I fumbled at the door in the dark, feeling for the handle; then I slowly opened it and walked into the drawing-room. Zinaida Fyodorovna was lying on the couch, and raising herself on her elbow, she looked towards me. Unable to bring myself to speak, I walked slowly by, and she followed me with her eyes. I stood for a little time in the dining-room and then walked by her again, and she looked at me intently and with perplexity, even with alarm. At last I stood still and said with an effort:

 

"He is not coming back."

 

She quickly got on to her feet, and looked at me without understanding.

 

"He is not coming back," I repeated, and my heart beat violently. "He will not come back, for he has not left Petersburg. He is staying at Pekarsky's."

 

She understood and believed me – I saw that from her sudden pallor, and from the way she laid her arms upon her bosom in terror and entreaty. In one instant all that had happened of late flashed through her mind; she reflected, and with pitiless clarity she saw the whole truth. But at the same time she remembered that I was a flunkey, a being of a lower order. . . . A casual stranger, with hair ruffled, with face flushed with fever, perhaps drunk, in a common overcoat, was coarsely intruding into her intimate life, and that offended her. She said to me sternly:

 

"It's not your business: go away."

"Oh, believe me!" I cried impetuously, holding out my hands to her. "I am not a footman; I am as free as you."

 

I mentioned my name, and, speaking very rapidly that she might not interrupt me or go away, explained to her who I was and why I was living there. This new discovery struck her more than the first. Till then she had hoped that her footman had lied or made a mistake or been silly, but now after my confession she had no doubts left. From the expression of her unhappy eyes and face, which suddenly lost its softness and beauty and looked old, I saw that she was insufferably miserable, and that the conversation would lead to no good; but I went on impetuously:

 

"The senator and the tour of inspection were invented to deceive you. In January, just as now, he did not go away, but stayed at Pekarsky's, and I saw him every day and took part in the deception. He was weary of you, he hated your presence here, he mocked at you. . . . If you could have heard how he and his friends here jeered at you and your love, you would not have remained here one minute! Go away from here! Go away."

"Well," she said in a shaking voice, and moved her hand over her hair. "Well, so be it."

 

Her eyes were full of tears, her lips were quivering, and her whole face was strikingly pale and distorted with anger. Orlov's coarse, petty lying revolted her and seemed to her contemptible, ridiculous: she smiled and I did not like that smile.

 

"Well," she repeated, passing her hand over her hair again, "so be it. He imagines that I shall die of humiliation, and instead of that I am . . . amused by it. There's no need for him to hide." She walked away from the piano and said, shrugging her shoulders: "There's no need. . . . It would have been simpler to have it out with me instead of keeping in hiding in other people's flats. I have eyes; I saw it myself long ago. . . . I was only waiting for him to come back to have things out once for all."

 

Then she sat down on a low chair by the table, and, leaning her head on the arm of the sofa, wept bitterly. In the drawing-room there was only one candle burning in the candelabra, and the chair where she was sitting was in darkness; but I saw how her head and shoulders were quivering, and how her hair, escaping from her combs, covered her neck, her face, her arms. . . . Her quiet, steady weeping, which was not hysterical but a woman's ordinary weeping, expressed a sense of insult, of wounded pride, of injury, and of something helpless, hopeless, which one could not set right and to which one could not get used. Her tears stirred an echo in my troubled and suffering heart; I forgot my illness and everything else in the world; I walked about the drawing-room and muttered distractedly:

 

"Is this life? . . . Oh, one can't go on living like this, one can't. . . . Oh, it's madness, wickedness, not life."

"What humiliation!" she said through her tears. "To live together, to smile at me at the very time when I was burdensome to him, ridiculous in his eyes! Oh, how humiliating!"

 

She lifted up her head, and looking at me with tear-stained eyes through her hair, wet with her tears, and pushing it back as it prevented her seeing me, she asked:

 

"They laughed at me?"

"To these men you were laughable – you and your love and Turgenev; they said your head was full of him. And if we both die at once in despair, that will amuse them, too; they will make a funny anecdote of it and tell it at your requiem service. But why talk of them?" I said impatiently. "We must get away from here – I cannot stay here one minute longer.

 

She began crying again, while I walked to the piano and sat down.

 

"What are we waiting for?" I asked dejectedly. "It's two o'clock."

"I am not waiting for anything," she said. "I am utterly lost."

"Why do you talk like that? We had better consider together what we are to do. Neither you nor I can stay here. Where do you intend to go?"

 

Suddenly there was a ring at the bell. My heart stood still. Could it be Orlov, to whom perhaps Kukushkin had complained of me? How should we meet? I went to open the door. It was Polya. She came in shaking the snow off her pelisse, and went into her room without saying a word to me. When I went back to the drawing-room, Zinaida Fyodorovna, pale as death, was standing in the middle of the room, looking towards me with big eyes.

 

"Who was it?" she asked softly.

"Polya," I answered.

 

She passed her hand over her hair and closed her eyes wearily.

 

"I will go away at once," she said. "Will you be kind and take me to the Petersburg Side? What time is it now?"

"A quarter to three."

 

 

XIV

 

When, a little afterwards, we went out of the house, it was dark and deserted in the street. Wet snow was falling and a damp wind lashed in one's face. I remember it was the beginning of March; a thaw had set in, and for some days past the cabmen had been driving on wheels. Under the impression of the back stairs, of the cold, of the midnight darkness, and the porter in his sheepskin who had questioned us before letting us out of the gate, Zinaida Fyodorovna was utterly cast down and dispirited. When we got into the cab and the hood was put up, trembling all over, she began hurriedly saying how grateful she was to me.

 

"I do not doubt your good-will, but I am ashamed that you should be troubled," she muttered. "Oh, I understand, I understand. . . . When Gruzin was here to-day, I felt that he was lying and concealing something. Well, so be it. But I am ashamed, anyway, that you should be troubled."

 

She still had her doubts. To dispel them finally, I asked the cabman to drive through Sergievsky Street; stopping him at Pekarsky's door, I got out of the cab and rang. When the porter came to the door, I asked aloud, that Zinaida Fyodorovna might hear, whether Georgy Ivanitch was at home.

 

"Yes," was the answer, "he came in half an hour ago. He must be in bed by now. What do you want?"

 

Zinaida Fyodorovna could not refrain from putting her head out.

 

"Has Georgy Ivanitch been staying here long?" she asked.

"Going on for three weeks."

"And he's not been away?"

"No," answered the porter, looking at me with surprise.

"Tell him, early to-morrow," I said, "that his sister has arrived from Warsaw. Good-bye."

 

Then we drove on. The cab had no apron, the snow fell on us in big flakes, and the wind, especially on the Neva, pierced us through and through. I began to feel as though we had been driving for a long time, that for ages we had been suffering, and that for ages I had been listening to Zinaida Fyodorovna's shuddering breath. In semi-delirium, as though half asleep, I looked back upon my strange, incoherent life, and for some reason recalled a melodrama, "The Parisian Beggars," which I had seen once or twice in my childhood. And when to shake off that semi-delirium I peeped out from the hood and saw the dawn, all the images of the past, all my misty thoughts, for some reason, blended in me into one distinct, overpowering thought: everything was irrevocably over for Zinaida Fyodorovna and for me. This was as certain a conviction as though the cold blue sky contained a prophecy, but a minute later I was already thinking of something else and believed differently.

 

"What am I now?" said Zinaida Fyodorovna, in a voice husky with the cold and the damp. "Where am I to go? What am I to do? Gruzin told me to go into a nunnery. Oh, I would! I would change my dress, my face, my name, my thoughts . . . everything – everything, and would hide myself for ever. But they will not take me into a nunnery. I am with child."

"We will go abroad together to-morrow," I said.

"That's impossible. My husband won't give me a passport."

"I will take you without a passport."

 

The cabman stopped at a wooden house of two storeys, painted a dark colour. I rang. Taking from me her small light basket – the only luggage we had brought with us – Zinaida Fyodorovna gave a wry smile and said :

 

"These are my bijoux."

 

But she was so weak that she could not carry these bijoux.

 

It was a long while before the door was opened. After the third or fourth ring a light gleamed in the windows, and there was a sound of steps, coughing and whispering; at last the key grated in the lock, and a stout peasant woman with a frightened red face appeared at the door. Some distance behind her stood a thin little old woman with short grey hair, carrying a candle in her hand. Zinaida Fyodorovna ran into the passage and flung her arms round the old woman's neck.

 

"Nina, I've been deceived," she sobbed loudly. "I've been coarsely, foully deceived! Nina, Nina!"

 

I handed the basket to the peasant woman. The door was closed, but still I heard her sobs and the cry "Nina!"

 

I got into the cab and told the man to drive slowly to the Nevsky Prospect. I had to think of a night's lodging for myself.

 

Next day towards evening I went to see Zinaida Fyodorovna. She was terribly changed. There were no traces of tears on her pale, terribly sunken face, and her expression was different. I don't know whether it was that I saw her now in different surroundings, far from luxurious, and that our relations were by now different, or perhaps that intense grief had already set its mark upon her; she did not strike me as so elegant and well dressed as before. Her figure seemed smaller; there was an abruptness and excessive nervousness about her as though she were in a hurry, and there was not the same softness even in her smile. I was dressed in an expensive suit which I had bought during the day. She looked first of all at that suit and at the hat in my hand, then turned an impatient, searching glance upon my face as though studying it.

 

"Your transformation still seems to me a sort of miracle," she said. "Forgive me for looking at you with such curiosity. You are an extraordinary man, you know."

 

I told her again who I was, and why I was living at Orlov's, and I told her at greater length and in more detail than the day before. She listened with great attention, and said without letting me finish:

 

"Everything there is over for me. You know, I could not refrain from writing a letter. Here is the answer."

 

On the sheet which she gave there was written in Orlov's hand:

 

"I am not going to justify myself. But you must own that it was your mistake, not mine. I wish you happiness, and beg you to make haste and forget.

Yours sincerely,

G. O.

P. S. – I am sending on your things."

 

The trunks and baskets despatched by Orlov were standing in the passage, and my poor little portmanteau was there beside them.

 

"So . . ." Zinaida Fyodorovna began, but she did not finish.

 

We were silent. She took the note and held it for a couple of minutes before her eyes, and during that time her face wore the same haughty, contemptuous, proud, and harsh expression as the day before at the beginning of our explanation; tears came into her eyes – not timid, bitter tears, but proud, angry tears.

 

"Listen," she said, getting up abruptly and moving away to the window that I might not see her face. "I have made up my mind to go abroad with you tomorrow."

"I am very glad. I am ready to go to-day."

"Accept me as a recruit. Have you read Balzac?" she asked suddenly, turning round. "Have you? At the end of his novel 'Père Goriot' the hero looks down upon Paris from the top of a hill and threatens the town: 'Now we shall settle our account,' and after this he begins a new life. So when I look out of the train window at Petersburg for the last time, I shall say, 'Now we shall settle our account!' "

 

Saying this, she smiled at her jest, and for some reason shuddered all over.

 

 

XV

 

At Venice I had an attack of pleurisy. Probably I had caught cold in the evening when we were rowing from the station to the Hotel Bauer. I had to take to my bed and stay there for a fortnight. Every morning while I was ill Zinaida Fyodorovna came from her room to drink coffee with me, and afterwards read aloud to me French and Russian books, of which we had bought a number at Vienna. These books were either long, long familiar to me or else had no interest for me, but I had the sound of a sweet, kind voice beside me, so that the meaning of all of them was summed up for me in the one thing – I was not alone. She would go out for a walk, come back in her light grey dress, her light straw hat, gay, warmed by the spring sun; and sitting by my bed, bending low down over me, would tell me something about Venice or read me those books – and I was happy.

 

At night I was cold, ill, and dreary, but by day I revelled in life – I can find no better expression for it. The brilliant warm sunshine beating in at the open windows and at the door upon the balcony, the shouts below, the splash of oars, the tinkle of bells, the prolonged boom of the cannon at midday, and the feeling of perfect, perfect freedom, did wonders with me; I felt as though I were growing strong, broad wings which were bearing me God knows whither. And what charm, what joy at times at the thought that another life was so close to mine! that I was the servant, the guardian, the friend, the indispensable fellow-traveller of a creature, young, beautiful, wealthy, but weak, lonely, and insulted! It is pleasant even to be ill when you know that there are people who are looking forward to your convalescence as to a holiday. One day I heard her whispering behind the door with my doctor, and then she came in to me with tear-stained eyes. It was a bad sign, but I was touched, and there was a wonderful lightness in my heart.

 

But at last they allowed me to go out on the balcony. The sunshine and the breeze from the sea caressed and fondled my sick body. I looked down at the familiar gondolas, which glide with feminine grace smoothly and majestically as though they were alive, and felt all the luxury of this original, fascinating civilisation. There was a smell of the sea. Some one was playing a stringed instrument and two voices were singing. How delightful it was! How unlike it was to that Petersburg night when the wet snow was falling and beating so rudely on our faces. If one looks straight across the canal, one sees the sea, and on the wide expanse towards the horizon the sun glittered on the water so dazzlingly that it hurt one's eyes to look at it. My soul yearned towards that lovely sea, which was so akin to me and to which I had given up my youth. I longed to live – to live – and nothing more.

 

A fortnight later I began walking freely. I loved to sit in the sun, and to listen to the gondoliers without understanding them, and for hours together to gaze at the little house where, they said, Desdemona lived – a naïve, mournful little house with a demure expression, as light as lace, so light that it looked as though one could lift it from its place with one hand. I stood for a long time by the tomb of Canova, and could not take my eyes off the melancholy lion. And in the Palace of the Doges I was always drawn to the corner where the portrait of the unhappy Marino Faliero was painted over with black. "It is fine to be an artist, a poet, a dramatist," I thought, "but since that is not vouchsafed to me, if only I could go in for mysticism! If only I had a grain of some faith to add to the unruffled peace and serenity that fills the soul!"

 

In the evening we ate oysters, drank wine, and went out in a gondola. I remember our black gondola swayed softly in the same place while the water faintly gurgled under it. Here and there the reflection of the stars and the lights on the bank quivered and trembled. Not far from us in a gondola, hung with coloured lanterns which were reflected in the water, there were people singing. The sounds of guitars, of violins, of mandolins, of men's and women's voices, were audible in the dark. Zinaida Fyodorovna, pale, with a grave, almost stern face, was sitting beside me, compressing her lips and clenching her hands. She was thinking about something; she did not stir an eyelash, nor hear me. Her face, her attitude, and her fixed, expressionless gaze, and her incredibly miserable, dreadful, and icy-cold memories, and around her the gondolas, the lights, the music, the song with its vigorous passionate cry of "Jam-mo! Jam-mo!" – what contrasts in life! When she sat like that, with tightly clasped hands, stony, mournful, I used to feel as though we were both characters in some novel in the old-fashioned style called "The Ill-fated," "The Abandoned," or something of the sort. Both of us: she – the ill-fated, the abandoned; and I – the faithful, devoted friend, the dreamer, and, if you like it, a superfluous man, a failure capable of nothing but coughing and dreaming, and perhaps sacrificing myself.

 

But who and what needed my sacrifices now? And what had I to sacrifice, indeed?

 

When we came in in the evening we always drank tea in her room and talked. We did not shrink from touching on old, unhealed wounds – on the contrary, for some reason I felt a positive pleasure in telling her about my life at Orlov's, or referring openly to relations which I knew and which could not have been concealed from me.

 

"At moments I hated you," I said to her. "When he was capricious, condescending, told you lies, I marvelled how it was you did not see, did not understand, when it was all so clear! You kissed his hands, you knelt to him, you flattered him. . ."

"When I . . . kissed his hands and knelt to him, I loved him . . ." she said, blushing crimson.

"Can it have been so difficult to see through him? A fine sphinx! A sphinx indeed – a Kammer-Junker! I reproach you for nothing, God forbid," I went on, feeling I was coarse, that I had not the tact, the delicacy which are so essential when you have to do with a fellow-creature's soul; in early days before I knew her I had not noticed this defect in myself. "But how could you fail to see what he was," I went on, speaking more softly and more diffidently, however.

"You mean to say you despise my past, and you are right," she said, deeply stirred. " You belong to a special class of men who cannot be judged by ordinary standards; your moral requirements are exceptionally rigorous, and I understand you can't forgive things. I understand you, and if sometimes I say the opposite, it doesn't mean that I look at things differently from you; I speak the same old nonsense simply because I haven't had time yet to wear out my old clothes and prejudices. I, too, hate and despise my past, and Orlov and my love. . . . What was that love? It's positively absurd now," she said, going to the window and looking down at the canal. "All this love only clouds the conscience and confuses the mind. The meaning of life is to be found only in one thing – fighting. To get one's heel on the vile head of the serpent and to crush it! That's the meaning of life. In that alone or in nothing."

 

I told her long stories of my past, and described my really astounding adventures. But of the change that had taken place in me I did not say one word. She always listened to me with great attention, and at interesting places she rubbed her hands as though vexed that it had not yet been her lot to experience such adventures, such joys and terrors. Then she would suddenly fall to musing and retreat into herself, and I could see from her face that she was not attending to me.

 

I closed the windows that looked out on the canal and asked whether we should not have the fire lighted.

 

"No, never mind. I am not cold," she said, smiling listlessly. "I only feel weak. Do you know, I fancy I have grown much wiser lately. I have extraordinary, original ideas now. When I think of my past, of my life then . . . people in general, in fact, it is all summed up for me in the image of my stepmother. Coarse, insolent, soulless, false, depraved, and a morphia maniac too. My father, who was feeble and weak-willed, married my mother for her money and drove her into consumption; but his second wife, my stepmother, he loved passionately, insanely. . . . What I had to put up with! But what is the use of talking! And so, as I say, it is all summed up in her image. . . . And it vexes me that my stepmother is dead. I should like to meet her now!"

 

"Why?"

"I don't know," she answered with a laugh and a graceful movement of her head. "Good-night. You must get well. As soon as you are well, we'll take up our work. . . It's time to begin."

After I had said good-night and had my hand on the door-handle, she said:

"What do you think? Is Polya still living there?"

"Probably."

And I went off to my room. So we spent a whole month. One grey morning when we both stood at my window, looking at the clouds which were moving up from the sea, and at the darkening canal, expecting every minute that it would pour with rain, and when a thick, narrow streak of rain covered the sea as though with a muslin veil, we both felt suddenly dreary. The same day we both set off for Florence.

 

 

XVI

 

It was autumn, at Nice. One morning when I went into her room she was sitting on a low chair, bent together and huddled up, with her legs crossed and her face hidden in her hands. She was weeping bitterly, with sobs, and her long, unbrushed hair fell on her knees. The impression of the exquisite marvellous sea which I had only just seen and of which I wanted to tell her, left me all at once, and my heart ached.

 

"What is it?" I asked; she took one hand from her face and motioned me to go away. "What is it?" I repeated, and for the first time during our acquaintance I kissed her hand.

 

"No, it's nothing, nothing," she said quickly. "Oh, it's nothing, nothing. . . . Go away. . . . You see, I am not dressed."

 

I went out overwhelmed. The calm and serene mood in which I had been for so long was poisoned by compassion. I had a passionate longing to fall at her feet, to entreat her not to weep in solitude, but to share her grief with me, and the monotonous murmur of the sea already sounded a gloomy prophecy in my ears, and I foresaw fresh tears, fresh troubles, and fresh losses in the future. "What is she crying about? What is it?" I wondered, recalling her face and her agonised look. I remembered she was with child. She tried to conceal her condition from other people, and also from herself. At home she went about in a loose wrapper or in a blouse with extremely full folds over the bosom, and when she went out anywhere she laced herself in so tightly that on two occasions she fainted when we were out. She never spoke to me of her condition, and when I hinted that it might be as well to see a doctor, she flushed crimson and said not a word.

 

When I went to see her next time she was already dressed and had her hair done.

 

"There, there," I said, seeing that she was ready to cry again. "We had better go to the sea and have a talk."

"I can't talk. Forgive me, I am in the mood now when one wants to be alone. And, if you please, Vladimir Ivanitch, another time you want to come into my room, be so good as to give a knock at the door."

 

That "be so good" had a peculiar, unfeminine sound. I went away. My accursed Petersburg mood came back, and all my dreams were crushed and crumpled up like leaves by the heat. I felt I was alone again and there was no nearness between us. I was no more to her than that cobweb to that palm-tree, which hangs on it by chance and which will be torn off and carried away by the wind. I walked about the square where the band was playing, went into the Casino; there I looked at overdressed and heavily perfumed women, and every one of them glanced at me as though she would say: "You are alone; that's all right." Then I went out on the terrace and looked for a long time at the sea. There was not one sail on the horizon. On the left bank, in the lilac-coloured mist, there were mountains, gardens, towers, and houses, the sun was sparkling over it all, but it was all alien, indifferent, an incomprehensible tangle.

 

 

XVII

 

She used as before to come into my room in the morning to coffee, but we no longer dined together, as she said she was not hungry; and she lived only on coffee, tea, and various trifles such as oranges and caramels.

 

And we no longer had conversations in the evening. I don't know why it was like this. Ever since the day when I had found her in tears she had treated me somehow lightly, at times casually, even ironically, and for some reason called me "My good sir." What had before seemed to her terrible, heroic, marvellous, and had stirred her envy and enthusiasm, did not touch her now at all, and usually after listening to me, she stretched and said:

 

"Yes, 'great things were done in days of yore,' my good sir."

 

It sometimes happened even that I did not see her for days together. I would knock timidly and guiltily at her door and get no answer; I would knock again – still silence. . . . I would stand near the door and listen; then the chambermaid would pass and say coldly, "Madame est partie." Then I would walk about the passages of the hotel, walk and walk. . . . English people, full-bosomed ladies, waiters in swallow-tails. . . . And as I keep gazing at the long striped rug that stretches the whole length of the corridor, the idea occurs to me that I am playing in the life of this woman a strange, probably false part, and that it is beyond my power to alter that part. I run to my room and fall on my bed, and think and think, and can come to no conclusion; and all that is clear to me is that I want to live, and that the plainer and the colder and the harder her face grows, the nearer she is to me, and the more intensely and painfully I feel our kinship. Never mind "My good sir," never mind her light careless tone, never mind anything you like, only don't leave me, my treasure. I am afraid to be alone.

 

Then I go out into the corridor again, listen in a tremor. . . . I have no dinner; I don't notice the approach of evening. At last about eleven I hear the familiar footstep, and at the turn near the stairs Zinaida Fyodorovna comes into sight.

 

"Are you taking a walk?" she would ask as she passes me. "You had better go out into the air. . . . Good-night!"

"But shall we not meet again to-day?"

"I think it's late. But as you like."

"Tell me, where have you been?" I would ask, following her into the room.

"Where? To Monte Carlo." She took ten gold coins out of her pocket and said: "Look, my good sir; I have won. That's at roulette."

"Nonsense! As though you would gamble."

"Why not? I am going again to-morrow."

 

I imagined her with a sick and morbid face, in her condition, tightly laced, standing near the gaming-table in a crowd of cocottes, of old women in their dotage who swarm round the gold like flies round the honey. I remembered she had gone off to Monte Carlo for some reason in secret from me.

 

"I don't believe you," I said one day. "You wouldn't go there."

"Don't agitate yourself. I can't lose much."

"It's not the question of what you lose," I said with annoyance. "Has it never occurred to you while you were playing there that the glitter of gold, all these women, young and old, the croupiers, all the surroundings – that it is all a vile, loathsome mockery at the toiler's labour, at his bloody sweat?

"If one doesn't play, what is one to do here?" she asked. "The toiler's labour and his bloody sweat – all that eloquence you can put off till another time; but now, since you have begun, let me go on. Let me ask you bluntly, what is there for me to do here, and what am I to do?"

"What are you to do?" I said, shrugging my shoulders. "That's a question that can't be answered straight off."

"I beg you to answer me honestly, Vladimir Ivanitch," she said, and her face looked angry. "Once I have brought myself to ask you this question, I am not going to listen to stock phrases. I am asking you," she went on, beating her hand on the table, as though marking time, "what ought I to do here? And not only here at Nice, but in general?"

 

I did not speak, but looked out of window to the sea. My heart was beating terribly.

 

"Vladimir Ivanitch," she said softly and breathlessly; it was hard for her to speak – "Vladimir Ivanitch, if you do not believe in the cause yourself, if you no longer think of going back to it, why . . . why did you drag me out of Petersburg? Why did you make me promises, why did you rouse mad hopes? Your convictions have changed; you have become a different man, and nobody blames you for it – our convictions are not always in our power. But . . . but, Vladimir Ivanitch, for God's sake, why are you not sincere?" she went on softly, coming up to me. "All these months when I have been dreaming aloud, raving, going into raptures over my plans, remodelling my life on a new pattern, why didn't you tell me the truth? Why were you silent or encouraged me by your stories, and behaved as though you were in complete sympathy with me? Why was it? Why was it necessary?"

 

"It's difficult to acknowledge one's bankruptcy," I said, turning round, but not looking at her. "Yes, I have no faith; I am worn out. I have lost heart. . . . It is difficult to be truthful – very difficult, and I held my tongue. God forbid that any one should have to go through what I have been through."

 

I felt that I was on the point of tears, and ceased speaking.

 

"Vladimir Ivanitch," she said, and took me by both hands, "you have been through so much and seen so much of life, you know more than I do; think seriously, and tell me, what am I to do? Teach me! If you haven't the strength to go forward yourself and take others with you, at least show me where to go. After all, I am a living, feeling, thinking being. To sink into a false position . . . to play an absurd part . . . is painful to me. I don't reproach you, I don't blame you; I only ask you."

 

Tea was brought in.

 

"Well?" said Zinaida Fyodorovna, giving me a glass. "What do you say to me?"

"There is more light in the world than you see through your window," I answered. "And there are other people besides me, Zinaida Fyodorovna."

"Then tell me who they are," she said eagerly. "That's all I ask of you."

"And I want to say, too, I went on, "one can serve an idea in more than one calling. If one has made a mistake and lost faith in one, one may find another. The world of ideas is large and cannot be exhausted."

 

"The world of ideas!" she said, and she looked into my face sarcastically. "Then we had better leave off talking. What's the use? . . ."

 

She flushed.

 

"The world of ideas!" she repeated. She threw her dinner-napkin aside, and an expression of indignation and contempt came into her face. "All your fine ideas, I see, lead up to one inevitable, essential step: I ought to become your mistress. That's what's wanted. To be taken up with ideas without being the mistress of an honourable, progressive man, is as good as not understanding the ideas. One has to begin with that . . . that is, with being your mistress, and the rest will come of itself."

 

"You are irritated, Zinaida Fyodorovna," I said.

"No, I am sincere!" she cried, breathing hard. "I am sincere!"

"You are sincere, perhaps, but you are in error, and it hurts me to hear you."


"I am in error?" she laughed. "Any one else might say that, but not you, my dear sir! I may seem to you indelicate, cruel, but I don't care: you love me? You love me, don't you?"

I shrugged my shoulders.

"Yes, shrug your shoulders!" she went on sarcastically. "When you were ill I heard you in your delirium, and ever since these adoring eyes, these sighs, and edifying conversations about friendship, about spiritual kinship. . . . But the point is, why haven't you been sincere? Why have you concealed what is and talked about what isn't? Had you said from the beginning what ideas exactly led you to drag me from Petersburg, I should have known. I should have poisoned myself then as I meant to, and there would have been none of this tedious farce. . . . But what's the use of talking!"

With a wave of the hand she sat down.

"You speak to me as though you suspected me of dishonourable intentions," I said, offended.

"Oh, very well. What's the use of talking! I don't suspect you of intentions, but of having no intentions. If you had any, I should have known them by now. You had nothing but ideas and love. For the present – ideas and love, and in prospect – me as your mistress. That's in the order of things both in life and in novels. . . . Here you abused him," she said, and she slapped the table with her hand, "but one can't help agreeing with him. He has good reasons for despising these ideas."

"He does not despise ideas; he is afraid of them," I cried. "He is a coward and a liar."

"Oh, very well. He is a coward and a liar, and deceived me. And you? Excuse my frankness; what are you? He deceived me and left me to take my chance in Petersburg, and you have deceived me and abandoned me here. But he did not mix up ideas with his deceit, and you . . ."

"For goodness' sake, why are you saying this?" I cried in horror, wringing my hands and going up to her quickly. "No, Zinaida Fyodorovna, this is cynicism. You must not be so despairing; listen to me," I went on, catching at a thought which flashed dimly upon me, and which seemed to me might still save us both. "Listen. I have passed through so many experiences in my time that my head goes round at the thought of them, and I have realised with my mind, with my racked soul, that man finds his true destiny in nothing if not in self-sacrificing love for his neighbour. It is towards that we must strive, and that is our destination! That is my faith!"

 

I wanted to go on to speak of mercy, of forgiveness, but there was an insincere note in my voice, and I was embarrassed.

 

"I want to live!" I said genuinely. "To live, to live! I want peace, tranquillity; I want warmth – this sea here – to have you near. Oh, how I wish I could rouse in you the same thirst for life! You spoke just now of love, but it would be enough for me to have you near, to hear your voice, to watch the look in your face . . . !"

 

She flushed crimson, and to hinder my speaking, said quickly:

 

"You love life, and I hate it. So our ways lie apart."

She poured herself out some tea, but did not touch it, went into the bedroom, and lay down.

"I imagine it is better to cut short this conversation," she said to me from within. "Everything is over for me, and I want nothing. . . . What more is there to say?"

"No, it's not all over!"

"Oh, very well! . . . I know! I am sick of it. . . . That's enough."

 

I got up, took a turn from one end of the room to the other, and went out into the corridor. When late at night I went to her door and listened, I distinctly heard her crying.

 

Next morning the waiter, handing me my clothes, informed me, with a smile, that the lady in number thirteen was confined. I dressed somehow, and almost fainting with terror ran to Zinaida Fyodorovna. In her room I found a doctor, a midwife, and an elderly Russian lady from Harkov, called Darya Milhailovna. There was a smell of ether. I had scarcely crossed the threshold when from the room where she was lying I heard a low, plaintive moan, and, as though it had been wafted me by the wind from Russia, I thought of Orlov, his irony, Polya, the Neva, the drifting snow, then the cab without an apron, the prediction I had read in the cold morning sky, and the despairing cry "Nina! Nina!"

 

"Go in to her," said the lady.

 

I went in to see Zinaida Fyodorovna, feeling as though I were the father of the child. She was lying with her eyes closed, looking thin and pale, wearing a white cap edged with lace. I remember there were two expressions on her face: one – cold, indifferent, apathetic; the other – a look of childish helplessness given her by the white cap. She did not hear me come in, or heard, perhaps, but did not pay attention. I stood, looked at her, and waited.

 

But her face was contorted with pain; she opened her eyes and gazed at the ceiling, as though wondering what was happening to her. . . . There was a look of loathing on her face.

"It's horrible . . ." she whispered.

"Zinaida Fyodorovna." I spoke her name softly. She looked at me indifferently, listlessly, and closed her eyes. I stood there a little while, then went away.

At night, Darya Mihailovna informed me that the child, a girl, was born, but that the mother was in a dangerous condition. Then I heard noise and bustle in the passage. Darya Mihailovna came to me again and with a face of despair, wringing her hands, said:

"Oh, this is awful! The doctor suspects that she has taken poison! Oh, how badly Russians do behave here!"

 

And at twelve o'clock the next day Zinaida Fyodorovna died.

 

 

XVIII

 

Two years had passed. Circumstances had changed; I had come to Petersburg again and could live here openly. I was no longer afraid of being and seeming sentimental, and gave myself up entirely to the fatherly, or rather idolatrous feeling roused in me by Sonya, Zinaida Fyodorovna's child. I fed her with my own hands, gave her her bath, put her to bed, never took my eyes off her for nights together, and screamed when it seemed to me that the nurse was just going to drop her. My thirst for normal ordinary life became stronger and more acute as time went on, but wider visions stopped short at Sonya, as though I had found in her at last just what I needed. I loved the child madly. In her I saw the continuation of my life, and it was not exactly that I fancied, but I felt, I almost believed, that when I had cast off at last my long, bony, bearded frame, I should go on living in those little blue eyes, that silky flaxen hair, those dimpled pink hands which stroked my face so lovingly and were clasped round my neck.

 

Sonya's future made me anxious. Orlov was her father; in her birth certificate she was called Krasnovsky, and the only person who knew of her existence, and took interest in her – that is, I – was at death's door. I had to think about her seriously.

 

The day after I arrived in Petersburg I went to see Orlov. The door was opened to me by a stout old fellow with red whiskers and no moustache, who looked like a German. Polya, who was tidying the drawing-room, did not recognise me, but Orlov knew me at once.

 

"Ah, Mr. Revolutionist!" he said, looking at me with curiosity, and laughing. "What fate has brought you?"

 

He was not changed in the least: the same well-groomed, unpleasant face, the same irony. And a new book was lying on the table just as of old, with an ivory paper-knife thrust in it. He had evidently been reading before I came in. He made me sit down, offered me a cigar, and with a delicacy only found in well-bred people, concealing the unpleasant feeling aroused by my face and my wasted figure, observed casually that I was not in the least changed, and that he would have known me anywhere in spite of my having grown a beard. We talked of the weather, of Paris. To dispose as quickly as possible of the oppressive, inevitable question, which weighed upon him and me, he asked:

 

"Zinaida Fyodorovna is dead?"

"Yes," I answered.

"In childbirth?"

"Yes, in childbirth. The doctor suspected another cause of death, but . . . it is more comforting for you and for me to think that she died in childbirth."

 

He sighed decorously and was silent. The angel of silence passed over us, as they say.

 

"Yes. And here everything is as it used to be – no changes," he said briskly, seeing that I was looking about the room. "My father, as you know, has left the service and is living in retirement; I am still in the same department. Do you remember Pekarsky? He is just the same as ever. Gruzin died of diphtheria a year ago. . . . Kukushkin is alive, and often speaks of you. By the way," said Orlov, dropping his eyes with an air of reserve, "when Kukushkin heard who you were, he began telling every one you had attacked him and tried to murder him . . . and that he only just escaped with his life."

 

I did not speak.

 

"Old servants do not forget their masters. . . . It's very nice of you," said Orlov jocosely. "Will you have some wine and some coffee, though? I will tell them to make some."

"No, thank you. I have come to see you about a very important matter, Georgy Ivanitch."

"I am not very fond of important matters, but I shall be glad to be of service to you. What do you want?"

"You see," I began, growing agitated, "I have here with me Zinaida Fyodorovna's daughter. . . . Hitherto I have brought her up, but, as you see, before many days I shall be an empty sound. I should like to die with the thought that she is provided for."

 

Orlov coloured a little, frowned a little, and took a cursory and sullen glance at me. He was unpleasantly affected, not so much by the "important matter" as by my words about death, about becoming an empty sound.

 

"Yes, it must be thought about," he said, screening his eyes as though from the sun. "Thank you. You say it's a girl?"

"Yes, a girl. A wonderful child!"

"Yes. Of course, it's not a lap-dog, but a human being. I understand we must consider it seriously. I am prepared to do my part, and am very grateful to you."

 

He got up, walked about, biting his nails, and stopped before a picture.

 

"We must think about it," he said in a hollow voice, standing with his back to me. "I shall go to Pekarsky's to-day and will ask him to go to Krasnovsky's. I don't think he will make much ado about consenting to take the child."

"But, excuse me, I don't see what Krasnovsky has got to do with it," I said, also getting up and walking to a picture at the other end of the room.

"But she bears his name, of course!" said Orlov.

"Yes, he may be legally obliged to accept the child – I don't know; but I came to you, Georgy Ivanitch, not to discuss the legal aspect."

"Yes, yes, you are right," he agreed briskly. "I believe I am talking nonsense. But don't excite yourself. We will decide the matter to our mutual satisfaction. If one thing won't do, we'll try another; and if that won't do, we'll try a third – one way or another this delicate question shall be settled. Pekarsky will arrange it all. Be so good as to leave me your address and I will let you know at once what we decide. Where are you living?"

 

Orlov wrote down my address, sighed, and said with a smile:

 

"Oh, Lord, what a job it is to be the father of a little daughter! But Pekarsky will arrange it all. He is a sensible man. Did you stay long in Paris?"

"Two months."

 

We were silent. Orlov was evidently afraid I should begin talking of the child again, and to turn my attention in another direction, said:

 

"You have probably forgotten your letter by now. But I have kept it. I understand your mood at the time, and, I must own, I respect that letter. 'Damnable cold blood,' 'Asiatic,' 'coarse laugh' – that was charming and characteristic," he went on with an ironical smile. "And the fundamental thought is perhaps near the truth, though one might dispute the question endlessly. That is," he hesitated, "not dispute the thought itself, but your attitude to the question – your temperament, so to say. Yes, my life is abnormal, corrupted, of no use to any one, and what prevents me from beginning a new life is cowardice – there you are quite right. But that you take it so much to heart, are troubled, and reduced to despair by it – that's irrational; there you are quite wrong."

"A living man cannot help being troubled and reduced to despair when he sees that he himself is going to ruin and others are going to ruin round him."

"Who doubts it! I am not advocating indifference; all I ask for is an objective attitude to life. The more objective, the less danger of falling into error. One must look into the root of things, and try to see in every phenomenon a cause of all the other causes. We have grown feeble, slack – degraded, in fact. Our generation is entirely composed of neurasthenics and whimperers; we do nothing but talk of fatigue and exhaustion. But the fault is neither yours nor mine; we are of too little consequence to affect the destiny of a whole generation. We must suppose for that larger, more general causes with a solid raison d'être from the biological point of view. We are neurasthenics, flabby, renegades, but perhaps it's necessary and of service for generations that will come after us. Not one hair falls from the head without the will of the Heavenly Father – in other words, nothing happens by chance in Nature and in human environment. Everything has its cause and is inevitable. And if so, why should we worry and write despairing letters?"

 

"That's all very well," I said, thinking a little. "I believe it will be easier and clearer for the generations to come; our experience will be at their service. But one wants to live apart from future generations and not only for their sake. Life is only given us once, and one wants to live it boldly, with full consciousness and beauty. One wants to play a striking, independent, noble part; one wants to make history so that those generations may not have the right to say of each of us that we were nonentities or worse. . . . I believe what is going on about us is inevitable and not without a purpose, but what have I to do with that inevitability? Why should my ego be lost?"

"Well, there's no help for it," sighed Orlov, getting up and, as it were, giving me to understand that our conversation was over.

 

I took my hat.

 

"We've only been sitting here half an hour, and how many questions we have settled, when you come to think of it!" said Orlov, seeing me into the hall. "So I will see to that matter. . . . I will see Pekarsky to-day. . . . Don't be uneasy."

 

He stood waiting while I put on my coat, and was obviously relieved at the feeling that I was going away.

 

"Georgy Ivanitch, give me back my letter," I said.

"Certainly."

He went to his study, and a minute later returned with the letter. I thanked him and went away.

 

The next day I got a letter from him. He congratulated me on the satisfactory settlement of the question. Pekarsky knew a lady, he wrote, who kept a school, something like a kindergarten, where she took quite little children. The lady could be entirely depended upon, but before concluding anything with her it would be as well to discuss the matter with Krasnovsky – it was a matter of form. He advised me to see Pekarsky at once and to take the birth certificate with me, if I had it. "Rest assured of the sincere respect and devotion of your humble servant. . . ."

 

I read this letter, and Sonya sat on the table and gazed at me attentively without blinking, as though she knew her fate was being decided

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

 

7. THE TWO VOLODYAS2

 

 

"LET me; I want to drive myself! I'll sit by the driver!" Sofya Lvovna said in a loud voice. "Wait a minute, driver; I'll get up on the box beside you."

She stood up in the sledge, and her husband, Vladimir Nikititch, and the friend of her childhood, Vladimir Mihalovitch, held her arms to prevent her falling. The three horses were galloping fast.

"I said you ought not to have given her brandy," Vladimir Nikititch whispered to his companion with vexation. "What a fellow you are, really!"

The Colonel knew by experience that in women like his wife, Sofya Lvovna, after a little too much wine, turbulent gaiety was followed by hysterical laughter and then tears. He was afraid that when they got home, instead of being able to sleep, he would have to be administering compresses and drops.

"Wo!" cried Sofya Lvovna. "I want to drive myself!"

She felt genuinely gay and triumphant. For the last two months, ever since her wedding, she had been tortured by the thought that she had married Colonel Yagitch from worldly motives and, as it is said, par dépit; but that evening, at the restaurant, she had suddenly become convinced that she loved him passionately. In spite of his fifty-four years, he was so slim, agile, supple, he made puns and hummed to the gipsies' tunes so charmingly. Really, the older men were nowadays a thousand times more interesting than the young. It seemed as though age and youth had changed parts. The Colonel was two years older than her father, but could there be any importance in that if, honestly speaking, there were infinitely more vitality, go, and freshness in him than in herself, though she was only twenty-three?

"Oh, my darling!" she thought. "You are wonderful!"

She had become convinced in the restaurant, too, that not a spark of her old feeling remained. For the friend of her childhood, Vladimir Mihalovitch, or simply Volodya, with whom only the day before she had been madly, miserably in love, she now felt nothing but complete indifference. All that evening he had seemed to her spiritless, torpid, uninteresting, and insignificant, and the sangfroid3

 with which he habitually avoided paying at restaurants on this occasion revolted her, and she had hardly been able to resist saying, "If you are poor, you should stay at home." The Colonel paid for all.

Perhaps because trees, telegraph posts, and drifts of snow kept flitting past her eyes, all sorts of disconnected ideas came rushing into her mind. She reflected: the bill at the restaurant had been a hundred and twenty roubles, and a hundred had gone to the gipsies, and to-morrow she could fling away a thousand roubles if she liked; and only two months ago, before her wedding, she had not had three roubles of her own, and had to ask her father for every trifle. What a change in her life!

Her thoughts were in a tangle. She recalled, how, when she was a child of ten, Colonel Yagitch, now her husband, used to make love4

 to her aunt, and every one in the house said that he had ruined her. And her aunt had, in fact, often come down to dinner with her eyes red from crying, and was always going off somewhere; and people used to say of her that the poor thing could find no peace anywhere. He had been very handsome in those days, and had an extraordinary reputation as a lady-killer. So much so that he was known all over the town, and it was said of him that he paid a round of visits to his adorers every day like a doctor visiting his patients. And even now, in spite of his grey hair, his wrinkles, and his spectacles, his thin face looked handsome, especially in profile.

Sofya Lvovna's father was an army doctor, and had at one time served in the same regiment with Colonel Yagitch. Volodya's father was an army doctor too, and he, too, had once been in the same regiment as her father and Colonel Yagitch. In spite of many amatory adventures, often very complicated and disturbing, Volodya had done splendidly at the university, and had taken a very good degree. Now he was specialising in foreign literature, and was said to be writing a thesis. He lived with his father, the army doctor, in the barracks, and had no means of his own, though he was thirty. As children Sofya and he had lived under the same roof, though in different flats. He often came to play with her, and they had dancing and French lessons together. But when he grew up into a graceful, remarkably handsome young man, she began to feel shy of him, and then fell madly in love with him, and had loved him right up to the time when she was married to Yagitch. He, too, had been renowned for his success with women almost from the age of fourteen, and the ladies who deceived their husbands on his account excused themselves by saying that he was only a boy. Some one had told a story of him lately that when he was a student living in lodgings so as to be near the university, it always happened if one knocked at his door, that one heard his footstep, and then a whispered apology: "Pardon, je ne suis pas seul5

." Yagitch was delighted with him, and blessed him as a worthy successor, as Derchavin blessed Pushkin6

; he appeared to be fond of him. They would play billiards or picquet by the hour together without uttering a word, if Yagitch drove out on any expedition he always took Volodya with him, and Yagitch was the only person Volodya initiated into the mysteries of his thesis. In earlier days, when Yagitch was rather younger, they had often been in the position of rivals, but they had never been jealous of one another. In the circle in which they moved Yagitch was nicknamed Big Volodya, and his friend Little Volodya.

Besides Big Volodya, Little Volodya, and Sofya Lvovna, there was a fourth person in the sledge – Margarita Alexandrovna, or, as every one called her, Rita, a cousin of Madame Yagitch – a very pale girl over thirty, with black eyebrows and a pince-nez, who was for ever smoking cigarettes, even in the bitterest frost, and who always had her knees and the front of her blouse covered with cigarette ash. She spoke through her nose, drawling every word, was of a cold temperament, could drink any amount of wine and liquor without being drunk, and used to tell scandalous anecdotes in a languid and tasteless way. At home she spent her days reading thick magazines 7

, covering them with cigarette ash, or eating frozen apples.

"Sonia, give over fooling," she said, drawling. "It's really silly."

As they drew near the city gates they went more slowly, and began to pass people and houses. Sofya Lvovna subsided, nestled up to her husband, and gave herself up to her thoughts. Little Volodya sat opposite. By now her light-hearted and cheerful thoughts were mingled with gloomy ones. She thought that the man sitting opposite knew that she loved him, and no doubt he believed the gossip that she married the Colonel par dépit. She had never told him of her love; she had not wanted him to know, and had done her best to hide her feeling, but from her face she knew that he understood her perfectly – and her pride suffered. But what was most humiliating in her position was that, since her wedding, Volodya had suddenly begun to pay her attention, which he had never done before, spending hours with her, sitting silent or chattering about trifles; and even now in the sledge, though he did not talk to her, he touched her foot with his and pressed her hand a little. Evidently that was all he wanted, that she should be married; and it was evident that he despised her and that she only excited in him an interest of a special kind as though she were an immoral and disreputable woman. And when the feeling of triumph and love for her husband were mingled in her soul with humiliation and wounded pride, she was overcome by a spirit of defiance, and longed to sit on the box, to shout and whistle to the horses.

Just as they passed the nunnery the huge hundred-ton bell rang out. Rita crossed herself.

"Our Olga is in that nunnery," said Sofya Lvovna, and she, too, crossed herself and shuddered.

"Why did she go into the nunnery?" said the Colonel.

"Par dépit," Rita answered crossly, with obvious allusion to Sofya's marrying Yagitch. "Par dépit is all the fashion nowadays. Defiance of all the world. She was always laughing, a desperate flirt, fond of nothing but balls and young men, and all of a sudden off she went – to surprise every one!"

"That's not true," said Volodya, turning down the collar of his fur coat and showing his handsome face. "It wasn't a case of par dépit; it was simply horrible, if you like. Her brother Dmitri was sent to penal servitude, and they don't know where he is now. And her mother died of grief."

He turned up his collar again.

"Olga did well," he added in a muffled voice. "Living as an adopted child, and with such a paragon as Sofya Lvovna, – one must take that into consideration too!"

Sofya Lvovna heard a tone of contempt in his voice, and longed to say something rude to him, but she said nothing. The spirit of defiance came over her again; she stood up again and shouted in a tearful voice:

"I want to go to the early service! Driver, back! I want to see Olga."

They turned back. The nunnery bell had a deep note, and Sofya Lvovna fancied there was something in it that reminded her of Olga and her life. The other church bells began ringing too. When the driver stopped the horses, Sofya Lvovna jumped out of the sledge and, unescorted and alone, went quickly up to the gate.

"Make haste, please!" her husband called to her. "It's late already."

She went in at the dark gateway, then by the avenue that led from the gate to the chief church. The snow crunched under her feet, and the ringing was just above her head, and seemed to vibrate through her whole being. Here was the church door, then three steps down, and an ante-room with ikons of the saints on both sides, a fragrance of juniper and incense, another door, and a dark figure opening it and bowing very low. The service had not yet begun. One nun was walking by the ikon-screen and lighting the candles on the tall standard candlesticks, another was lighting the chandelier. Here and there, by the columns and the side chapels, there stood black, motionless figures. "I suppose they must remain standing as they are now till the morning," thought Sofya Lvovna, and it seemed to her dark, cold, and dreary – drearier than a graveyard. She looked with a feeling of dreariness at the still, motionless figures and suddenly felt a pang at her heart. For some reason, in one short nun, with thin shoulders and a black kerchief on her head, she recognised Olga, though when Olga went into the nunnery she had been plump and had looked taller. Hesitating and extremely agitated, Sofya Lvovna went up to the nun, and looking over her shoulder into her face, recognised her as Olga.

"Olga!" she cried, throwing up her hands, and could not speak from emotion. "Olga!"

The nun knew her at once; she raised her eyebrows in surprise, and her pale, freshly washed face, and even, it seemed, the white head-cloth that she wore under her wimple, beamed with pleasure.

"What a miracle from God!" she said, and she, too, threw up her thin, pale little hands.

Sofya Lvovna hugged her and kissed her warmly, and was afraid as she did so that she might smell of spirits.

"We were just driving past, and we thought of you," she said, breathing hard, as though she had been running. "Dear me! How pale you are! I . . . I'm very glad to see you. Well, tell me how are you? Are you dull?"

Sofya Lvovna looked round at the other nuns, and went on in a subdued voice:

"There've been so many changes at home . . . you know, I'm married to Colonel Yagitch. You remember him, no doubt. . . . I am very happy with him."

"Well, thank God for that. And is your father quite well?

"Yes, he is quite well. He often speaks of you. You must come and see us during the holidays, Olga, won't you?"

"I will come," said Olga, and she smiled. "I'll come on the second day."

Sofya Lvovna began crying, she did not know why, and for a minute she shed tears in silence, then she wiped her eyes and said:

"Rita will be very sorry not to have seen you. She is with us too. And Volodya's here. They are close to the gate. How pleased they'd be if you'd come out and see them. Let's go out to them; the service hasn't begun yet.''

"Let us," Olga agreed. She crossed herself three times and went out with Sofya Lvovna to the entrance.

"So you say you're happy, Sonitchka?" she asked when they came out at the gate.

"Very."

"Well, thank God for that."

The two Volodyas, seeing the nun, got out of the sledge and greeted her respectfully. Both were visibly touched by her pale face and her black monastic dress, and both were pleased that she had remembered them and come to greet them. That she might not be cold, Sofya Lvovna wrapped her up in a rug and put one half of her fur coat round her. Her tears had relieved and purified her heart, and she was glad that this noisy, restless, and, in reality, impure night should unexpectedly end so purely and serenely. And to keep Olga by her a little longer she suggested:

"Let us take her for a drive! Get in, Olga; we'll go a little way."

The men expected the nun to refuse – saints don't dash about in three-horse sledges; but to their surprise, she consented and got into the sledge. And while the horses were galloping to the city gate all were silent, and only tried to make her warm and comfortable, and each of them was thinking of what she had been in the past and what she was now. Her face was now passionless, inexpressive, cold, pale, and transparent, as though there were water, not blood, in her veins. And two or three years ago she had been plump and rosy, talking about her suitors and laughing at every trifle.

Near the city gate the sledge turned back; when it stopped ten minutes later near the nunnery, Olga got out of the sledge. The bell had begun to ring more rapidly.

"The Lord save you," said Olga, and she bowed low as nuns do.

"Mind you come, Olga."

"I will, I will."

She went and quickly disappeared through the gateway. And when after that they drove on again, Sofya Lvovna felt very sad. Every one was silent. She felt dispirited and weak all over. That she should have made a nun get into a sledge and drive in a company hardly sober seemed to her now stupid, tactless, and almost sacrilegious. As the intoxication passed off, the desire to deceive herself passed away also. It was clear to her now that she did not love her husband, and never could love him, and that it all had been foolishness and nonsense. She had married him from interested motives, because, in the words of her school friends, he was madly rich, and because she was afraid of becoming an old maid like Rita, and because she was sick of her father, the doctor, and wanted to annoy Volodya.

If she could have imagined when she got married, that it would be so oppressive, so dreadful, and so hideous, she would not have consented to the marriage for all the wealth in the world. But now there was no setting it right. She must make up her mind to it.

They reached home. Getting into her warm, soft bed, and pulling the bed-clothes over her, Sofya Lvovna recalled the dark church, the smell of incense, and the figures by the columns, and she felt frightened at the thought that these figures would be standing there all the while she was asleep. The early service would be very, very long; then there would be "the hours," then the mass, then the service of the day.

"But of course there is a God – there certainly is a God; and I shall have to die, so that sooner or later one must think of one's soul, of eternal life, like Olga. Olga is saved now; she has settled all questions for herself. . . . But if there is no God? Then her life is wasted. But how is it wasted? Why is it wasted?"

And a minute later the thought came into her mind again:

"There is a God; death must come; one must think of one's soul. If Olga were to see death before her this minute she would not be afraid. She is prepared. And the great thing is that she has already solved the problem of life for herself. There is a God . . . yes. . . . But is there no other solution except going into a monastery? To go into the monastery means to renounce life, to spoil it . . . ."

Sofya Lvovna began to feel rather frightened; she hid her head under her pillow.

"I mustn't think about it," she whispered. "I mustn't. . . ."

Yagitch was walking about on the carpet in the next room with a soft jingle of spurs, thinking about something. The thought occurred to Sofya Lvovna that this man was near and dear to her only for one reason – that his name, too, was Vladimir. She sat up in bed and called tenderly:

"Volodya!"

"What is it?" her husband responded.

"Nothing."

She lay down again. She heard a bell, perhaps the same nunnery bell. Again she thought of the vestibule and the dark figures, and thoughts of God and of inevitable death strayed through her mind, and she covered her ears that she might not hear the bell. She thought that before old age and death there would be a long, long life before her, and that day by day she would have to put up with being close to a man she did not love, who had just now come into the bedroom and was getting into bed, and would have to stifle in her heart her hopeless love for the other young, fascinating, and, as she thought, exceptional man. She looked at her husband and tried to say good-night to him, but suddenly burst out crying instead. She was vexed with herself.

"Well, now then for the music!" said Yagitch.

She was not pacified till ten o'clock in the morning. She left off crying and trembling all over, but she began to have a splitting headache. Yagitch was in haste to go to the late mass, and in the next room was grumbling at his orderly, who was helping him to dress. He came into the bedroom once with the soft jingle of his spurs to fetch something, and then a second time wearing his epaulettes, and his orders on his breast, limping slightly from rheumatism; and it struck Sofya Lvovna that he looked and walked like a bird of prey.

She heard Yagitch ring the telephone bell.

"Be so good as to put me on to the Vassilevsky barracks," he said; and a minute later: "Vassilevsky barracks? Please ask Doctor Salimovitch to come to the telephone . . ." And a minute later: "With whom am I speaking? Is it you, Volodya? Delighted. Ask your father to come to us at once, dear boy; my wife is rather shattered after yesterday. Not at home, you say? H'm! . . . Thank you. Very good. I shall be much obliged . . . Merci."

Yagitch came into the bedroom for the third time, bent down to his wife, made the sign of the cross over her, gave her his hand to kiss (the women who had been in love with him used to kiss his hand and he had got into the habit of it), and saying that he should be back to dinner, went out.

At twelve o'clock the maid came in to announce that Vladimir Mihalovitch had arrived. Sofya Lvovna, staggering with fatigue and headache, hurriedly put on her marvellous new lilac dressing-gown trimmed with fur, and hastily did up her hair after a fashion. She was conscious of an inexpressible tenderness in her heart, and was trembling with joy and with fear that he might go away. She wanted nothing but to look at him.

Volodya came dressed correctly for calling, in a swallow-tail coat and white tie. When Sofya Lvovna came in he kissed her hand and expressed his genuine regret that she was ill. Then when they had sat down, he admired her dressing-gown.

"I was upset by seeing Olga yesterday," she said. "At first I felt it dreadful, but now I envy her. She is like a rock that cannot be shattered; there is no moving her. But was there no other solution for her, Volodya? Is burying oneself alive the only solution of the problem of life? Why, it's death, not life!"

At the thought of Olga, Volodya's face softened.

"Here, you are a clever man, Volodya," said Sofya Lvovna. "Show me how to do what Olga has done. Of course, I am not a believer and should not go into a nunnery, but one can do something equivalent. Life isn't easy for me," she added after a brief pause. "Tell me what to do. . . . Tell me something I can believe in. Tell me something, if it's only one word."

"One word? By all means: tararaboomdeeay8

."

"Volodya, why do you despise me?" she asked hotly. "You talk to me in a special, fatuous way, if you'll excuse me, not as one talks to one's friends and women one respects. You are so good at your work, you are fond of science; why do you never talk of it to me? Why is it? Am I not good enough?"

Volodya frowned with annoyance and said:

"Why do you want science all of a sudden? Don't you perhaps want constitutional government? Or sturgeon and horse-radish?"

"Very well, I am a worthless, trivial, silly woman with no convictions. I have a mass, a mass of defects. I am neurotic, corrupt, and I ought to be despised for it. But you, Volodya, are ten years older than I am, and my husband is thirty years older. I've grown up before your eyes, and if you would, you could have made anything you liked of me – an angel. But you" – her voice quivered – "treat me horribly. Yagitch has married me in his old age, and you . . ."

"Come, come," said Volodya, sitting nearer her and kissing both her hands. "Let the Schopenhauers9

 philosophise and prove whatever they like, while we'll kiss these little hands."

"You despise me, and if only you knew how miserable it makes me," she said uncertainly, knowing beforehand that he would not believe her. "And if you only knew how I want to change, to begin another life! I think of it with enthusiasm!" and tears of enthusiasm actually came into her eyes. "To be good, honest, pure, not to be lying; to have an object in life."

"Come, come, come, please don't be affected! I don't like it!" said Volodya, and an ill-humoured expression came into his face. "Upon my word, you might be on the stage. Let us behave like simple people."

To prevent him from getting cross and going away, she began defending herself, and forced herself to smile to please him; and again she began talking of Olga, and of how she longed to solve the problem of her life and to become something real.

"Ta-ra-ra-boomdee-ay," he hummed. "Ta-ra-ra-boom-dee-ay!"

And all at once he put his arm round her waist, while she, without knowing what she was doing, laid her hands on his shoulders and for a minute gazed with ecstasy, almost intoxication, at his clever, ironical face, his brow, his eyes, his handsome beard.

"You have known that I love you for ever so long," she confessed to him, and she blushed painfully, and felt that her lips were twitching with shame. "I love you. Why do you torture me?"

She shut her eyes and kissed him passionately on the lips, and for a long while, a full minute, could not take her lips away, though she knew it was unseemly, that he might be thinking the worse of her, that a servant might come in.

"Oh, how you torture me!" she repeated.

When half an hour later, having got all that he wanted, he was sitting at lunch in the dining-room, she was kneeling before him, gazing greedily into his face, and he told her that she was like a little dog waiting for a bit of ham to be thrown to it. Then he sat her on his knee, and dancing her up and down like a child, hummed:

"Tara-raboom-dee-ay. . . . Tara-raboom-dee-ay." And when he was getting ready to go she asked him in a passionate whisper:

"When? To-day? Where?" And held out both hands to his mouth as though she wanted to seize his answer in them.

"To-day it will hardly be convenient," he said after a minute's thought. "To-morrow, perhaps."

And they parted. Before dinner Sofya Lvovna went to the nunnery to see Olga, but there she was told that Olga was reading the psalter somewhere over the dead. From the nunnery she went to her father's and found that he, too, was out. Then she took another sledge and drove aimlessly about the streets till evening. And for some reason she kept thinking of the aunt whose eyes were red with crying, and who could find no peace anywhere.

And at night they drove out again with three horses to a restaurant out of town and listened to the gipsies. And driving back past the nunnery again, Sofya Lvovna thought of Olga, and she felt aghast at the thought that for the girls and women of her class there was no solution but to go on driving about and telling lies, or going into a nunnery to mortify the flesh. . . . And next day she met her lover, and again Sofya Lvovna drove about the town alone in a hired sledge thinking about her aunt.

A week later Volodya threw her over. And after that life went on as before, uninteresting, miserable, and sometimes even agonising. The Colonel and Volodya spent hours playing billiards and picquet, Rita told anecdotes in the same languid, tasteless way, and Sofya Lvovna went about alone in hired sledges and kept begging her husband to take her for a good drive with three horses.

Going almost every day to the nunnery, she wearied Olga, complaining of her unbearable misery, weeping, and feeling as she did so that she brought with her into the cell something impure, pitiful, shabby. And Olga repeated to her mechanically as though a lesson learnt by rote, that all this was of no consequence, that it would all pass and God would forgive her.

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

 

8. A WOMAN'S KINGDOM10

 

 

I

 

Christmas Eve

 

HERE was a thick roll of notes. It came from the bailiff at the forest villa; he wrote that he was sending fifteen hundred roubles, which he had been awarded as damages, having won an appeal. Anna Akimovna disliked and feared such words as "awarded damages" and "won the suit." She knew that it was impossible to do without the law, but for some reason, whenever Nazaritch, the manager of the factory, or the bailiff of her villa in the country, both of whom frequently went to law, used to win lawsuits of some sort for her benefit, she always felt uneasy and, as it were, ashamed. On this occasion, too, she felt uneasy and awkward, and wanted to put that fifteen hundred roubles further away that it might be out of her sight.

She thought with vexation that other girls of her age – she was in her twenty-sixth year – were now busy looking after their households, were weary and would sleep sound, and would wake up tomorrow morning in holiday mood; many of them had long been married and had children. Only she, for some reason, was compelled to sit like an old woman over these letters, to make notes upon them, to write answers, then to do nothing the whole evening till midnight, but wait till she was sleepy; and tomorrow they would all day long be coming with Christmas greetings and asking for favours; and the day after tomorrow there would certainly be some scandal at the factory – some one would be beaten or would die of drinking too much vodka, and she would be fretted by pangs of conscience; and after the holidays Nazaritch would turn off some twenty of the workpeople for absence from work, and all of the twenty would hang about at the front door, without their caps on, and she would be ashamed to go out to them, and they would be driven away like dogs. And all her acquaintances would say behind her back, and write to her in anonymous letters, that she was a millionaire and exploiter – that she was devouring other men's lives and sucking the blood of the workers.

Here there lay a heap of letters read through and laid aside already. They were all begging letters. They were from people who were hungry, drunken, dragged down by large families, sick, degraded, despised. . . . Anna Akimovna had already noted on each letter, three roubles to be paid to one, five to another; these letters would go the same day to the office, and next the distribution of assistance would take place, or, as the clerks used to say, the beasts would be fed.

They would distribute also in small sums four hundred and seventy roubles – the interest on a sum bequeathed by the late Akim Ivanovitch for the relief of the poor and needy. There would be a hideous crush. From the gates to the doors of the office there would stretch a long file of strange people with brutal faces, in rags, numb with cold, hungry and already drunk, in husky voices calling down blessings upon Anna Akimovna, their benefactress, and her parents: those at the back would press upon those in front, and those in front would abuse them with bad language. The clerk would get tired of the noise, the swearing, and the sing-song whining and blessing; would fly out and give some one a box on the ear to the delight of all. And her own people, the factory hands, who received nothing at Christmas but their wages, and had already spent every farthing of it, would stand in the middle of the yard, looking on and laughing – some enviously, others ironically.

"Merchants, and still more their wives, are fonder of beggars than they are of their own workpeople," thought Anna Akimovna. "It's always so."

Her eye fell upon the roll of money. It would be nice to distribute that hateful, useless money among the workpeople tomorrow, but it did not do to give the workpeople anything for nothing, or they would demand it again next time. And what would be the good of fifteen hundred roubles when there were eighteen hundred workmen in the factory besides their wives and children? Or she might, perhaps, pick out one of the writers of those begging letters – some luckless man who had long ago lost all hope of anything better, and give him the fifteen hundred. The money would come upon the poor creature like a thunder-clap, and perhaps for the first time in his life he would feel happy. This idea struck Anna Akimovna as original and amusing, and it fascinated her. She took one letter at random out of the pile and read it. Some petty official called Tchalikov had long been out of a situation11

, was ill, and living in Gushtchin's Buildings; his wife was in consumption, and he had five little girls. Anna Akimovna knew well the four-storied house, Gushtchin's Buildings, in which Tchalikov lived. Oh, it was a horrid, foul, unhealthy house!

"Well, I will give it to that Tchalikov," she decided. "I won't send it; I had better take it myself to prevent unnecessary talk. Yes," she reflected, as she put the fifteen hundred roubles in her pocket, "and I'll have a look at them, and perhaps I can do something for the little girls."

She felt light-hearted; she rang the bell and ordered the horses to be brought round.

When she got into the sledge it was past six o'clock in the evening. The windows in all the blocks of buildings were brightly lighted up, and that made the huge courtyard seem very dark: at the gates, and at the far end of the yard near the warehouses and the workpeople's barracks, electric lamps were gleaming.

Anna Akimovna disliked and feared those huge dark buildings, warehouses, and barracks where the workmen lived. She had only once been in the main building since her father's death. The high ceilings with iron girders; the multitude of huge, rapidly turning wheels, connecting straps and levers; the shrill hissing; the clank of steel; the rattle of the trolleys; the harsh puffing of steam; the faces – pale, crimson, or black with coal-dust; the shirts soaked with sweat; the gleam of steel, of copper, and of fire; the smell of oil and coal; and the draught, at times very hot and at times very cold – gave her an impression of hell. It seemed to her as though the wheels, the levers, and the hot hissing cylinders were trying to tear themselves away from their fastenings to crush the men, while the men, not hearing one another, ran about with anxious faces, and busied themselves about the machines, trying to stop their terrible movement. They showed Anna Akimovna something and respectfully explained it to her. She remembered how in the forge a piece of red-hot iron was pulled out of the furnace; and how an old man with a strap round his head, and another, a young man in a blue shirt with a chain on his breast, and an angry face, probably one of the foremen, struck the piece of iron with hammers; and how the golden sparks had been scattered in all directions; and how, a little afterwards, they had dragged out a huge piece of sheet-iron with a clang. The old man had stood erect and smiled, while the young man had wiped his face with his sleeve and explained something to her. And she remembered, too, how in another department an old man with one eye had been filing a piece of iron, and how the iron filings were scattered about; and how a red-haired man in black spectacles, with holes in his shirt, had been working at a lathe, making something out of a piece of steel: the lathe roared and hissed and squeaked, and Anna Akimovna felt sick at the sound, and it seemed as though they were boring into her ears. She looked, listened, did not understand, smiled graciously, and felt ashamed. To get hundreds of thousands of roubles from a business which one does not understand and cannot like – how strange it is!

And she had not once been in the workpeople's barracks. There, she was told, it was damp; there were bugs, debauchery, anarchy. It was an astonishing thing: a thousand roubles were spent annually on keeping the barracks in good order, yet, if she were to believe the anonymous letters, the condition of the workpeople was growing worse and worse every year.

"There was more order in my father's day," thought Anna Akimovna, as she drove out of the yard, "because he had been a workman himself. I know nothing about it and only do silly things."

She felt depressed again, and was no longer glad that she had come, and the thought of the lucky man upon whom fifteen hundred roubles would drop from heaven no longer struck her as original and amusing. To go to some Tchalikov or other, when at home a business worth a million was gradually going to pieces and being ruined, and the workpeople in the barracks were living worse than convicts, meant doing something silly and cheating her conscience. Along the highroad and across the fields near it, workpeople from the neighbouring cotton and paper factories were walking towards the lights of the town. There was the sound of talk and laughter in the frosty air. Anna Akimovna looked at the women and young people, and she suddenly felt a longing for a plain rough life among a crowd. She recalled vividly that far-away time when she used to be called Anyutka, when she was a little girl and used to lie under the same quilt with her mother, while a washerwoman who lodged with them used to wash clothes in the next room; while through the thin walls there came from the neighbouring flats sounds of laughter, swearing, children's crying, the accordion, and the whirr of carpenters' lathes and sewing-machines; while her father, Akim Ivanovitch, who was clever at almost every craft, would be soldering something near the stove, or drawing or planing, taking no notice whatever of the noise and stuffiness. And she longed to wash, to iron, to run to the shop and the tavern as she used to do every day when she lived with her mother. She ought to have been a work-girl and not the factory owner! Her big house with its chandeliers and pictures; her footman Mishenka, with his glossy moustache and swallowtail coat; the devout and dignified Varvarushka, and smooth-tongued Agafyushka; and the young people of both sexes who came almost every day to ask her for money, and with whom she always for some reason felt guilty; and the clerks, the doctors, and the ladies who were charitable at her expense, who flattered her and secretly despised her for her humble origin – how wearisome and alien it all was to her!

Here was the railway crossing and the city gate; then came houses alternating with kitchen gardens; and at last the broad street where stood the renowned Gushtchin's Buildings. The street, usually quiet, was now on Christmas Eve full of life and movement. The eating-houses and beer-shops were noisy. If some one who did not belong to that quarter but lived in the centre of the town had driven through the street now, he would have noticed nothing but dirty, drunken, and abusive people; but Anna Akimovna, who had lived in those parts all her life, was constantly recognizing in the crowd her own father or mother or uncle. Her father was a soft fluid character, a little fantastical, frivolous, and irresponsible. He did not care for money, respectability, or power; he used to say that a working man had no time to keep the holy-days and go to church; and if it had not been for his wife, he would probably never have gone to confession, taken the sacrament or kept the fasts. While her uncle, Ivan Ivanovitch, on the contrary, was like flint; in everything relating to religion, politics, and morality, he was harsh and relentless, and kept a strict watch, not only over himself, but also over all his servants and acquaintances. God forbid that one should go into his room without crossing oneself before the ikon! The luxurious mansion in which Anna Akimovna now lived he had always kept locked up, and only opened it on great holidays for important visitors, while he lived himself in the office, in a little room covered with ikons. He had leanings towards the Old Believers12

, and was continually entertaining priests and bishops of the old ritual, though he had been christened, and married, and had buried his wife in accordance with the Orthodox rites. He disliked Akim, his only brother and his heir, for his frivolity, which he called simpleness and folly, and for his indifference to religion. He treated him as an inferior, kept him in the position of a workman, paid him sixteen roubles a month. Akim addressed his brother with formal respect, and on the days of asking forgiveness13

, he and his wife and daughter bowed down to the ground before him. But three years before his death Ivan Ivanovitch had drawn closer to his brother, forgave his shortcomings, and ordered him to get a governess for Anyutka.

There was a dark, deep, evil-smelling archway under Gushtchin's Buildings; there was a sound of men coughing near the walls. Leaving the sledge in the street, Anna Akimovna went in at the gate and there inquired how to get to No. 46 to see a clerk called Tchalikov. She was directed to the furthest door on the right in the third story. And in the courtyard and near the outer door, and even on the stairs, there was still the same loathsome smell as under the archway. In Anna Akimovna's childhood, when her father was a simple workman, she used to live in a building like that, and afterwards, when their circumstances were different, she had often visited them in the character of a Lady Bountiful. The narrow stone staircase with its steep dirty steps, with landings at every story; the greasy swinging lanterns; the stench; the troughs, pots, and rags on the landings near the doors, – all this had been familiar to her long ago. . . . One door was open, and within could be seen Jewish tailors in caps, sewing. Anna Akimovna met people on the stairs, but it never entered her head that people might be rude to her. She was no more afraid of peasants or workpeople, drunk or sober, than of her acquaintances of the educated class.

There was no entry at No. 46; the door opened straight into the kitchen. As a rule the dwellings of workmen and mechanics smell of varnish, tar, hides, smoke, according to the occupation of the tenant; the dwellings of persons of noble or official class who have come to poverty may be known by a peculiar rancid, sour smell. This disgusting smell enveloped Anna Akimovna on all sides, and as yet she was only on the threshold. A man in a black coat, no doubt Tchalikov himself, was sitting in a corner at the table with his back to the door, and with him were five little girls. The eldest, a broad-faced thin girl with a comb in her hair, looked about fifteen, while the youngest, a chubby child with hair that stood up like a hedge-hog, was not more than three. All the six were eating. Near the stove stood a very thin little woman with a yellow face, far gone in pregnancy. She was wearing a skirt and a white blouse, and had an oven fork in her hand.

"I did not expect you to be so disobedient, Liza," the man was saying reproachfully. "Fie, fie, for shame! Do you want papa to whip you – eh?"

Seeing an unknown lady in the doorway, the thin woman started, and put down the fork.

"Vassily Nikititch!" she cried, after a pause, in a hollow voice, as though she could not believe her eyes.

The man looked round and jumped up. He was a flat-chested, bony man with narrow shoulders and sunken temples. His eyes were small and hollow with dark rings round them, he had a wide mouth, and a long nose like a bird's beak – a little bit bent to the right. His beard was parted in the middle, his moustache was shaven, and this made him look more like a hired footman than a government clerk.

"Does Mr. Tchalikov live here?" asked Anna Akimovna.

"Yes, madam," Tchalikov answered severely, but immediately recognizing Anna Akimovna, he cried: "Anna Akimovna!" and all at once he gasped and clasped his hands as though in terrible alarm. "Benefactress!"

With a moan he ran to her, grunting inarticulately as though he were paralyzed – there was cabbage on his beard and he smelt of vodka – pressed his forehead to her muff, and seemed as though he were in a swoon.

"Your hand, your holy hand!" he brought out breathlessly. "It's a dream, a glorious dream! Children, awaken me!"

He turned towards the table and said in a sobbing voice, shaking his fists:

"Providence has heard us! Our saviour, our angel, has come! We are saved! Children, down on your knees! on your knees!"

Madame Tchalikov and the little girls, except the youngest one, began for some reason rapidly clearing the table.

"You wrote that your wife was very ill," said Anna Akimovna, and she felt ashamed and annoyed. "I am not going to give them the fifteen hundred," she thought.

"Here she is, my wife," said Tchalikov in a thin feminine voice, as though his tears had gone to his head. "Here she is, unhappy creature! With one foot in the grave! But we do not complain, madam. Better death than such a life. Better die, unhappy woman!"

"Why is he playing these antics?" thought Anna Akimovna with annoyance. "One can see at once he is used to dealing with merchants."

"Speak to me like a human being," she said. "I don't care for farces.''

"Yes, madam; five bereaved children round their mother's coffin with funeral candles – that's a farce? Eh?" said Tchalikov bitterly, and turned away.

"Hold your tongue," whispered his wife, and she pulled at his sleeve. "The place has not been tidied up, madam," she said, addressing Anna Akimovna; "please excuse it . . . you know what it is where there are children. A crowded hearth, but harmony."

"I am not going to give them the fifteen hundred," Anna Akimovna thought again.

And to escape as soon as possible from these people and from the sour smell, she brought out her purse and made up her mind to leave them twenty-five roubles, not more; but she suddenly felt ashamed that she had come so far and disturbed people for so little.

"If you give me paper and ink, I will write at once to a doctor who is a friend of mine to come and see you," she said, flushing red. "He is a very good doctor. And I will leave you some money for medicine."

Madame Tchalikov was hastening to wipe the table.

"It's messy here! What are you doing?" hissed Tchalikov, looking at her wrathfully. "Take her to the lodger's room! I make bold to ask you, madam, to step into the lodger's room," he said, addressing Anna Akimovna. "It's clean there."

"Osip Ilyitch told us not to go into his room!" said one of the little girls, sternly.

But they had already led Anna Akimovna out of the kitchen, through a narrow passage room between two bedsteads: it was evident from the arrangement of the beds that in one two slept lengthwise, and in the other three slept across the bed. In the lodger's room, that came next, it really was clean. A neat-looking bed with a red woollen quilt, a pillow in a white pillow-case, even a slipper for the watch, a table covered with a hempen cloth and on it, an inkstand of milky-looking glass, pens, paper, photographs in frames – everything as it ought to be; and another table for rough work, on which lay tidily arranged a watchmaker's tools and watches taken to pieces. On the walls hung hammers, pliers, awls, chisels, nippers, and so on, and there were three hanging clocks which were ticking; one was a big clock with thick weights, such as one sees in eating-houses.

As she sat down to write the letter, Anna Akimovna saw facing her on the table the photographs of her father and of herself. That surprised her.

"Who lives here with you?" she asked.

"Our lodger, madam, Pimenov. He works in your factory."

"Oh, I thought he must be a watchmaker."

"He repairs watches privately, in his leisure hours. He is an amateur."

After a brief silence during which nothing could be heard but the ticking of the clocks and the scratching of the pen on the paper, Tchalikov heaved a sigh and said ironically, with indignation:

"It's a true saying: gentle birth and a grade in the service won't put a coat on your back. A cockade in your cap and a noble title, but nothing to eat. To my thinking, if any one of humble class helps the poor he is much more of a gentleman than any Tchalikov who has sunk into poverty and vice."

To flatter Anna Akimovna, he uttered a few more disparaging phrases about his gentle birth, and it was evident that he was humbling himself because he considered himself superior to her. Meanwhile she had finished her letter and had sealed it up. The letter would be thrown away and the money would not be spent on medicine – that she knew, but she put twenty-five roubles on the table all the same, and after a moment's thought, added two more red notes14

. She saw the wasted, yellow hand of Madame Tchalikov, like the claw of a hen, dart out and clutch the money tight.

"You have graciously given this for medicine," said Tchalikov in a quivering voice, "but hold out a helping hand to me also . . . and the children!" he added with a sob. "My unhappy children! I am not afraid for myself; it is for my daughters I fear! It's the hydra of vice that I fear!"

Trying to open her purse, the catch of which had gone wrong, Anna Akimovna was confused and turned red. She felt ashamed that people should be standing before her, looking at her hands and waiting, and most likely at the bottom of their hearts laughing at her. At that instant some one came into the kitchen and stamped his feet, knocking the snow off.

"The lodger has come in," said Madame Tchalikov.

Anna Akimovna grew even more confused. She did not want any one from the factory to find her in this ridiculous position. As ill-luck would have it, the lodger came in at the very moment when, having broken the catch at last, she was giving Tchalikov some notes, and Tchalikov, grunting as though he were paraylzed, was feeling about with his lips where he could kiss her. In the lodger she recognized the workman who had once clanked the sheet-iron before her in the forge, and had explained things to her. Evidently he had come in straight from the factory; his face looked dark and grimy, and on one cheek near his nose was a smudge of soot. His hands were perfectly black, and his unbelted shirt shone with oil and grease. He was a man of thirty, of medium height, with black hair and broad shoulders, and a look of great physical strength. At the first glance Anna Akimovna perceived that he must be a foreman, who must be receiving at least thirty-five roubles a month, and a stern, loud-voiced man who struck the workmen in the face; all this was evident from his manner of standing, from the attitude he involuntarily assumed at once on seeing a lady in his room, and most of all from the fact that he did not wear top-boots, that he had breast pockets, and a pointed, picturesquely clipped beard. Her father, Akim Ivanovitch, had been the brother of the factory owner, and yet he had been afraid of foremen like this lodger and had tried to win their favour.

"Excuse me for having come in here in your absence," said Anna Akimovna.

The workman looked at her in surprise, smiled in confusion and did not speak.

"You must speak a little louder, madam . . . ." said Tchalikov softly. "When Mr. Pimenov comes home from the factory in the evenings he is a little hard of hearing."

But Anna Akimovna was by now relieved that there was nothing more for her to do here; she nodded to them and went rapidly out of the room. Pimenov went to see her out.

"Have you been long in our employment?" she asked in a loud voice, without turning to him.

"From nine years old. I entered the factory in your uncle's time."

"That's a long while! My uncle and my father knew all the workpeople, and I know hardly any of them. I had seen you before, but I did not know your name was Pimenov."

Anna Akimovna felt a desire to justify herself before him, to pretend that she had just given the money not seriously, but as a joke.

"Oh, this poverty," she sighed. "We give charity on holidays and working days, and still there is no sense in it. I believe it is useless to help such people as this Tchalikov."

"Of course it is useless," he agreed. "However much you give him, he will drink it all away. And now the husband and wife will be snatching it from one another and fighting all night," he added with a laugh.

"Yes, one must admit that our philanthropy is useless, boring, and absurd. But still, you must agree, one can't sit with one's hand in one's lap; one must do something. What's to be done with the Tchalikovs, for instance?"

She turned to Pimenov and stopped, expecting an answer from him; he, too, stopped and slowly, without speaking, shrugged his shoulders. Obviously he knew what to do with the Tchalikovs, but the treatment would have been so coarse and inhuman that he did not venture to put it into words. And the Tchalikovs were to him so utterly uninteresting and worthless, that a moment later he had forgotten them; looking into Anna Akimovna's eyes, he smiled with pleasure, and his face wore an expression as though he were dreaming about something very pleasant. Only, now standing close to him, Anna Akimovna saw from his face, and especially from his eyes, how exhausted and sleepy he was.

"Here, I ought to give him the fifteen hundred roubles!" she thought, but for some reason this idea seemed to her incongruous and insulting to Pimenov.

"I am sure you are aching all over after your work, and you come to the door with me," she said as they went down the stairs. "Go home."

But he did not catch her words. When they came out into the street, he ran on ahead, unfastened the cover of the sledge, and helping Anna Akimovna in, said:

"I wish you a happy Christmas!"

 

 

II

 

Christmas Morning

 

"They have left off ringing ever so long! It's dreadful; you won't be there before the service is over! Get up!"

"Two horses are racing, racing . . ." said Anna Akimovna, and she woke up; before her, candle in hand, stood her maid, red-haired Masha. "Well, what is it?"

"Service is over already," said Masha with despair. "I have called you three times! Sleep till evening for me, but you told me yourself to call you!"

Anna Akimovna raised herself on her elbow and glanced towards the window. It was still quite dark outside, and only the lower edge of the window-frame was white with snow. She could hear a low, mellow chime of bells; it was not the parish church, but somewhere further away. The watch on the little table showed three minutes past six.

"Very well, Masha. . . . In three minutes . . ." said Anna Akimovna in an imploring voice, and she snuggled under the bed-clothes.

She imagined the snow at the front door, the sledge, the dark sky, the crowd in the church, and the smell of juniper, and she felt dread at the thought; but all the same, she made up her mind that she would get up at once and go to early service. And while she was warm in bed and struggling with sleep – which seems, as though to spite one, particularly sweet when one ought to get up – and while she had visions of an immense garden on a mountain and then Gushtchin's Buildings, she was worried all the time by the thought that she ought to get up that very minute and go to church.

But when she got up it was quite light, and it turned out to be half-past nine. There had been a heavy fall of snow in the night; the trees were clothed in white, and the air was particularly light, transparent, and tender, so that when Anna Akimovna looked out of the window her first impulse was to draw a deep, deep breath. And when she had washed, a relic of far-away childish feelings – joy that today was Christmas – suddenly stirred within her; after that she felt light-hearted, free and pure in soul, as though her soul, too, had been washed or plunged in the white snow. Masha came in, dressed up and tightly laced, and wished her a happy Christmas; then she spent a long time combing her mistress's hair and helping her to dress. The fragrance and feeling of the new, gorgeous, splendid dress, its faint rustle, and the smell of fresh scent, excited Anna Akimoyna.

"Well, it's Christmas," she said gaily to Masha. "Now we will try our fortunes."

"Last year, I was to marry an old man. It turned up three times the same."

"Well, God is merciful."

"Well, Anna Akimovna, what I think is, rather than neither one thing nor the other, I'd marry an old man," said Masha mournfully, and she heaved a sigh. "I am turned twenty; it's no joke."

Every one in the house knew that red-haired Masha was in love with Mishenka, the footman, and this genuine, passionate, hopeless love had already lasted three years.

"Come, don't talk nonsense," Anna Akimovna consoled her. "I am going on for thirty, but I am still meaning to marry a young man."

While his mistress was dressing, Mishenka, in a new swallow-tail and polished boots, walked about the hall and drawing-room and waited for her to come out, to wish her a happy Christmas. He had a peculiar walk, stepping softly and delicately; looking at his feet, his hands, and the bend of his head, it might be imagined that he was not simply walking, but learning to dance the first figure of a quadrille. In spite of his fine velvety moustache and handsome, rather flashy appearance, he was steady, prudent, and devout as an old man. He said his prayers, bowing down to the ground, and liked burning incense in his room. He respected people of wealth and rank and had a reverence for them; he despised poor people, and all who came to ask favours of any kind, with all the strength of his cleanly flunkey soul. Under his starched shirt he wore a flannel, winter and summer alike, being very careful of his health; his ears were plugged with cotton-wool.

When Anna Akimovna crossed the hall with Masha, he bent his head downwards a little and said in his agreeable, honeyed voice:

"I have the honour to congratulate you, Anna Akimovna, on the most solemn feast of the birth of our Lord."

Anna Akimovna gave him five roubles, while poor Masha was numb with ecstasy. His holiday get-up, his attitude, his voice, and what he said, impressed her by their beauty and elegance; as she followed her mistress she could think of nothing, could see nothing, she could only smile, first blissfully and then bitterly. The upper story of the house was called the best or visitors' half, while the name of the business part – old people's or simply women's part – was given to the rooms on the lower story where Aunt Tatyana Ivanovna kept house. In the upper part the gentry and educated visitors were entertained; in the lower story, simpler folk and the aunt's personal friends. Handsome, plump, and healthy, still young and fresh, and feeling she had on a magnificent dress which seemed to her to diffuse a sort of radiance all about her, Anna Akimovna went down to the lower story. Here she was met with reproaches for forgetting God now that she was so highly educated, for sleeping too late for the service, and for not coming downstairs to break the fast, and they all clasped their hands and exclaimed with perfect sincerity that she was lovely, wonderful; and she believed it, laughed, kissed them, gave one a rouble, another three or five according to their position. She liked being downstairs. Wherever one looked there were shrines, ikons, little lamps, portraits of ecclesiastical personages – the place smelt of monks; there was a rattle of knives in the kitchen, and already a smell of something savoury, exceedingly appetizing, was pervading all the rooms. The yellow-painted floors shone, and from the doors narrow rugs with bright blue stripes ran like little paths to the ikon corner, and the sunshine was simply pouring in at the windows.

In the dining-room some old women, strangers, were sitting; in Varvarushka's room, too, there were old women, and with them a deaf and dumb girl, who seemed abashed about something and kept saying, "Bli, bli! . . ." Two skinny-looking little girls who had been brought out of the orphanage for Christmas came up to kiss Anna Akimovna's hand, and stood before her transfixed with admiration of her splendid dress; she noticed that one of the girls squinted, and in the midst of her light-hearted holiday mood she felt a sick pang at her heart at the thought that young men would despise the girl, and that she would never marry. In the cook Agafya's room, five huge peasants in new shirts were sitting round the samovar; these were not workmen from the factory, but relations of the cook. Seeing Anna Akimovna, all the peasants jumped up from their seats, and from regard for decorum, ceased munching, though their mouths were full. The cook Stepan, in a white cap, with a knife in his hand, came into the room and gave her his greetings; porters in high felt boots came in, and they, too, offered their greetings. The water-carrier peeped in with icicles on his beard, but did not venture to come in.

Anna Akimovna walked through the rooms followed by her retinue – the aunt, Varvarushka, Nikandrovna, the sewing-maid Marfa Petrovna, and the downstairs Masha. Varvarushka – a tall, thin, slender woman, taller than any one in the house, dressed all in black, smelling of cypress and coffee – crossed herself in each room before the ikon, bowing down from the waist. And whenever one looked at her one was reminded that she had already prepared her shroud and that lottery tickets were hidden away by her in the same box.

"Anyutinka, be merciful at Christmas," she said, opening the door into the kitchen. "Forgive him, bless the man! Have done with it!"

The coachman Panteley, who had been dismissed for drunkenness in November, was on his knees in the middle of the kitchen. He was a good-natured man, but he used to be unruly when he was drunk, and could not go to sleep, but persisted in wandering about the buildings and shouting in a threatening voice, "I know all about it!" Now from his beefy and bloated face and from his bloodshot eyes it could be seen that he had been drinking continually from November till Christmas.

"Forgive me, Anna Akimovna," he brought out in a hoarse voice, striking his forehead on the floor and showing his bull-like neck.

"It was Auntie dismissed you; ask her."

"What about auntie?" said her aunt, walking into the kitchen, breathing heavily; she was very stout, and on her bosom one might have stood a tray of teacups and a samovar. "What about auntie now? You are mistress here, give your own orders; though these rascals might be all dead for all I care. Come, get up, you hog!" she shouted at Panteley, losing patience. "Get out of my sight! It's the last time I forgive you, but if you transgress again – don't ask for mercy!"

Then they went into the dining-room to coffee. But they had hardly sat down, when the downstairs Masha rushed headlong in, saying with horror, "The singers!" And ran back again. They heard some one blowing his nose, a low bass cough, and footsteps that sounded like horses' iron-shod hoofs tramping about the entry near the hall. For half a minute all was hushed. . . . The singers burst out so suddenly and loudly that every one started. While they were singing, the priest from the almshouses with the deacon and the sexton arrived. Putting on the stole, the priest slowly said that when they were ringing for matins it was snowing and not cold, but that the frost was sharper towards morning, God bless it! and now there must be twenty degrees of frost15

.

"Many people maintain, though, that winter is healthier than summer," said the deacon; then immediately assumed an austere expression and chanted after the priest. "Thy Birth, O Christ our Lord. . . ."

Soon the priest from the workmen's hospital came with the deacon, then the Sisters from the hospital, children from the orphanage, and then singing could be heard almost uninterruptedly. They sang, had lunch, and went away.

About twenty men from the factory came to offer their Christmas greetings. They were only the foremen, mechanicians, and their assistants, the pattern-makers, the accountant, and so on – all of good appearance, in new black coats. They were all first-rate men, as it were picked men; each one knew his value – that is, knew that if he lost his berth today, people would be glad to take him on at another factory. Evidently they liked Auntie, as they behaved freely in her presence and even smoked, and when they had all trooped in to have something to eat, the accountant put his arm round her immense waist. They were free-and-easy, perhaps, partly also because Varvarushka, who under the old masters had wielded great power and had kept watch over the morals of the clerks, had now no authority whatever in the house; and perhaps because many of them still remembered the time when Auntie Tatyana Ivanovna, whose brothers kept a strict hand over her, had been dressed like a simple peasant woman like Agafya, and when Anna Akimovna used to run about the yard near the factory buildings and every one used to call her Anyutya.

The foremen ate, talked, and kept looking with amazement at Anna Akimovna, how she had grown up and how handsome she had become! But this elegant girl, educated by governesses and teachers, was a stranger to them; they could not understand her, and they instinctively kept closer to "Auntie," who called them by their names, continually pressed them to eat and drink, and, clinking glasses with them, had already drunk two wineglasses of rowanberry wine with them. Anna Akimovna was always afraid of their thinking her proud, an upstart, or a crow in peacock's feathers; and now while the foremen were crowding round the food, she did not leave the dining-room, but took part in the conversation. She asked Pimenov, her acquaintance of the previous day:

"Why have you so many clocks in your room?"

"I mend clocks," he answered. "I take the work up between times, on holidays, or when I can't sleep."

"So if my watch goes wrong I can bring it to you to be repaired?" Anna Akimovna asked, laughing.

"To be sure, I will do it with pleasure," said Pimenov, and there was an expression of tender devotion in his face, when, not herself knowing why, she unfastened her magnificent watch from its chain and handed it to him; he looked at it in silence and gave it back. "To be sure, I will do it with pleasure," he repeated. "I don't mend watches now. My eyes are weak, and the doctors have forbidden me to do fine work. But for you I can make an exception."

"Doctors talk nonsense," said the accountant. They all laughed. "Don't you believe them," he went on, flattered by the laughing; "last year a tooth flew out of a cylinder and hit old Kalmykov such a crack on the head that you could see his brains, and the doctor said he would die; but he is alive and working to this day, only he has taken to stammering since that mishap."

"Doctors do talk nonsense, they do, but not so much," sighed Auntie. "Pyotr Andreyitch, poor dear, lost his sight. Just like you, he used to work day in day out at the factory near the hot furnace, and he went blind. The eyes don't like heat. But what are we talking about?" she said, rousing herself. "Come and have a drink. My best wishes for Christmas, my dears. I never drink with any one else, but I drink with you, sinful woman as I am. Please God!"

Anna Akimovna fancied that after yesterday Pimenov despised her as a philanthropist, but was fascinated by her as a woman. She looked at him and thought that he behaved very charmingly and was nicely dressed. It is true that the sleeves of his coat were not quite long enough, and the coat itself seemed short-waisted, and his trousers were not wide and fashionable, but his tie was tied carelessly and with taste and was not as gaudy as the others'. And he seemed to be a good-natured man, for he ate submissively whatever Auntie put on his plate. She remembered how black he had been the day before, and how sleepy, and the thought of it for some reason touched her.

When the men were preparing to go, Anna Akimovna put out her hand to Pimenov. She wanted to ask him to come in sometimes to see her, without ceremony, but she did not know how to – her tongue would not obey her; and that they might not think she was attracted by Pimenov, she shook hands with his companions, too.

Then the boys from the school of which she was a patroness came. They all had their heads closely cropped and all wore grey blouses of the same pattern. The teacher – a tall, beardless young man with patches of red on his face – was visibly agitated as he formed the boys into rows; the boys sang in tune, but with harsh, disagreeable voices. The manager of the factory, Nazaritch, a bald, sharp-eyed Old Believer, could never get on with the teachers, but the one who was now anxiously waving his hands he despised and hated, though he could not have said why. He behaved rudely and condescendingly to the young man, kept back his salary, meddled with the teaching, and had finally tried to dislodge him by appointing, a fortnight before Christmas, as porter to the school a drunken peasant, a distant relation of his wife's, who disobeyed the teacher and said rude things to him before the boys.

Anna Akimovna was aware of all this, but she could be of no help, for she was afraid of Nazaritch herself. Now she wanted at least to be very nice to the schoolmaster, to tell him she was very much pleased with him; but when after the singing he began apologizing for something in great confusion, and Auntie began to address him familiarly as she drew him without ceremony to the table, she felt, for some reason, bored and awkward, and giving orders that the children should be given sweets, went upstairs.

"In reality there is something cruel in these Christmas customs," she said a little while afterwards, as it were to herself, looking out of window at the boys, who were flocking from the house to the gates and shivering with cold, putting their coats on as they ran. "At Christmas one wants to rest, to sit at home with one's own people, and the poor boys, the teacher, and the clerks and foremen, are obliged for some reason to go through the frost, then to offer their greetings, show their respect, be put to confusion . . ."

Mishenka, who was standing at the door of the drawing-room and overheard this, said:

"It has not come from us, and it will not end with us. Of course, I am not an educated man, Anna Akimovna, but I do understand that the poor must always respect the rich. It is well said, 'God marks the rogue.' In prisons, night refuges, and pot-houses you never see any but the poor, while decent people, you may notice, are always rich. It has been said of the rich, 'Deep calls to deep.' "

"You always express yourself so tediously and incomprehensibly," said Anna Akimovna, and she walked to the other end of the big drawing-room.

It was only just past eleven. The stillness of the big room, only broken by the singing that floated up from below, made her yawn. The bronzes, the albums, and the pictures on the walls, representing a ship at sea, cows in a meadow, and views of the Rhine, were so absolutely stale that her eyes simply glided over them without observing them. The holiday mood was already growing tedious. As before, Anna Akimovna felt that she was beautiful, good-natured, and wonderful, but now it seemed to her that that was of no use to any one; it seemed to her that she did not know for whom and for what she had put on this expensive dress, too, and, as always happened on all holidays, she began to be fretted by loneliness and the persistent thought that her beauty, her health, and her wealth, were a mere cheat, since she was not wanted, was of no use to any one, and nobody loved her. She walked through all the rooms, humming and looking out of window; stopping in the drawing-room, she could not resist beginning to talk to Mishenka.

"I don't know what you think of yourself, Misha," she said, and heaved a sigh. "Really, God might punish you for it."

"What do you mean?"

"You know what I mean. Excuse my meddling in your affairs. But it seems you are spoiling your own life out of obstinacy. You'll admit that it is high time you got married, and she is an excellent and deserving girl. You will never find any one better. She's a beauty, clever, gentle, and devoted. . . . And her appearance! . . . If she belonged to our circle or a higher one, people would be falling in love with her for her red hair alone. See how beautifully her hair goes with her complexion. Oh, goodness! You don't understand anything, and don't know what you want," Anna Akimovna said bitterly, and tears came into her eyes. "Poor girl, I am so sorry for her! I know you want a wife with money, but I have told you already I will give Masha a dowry."

Mishenka could not picture his future spouse in his imagination except as a tall, plump, substantial, pious woman, stepping like a peacock, and, for some reason, with a long shawl over her shoulders; while Masha was thin, slender, tightly laced, and walked with little steps, and, worst of all, she was too fascinating and at times extremely attractive to Mishenka, and that, in his opinion, was incongruous with matrimony and only in keeping with loose behaviour. When Anna Akimovna had promised to give Masha a dowry, he had hesitated for a time; but once a poor student in a brown overcoat over his uniform16

, coming with a letter for Anna Akimovna, was fascinated by Masha, and could not resist embracing her near the hat-stand, and she had uttered a faint shriek; Mishenka, standing on the stairs above, had seen this, and from that time had begun to cherish a feeling of disgust for Masha. A poor student! Who knows, if she had been embraced by a rich student or an officer the consequences might have been different.

"Why don't you wish it?" Anna Akimovna asked. "What more do you want?"

Mishenka was silent and looked at the arm-chair fixedly, and raised his eyebrows.

"Do you love some one else?"

Silence. The red-haired Masha came in with letters and visiting cards on a tray. Guessing that they were talking about her, she blushed to tears.

"The postmen have come," she muttered. "And there is a clerk called Tchalikov waiting below. He says you told him to come to-day for something."

"What insolence!" said Anna Akimovna, moved to anger. "I gave him no orders. Tell him to take himself off; say I am not at home!"

A ring was heard. It was the priests from her parish. They were always shown into the aristocratic part of the house – that is, upstairs. After the priests, Nazaritch, the manager of the factory, came to pay his visit, and then the factory doctor; then Mishenka announced the inspector of the elementary schools. Visitors kept arriving.

When there was a moment free, Anna Akimovna sat down in a deep arm-chair in the drawing-room, and shutting her eyes, thought that her loneliness was quite natural because she had not married and never would marry. . . . But that was not her fault. Fate itself had flung her out of the simple working-class surroundings in which, if she could trust her memory, she had felt so snug and at home, into these immense rooms, where she could never think what to do with herself, and could not understand why so many people kept passing before her eyes. What was happening now seemed to her trivial, useless, since it did not and could not give her happiness for one minute.

"If I could fall in love," she thought, stretching; the very thought of this sent a rush of warmth to her heart. "And if I could escape from the factory . . ." she mused, imagining how the weight of those factory buildings, barracks, and schools would roll off her conscience, roll off her mind. . . . Then she remembered her father, and thought if he had lived longer he would certainly have married her to a working man – to Pimenov, for instance. He would have told her to marry, and that would have been all about it. And it would have been a good thing; then the factory would have passed into capable hands.

She pictured his curly head, his bold profile, his delicate, ironical lips and the strength, the tremendous strength, in his shoulders, in his arms, in his chest, and the tenderness with which he had looked at her watch that day.

"Well," she said, "it would have been all right. I would have married him."

"Anna Akimovna," said Mishenka, coming noiselessly into the drawing-room.

"How you frightened me!" she said, trembling all over. "What do you want?"

"Anna Akimovna," he said, laying his hand on his heart and raising his eyebrows, "you are my mistress and my benefactress, and no one but you can tell me what I ought to do about marriage, for you are as good as a mother to me. . . . But kindly forbid them to laugh and jeer at me downstairs. They won't let me pass without it."

"How do they jeer at you?"

"They call me Mashenka's Mishenka."

"Pooh, what nonsense!" cried Anna Akimovna indignantly. "How stupid you all are! What a stupid you are, Misha! How sick I am of you! I can't bear the sight of you."

 

 

III

 

Dinner

 

Just as the year before, the last to pay her visits were Krylin, an actual civil councillor17

, and Lysevitch, a well-known barrister18

. It was already dark when they arrived. Krylin, a man of sixty, with a wide mouth and with grey whiskers close to his ears, with a face like a lynx, was wearing a uniform with an Anna ribbon19

, and white trousers. He held Anna Akimovna's hand in both of his for a long while, looked intently in her face, moved his lips, and at last said, drawling upon one note:

"I used to respect your uncle . . . and your father, and enjoyed the privilege of their friendship. Now I feel it an agreeable duty, as you see, to present my Christmas wishes to their honoured heiress in spite of my infirmities and the distance I have to come. . . . And I am very glad to see you in good health."

The lawyer Lysevitch, a tall, handsome fair man, with a slight sprinkling of grey on his temples and beard, was distinguished by exceptionally elegant manners; he walked with a swaying step, bowed as it were reluctantly, and shrugged his shoulders as he talked, and all this with an indolent grace, like a spoiled horse fresh from the stable. He was well fed, extremely healthy, and very well off; on one occasion he had won forty thousand roubles, but concealed the fact from his friends. He was fond of good fare, especially cheese, truffles, and grated radish with hemp oil; while in Paris he had eaten, so he said, baked but unwashed guts. He spoke smoothly, fluently, without hesitation, and only occasionally, for the sake of effect, permitted himself to hesitate and snap his fingers as if picking up a word. He had long ceased to believe in anything he had to say in the law courts, or perhaps he did believe in it, but attached no kind of significance to it; it had all so long been familiar, stale, ordinary. . . . He believed in nothing but what was original and unusual. A copy-book moral in an original form would move him to tears. Both his notebooks were filled with extraordinary expressions which he had read in various authors; and when he needed to look up any expression, he would search nervously in both books, and usually failed to find it. Anna Akimovna's father had in a good-humoured moment ostentatiously appointed him legal adviser in matters concerning the factory, and had assigned him a salary of twelve thousand roubles. The legal business of the factory had been confined to two or three trivial actions for recovering debts, which Lysevitch handed to his assistants.

Anna Akimovna knew that he had nothing to do at the factory, but she could not dismiss him – she had not the moral courage; and besides, she was used to him. He used to call himself her legal adviser, and his salary, which he invariably sent for on the first of the month punctually, he used to call "stern prose." Anna Akimovna knew that when, after her father's death, the timber of her forest was sold for railway sleepers, Lysevitch had made more than fifteen thousand out of the transaction, and had shared it with Nazaritch. When first she found out they had cheated her she had wept bitterly, but afterwards she had grown used to it.

Wishing her a happy Christmas, and kissing both her hands, he looked her up and down, and frowned.

"You mustn't," he said with genuine disappointment. "I have told you, my dear, you mustn't!"

"What do you mean, Viktor Nikolaitch?"

"I have told you you mustn't get fat. All your family have an unfortunate tendency to grow fat. You mustn't," he repeated in an imploring voice, and kissed her hand. "You are so handsome! You are so splendid! Here, your Excellency, let me introduce the one woman in the world whom I have ever seriously loved."

"There is nothing surprising in that. To know Anna Akimovna at your age and not to be in love with her, that would be impossible."

"I adore her," the lawyer continued with perfect sincerity, but with his usual indolent grace. "I love her, but not because I am a man and she is a woman. When I am with her I always feel as though she belongs to some third sex, and I to a fourth, and we float away together into the domain of the subtlest shades, and there we blend into the spectrum. Leconte de Lisle20

 defines such relations better than any one. He has a superb passage, a marvellous passage. . . ."

Lysevitch rummaged in one notebook, then in the other, and, not finding the quotation, subsided. They began talking of the weather, of the opera, of the arrival, expected shortly, of Duse21

. Anna Akimovna remembered that the year before Lysevitch and, she fancied, Krylin had dined with her, and now when they were getting ready to go away, she began with perfect sincerity pointing out to them in an imploring voice that as they had no more visits to pay, they ought to remain to dinner with her. After some hesitation the visitors agreed.

In addition to the family dinner, consisting of cabbage soup, sucking pig, goose with apples, and so on, a so-called "French" or "chef's" dinner used to be prepared in the kitchen on great holidays, in case any visitor in the upper story wanted a meal. When they heard the clatter of crockery in the dining-room, Lysevitch began to betray a noticeable excitement; he rubbed his hands, shrugged his shoulders, screwed up his eyes, and described with feeling what dinners her father and uncle used to give at one time, and a marvellous matelote22

 of turbots the cook here could make: it was not a matelote, but a veritable revelation! He was already gloating over the dinner, already eating it in imagination and enjoying it. When Anna Akimovna took his arm and led him to the dining-room, he tossed off a glass of vodka and put a piece of salmon in his mouth; he positively purred with pleasure. He munched loudly, disgustingly, emitting sounds from his nose, while his eyes grew oily and rapacious.

The hors d'oeuvres were superb; among other things, there were fresh white mushrooms stewed in cream, and sauce provençale made of fried oysters and crayfish, strongly flavoured with some bitter pickles. The dinner, consisting of elaborate holiday dishes, was excellent, and so were the wines. Mishenka waited at table with enthusiasm. When he laid some new dish on the table and lifted the shining cover, or poured out the wine, he did it with the solemnity of a professor of black magic, and, looking at his face and his movements suggesting the first figure of a quadrille, the lawyer thought several times, "What a fool!"

After the third course23

 Lysevitch said, turning to Anna Akimovna:

"The fin de siècle24

 woman – I mean when she is young, and of course wealthy – must be independent, clever, elegant, intellectual, bold, and a little depraved. Depraved within limits, a little; for excess, you know, is wearisome. You ought not to vegetate, my dear; you ought not to live like every one else, but to get the full savour of life, and a slight flavour of depravity is the sauce of life. Revel among flowers of intoxicating fragrance, breathe the perfume of musk, eat hashish, and best of all, love, love, love. . . . To begin with, in your place I would set up seven lovers – one for each day of the week; and one I would call Monday, one Tuesday, the third Wednesday, and so on, so that each might know his day."

This conversation troubled Anna Akimovna; she ate nothing and only drank a glass of wine.

"Let me speak at last," she said. "For myself personally, I can't conceive of love without family life. I am lonely, lonely as the moon in the sky, and a waning moon, too; and whatever you may say, I am convinced, I feel that this waning can only be restored by love in its ordinary sense. It seems to me that such love would define my duties, my work, make clear my conception of life. I want from love peace of soul, tranquillity; I want the very opposite of musk, and spiritualism, and fin de siècle . . . in short" – she grew embarrassed – "a husband and children."

"You want to be married? Well, you can do that, too," Lysevitch assented. "You ought to have all experiences: marriage, and jealousy, and the sweetness of the first infidelity, and even children. . . . But make haste and live – make haste, my dear: time is passing; it won't wait."

"Yes, I'll go and get married!" she said, looking angrily at his well-fed, satisfied face. "I will marry in the simplest, most ordinary way and be radiant with happiness. And, would you believe it, I will marry some plain working man, some mechanic or draughtsman."

"There is no harm in that, either. The Duchess Josiana loved Gwinplin25

, and that was permissible for her because she was a grand duchess. Everything is permissible for you, too, because you are an exceptional woman: if, my dear, you want to love a negro or an Arab, don't scruple; send for a negro. Don't deny yourself anything. You ought to be as bold as your desires; don't fall short of them."

"Can it be so hard to understand me?" Anna Akimovna asked with amazement, and her eyes were bright with tears. "Understand, I have an immense business on my hands – two thousand workmen, for whom I must answer before God. The men who work for me grow blind and deaf. I am afraid to go on like this; I am afraid! I am wretched, and you have the cruelty to talk to me of negroes and . . . and you smile!" Anna Akimovna brought her fist down on the table. "To go on living the life I am living now, or to marry some one as idle and incompetent as myself, would be a crime. I can't go on living like this," she said hotly, "I cannot!"

"How handsome she is!" said Lysevitch, fascinated by her. "My God, how handsome she is! But why are you angry, my dear? Perhaps I am wrong; but surely you don't imagine that if, for the sake of ideas for which I have the deepest respect, you renounce the joys of life and lead a dreary existence, your workmen will be any the better for it? Not a scrap! No, frivolity, frivolity!" he said decisively. "It's essential for you; it's your duty to be frivolous and depraved! Ponder that, my dear, ponder it."

Anna Akimovna was glad she had spoken out, and her spirits rose. She was pleased she had spoken so well, and that her ideas were so fine and just, and she was already convinced that if Pimenov, for instance, loved her, she would marry him with pleasure.

Mishenka began to pour out champagne.

"You make me angry, Viktor Nikolaitch," she said, clinking glasses with the lawyer. "It seems to me you give advice and know nothing of life yourself. According to you, if a man be a mechanic or a draughtsman, he is bound to be a peasant and an ignoramus! But they are the cleverest people! Extraordinary people!"

"Your uncle and father . . . I knew them and respected them . . ." Krylin said, pausing for emphasis (he had been sitting upright as a post, and had been eating steadily the whole time), "were people of considerable intelligence and . . . of lofty spiritual qualities."

"Oh, to be sure, we know all about their qualities," the lawyer muttered, and asked permission to smoke.

When dinner was over Krylin was led away for a nap. Lysevitch finished his cigar, and, staggering from repletion, followed Anna Akimovna into her study. Cosy corners with photographs and fans on the walls, and the inevitable pink or pale blue lanterns in the middle of the ceiling, he did not like, as the expression of an insipid and unoriginal character; besides, the memory of certain of his love affairs of which he was now ashamed was associated with such lanterns. Anna Akimovna's study with its bare walls and tasteless furniture pleased him exceedingly. It was snug and comfortable for him to sit on a Turkish divan and look at Anna Akimovna, who usually sat on the rug before the fire, clasping her knees and looking into the fire and thinking of something; and at such moments it seemed to him that her peasant Old Believer blood was stirring within her.

Every time after dinner when coffee and liqueurs were handed, he grew livelier and began telling her various bits of literary gossip. He spoke with eloquence and inspiration, and was carried away by his own stories; and she listened to him and thought every time that for such enjoyment it was worth paying not only twelve thousand, but three times that sum, and forgave him everything she disliked in him. He sometimes told her the story of some tale or novel he had been reading, and then two or three hours passed unnoticed like a minute. Now he began rather dolefully in a failing voice with his eyes shut.

"It's ages, my dear, since I have read anything," he said when she asked him to tell her something. "Though I do sometimes read Jules Verne."

"I was expecting you to tell me something new."

"H'm! . . . new," Lysevitch muttered sleepily, and he settled himself further back in the corner of the sofa. "None of the new literature, my dear, is any use for you or me. Of course, it is bound to be such as it is, and to refuse to recognize it is to refuse to recognize – would mean refusing to recognize the natural order of things, and I do recognize it, but . . ." Lysevitch seemed to have fallen asleep. But a minute later his voice was heard again:

"All the new literature moans and howls like the autumn wind in the chimney. 'Ah, unhappy wretch! Ah, your life may be likened to a prison! Ah, how damp and dark it is in your prison! Ah, you will certainly come to ruin, and there is no chance of escape for you!' That's very fine, but I should prefer a literature that would tell us how to escape from prison. Of all contemporary writers, however, I prefer Maupassant." Lysevitch opened his eyes. "A fine writer, a perfect writer!" Lysevitch shifted in his seat. "A wonderful artist! A terrible, prodigious, supernatural artist!" Lysevitch got up from the sofa and raised his right arm. "Maupassant!" he said rapturously. "My dear, read Maupassant! one page of his gives you more than all the riches of the earth! Every line is a new horizon. The softest, tenderest impulses of the soul alternate with violent tempestuous sensations; your soul, as though under the weight of forty thousand atmospheres, is transformed into the most insignificant little bit of some great thing of an undefined rosy hue which I fancy, if one could put it on one's tongue, would yield a pungent, voluptuous taste. What a fury of transitions, of motives, of melodies! You rest peacefully on the lilies and the roses, and suddenly a thought – a terrible, splendid, irresistible thought – swoops down upon you like a locomotive, and bathes you in hot steam and deafens you with its whistle. Read Maupassant, dear girl; I insist on it."

Lysevitch waved his arms and paced from corner to corner in violent excitement.

"Yes, it is inconceivable," he pronounced, as though in despair; "his last thing overwhelmed me, intoxicated me! But I am afraid you will not care for it. To be carried away by it you must savour it, slowly suck the juice from each line, drink it in. . . . You must drink it in! . . ."

After a long introduction, containing many words such as demonic sensuality, a network of the most delicate nerves, simoom, crystal, and so on, he began at last telling the story of the novel. He did not tell the story so whimsically, but told it in minute detail, quoting from memory whole descriptions and conversations; the characters of the novel fascinated him, and to describe them he threw himself into attitudes, changed the expression of his face and voice like a real actor. He laughed with delight at one moment in a deep bass, and at another, on a high shrill note, clasped his hands and clutched at his head with an expression which suggested that it was just going to burst. Anna Akimovna listened enthralled, though she had already read the novel, and it seemed to her ever so much finer and more subtle in the lawyer's version than in the book itself. He drew her attention to various subtleties, and emphasized the felicitous expressions and the profound thoughts, but she saw in it, only life, life, life and herself, as though she had been a character in the novel. Her spirits rose, and she, too, laughing and clasping her hands, thought that she could not go on living such a life, that there was no need to have a wretched life when one might have a splendid one. She remembered her words and thoughts at dinner, and was proud of them; and when Pimenov suddenly rose up in her imagination, she felt happy and longed for him to love her.

When he had finished the story, Lysevitch sat down on the sofa, exhausted.

"How splendid you are! How handsome!" he began, a little while afterwards in a faint voice as if he were ill. "I am happy near you, dear girl, but why am I forty-two instead of thirty? Your tastes and mine do not coincide: you ought to be depraved, and I have long passed that phase, and want a love as delicate and immaterial as a ray of sunshine – that is, from the point of view of a woman of your age, I am of no earthly use."

In his own words, he loved Turgenev, the singer of virginal love and purity, of youth, and of the melancholy Russian landscape; but he loved virginal love, not from knowledge but from hearsay, as something abstract, existing outside real life. Now he assured himself that he loved Anna Akimovna platonically, ideally, though he did not know what those words meant. But he felt comfortable, snug, warm. Anna Akimovna seemed to him enchanting, original, and he imagined that the pleasant sensation that was aroused in him by these surroundings was the very thing that was called platonic love.

He laid his cheek on her hand and said in the tone commonly used in coaxing little children:

"My precious, why have you punished me?"

"How? When?"

"I have had no Christmas present from you."

Anna Akimovna had never heard before of their sending a Christmas box to the lawyer, and now she was at a loss how much to give him. But she must give him something, for he was expecting it, though he looked at her with eyes full of love.

"I suppose Nazaritch forgot it," she said, "but it is not too late to set it right."

She suddenly remembered the fifteen hundred she had received the day before, which was now lying in the toilet drawer26

 in her bedroom. And when she brought that ungrateful money and gave it to the lawyer, and he put it in his coat pocket with indolent grace, the whole incident passed off charmingly and naturally. The sudden reminder of a Christmas box and this fifteen hundred was not unbecoming in Lysevitch.

"Merci," he said, and kissed her finger.

Krylin came in with blissful, sleepy face, but without his decorations.

Lysevitch and he stayed a little longer and drank a glass of tea each, and began to get ready to go. Anna Akimovna was a little embarrassed. . . . She had utterly forgotten in what department Krylin served, and whether she had to give him money or not; and if she had to, whether to give it now or send it afterwards in an envelope.

"Where does he serve?" she whispered to Lysevitch.

"Goodness knows," muttered Lysevitch, yawning.

She reflected that if Krylin used to visit her father and her uncle and respected them, it was probably not for nothing: apparently he had been charitable at their expense, serving in some charitable institution. As she said good-bye she slipped three hundred roubles into his hand; he seemed taken aback, and looked at her for a minute in silence with his pewtery eyes, but then seemed to understand and said:

"The receipt, honoured Anna Akimovna, you can only receive on the New Year."

Lysevitch had become utterly limp and heavy, and he staggered when Mishenka put on his overcoat.

As he went downstairs he looked like a man in the last stage of exhaustion, and it was evident that he would drop asleep as soon as he got into his sledge.

"Your Excellency," he said languidly to Krylin, stopping in the middle of the staircase, "has it ever happened to you to experience a feeling as though some unseen force were drawing you out longer and longer? You are drawn out and turn into the finest wire. Subjectively this finds expression in a curious voluptuous feeling which is impossible to compare with anything."

Anna Akimovna, standing at the top of the stairs, saw each of them give Mishenka a note.

"Good-bye! Come again!" she called to them, and ran into her bedroom.

She quickly threw off her dress, that she was weary of already, put on a dressing-gown, and ran downstairs; and as she ran downstairs she laughed and thumped with her feet like a school-boy; she had a great desire for mischief.

 

 

IV

 

Evening

 

Auntie, in a loose print blouse, Varvarushka and two old women, were sitting in the dining-room having supper. A big piece of salt meat, a ham, and various savouries, were lying on the table before them, and clouds of steam were rising from the meat, which looked particularly fat and appetizing. Wine was not served on the lower story, but they made up for it with a great number of spirits and home-made liqueurs. Agafyushka, the fat, white-skinned, well-fed cook, was standing with her arms crossed in the doorway and talking to the old women, and the dishes were being handed by the downstairs Masha, a dark girl with a crimson ribbon in her hair. The old women had had enough to eat before the morning was over, and an hour before supper had had tea and buns, and so they were now eating with effort – as it were, from a sense of duty.

"Oh, my girl!" sighed Auntie, as Anna Akimovna ran into the dining-room and sat down beside her. "You've frightened me to death!"

Every one in the house was pleased when Anna Akimovna was in good spirits and played pranks; this always reminded them that the old men were dead and that the old women had no authority in the house, and any one could do as he liked without any fear of being sharply called to account for it. Only the two old women glanced askance at Anna Akimovna with amazement: she was humming, and it was a sin to sing at table.

"Our mistress, our beauty, our picture," Agafyushka began chanting with sugary sweetness. "Our precious jewel! The people, the people that have come to-day to look at our queen. Lord have mercy upon us! Generals, and officers and gentlemen. . . . I kept looking out of window and counting and counting till I gave it up."

"I'd as soon they did not come at all," said Auntie; she looked sadly at her niece and added: "They only waste the time for my poor orphan girl."

Anna Akimovna felt hungry, as she had eaten nothing since the morning. They poured her out some very bitter liqueur; she drank it off, and tasted the salt meat with mustard, and thought it extraordinarily nice. Then the downstairs Masha brought in the turkey, the pickled apples and the gooseberries. And that pleased her, too. There was only one thing that was disagreeable: there was a draught of hot air from the tiled stove; it was stiflingly close and every one's cheeks were burning. After supper the cloth was taken off and plates of peppermint biscuits, walnuts, and raisins were brought in.

"You sit down, too . . . no need to stand there!" said Auntie to the cook.

Agafyushka sighed and sat down to the table; Masha set a wineglass of liqueur before her, too, and Anna Akimovna began to feel as though Agafyushka's white neck were giving out heat like the stove. They were all talking of how difficult it was nowadays to get married, and saying that in old days, if men did not court beauty, they paid attention to money, but now there was no making out what they wanted; and while hunchbacks and cripples used to be left old maids, nowadays men would not have even the beautiful and wealthy. Auntie began to set this down to immorality, and said that people had no fear of God, but she suddenly remembered that Ivan Ivanitch, her brother, and Varvarushka – both people of holy life – had feared God, but all the same had had children on the sly, and had sent them to the Foundling Asylum. She pulled herself up and changed the conversation, telling them about a suitor she had once had, a factory hand, and how she had loved him, but her brothers had forced her to marry a widower, an ikon-painter, who, thank God, had died two years after. The downstairs Masha sat down to the table, too, and told them with a mysterious air that for the last week some unknown man with a black moustache, in a great-coat with an astrachan collar, had made his appearance every morning in the yard, had stared at the windows of the big house, and had gone on further – to the buildings; the man was all right, nice-looking.

All this conversation made Anna Akimovna suddenly long to be married – long intensely, painfully; she felt as though she would give half her life and all her fortune only to know that upstairs there was a man who was closer to her than any one in the world, that he loved her warmly and was missing her; and the thought of such closeness, ecstatic and inexpressible in words, troubled her soul. And the instinct of youth and health flattered her with lying assurances that the real poetry of life was not over but still to come, and she believed it, and leaning back in her chair (her hair fell down as she did so), she began laughing, and, looking at her, the others laughed, too. And it was a long time before this causeless laughter died down in the dining-room.

She was informed that the Stinging Beetle had come. This was a pilgrim woman called Pasha or Spiridonovna – a thin little woman of fifty, in a black dress with a white kerchief, with keen eyes, sharp nose, and a sharp chin; she had sly, viperish eyes and she looked as though she could see right through every one. Her lips were shaped like a heart. Her viperishness and hostility to every one had earned her the nickname of the Stinging Beetle.

Going into the dining-room without looking at any one, she made for the ikons and chanted in a high voice "Thy Holy Birth," then she sang "The Virgin today gives birth to the Son," then "Christ is born," then she turned round and bent a piercing gaze upon all of them.

"A happy Christmas," she said, and she kissed Anna Akimovna on the shoulder. "It's all I could do, all I could do to get to you, my kind friends." She kissed Auntie on the shoulder. "I should have come to you this morning, but I went in to some good people to rest on the way. 'Stay, Spiridonovna, stay,' they said, and I did not notice that evening was coming on."

As she did not eat meat, they gave her salmon and caviare. She ate looking from under her eyelids at the company, and drank three glasses of vodka. When she had finished she said a prayer and bowed down to Anna Akimovna's feet.

They began to play a game of "kings"27

, as they had done the year before, and the year before that, and all the servants in both stories crowded in at the doors to watch the game. Anna Akimovna fancied she caught a glimpse once or twice of Mishenka, with a patronizing smile on his face, among the crowd of peasant men and women. The first to be king was Stinging Beetle, and Anna Akimovna as the soldier paid her tribute; and then Auntie was king and Anna Akimovna was peasant, which excited general delight, and Agafyushka was prince, and was quite abashed with pleasure. Another game was got up at the other end of the table – played by the two Mashas, Varvarushka, and the sewing-maid Marfa Ptrovna, who was waked on purpose to play "kings," and whose face looked cross and sleepy.

While they were playing they talked of men, and of how difficult it was to get a good husband nowadays, and which state was to be preferred – that of an old maid or a widow.

"You are a handsome, healthy, sturdy lass," said Stinging Beetle to Anna Akimovna. "But I can't make out for whose sake you are holding back."

"What's to be done if nobody will have me?"

"Or maybe you have taken a vow to remain a maid?" Stinging Beetle went on, as though she did not hear. "Well, that's a good deed. . . . Remain one," she repeated, looking intently and maliciously at her cards. "All right, my dear, remain one. . . . Yes . . . only maids, these saintly maids, are not all alike." She heaved a sigh and played the king. "Oh, no, my girl, they are not all alike! Some really watch over themselves like nuns, and butter would not melt in their mouths; and if such a one does sin in an hour of weakness, she is worried to death, poor thing! so it would be a sin to condemn her. While others will go dressed in black and sew their shroud, and yet love rich old men on the sly. Yes, y-es, my canary birds, some hussies will bewitch an old man and rule over him, my doves, rule over him and turn his head; and when they've saved up money and lottery tickets enough, they will bewitch him to his death."

Varvarushka's only response to these hints was to heave a sigh and look towards the ikons. There was an expression of Christian meekness on her countenance.

"I know a maid like that, my bitterest enemy," Stinging Beetle went on, looking round at every one in triumph; "she is always sighing, too, and looking at the ikons, the she-devil. When she used to rule in a certain old man's house, if one went to her she would give one a crust, and bid one bow down to the ikons while she would sing: 'In conception Thou dost abide a Virgin . . . !' On holidays she will give one a bite, and on working days she will reproach one for it. But nowadays I will make merry over her! I will make as merry as I please, my jewel."

Varvarushka glanced at the ikons again and crossed herself.

"But no one will have me, Spiridonovna," said Anna Akimovna to change the conversation. "What's to be done?"

"It's your own fault. You keep waiting for highly educated gentlemen, but you ought to marry one of your own sort, a merchant."

"We don't want a merchant," said Auntie, all in a flutter. "Queen of Heaven, preserve us! A gentleman will spend your money, but then he will be kind to you, you poor little fool. But a merchant will be so strict that you won't feel at home in your own house. You'll be wanting to fondle him and he will be counting his money, and when you sit down to meals with him, he'll grudge you every mouthful, though it's your own, the lout! . . . Marry a gentleman."

They all talked at once, loudly interrupting one another, and Auntie tapped on the table with the nutcrackers and said, flushed and angry:

"We won't have a merchant; we won't have one! If you choose a merchant I shall go to an almshouse."

"Sh . . . Sh! . . . Hush!" cried Stinging Beetle; when all were silent she screwed up one eye and said: "Do you know what, Annushka, my birdie . . .? There is no need for you to get married really like every one else. You're rich and free, you are your own mistress; but yet, my child, it doesn't seem the right thing for you to be an old maid. I'll find you, you know, some trumpery and simple-witted man. You'll marry him for appearances and then have your fling, bonny lass! You can hand him five thousand or ten maybe, and pack him off where he came from, and you will be mistress in your own house – you can love whom you like and no one can say anything to you. And then you can love your highly educated gentleman. You'll have a jolly time!" Stinging Beetle snapped her fingers and gave a whistle.

"It's sinful," said Auntie.

"Oh, sinful," laughed Stinging Beetle. "She is educated, she understands. To cut some one's throat or bewitch an old man – that's a sin, that's true; but to love some charming young friend is not a sin at all. And what is there in it, really? There's no sin in it at all! The old pilgrim women have invented all that to make fools of simple folk. I, too, say everywhere it's a sin; I don't know myself why it's a sin." Stinging Beetle emptied her glass and cleared her throat. "Have your fling, bonny lass," this time evidently addressing herself. "For thirty years, wenches, I have thought of nothing but sins and been afraid, but now I see I have wasted my time, I've let it slip by like a ninny! Ah, I have been a fool, a fool!" She sighed. "A woman's time is short and every day is precious. You are handsome, Annushka, and very rich; but as soon as thirty-five or forty strikes for you your time is up. Don't listen to any one, my girl; live, have your fling till you are forty, and then you will have time to pray forgiveness – there will be plenty of time to bow down and to sew your shroud. A candle to God and a poker to the devil! You can do both at once! Well, how is it to be? Will you make some little man happy?"

"I will," laughed Anna Akimovna. "I don't care now; I would marry a working man."

"Well, that would do all right! Oh, what a fine fellow you would choose then!" Stinging Beetle screwed up her eyes and shook her head. "O–o–oh!"

"I tell her myself," said Auntie, "it's no good waiting for a gentleman, so she had better marry, not a gentleman, but some one humbler; anyway we should have a man in the house to look after things. And there are lots of good men. She might have some one out of the factory. They are all sober, steady men. . . ."

"I should think so," Stinging Beetle agreed. "They are capital fellows. If you like, Aunt, I will make a match for her with Vassily Lebedinsky?"

"Oh, Vasya's legs are so long," said Auntie seriously. "He is so lanky. He has no looks."

There was laughter in the crowd by the door.

"Well, Pimenov? Would you like to marry Pimenov?" Stinging Beetle asked Anna Akimovna.

"Very good. Make a match for me with Pimenov."

"Really?"

"Yes, do!" Anna Akimovna said resolutely, and she struck her fist on the table. "On my honour, I will marry him."

"Really?"

Anna Akimovna suddenly felt ashamed that her cheeks were burning and that every one was looking at her; she flung the cards together on the table and ran out of the room. As she ran up the stairs and, reaching the upper story, sat down to the piano in the drawing-room, a murmur of sound reached her from below like the roar of the sea; most likely they were talking of her and of Pimenov, and perhaps Stinging Beetle was taking advantage of her absence to insult Varvarushka and was putting no check on her language.

The lamp in the big room was the only light burning in the upper story, and it sent a glimmer through the door into the dark drawing-room. It was between nine and ten, not later. Anna Akimovna played a waltz, then another, then a third; she went on playing without stopping. She looked into the dark corner beyond the piano, smiled, and inwardly called to it, and the idea occurred to her that she might drive off to the town to see some one, Lysevitch for instance, and tell him what was passing in her heart. She wanted to talk without ceasing, to laugh, to play the fool, but the dark corner was sullenly silent, and all round in all the rooms of the upper story it was still and desolate.

She was fond of sentimental songs, but she had a harsh, untrained voice, and so she only played the accompaniment and sang hardly audibly, just above her breath. She sang in a whisper one song after another, for the most part about love, separation, and frustrated hopes, and she imagined how she would hold out her hands to him and say with entreaty, with tears, "Pimenov, take this burden from me!" And then, just as though her sins had been forgiven, there would be joy and comfort in her soul, and perhaps a free, happy life would begin. In an anguish of anticipation she leant over the keys, with a passionate longing for the change in her life to come at once without delay, and was terrified at the thought that her old life would go on for some time longer. Then she played again and sang hardly above her breath, and all was stillness about her. There was no noise coming from downstairs now, they must have gone to bed. It had struck ten some time before. A long, solitary, wearisome night was approaching.

Anna Akimovna walked through all the rooms, lay down for a while on the sofa, and read in her study the letters that had come that evening; there were twelve letters of Christmas greetings and three anonymous letters. In one of them some workman complained in a horrible, almost illegible handwriting that Lenten oil sold in the factory shop was rancid and smelt of paraffin; in another, some one respectfully informed her that over a purchase of iron Nazaritch had lately taken a bribe of a thousand roubles from some one; in a third she was abused for her inhumanity.

The excitement of Christmas was passing off, and to keep it up Anna Akimovna sat down at the piano again and softly played one of the new waltzes, then she remembered how cleverly and creditably she had spoken at dinner today. She looked round at the dark windows, at the walls with the pictures, at the faint light that came from the big room, and all at once she began suddenly crying, and she felt vexed that she was so lonely, and that she had no one to talk to and consult. To cheer herself she tried to picture Pimenov in her imagination, but it was unsuccessful.

It struck twelve. Mishenka, no longer wearing his swallow-tail but in his reefer jacket, came in, and without speaking lighted two candles; then he went out and returned a minute later with a cup of tea on a tray.

"What are you laughing at?" she asked, noticing a smile on his face.

"I was downstairs and heard the jokes you were making about Pimenov . . ." he said, and put his hand before his laughing mouth. "If he were sat down to dinner today with Viktor Nikolaevitch and the general, he'd have died of fright." Mishenka's shoulders were shaking with laughter. "He doesn't know even how to hold his fork, I bet."

The footman's laughter and words, his reefer jacket and moustache, gave Anna Akimovna a feeling of uncleanness. She shut her eyes to avoid seeing him, and, against her own will, imagined Pimenov dining with Lysevitch and Krylin, and his timid, unintellectual figure seemed to her pitiful and helpless, and she felt repelled by it. And only now, for the first time in the whole day, she realized clearly that all she had said and thought about Pimenov and marrying a workman was nonsense, folly, and wilfulness. To convince herself of the opposite, to overcome her repulsion, she tried to recall what she had said at dinner, but now she could not see anything in it: shame at her own thoughts and actions, and the fear that she had said something improper during the day, and disgust at her own lack of spirit, overwhelmed her completely. She took up a candle and, as rapidly as if some one were pursuing her, ran downstairs, woke Spiridonovna, and began assuring her she had been joking. Then she went to her bedroom. Red-haired Masha, who was dozing in an arm-chair near the bed, jumped up and began shaking up the pillows. Her face was exhausted and sleepy, and her magnificent hair had fallen on one side.

"Tchalikov came again this evening," she said, yawning, "but I did not dare to announce him; he was very drunk. He says he will come again tomorrow."

"What does he want with me?" said Anna Akimovna, and she flung her comb on the floor. "I won't see him, I won't."

She made up her mind she had no one left in life but this Tchalikov, that he would never leave off persecuting her, and would remind her every day how uninteresting and absurd her life was. So all she was fit for was to help the poor. Oh, how stupid it was!

She lay down without undressing, and sobbed with shame and depression: what seemed to her most vexatious and stupid of all was that her dreams that day about Pimenov had been right, lofty, honourable, but at the same time she felt that Lysevitch and even Krylin were nearer to her than Pimenov and all the workpeople taken together. She thought that if the long day she had just spent could have been represented in a picture, all that had been bad and vulgar – as, for instance, the dinner, the lawyer's talk, the game of "kings" – would have been true, while her dreams and talk about Pimenov would have stood out from the whole as something false, as out of drawing; and she thought, too, that it was too late to dream of happiness, that everything was over for her, and it was impossible to go back to the life when she had slept under the same quilt with her mother, or to devise some new special sort of life.

Red-haired Masha was kneeling before the bed, gazing at her in mournful perplexity; then she, too, began crying, and laid her face against her mistress's arm, and without words it was clear why she was so wretched.

"We are fools!" said Anna Akimovna, laughing and crying. "We are fools! Oh, what fools we are!"

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

 

9. ANNA ON THE NECK

 

I

 

AFTER the wedding they had not even light refreshments; the happy pair simply drank a glass of champagne, changed into their travelling things, and drove to the station. Instead of a gay wedding ball and supper, instead of music and dancing, they went on a journey28

 to pray at a shrine a hundred and fifty miles away. Many people commended this, saying that Modest Alexeitch was a man high up in the service and no longer young, and that a noisy wedding might not have seemed quite suitable; and music is apt to sound dreary when a government official of fifty-two marries a girl who is only just eighteen. People said, too, that Modest Alexeitch, being a man of principle, had arranged this visit to the monastery expressly in order to make his young bride realize that even in marriage he put religion and morality above everything.

The happy pair were seen off at the station. The crowd of relations and colleagues in the service stood, with glasses in their hands, waiting for the train to start to shout "Hurrah!" and the bride's father, Pyotr Leontyitch, wearing a top-hat and the uniform of a teacher29

, already drunk and very pale, kept craning towards the window, glass in hand and saying in an imploring voice:

"Anyuta! Anya, Anya! one word!"

Anna bent out of the window to him, and he whispered something to her, enveloping her in a stale smell of alcohol, blew into her ear – she could make out nothing – and made the sign of the cross over her face, her bosom, and her hands; meanwhile he was breathing in gasps and tears were shining in his eyes. And the schoolboys, Anna's brothers, Petya and Andrusha, pulled at his coat from behind, whispering in confusion:

"Father, hush! . . . Father, that's enough. . . ."

When the train started, Anna saw her father run a little way after the train, staggering and spilling his wine, and what a kind, guilty, pitiful face he had:

"Hurra–ah!" he shouted.

The happy pair were left alone. Modest Alexeitch looked about the compartment, arranged their things on the shelves, and sat down, smiling, opposite his young wife. He was an official of medium height, rather stout and puffy, who looked exceedingly well nourished, with long whiskers and no moustache. His clean-shaven, round, sharply defined chin looked like the heel of a foot. The most characteristic point in his face was the absence of moustache, the bare, freshly shaven place, which gradually passed into the fat cheeks, quivering like jelly. His deportment was dignified, his movements were deliberate, his manner was soft.

"I cannot help remembering now one circumstance," he said, smiling. "When, five years ago, Kosorotov received the order of St. Anna30

 of the second grade, and went to thank His Excellency, His Excellency expressed himself as follows: 'So now you have three Annas: one in your buttonhole and two on your neck.' And it must be explained that at that time Kosorotov's wife, a quarrelsome and frivolous person, had just returned to him, and that her name was Anna. I trust that when I receive the Anna of the second grade His Excellency will not have occasion to say the same thing to me."

He smiled with his little eyes. And she, too, smiled, troubled at the thought that at any moment this man might kiss her with his thick damp lips, and that she had no right to prevent his doing so. The soft movements of his fat person frightened her; she felt both fear and disgust. He got up, without haste took off the order from his neck, took off his coat and waistcoat, and put on his dressing-gown.

"That's better," he said, sitting down beside Anna.

Anna remembered what agony the wedding had been, when it had seemed to her that the priest, and the guests, and every one in church had been looking at her sorrowfully and asking why, why was she, such a sweet, nice girl, marrying such an elderly, uninteresting gentleman. Only that morning she was delighted that everything had been satisfactorily arranged, but at the time of the wedding, and now in the railway carriage, she felt cheated, guilty, and ridiculous. Here she had married a rich man and yet she had no money, her wedding-dress had been bought on credit, and when her father and brothers had been saying good-bye, she could see from their faces that they had not a farthing. Would they have any supper that day? And tomorrow? And for some reason it seemed to her that her father and the boys were sitting tonight hungry without her, and feeling the same misery as they had the day after their mother's funeral.

"Oh, how unhappy I am!" she thought. "Why am I so unhappy?"

With the awkwardness of a man with settled habits, unaccustomed to deal with women, Modest Alexeitch touched her on the waist and patted her on the shoulder, while she went on thinking about money, about her mother and her mother's death. When her mother died, her father, Pyotr Leontyitch, a teacher of drawing and writing in the high school, had taken to drink, impoverishment had followed, the boys had not had boots or goloshes, their father had been hauled up before the magistrate, the warrant officer had come and made an inventory of the furniture. . . . What a disgrace! Anna had had to look after her drunken father, darn her brothers' stockings, go to market, and when she was complimented on her youth, her beauty, and her elegant manners, it seemed to her that every one was looking at her cheap hat and the holes in her boots that were inked over. And at night there had been tears and a haunting dread that her father would soon, very soon, be dismissed from the school for his weakness, and that he would not survive it, but would die, too, like their mother. But ladies of their acquaintance had taken the matter in hand and looked about for a good match for Anna. This Modest Alexevitch, who was neither young nor good-looking but had money, was soon found. He had a hundred thousand in the bank and the family estate, which he had let on lease. He was a man of principle and stood well with His Excellency; it would be nothing to him, so they told Anna, to get a note from His Excellency to the directors of the high school, or even to the Education Commissioner, to prevent Pyotr Leontyitch from being dismissed.

While she was recalling these details, she suddenly heard strains of music which floated in at the window, together with the sound of voices. The train was stopping at a station. In the crowd beyond the platform an accordion and a cheap squeaky fiddle were being briskly played, and the sound of a military band came from beyond the villas and the tall birches and poplars that lay bathed in the moonlight; there must have been a dance in the place. Summer visitors and townspeople, who used to come out here by train in fine weather for a breath of fresh air, were parading up and down on the platform. Among them was the wealthy owner of all the summer villas – a tall, stout, dark man called Artynov. He had prominent eyes and looked like an Armenian. He wore a strange costume; his shirt was unbuttoned, showing his chest; he wore high boots with spurs, and a black cloak hung from his shoulders and dragged on the ground like a train. Two boar-hounds followed him with their sharp noses to the ground.

Tears were still shining in Anna's eyes, but she was not thinking now of her mother, nor of money, nor of her marriage; but shaking hands with schoolboys and officers she knew, she laughed gaily and said quickly:

"How do you do? How are you?"

She went out on to the platform between the carriages into the moonlight, and stood so that they could all see her in her new splendid dress and hat.

"Why are we stopping here?" she asked.

"This is a junction. They are waiting for the mail train to pass."

Seeing that Artynov was looking at her, she screwed up her eyes31

 coquettishly and began talking aloud in French; and because her voice sounded so pleasant, and because she heard music and the moon was reflected in the pond, and because Artynov, the notorious Don Juan and spoiled child of fortune, was looking at her eagerly and with curiosity, and because every one was in good spirits – she suddenly felt joyful, and when the train started and the officers of her acquaintance saluted her, she was humming the polka the strains of which reached her from the military band playing beyond the trees; and she returned to her compartment feeling as though it had been proved to her at the station that she would certainly be happy in spite of everything.

The happy pair spent two days at the monastery, then went back to town. They lived in a rent-free flat. When Modest Alexevitch had gone to the office, Anna played the piano, or shed tears of depression, or lay down on a couch and read novels or looked through fashion papers. At dinner Modest Alexevitch ate a great deal and talked about politics, about appointments, transfers, and promotions in the service, about the necessity of hard work, and said that, family life not being a pleasure but a duty, if you took care of the kopecks the roubles would take care of themselves, and that he put religion and morality before everything else in the world. And holding his knife in his fist as though it were a sword, he would say:

"Every one ought to have his duties!"

And Anna listened to him, was frightened, and could not eat, and she usually got up from the table hungry. After dinner her husband lay down for a nap and snored loudly, while Anna went to see her own people. Her father and the boys looked at her in a peculiar way, as though just before she came in they had been blaming her for having married for money a tedious, wearisome man she did not love; her rustling skirts, her bracelets, and her general air of a married lady, offended them and made them uncomfortable. In her presence they felt a little embarrassed and did not know what to talk to her about; but yet they still loved her as before, and were not used to having dinner without her. She sat down with them to cabbage soup, porridge, and fried potatoes, smelling of mutton dripping. Pyotr Leontyitch filled his glass from the decanter with a trembling hand and drank it off hurriedly, greedily, with repulsion, then poured out a second glass and then a third. Petya and Andrusha, thin, pale boys with big eyes, would take the decanter and say desperately:

"You mustn't, father. . . . Enough, father. . . ."

And Anna, too, was troubled and entreated him to drink no more; and he would suddenly fly into a rage and beat the table with his fists:

"I won't allow any one to dictate to me!" he would shout. "Wretched boys! wretched girl! I'll turn you all out!"

But there was a note of weakness, of good-nature in his voice, and no one was afraid of him. After dinner he usually dressed in his best. Pale, with a cut on his chin from shaving, craning his thin neck, he would stand for half an hour before the glass, prinking, combing his hair, twisting his black moustache, sprinkling himself with scent, tying his cravat in a bow; then he would put on his gloves and his top-hat, and go off to give his private lessons. Or if it was a holiday he would stay at home and paint, or play the harmonium, which wheezed and growled; he would try to wrest from it pure harmonious sounds and would sing to it; or would storm at the boys:

"Wretches! Good-for-nothing boys! You have spoiled the instrument!"

In the evening Anna's husband played cards with his colleagues, who lived under the same roof in the government quarters. The wives of these gentlemen would come in – ugly, tastelessly dressed women, as coarse as cooks – and gossip would begin in the flat as tasteless and unattractive as the ladies themselves. Sometimes Modest Alexevitch would take Anna to the theatre. In the intervals32

 he would never let her stir a step from his side, but walked about arm in arm with her through the corridors and the foyer. When he bowed to some one, he immediately whispered to Anna: "A civil councillor . . . visits at His Excellency's"; or, "A man of means . . . has a house of his own." When they passed the buffet Anna had a great longing for something sweet; she was fond of chocolate and apple cakes, but she had no money, and she did not like to ask her husband. He would take a pear, pinch it with his fingers, and ask uncertainly:

"How much?"

"Twenty-five kopecks!"

"I say!" he would reply, and put it down; but as it was awkward to leave the buffet without buying anything, he would order some seltzer-water and drink the whole bottle himself, and tears would come into his eyes. And Anna hated him at such times.

And suddenly flushing crimson, he would say to her rapidly:

"Bow to that old lady!"

"But I don't know her."

"No matter. That's the wife of the director of the local treasury! Bow, I tell you," he would grumble insistently. "Your head won't drop off."

Anna bowed and her head certainly did not drop off, but it was agonizing. She did everything her husband wanted her to, and was furious with herself for having let him deceive her like the veriest idiot. She had only married him for his money, and yet she had less money now than before her marriage. In old days her father would sometimes give her twenty kopecks, but now she had not a farthing.

To take money by stealth or ask for it, she could not; she was afraid of her husband, she trembled before him. She felt as though she had been afraid of him for years. In her childhood the director of the high school had always seemed the most impressive and terrifying force in the world, sweeping down like a thunderstorm or a steam-engine ready to crush her; another similar force of which the whole family talked, and of which they were for some reason afraid, was His Excellency; then there were a dozen others, less formidable, and among them the teachers at the high school, with shaven upper lips, stern, implacable; and now finally, there was Modest Alexeitch, a man of principle, who even resembled the director in the face. And in Anna's imagination all these forces blended together into one, and, in the form of a terrible, huge white bear, menaced the weak and erring such as her father. And she was afraid to say anything in opposition to her husband, and gave a forced smile, and tried to make a show of pleasure when she was coarsely caressed and defiled by embraces that excited her terror. Only once Pyotr Leontyitch had the temerity to ask for a loan of fifty roubles in order to pay some very irksome debt, but what an agony it had been!

"Very good; I'll give it to you," said Modest Alexeitch after a moment's thought; "but I warn you I won't help you again till you give up drinking. Such a failing is disgraceful in a man in the government service! I must remind you of the well-known fact that many capable people have been ruined by that passion, though they might possibly, with temperance, have risen in time to a very high

And long-winded phrases followed: "inasmuch as . . .," "following upon which proposition . . . ," in view of the aforesaid contention . . ."; and Pyotr Leontyitch was in agonies of humiliation and felt an intense craving for alcohol.

And when the boys came to visit Anna, generally in broken boots and threadbare trousers, they, too, had to listen to sermons.

"Every man ought to have his duties!" Modest Alexeitch would say to them.

And he did not give them money. But he did give Anna bracelets, rings, and brooches, saying that these things would come in useful for a rainy day. And he often unlocked her drawer and made an inspection to see whether they were all safe.

 

 

II

 

Meanwhile winter came on. Long before Christmas there was an announcement in the local papers that the usual winter ball would take place on the twenty-ninth of December in the Hall of Nobility33

. Every evening after cards Modest Alexeitch was excitedly whispering with his colleagues' wives and glancing at Anna, and then paced up and down the room for a long while, thinking. At last, late one evening, he stood still, facing Anna, and said:

"You ought to get yourself a ball dress. Do you understand? Only please consult Marya Grigoryevna and Natalya Kuzminishna."

And he gave her a hundred roubles. She took the money, but she did not consult any one when she ordered the ball dress; she spoke to no one but her father, and tried to imagine how her mother would have dressed for a ball. Her mother had always dressed in the latest fashion and had always taken trouble over Anna, dressing her elegantly like a doll, and had taught her to speak French and dance the mazurka superbly (she had been a governess for five years before her marriage). Like her mother, Anna could make a new dress out of an old one, clean gloves with benzine, hire jewels; and, like her mother, she knew how to screw up her eyes, lisp, assume graceful attitudes, fly into raptures when necessary, and throw a mournful and enigmatic look into her eyes. And from her father she had inherited the dark colour of her hair and eyes, her highly-strung nerves, and the habit of always making herself look her best.

When, half an hour before setting off for the ball, Modest Alexeitch went into her room without his coat on, to put his order round his neck before her pier-glass, dazzled by her beauty and the splendour of her fresh, ethereal dress, he combed his whiskers complacently and said:

"So that's what my wife can look like . . . so that's what you can look like! Anyuta!" he went on, dropping into a tone of solemnity, "I have made your fortune, and now I beg you to do something for mine. I beg you to get introduced to the wife of His Excellency! For God's sake, do! Through her I may get the post of senior reporting clerk!"

They went to the ball. They reached the Hall of Nobility, the entrance with the hall porter. They came to the vestibule with the hat-stands, the fur coats; footmen scurrying about, and ladies with low necks putting up their fans to screen themselves from the draughts. There was a smell of gas and of soldiers. When Anna, walking upstairs on her husband's arm, heard the music and saw herself full length in the looking-glass in the full glow of the lights, there was a rush of joy in her heart, and she felt the same presentiment of happiness as in the moonlight at the station. She walked in proudly, confidently, for the first time feeling herself not a girl but a lady, and unconsciously imitating her mother in her walk and in her manner. And for the first time in her life she felt rich and free. Even her husband's presence did not oppress her, for as she crossed the threshold of the hall she had guessed instinctively that the proximity of an old husband did not detract from her in the least, but, on the contrary, gave her that shade of piquant mystery that is so attractive to men. The orchestra was already playing and the dances had begun. After their flat Anna was overwhelmed by the lights, the bright colours, the music, the noise, and looking round the room, thought, "Oh, how lovely!" She at once distinguished in the crowd all her acquaintances, every one she had met before at parties or on picnics – all the officers, the teachers, the lawyers, the officials, the landowners, His Excellency, Artynov, and the ladies of the highest standing, dressed up and very décolletées34

,  handsome and ugly, who had already taken up their positions in the stalls and pavilions of the charity bazaar, to begin selling things for the benefit of the poor. A huge officer in epaulettes – she had been introduced to him in Staro-Kievsky Street when she was a schoolgirl, but now she could not remember his name – seemed to spring from out of the ground, begging her for a waltz, and she flew away from her husband, feeling as though she were floating away in a sailing-boat in a violent storm, while her husband was left far away on the shore. She danced passionately, with fervour, a waltz, then a polka and a quadrille, being snatched by one partner as soon as she was left by another, dizzy with music and the noise, mixing Russian with French, lisping, laughing, and with no thought of her husband or anything else. She excited great admiration among the men – that was evident, and indeed it could not have been otherwise; she was breathless with excitement, felt thirsty, and convulsively clutched her fan. Pyotr Leontyitch, her father, in a crumpled dress-coat that smelt of benzine, came up to her, offering her a plate of pink ice.

"You are enchanting this evening," he said, looking at her rapturously, "and I have never so much regretted that you were in such a hurry to get married. . . . What was it for? I know you did it for our sake, but . . ." With a shaking hand he drew out a roll of notes and said: "I got the money for my lessons today, and can pay your husband what I owe him."

She put the plate back into his hand, and was pounced upon by some one and borne off to a distance. She caught a glimpse over her partner's shoulder of her father gliding over the floor, putting his arm round a lady and whirling down the ball-room with her.

"How sweet he is when he is sober!" she thought.

She danced the mazurka with the same huge officer; he moved gravely, as heavily as a dead carcase in a uniform, twitched his shoulders and his chest, stamped his feet very languidly – he felt fearfully disinclined to dance. She fluttered round him, provoking him by her beauty, her bare neck; her eyes glowed defiantly, her movements were passionate, while he became more and more indifferent, and held out his hands to her as graciously as a king.

"Bravo, bravo!" said people watching them.

But little by little the huge officer, too, broke out; he grew lively, excited, and, overcome by her fascination, was carried away and danced lightly, youthfully, while she merely moved her shoulders and looked slyly at him as though she were now the queen and he were her slave; and at that moment it seemed to her that the whole room was looking at them, and that everybody was thrilled and envied them. The huge officer had hardly had time to thank her for the dance, when the crowd suddenly parted and the men drew themselves up in a strange way, with their hands at their sides.

His Excellency, with two stars on his dress-coat, was walking up to her. Yes, His Excellency was walking straight towards her, for he was staring directly at her with a sugary smile, while he licked his lips as he always did when he saw a pretty woman.

"Delighted, delighted . . ." he began. "I shall order your husband to be clapped in a lock-up for keeping such a treasure hidden from us till now. I've come to you with a message from my wife," he went on, offering her his arm. "You must help us. . . . M-m-yes. . . . We ought to give you the prize for beauty as they do in America. . . . M-m-yes. . . . The Americans. . . . My wife is expecting you impatiently."

He led her to a stall and presented her to a middle-aged lady, the lower part of whose face was disproportionately large, so that she looked as though she were holding a big stone in her mouth.

"You must help us," she said through her nose in a sing-song voice. "All the pretty women are working for our charity bazaar, and you are the only one enjoying yourself. Why won't you help us?"

She went away, and Anna took her place by the cups and the silver samovar. She was soon doing a lively trade. Anna asked no less than a rouble for a cup of tea, and made the huge officer drink three cups. Artynov, the rich man with prominent eyes, who suffered from asthma, came up, too; he was not dressed in the strange costume in which Anna had seen him in the summer at the station, but wore a dress-coat like every one else. Keeping his eyes fixed on Anna, he drank a glass of champagne and paid a hundred roubles for it, then drank some tea and gave another hundred – all this without saying a word, as he was short of breath through asthma. . . . Anna invited purchasers and got money out of them, firmly convinced by now that her smiles and glances could not fail to afford these people great pleasure. She realized now that she was created exclusively for this noisy, brilliant, laughing life, with its music, its dancers, its adorers, and her old terror of a force that was sweeping down upon her and menacing to crush her seemed to her ridiculous: she was afraid of no one now, and only regretted that her mother could not be there to rejoice at her success.

Pyotr Leontyitch, pale by now but still steady on his legs, came up to the stall and asked for a glass of brandy. Anna turned crimson, expecting him to say something inappropriate (she was already ashamed of having such a poor and ordinary father); but he emptied his glass, took ten roubles out of his roll of notes, flung it down, and walked away with dignity without uttering a word. A little later she saw him dancing in the grand chain, and by now he was staggering and kept shouting something, to the great confusion of his partner; and Anna remembered how at the ball three years before he had staggered and shouted in the same way, and it had ended in the police-sergeant's taking him home to bed, and next day the director had threatened to dismiss him from his post. How inappropriate that memory was!

When the samovars were put out in the stalls and the exhausted ladies handed over their takings to the middle-aged lady with the stone in her mouth, Artynov took Anna on his arm to the hall where supper was served to all who had assisted at the bazaar. There were some twenty people at supper, not more, but it was very noisy. His Excellency proposed a toast:

"In this magnificent dining-room it will be appropriate to drink to the success of the cheap dining-rooms, which are the object of today's bazaar."

The brigadier-general proposed the toast: "To the power by which even the artillery is vanquished," and all the company clinked glasses with the ladies. It was very, very gay.

When Anna was escorted home it was daylight and the cooks were going to market. Joyful, intoxicated, full of new sensations, exhausted, she undressed, dropped into bed, and at once fell asleep. . . .

It was past one in the afternoon when the servant waked her and announced that M. Artynov had called. She dressed quickly and went down into the drawing-room. Soon after Artynov, His Excellency called to thank her for her assistance in the bazaar. With a sugary smile, chewing his lips, he kissed her hand, and asking her permission to come again, took his leave, while she remained standing in the middle of the drawing-room, amazed, enchanted, unable to believe that this change in her life, this marvellous change, had taken place so quickly; and at that moment Modest Alexeitch walked in . . . and he, too, stood before her now with the same ingratiating, sugary, cringingly respectful expression which she was accustomed to see on his face in the presence of the great and powerful; and with rapture, with indignation, with contempt, convinced that no harm would come to her from it, she said, articulating distinctly each word:

"Be off, you blockhead!"

From this time forward Anna never had one day free, as she was always taking part in picnics, expeditions, performances. She returned home every day after midnight, and went to bed on the floor in the drawing-room, and afterwards used to tell every one, touchingly, how she slept under flowers. She needed a very great deal of money, but she was no longer afraid of Modest Alexeitch, and spent his money as though it were her own; and she did not ask, did not demand it, simply sent him in the bills. "Give bearer two hundred roubles," or "Pay one hundred roubles at once."

At Easter Modest Alexeitch received the Anna of the second grade. When he went to offer his thanks, His Excellency put aside the paper he was reading and settled himself more comfortably in his chair.

"So now you have three Annas," he said, scrutinizing his white hands and pink nails – "one on your buttonhole and two on your neck."

Modest Alexeitch put two fingers to his lips as a precaution against laughing too loud and said:

"Now I have only to look forward to the arrival of a little Vladimir. I make bold to beg your Excellency to stand godfather."

He was alluding to Vladimir of the fourth grade, and was already imagining how he would tell everywhere the story of this pun, so happy in its readiness and audacity, and he wanted to say something equally happy, but His Excellency was buried again in his newspaper, and merely gave him a nod.

And Anna went on driving about with three horses35

, going out hunting with Artynov, playing in one-act dramas, going out to supper, and was more and more rarely with her own family; they dined now alone. Pyotr Leontyitch was drinking more heavily than ever; there was no money, and the harmonium had been sold long ago for debt. The boys did not let him go out alone in the street now, but looked after him for fear he might fall down; and whenever they met Anna driving in Staro-Kievsky Street with a pair of horses and Artynov on the box instead of a coachman, Pyotr Leontyitch took off his top-hat, and was about to shout to her, but Petya and Andrusha took him by the arm, and said imploringly:

"You mustn't, father. Hush, father!"

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

 

10. 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 Sunday36

, 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 sect37

. 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 neighborhood 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 wineglass 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."

Anisim bowed down at Varvara's feet.

"I thank you for everything, mamma," he said. "You are a great gain to our family. You are a very ladylike woman, and I am very pleased with you."

Much moved, Anisim went out, but returned again and said:

"Samorodov has got me mixed up in something: I shall either make my fortune or come to grief. If anything happens, then you must comfort my father, mamma."

"Oh, nonsense, don't you worry, tut, tut, tut. . . God is merciful. And, Anisim, you should be affectionate to your wife, instead of giving each other sulky looks as you do; you might smile at least."

"Yes, she is rather a queer one," said Anisim, and he gave a sigh. "She does not understand anything, she never speaks. She is very young, let her grow up."

A tall, sleek white stallion was already standing at the front door, harnessed to the chaise.

Old Tsybukin jumped in jauntily with a run and took the reins. Anisim kissed Varvara, Aksinya, and his brother. On the steps Lipa, too, was standing; she was standing motionless, looking away, and it seemed as though she had not come to see him off but just by chance for some unknown reason. Anisim went up to her and just touched her cheek with his lips.

"Good-bye," he said.

And without looking at him she gave a strange smile; her face began to quiver, and everyone for some reason felt sorry for her. Anisim, too, leaped into the chaise with a bound and put his arms jauntily akimbo, for he considered himself a good-looking fellow.

When they drove up out of the ravine Anisim kept looking back towards the village. It was a warm, bright day. The cattle were being driven out for the first time, and the peasant girls and women were walking by the herd in their holiday dresses. The dun-coloured bull bellowed, glad to be free, and pawed the ground with his forefeet. On all sides, above and below, the larks were singing. Anisim looked round at the elegant white church – it had only lately been whitewashed – and he thought how he had been praying in it five days before; he looked round at the school with its green roof, at the little river in which he used once to bathe and catch fish, and there was a stir of joy in his heart, and he wished that walls might rise up from the ground and prevent him from going further, and that he might be left with nothing but the past.

At the station they went to the refreshment room and drank a glass of sherry each. His father felt in his pocket for his purse to pay.

"I will stand treat," said Anisim. The old man, touched and delighted, slapped him on the shoulder, and winked to the waiter as much as to say, "See what a fine son I have got."

"You ought to stay at home in the business, Anisim," he said; "you would be worth any price to me! I would shower gold on you from head to foot, my son."

"It can't be done, papa."

The sherry was sour and smelt of sealing-wax, but they had another glass.

When old Tsybukin returned home from the station, for the first moment he did not recognize his younger daughter-in-law. As soon as her husband had driven out of the yard, Lipa was transformed and suddenly brightened up. Wearing a threadbare old petticoat, with her feet bare and her sleeves tucked up to the shoulders, she was scrubbing the stairs in the entry and singing in a silvery little voice, and when she brought out a big tub of dirty water and looked up at the sun with her childlike smile it seemed as though she, too, were a lark.

An old labourer who was passing by the door shook his head and cleared his throat.

"Yes, indeed, your daughters-in-law, Grigory Petrovitch, are a blessing from God," he said. "Not women, but treasures!"

 

 

V

 

On Friday the 8th of July, Elizarov, nicknamed Crutch, and Lipa were returning from the village of Kazanskoe, where they had been to a service on the occasion of a church holiday in the honour of the Holy Mother of Kazan. A good distance after them walked Lipa's mother Praskovya, who always fell behind, as she was ill and short of breath. It was drawing towards evening.

"A-a-a . . ." said Crutch, wondering as he listened to Lipa. "A-a! . . . We-ell!

"I am very fond of jam, Ilya Makaritch," said Lipa. "I sit down in my little corner and drink tea and eat jam. Or I drink it with Varvara Nikolaevna, and she tells some story full of feeling. We have a lot of jam – four jars. 'Have some, Lipa; eat as much as you like.' "

"A-a-a, four jars!"

"They live very well. We have white bread with our tea; and meat, too, as much as one wants. They live very well, only I am frightened with them, Ilya Makaritch. Oh, oh, how frightened I am!"

"Why are you frightened, child?" asked Crutch, and he looked back to see how far Praskovya was behind.

"To begin with, when the wedding had been celebrated I was afraid of Anisim Grigoritch. Anisim Grigoritch did nothing, he didn't ill-treat me, only when he comes near me a cold shiver runs all over me, through all my bones. And I did not sleep one night, I trembled all over and kept praying to God. And now I am afraid of Aksinya, Ilya Makaritch. It's not that she does anything, she is always laughing, but sometimes she glances at the window, and her eyes are so fierce and there is a gleam of green in them – like the eyes of the sheep in the shed. The Hrymin Juniors are leading her astray: 'Your old man,' they tell her, 'has a bit of land at Butyokino, a hundred and twenty acres,' they say, 'and there is sand and water there, so you, Aksinya,' they say, 'build a brickyard there and we will go shares in it.' Bricks now are twenty roubles the thousand, it's a profitable business. Yesterday at dinner Aksinya said to my father-in-law: 'I want to build a brickyard at Butyokino; I'm going into business on my own account.' She laughed as she said it. And Grigory Petrovitch's face darkened, one could see he did not like it. 'As long as I live,' he said, 'the family must not break up, we must go on altogether.' She gave a look and gritted her teeth. . . . Fritters were served, she would not eat them."

"A-a-a! . . ." Crutch was surprised.

"And tell me, if you please, when does she sleep?" said Lipa. "She sleeps for half an hour, then jumps up and keeps walking and walking about to see whether the peasants have not set fire to something, have not stolen something. . . . I am frightened with her, Ilya Makaritch. And the Hrymin Juniors did not go to bed after the wedding, but drove to the town to go to law with each other; and folks do say it is all on account of Aksinya. Two of the brothers have promised to build her a brickyard, but the third is offended, and the factory has been at a standstill for a month, and my uncle Prohor is without work and goes about from house to house getting crusts. 'Hadn't you better go working on the land or sawing up wood, meanwhile, uncle?' I tell him; 'why disgrace yourself?' 'I've got out of the way of it,' he says; 'I don't know how to do any sort of peasant's work now, Lipinka.' . . ."

They stopped to rest and wait for Praskovya near a copse of young aspen-trees. Elizarov had long been a contractor in a small way, but he kept no horses, going on foot all over the district with nothing but a little bag in which there was bread and onions, and stalking along with big strides, swinging his arms. And it was difficult to walk with him.

At the entrance to the copse stood a milestone. Elizarov touched it; read it. Praskovya reached them out of breath. Her wrinkled and always scared-looking face was beaming with happiness; she had been at church to-day like anyone else, then she had been to the fair and there had drunk pear cider. For her this was unusual, and it even seemed to her now that she had lived for her own pleasure that day for the first time in her life. After resting they all three walked on side by side. The sun had already set, and its beams filtered through the copse, casting a light on the trunks of the trees. There was a faint sound of voices ahead. The Ukleevo girls had long before pushed on ahead but had lingered in the copse, probably gathering mushrooms.

"Hey, wenches!" cried Elizarov. "Hey, my beauties!"

There was a sound of laughter in response.


"Crutch is coming! Crutch! The old horseradish."

And the echo laughed, too. And then the copse was left behind. The tops of the factory chimneys came into view. The cross on the belfry glittered: this was the village: "the one at which the deacon ate all the caviare at the funeral." Now they were almost home; they only had to go down into the big ravine. Lipa and Praskovya, who had been walking barefooted, sat down on the grass to put on their boots; Elizar sat down with them. If they looked down from above Ukleevo looked beautiful and peaceful with its willow-trees, its white church, and its little river, and the only blot on the picture was the roof of the factories, painted for the sake of cheapness a gloomy ashen grey. On the slope on the further side they could see the rye – some in stacks and sheaves here and there as though strewn about by the storm, and some freshly cut lying in swathes; the oats, too, were ripe and glistened now in the sun like mother-of-pearl. It was harvest-time. To-day was a holiday, to-morrow they would harvest the rye and carry the hay, and then Sunday a holiday again; every day there were mutterings of distant thunder. It was misty and looked like rain, and, gazing now at the fields, everyone thought, God grant we get the harvest in in time; and everyone felt gay and joyful and anxious at heart.

"Mowers ask a high price nowadays," said Praskovya. "One rouble and forty kopecks a day."

People kept coming and coming from the fair at Kazanskoe: peasant women, factory workers in new caps, beggars, children. . . . Here a cart would drive by stirring up the dust and behind it would run an unsold horse, and it seemed glad it had not been sold; then a cow was led along by the horns, resisting stubbornly; then a cart again, and in it drunken peasants swinging their legs. An old woman led a little boy in a big cap and big boots; the boy was tired out with the heat and the heavy boots which prevented his bending his legs at the knees, but yet blew unceasingly with all his might at a tin trumpet. They had gone down the slope and turned into the street, but the trumpet could still be heard.

"Our factory owners don't seem quite themselves . . ." said Elizarov. "There's trouble. Kostukov is angry with me. 'Too many boards have gone on the cornices.' 'Too many? As many have gone on it as were needed, Vassily Danilitch; I don't eat them with my porridge.' 'How can you speak to me like that?' said he, 'you good-for-nothing blockhead! Don't forget yourself! It was I made you a contractor.' 'That's nothing so wonderful,' said I. 'Even before I was a contractor I used to have tea every day.' 'You are a rascal . . .' he said. I said nothing. 'We are rascals in this world,' thought I, 'and you will be rascals in the next. . . .' Ha-ha-ha! The next day he was softer. 'Don't you bear malice against me for my words, Makaritch,' he said. 'If I said too much,' says he, 'what of it? I am a merchant of the first guild38

, your superior – you ought to hold your tongue.' 'You,' said I, 'are a merchant of the first guild and I am a carpenter, that's correct. And Saint Joseph was a carpenter, too. Ours is a righteous calling and pleasing to God, and if you are pleased to be my superior you are very welcome to it, Vassily Danilitch.' And later on, after that conversation I mean, I thought: 'Which was the superior? A merchant of the first guild or a carpenter?' The carpenter must be, my child!"

Crutch thought a minute and added:

"Yes, that's how it is, child. He who works, he who is patient is the superior."

By now the sun had set and a thick mist as white as milk was rising over the river, in the church enclosure, and in the open spaces round the factories. Now when the darkness was coming on rapidly, when lights were twinkling below, and when it seemed as though the mists were hiding a fathomless abyss, Lipa and her mother who were born in poverty and prepared to live so till the end, giving up to others everything except their frightened, gentle souls, may have fancied for a minute perhaps that in the vast, mysterious world, among the endless series of lives, they, too, counted for something, and they, too, were superior to someone; they liked sitting here at the top, they smiled happily and forgot that they must go down below again all the same.

At last they went home again. The mowers were sitting on the ground at the gates near the shop. As a rule the Ukleevo peasants did not go to Tsybukin's to work, and they had to hire strangers, and now in the darkness it seemed as though there were men sitting there with long black beards. The shop was open, and through the doorway they could see the deaf man playing draughts with a boy. The mowers were singing softly, scarcely audibly, or loudly demanding their wages for the previous day, but they were not paid for fear they should go away before to-morrow. Old Tsybukin, with his coat off, was sitting in his waistcoat with Aksinya under the birch-tree, drinking tea; a lamp was burning on the table.

"I say, grandfather," a mower called from outside the gates, as though taunting him, "pay us half anyway! Hey, grandfather."

And at once there was the sound of laughter, and then again they sang hardly audibly. . . . Crutch, too, sat down to have some tea.

"We have been at the fair, you know," he began telling them. "We have had a walk, a very nice walk, my children, praise the Lord. But an unfortunate thing happened: Sashka the blacksmith bought some tobacco and gave the shopman half a rouble to be sure. And the half rouble was a false one" –Crutch went on, and he meant to speak in a whisper, but he spoke in a smothered husky voice which was audible to everyone. "The half-rouble turned out to be a bad one. He was asked where he got it. 'Anisim Tsybukin gave it me,' he said. 'When I went to his wedding,' he said. They called the police inspector, took the man away. . . . Look out, Grigory Petrovitch, that nothing comes of it, no talk. . . ."

"Gra-ndfather!" the same voice called tauntingly outside the gates. "Gra-andfather!"

A silence followed.

"Ah, little children, little children, little children . . ." Crutch muttered rapidly, and he got up. He was overcome with drowsiness. "Well, thank you for the tea, for the sugar, little children. It is time to sleep. I am like a bit of rotten timber nowadays, my beams are crumbling under me. Ho-ho-ho! I suppose it's time I was dead."

And he gave a gulp. Old Tsybukin did not finish his tea but sat on a little, pondering; and his face looked as though he were listening to the footsteps of Crutch, who was far away down the street.

"Sashka the blacksmith told a lie, I expect," said Aksinya, guessing his thoughts.

He went into the house and came back a little later with a parcel; he opened it, and there was the gleam of roubles – perfectly new coins. He took one, tried it with his teeth39

, flung it on the tray; then flung down another.

"The roubles really are false . . ." he said, looking at Aksinya and seeming perplexed. "These are those Anisim brought, his present. Take them, daughter," he whispered, and thrust the parcel into her hands. "Take them and throw them into the well . . . confound them! And mind there is no talk about it. Harm might come of it. . . . Take away the samovar, put out the light."

Lipa and her mother sitting in the barn saw the lights go out one after the other; only overhead in Varvara's room there were blue and red lamps gleaming, and a feeling of peace, content, and happy ignorance seemed to float down from there. Praskovya could never get used to her daughter's being married to a rich man, and when she came she huddled timidly in the outer room with a deprecating smile on her face, and tea and sugar were sent out to her. And Lipa, too, could not get used to it either, and after her husband had gone away she did not sleep in her bed, but lay down anywhere to sleep, in the kitchen or the barn, and every day she scrubbed the floor or washed the clothes, and felt as though she were hired by the day. And now, on coming back from the service, they drank tea in the kitchen with the cook, then they went into the barn and lay down on the ground between the sledge and the wall. It was dark here and smelt of harness. The lights went out about the house, then they could hear the deaf man shutting up the shop, the mowers settling themselves about the yard to sleep. In the distance at the Hrymin Juniors' they were playing on the expensive concertina. . . . Praskovya and Lipa began to go to sleep.

And when they were awakened by somebody's steps it was bright moonlight; at the entrance of the barn stood Aksinya with her bedding in her arms.

"Maybe it's a bit cooler here," she said; then she came in and lay down almost in the doorway so that the moonlight fell full upon her.

She did not sleep, but breathed heavily, tossing from side to side with the heat, throwing off almost all the bedclothes. And in the magic moonlight what a beautiful, what a proud animal she was! A little time passed, and then steps were heard again: the old father, white all over, appeared in the doorway.

"Aksinya," he called, " are you here?"

"Well?" she responded angrily.

"I told you just now to throw the money into the well, have you done so?"

"What next, throwing property into the water! I gave them to the mowers. . . ."

"Oh my God!" cried the old man, dumbfounded and alarmed. "Oh my God! you wicked woman. . . ."

He flung up his hands and went out, and he kept saying something as he went away. And a little later Aksinya sat up and sighed heavily with annoyance, then got up and, gathering up her bedclothes in her arms, went out.

"Why did you marry me into this family, mother?" said Lipa.

"One has to be married, daughter. It was not us who ordained it."

And a feeling of inconsolable woe was ready to take possession of them. But it seemed to them that someone was looking down from the height of the heavens, out of the blue from where the stars were seeing everything that was going on in Ukleevo, watching over them. And however great was wickedness, still the night was calm and beautiful, and still in God's world there is and will be truth and justice as calm and beautiful, and everything on earth is only waiting to be made one with truth and justice, even as the moonlight is blended with the night.

And both, huddling close to one another, fell asleep comforted.

 

 

VI

 

News had come long before that Anisim had been put in prison for coining and passing bad money. Months passed, more than half a year passed, the long winter was over, spring had begun, and everyone in the house and the village had grown used to the fact that Anisim was in prison. And when anyone passed by the house or the shop at night he would remember that Anisim was in prison; and when they rang at the churchyard for some reason, that, too, reminded them that he was in prison awaiting trial.

It seemed as though a shadow had fallen upon the house. The house looked darker, the roof was rustier, the heavy, iron-bound door into the shop, which was painted green, was covered with cracks, or, as the deaf man expressed it, "blisters"; and old Tsybukin seemed to have grown dingy, too. He had given up cutting his hair and beard, and looked shaggy. He no longer sprang jauntily into his chaise, nor shouted to beggars: "God will provide!" His strength was on the wane, and that was evident in everything. People were less afraid of him now, and the police officer drew up a formal charge against him in the shop though he received his regular bribe as before; and three times the old man was called up to the town to be tried for illicit dealing in spirits, and the case was continually adjourned owing to the non-appearance of witnesses, and old Tsybukin was worn out with worry.

He often went to see his son, hired somebody, handed in a petition to somebody else, presented a holy banner to some church. He presented the governor of the prison in which Anisim was confined with a silver glass stand with a long spoon and the inscription: "The soul knows its right measure."

"There is no one to look after things for us," said Varvara. "Tut, tut. . . . You ought to ask someone of the gentlefolks, they would write to the head officials. . . . At least they might let him out on bail! Why wear the poor fellow out?"

She, too, was grieved, but had grown stouter and whiter; she lighted the lamps before the ikons as before, and saw that everything in the house was clean, and regaled the guests with jam and apple cheese. The deaf man and Aksinya looked after the shop. A new project was in progress – a brickyard in Butyokino – and Aksinya went there almost every day in the chaise. She drove herself, and when she met acquaintances she stretched out her neck like a snake out of the young rye, and smiled naïvely and enigmatically. Lipa spent her time playing with the baby which had been born to her before Lent. It was a tiny, thin, pitiful little baby, and it was strange that it should cry and gaze about and be considered a human being, and even be called Nikifor. He lay in his swinging cradle, and Lipa would walk away towards the door and say, bowing to him:

"Good-day, Nikifor Anisimitch!"

And she would rush at him and kiss him. Then she would walk away to the door, bow again, and say:

'Good-day, Nikifor Anisimitch!

And he kicked up his little red legs, and his crying was mixed with laughter like the carpenter Elizarov's.

At last the day of the trial was fixed. Tsybukin went away five days before. Then they heard that the peasants called as witnesses had been fetched; their old workman who had received a notice to appear went too.

The trial was on a Thursday. But Sunday had passed, and Tsybukin was still not back, and there was no news. Towards the evening on Tuesday Varvara was sitting at the open window, listening for her husband to come. In the next room Lipa was playing with her baby. She was tossing him up in her arms and saying enthusiastically:

"You will grow up ever so big, ever so big. You will be a peasant, we shall go out to work together! We shall go out to work together!"

"Come, come," said Varvara, offended. "Go out to work, what an idea, you silly girl! He will be a merchant . . .!"

Lipa sang softly, but a minute later she forgot and again:

"You will grow ever so big, ever so big. You will be a peasant, we'll go out to work together."

"There she is at it again!"

Lipa, with Nikifor in her arms, stood still in the doorway and asked:

"Why do I love him so much, mamma? Why do I feel so sorry for him?" she went on in a quivering voice, and her eyes glistened with tears. "Who is he? What is he like? As light as a little feather, as a little crumb, but I love him; I love him like a real person. Here he can do nothing, he can't talk, and yet I know what he wants with his little eyes."

Varvara was listening; the sound of the evening train coming in to the station reached her. Had her husband come? She did not hear and she did not heed what Lipa was saying, she had no idea how the time passed, but only trembled all over – not from dread, but intense curiosity. She saw a cart full of peasants roll quickly by with a rattle. It was the witnesses coming back from the station. When the cart passed the shop the old workman jumped out and walked into the yard. She could hear him being greeted in the yard and being asked some questions. . . .

"Deprivation of rights and all his property," he said loudly, "and six years' penal servitude in Siberia."

She could see Aksinya come out of the shop by the back way; she had just been selling kerosene, and in one hand held a bottle and in the other a can, and in her mouth she had some silver coins.

"Where is father?" she asked, lisping.

"At the station," answered the labourer. " 'When it gets a little darker,' he said, 'then I shall come.' "

And when it became known all through the household that Anisim was sentenced to penal servitude, the cook in the kitchen suddenly broke into a wail as though at a funeral, imagining that this was demanded by the proprieties:

"There is no one to care for us now you have gone, Anisim Grigoritch, our bright falcon. . . ."

The dogs began barking in alarm. Varvara ran to the window, and rushing about in distress, shouted to the cook with all her might, straining her voice:

"Sto-op, Stepanida, sto-op! Don't harrow us, for Christ's sake!"

They forgot to set the samovar, they could think of nothing. Only Lipa could not make out what it was all about and went on playing with her baby.

When the old father arrived from the station they asked him no questions. He greeted them and walked through all the rooms in silence; he had no supper.

"There was no one to see about things . . ." Varvara began when they were alone. "I said you should have asked some of the gentry, you would not heed me at the time. . . . A petition would . . ."

"I saw to things," said her husband with a wave of his hand. "When Anisim was condemned I went to the gentleman who was defending him. 'It's no use now,' he said, 'it's too late'; and Anisim said the same; it's too late. But all the same as I came out of the court I made an agreement with a lawyer, I paid him something in advance. I'll wait a week and then I will go again. It is as God wills."

Again the old man walked through all the rooms, and when he went back to Varvara he said:

"I must be ill. My head's in a sort of . . . fog. My thoughts are in a maze."

He closed the door that Lipa might not hear, and went on softly:

"I am unhappy about my money. Do you remember on Low Sunday before his wedding Anisim's bringing me some new roubles and half-roubles? One parcel I put away at the time, but the others I mixed with my own money. When my uncle Dmitri Filatitch – the kingdom of heaven be his – was alive, he used constantly to go journeys to Moscow and to the Crimea to buy goods. He had a wife, and this same wife, when he was away buying goods, used to take up with other men. She had half a dozen children. And when uncle was in his cups he would laugh and say: 'I never can make out,' he used to say, 'which are my children and which are other people's.' An easy-going disposition, to be sure; and so I now can't distinguish which are genuine roubles and which are false ones. And it seems to me that they are all false."

"Nonsense, God bless you."

"I take a ticket at the station, I give the man three roubles, and I keep fancying they are false. And I am frightened. I must be ill."

"There's no denying it, we are all in God's hands. . . . Oh dear, dear . . ." said Varvara, and she shook her head. "You ought to think about this, Grigory Petrovitch: you never know, anything may happen, you are not a young man. See they don't wrong your grandchild when you are dead and gone. Oy, I am afraid they will be unfair to Nikifor! He has as good as no father, his mother's young and foolish . . . you ought to secure something for him, poor little boy, at least the land, Butyokino, Grigory Petrovitch, really! Think it over!" Varvara went on persuading him. "The pretty boy, one is sorry for him! You go to-morrow and make out a deed; why put it off?"

"I'd forgotten about my grandson," said Tsybukin. "I must go and have a look at him. So you say the boy is all right? Well, let him grow up, please God."

He opened the door and, crooking his finger, beckoned to Lipa. She went up to him with the baby in her arms.

"If there is anything you want, Lipinka, you ask for it," he said. "And eat anything you like, we don't grudge it, so long as it does you good. . . ." He made the sign of the cross over the baby. "And take care of my grandchild. My son is gone, but my grandson is left."

Tears rolled down his cheeks; he gave a sob and went away. Soon afterwards he went to bed and slept soundly after seven sleepless nights.
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Old Tsybukin went to the town for a short time. Someone told Aksinya that he had gone to the notary to make his will and that he was leaving Butyokino, the very place where she had set up a brickyard, to Nikifor, his grandson. She was informed of this in the morning when old Tsybukin and Varvara were sitting near the steps under the birch-tree, drinking their tea. She closed the shop in the front and at the back, gathered together all the keys she had, and flung them at her father-in-law's feet.

"I am not going on working for you," she began in a loud voice, and suddenly broke into sobs. "It seems I am not your daughter-in-law, but a servant! Everybody's jeering and saying, 'See what a servant the Tsybukins have got hold of!' I did not come to you for wages! I am not a beggar, I am not a slave, I have a father and mother."

She did not wipe away her tears, she fixed upon her father-in-law eyes full of tears, vindictive, squinting with wrath; her face and neck were red and tense, and she was shouting at the top of her voice.

"I don't mean to go on being a slave!" she went on. "I am worn out. When it is work, when it is sitting in the shop day in and day out, scurrying out at night for vodka – then it is my share, but when it is giving away the land then it is for that convict's wife and her imp. She is mistress here, and I am her servant. Give her everything, the convict's wife, and may it choke her! I am going home! Find yourselves some other fool, you damned Herods!"

Tsybukin had never in his life scolded or punished his children, and had never dreamed that one of his family could speak to him rudely or behave disrespectfully; and now he was very much frightened; he ran into the house and there hid behind the cupboard. And Varvara was so much flustered that she could not get up from her seat, and only waved her hands before her as though she were warding off a bee.

"Oh, Holy Saints! what's the meaning of it?" she muttered in horror. "What is she shouting? Oh, dear, dear! . . . People will hear! Hush. Oh, hush!"

"He has given Butyokino to the convict's wife," Aksinya went on bawling. "Give her everything now, I don't want anything from you! Let me alone! You are all a gang of thieves here! I have seen my fill of it, I have had enough! You have robbed folks coming in and going out; you have robbed old and young alike, you brigands! And who has been selling vodka without a licence? And false money? You've filled boxes full of false coins, and now I am no more use!"

A crowd had by now collected at the open gate and was staring into the yard.

"Let the people look," bawled Aksinya. "I will shame you all! You shall burn with shame! You shall grovel at my feet. Hey! Stepan," she called to the deaf man, "let us go home this minute! Let us go to my father and mother; I don't want to live with convicts. Get ready!"

Clothes were hanging on lines stretched across the yard; she snatched off her petticoats and blouses still wet and flung them into the deaf man's arms. Then in her fury she dashed about the yard by the linen, tore down all of it, and what was not hers she threw on the ground and trampled upon.

"Holy Saints, take her away," moaned Varvara. "What a woman! Give her Butyokino! Give it her, for the Lord's sake!

"Well! Wha-at a woman!" people were saying at the gate. "She's a wo-oman! She's going it – something like!"

Aksinya ran into the kitchen where washing was going on. Lipa was washing alone, the cook had gone to the river to rinse the clothes. Steam was rising from the trough and from the caldron on the side of the stove, and the kitchen was thick and stifling from the steam. On the floor was a heap of unwashed clothes, and Nikifor, kicking up his little red legs, had been put down on a bench near them, so that if he fell he should not hurt himself. Just as Aksinya went in Lipa took the former's chemise out of the heap and put it in the trough, and was just stretching out her hand to a big ladle of boiling water which was standing on the table.

"Give it here," said Aksinya, looking at her with hatred, and snatching the chemise out of the trough; "it is not your business to touch my linen! You are a convict's wife, and ought to know your place and who you are."

Lipa gazed at her, taken aback, and did not understand, but suddenly she caught the look Aksinya turned upon the child, and at once she understood and went numb all over.

"You've taken my land, so here you are!" Saying this Aksinya snatched up the ladle with the boiling water and flung it over Nikifor.

After this there was heard a scream such as had never been heard before in Ukleevo, and no one would have believed that a little weak creature like Lipa could scream like that. And it was suddenly silent in the yard.

Aksinya walked into the house with her old naïve smile. . . . The deaf man kept moving about the yard with his arms full of linen, then he began hanging it up again, in silence, without haste. And until the cook came back from the river no one ventured to go into the kitchen and see what was there.
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Nikifor was taken to the district hospital, and towards evening he died there. Lipa did not wait for them to come for her, but wrapped the dead baby in its little quilt and carried it home.

The hospital, a new one recently built, with big windows, stood high up on a hill; it was glittering from the setting sun and looked as though it were on fire from inside. There was a little village below. Lipa went down along the road, and before reaching the village sat down by a pond. A woman brought a horse down to drink and the horse did not drink.

"What more do you want?" said the woman to it softly. "What do you want?"

A boy in a red shirt, sitting at the water's edge, was washing his father's boots. And not another soul was in sight either in the village or on the hill.

"It's not drinking," said Lipa, looking at the horse.

Then the woman with the horse and the boy with the boots walked away, and there was no one left at all. The sun went to bed wrapped in cloth of gold and purple, and long clouds, red and lilac, stretched across the sky, guarded its slumbers. Somewhere far away a bittern cried, a hollow, melancholy sound like a cow shut up in a barn. The cry of that mysterious bird was heard every spring, but no one knew what it was like or where it lived. At the top of the hill by the hospital, in the bushes close to the pond, and in the fields the nightingales were trilling. The cuckoo kept reckoning someone's years and losing count and beginning again. In the pond the frogs called angrily to one another, straining themselves to bursting, and one could even make out the words: "That's what you are! That's what you are! " What a noise there was! It seemed as though all these creatures were singing and shouting so that no one might sleep on that spring night, so that all, even the angry frogs, might appreciate and enjoy every minute: life is given only once.

A silver half-moon was shining in the sky; there were many stars. Lipa had no idea how long she sat by the pond, but when she got up and walked on everybody was asleep in the little village, and there was not a single light. It was probably about nine miles' walk home, but she had not the strength, she had not the power to think how to go: the moon gleamed now in front, now on the right, and the same cuckoo kept calling in a voice grown husky, with a chuckle as though gibing at her: "Oy, look out, you'll lose your way!" Lipa walked rapidly; she lost the kerchief from her head . . . she looked at the sky and wondered where her baby's soul was now: was it following her, or floating aloft yonder among the stars and thinking nothing now of his mother? Oh, how lonely it was in the open country at night, in the midst of that singing when one cannot sing oneself; in the midst of the incessant cries of joy when one cannot oneself be joyful, when the moon, which cares not whether it is spring or winter, whether men are alive or dead, looks down as lonely, too. . . . When there is grief in the heart it is hard to be without people. If only her mother, Praskovya, had been with her, or Crutch, or the cook, or some peasant!

"Boo-oo!" cried the bittern. "Boo-oo!"

And suddenly she heard clearly the sound of human speech: "Put the horses in, Vavila!"

By the wayside a camp fire was burning ahead of her: the flames had died down, there were only red embers. She could hear the horses munching. In the darkness she could see the outlines of two carts, one with a barrel, the other, a lower one with sacks in it, and the figures of two men; one was leading a horse to put it into the shafts, the other was standing motionless by the fire with his hands behind his back. A dog growled by the carts. The one who was leading the horse stopped and said:

"It seems as though someone were coming along the road."

"Sharik, be quiet!" the other called to the dog.

And from the voice one could tell that the second was an old man. Lipa stopped and said:

"God help you."

The old man went up to her and answered not immediately:

"Good-evening!"

"Your dog does not bite, grandfather?"

"No, come along, he won't touch you."

"I have been at the hospital," said Lipa after a pause. "My little son died there. Here I am carrying him home."

It must have been unpleasant for the old man to hear this, for he moved away and said hurriedly:

"Never mind, my dear. It's God's will. You are very slow, lad," he added, addressing his companion; "look alive!

"Your yoke's nowhere," said the young man; "it is not to be seen."

"You are a regular Vavila."

The old man picked up an ember, blew on it – only his eyes and nose were lighted up – then, when they had found the yoke, he went with the light to Lipa and looked at her, and his look expressed compassion and tenderness.

"You are a mother," he said; "every mother grieves for her child."

And he sighed and shook his head as he said it. Vavila threw something on the fire, stamped on it – and at once it was very dark; the vision vanished, and as before there were only the fields, the sky with the stars, and the noise of the birds hindering each other from sleep. And the landrail called, it seemed, in the very place where the fire had been.

But a minute passed, and again she could see the two carts and the old man and lanky Vavila. The carts creaked as they went out on the road.

"Are you holy men?" Lipa asked the old man.

"No. We are from Firsanovo."

"You looked at me just now and my heart was softened. And the young man is so gentle. I thought you must be holy men."

"Are you going far?"

"To Ukleevo."

"Get in, we will give you a lift as far as Kuzmenki, then you go straight on and we turn off to the left."

Vavila got into the cart with the barrel and the old man and Lipa got into the other. They moved at a walking pace, Vavila in front.

"My baby was in torment all day," said Lipa. "He looked at me with his little eyes and said nothing; he wanted to speak and could not. Holy Father, Queen of Heaven! In my grief I kept falling down on the floor. I stood up and fell down by the bedside. And tell me, grandfather, why a little thing should be tormented before his death? When a grown-up person, a man or woman, are in torment their sins are forgiven, but why a little thing, when he has no sins? Why?"

"Who can tell?" answered the old man.

They drove on for half an hour in silence.

"We can't know everything, how and wherefore," said the old man. "It is ordained for the bird to have not four wings but two because it is able to fly with two; and so it is ordained for man not to know everything but only a half or a quarter. As much as he needs to know so as to live, so much he knows."

"It is better for me to go on foot, grandfather. Now my heart is all of a tremble."

"Never mind, sit still."

The old man yawned and made the sign of the cross over his mouth40

.

"Never mind," he repeated. "Yours is not the worst of sorrows. Life is long, there will be good and bad to come, there will be everything. Great is mother Russia," he said, and looked round on each side of him. "I have been all over Russia, and I have seen everything in her, and you may believe my words, my dear. There will be good and there will be bad. I went as a delegate from my village to Siberia, and I have been to the Amur River and the Altai Mountains and I settled in Siberia; I worked the land there, then I was homesick for mother Russia and I came back to my native village. We came back to Russia on foot; and I remember we went on a steamer, and I was thin as thin, all in rags, barefoot, freezing with cold, and gnawing a crust, and a gentleman who was on the steamer – the kingdom of heaven be his if he is dead – looked at me pitifully, and the tears came into his eyes. 'Ah,' he said, 'your bread is black, your days are black. . . .' And when I got home, as the saying is, there was neither stick nor stall; I had a wife, but I left her behind in Siberia, she was buried there. So I am living as a day labourer. And yet I tell you: since then I have had good as well as bad. Here I do not want to die, my dear, I would be glad to live another twenty years; so there has been more of the good. And great is our mother Russia!" and again he gazed to each side and looked round.

"Grandfather," Lipa asked, "when anyone dies, how many days does his soul walk the earth?"

"Who can tell! Ask Vavila here, he has been to school. Now they teach them everything. Vavila!" the old man called to him.

"Yes!"

"Vavila, when anyone dies how long does his soul walk the earth?

Vavila stopped the horse and only then answered:

"Nine days. My uncle Kirilla died and his soul lived in our hut thirteen days after."

"How do you know?"

"For thirteen days there was a knocking in the stove."

"Well, that's all right. Go on," said the old man, and it could be seen that he did not believe a word of all that.

Near Kuzmenki the cart turned into the high road while Lipa went straight on. It was by now getting light. As she went down into the ravine the Ukleevo huts and the church were hidden in fog. It was cold, and it seemed to her that the same cuckoo was calling still.

When Lipa reached home the cattle had not yet been driven out; everyone was asleep. She sat down on the steps and waited. The old man was the first to come out; he understood all that had happened from the first glance at her, and for a long time he could not articulate a word, but only moved his lips without a sound.

"Ech, Lipa," he said, "you did not take care of my grandchild. . . ."

Varvara was awakened. She clasped her hands and broke into sobs, and immediately began laying out the baby.

"And he was a pretty child . . ." she said. "Oh, dear, dear. . . . You only had the one child, and you did not take care enough of him, you silly girl. . . ."

There was a requiem service in the morning and the evening. The funeral took place the next day, and after it the guests and the priests ate a great deal, and with such greed that one might have thought that they had not tasted food for a long time. Lipa waited at table, and the priest, lifting his fork on which there was a salted mushroom, said to her:

"Don't grieve for the babe. For of such is the kingdom of heaven41

."

And only when they had all separated Lipa realized fully that there was no Nikifor and never would be, she realized it and broke into sobs. And she did not know what room to go into to sob, for she felt that now that her child was dead there was no place for her in the house, that she had no reason to be here, that she was in the way; and the others felt it, too.

"Now what are you bellowing for?" Aksinya shouted, suddenly appearing in the doorway; in honour of the funeral she was dressed all in new clothes and had powdered her face. "Shut up!"

Lipa tried to stop but could not, and sobbed louder than ever.

"Do you hear?" shouted Aksinya, and she stamped her foot in violent anger. "Who is it I am speaking to? Go out of the yard and don't set foot here again, you convict s wife. Get away."

"There, there, there," the old man put in fussily. "Aksinya, don't make such an outcry, my girl. . . . She is crying, it is only natural . . . her child is dead. . . ."

" 'It's only natural,' " Aksinya mimicked him. "Let her stay the night here, and don't let me see a trace of her here to-morrow! 'It's only natural!' . . ." she mimicked him again, and, laughing, she went into the shop.

Early the next morning Lipa went off to her mother at Torguevo.
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At the present time the steps and the front door of the shop have been repainted and are as bright as though they were new, there are gay geraniums in the windows as of old, and what happened in Tsybukin's house and yard three years ago is almost forgotten.

Grigory Petrovitch is looked upon as the master as he was in old days, but in reality everything has passed into Aksinya's hands; she buys and sells, and nothing can be done without her consent. The brickyard is working well; and as bricks are wanted for the railway the price has gone up to twenty-four roubles a thousand; peasant women and girls cart the bricks to the station and load them up in the trucks and earn a quarter-rouble a day for the work.

Aksinya has gone into partnership with the Hrymin Juniors, and their factory is now called Hrymin Juniors and Co. They have opened a tavern near the station, and now the expensive concertina is played not at the factory but at the tavern, and the head of the post office often goes there, and he, too, is engaged in some sort of traffic, and the stationmaster, too. Hrymin Juniors have presented the deaf man Stepan with a gold watch, and he is constantly taking it out of his pocket and putting it to his ear.

People say of Aksinya that she has become a person of power; and it is true that when she drives in the morning to her brickyard, handsome and happy, with the naïve smile on her face, and afterwards when she is giving orders there, one is aware of great power in her. Everyone is afraid of her in the house and in the village and in the brickyard. When she goes to the post the head of the postal department jumps up and says to her:

"I humbly beg you to be seated, Aksinya Abramovna!"

A certain landowner, middle-aged but foppish, in a tunic of fine cloth and patent leather high boots, sold her a horse, and was so carried away by talking to her that he knocked down the price to meet her wishes. He held her hand a long time and, looking into her merry, sly, naïve eyes, said:

"For a woman like you, Aksinya Abramovna, I should be ready to do anything you please. Only say when we can meet where no one will interfere with us?"

"Why, when you please."

And since then the elderly fop drives up to the shop almost every day to drink beer. And the beer is horrid, bitter as wormwood. The landowner shakes his head, but he drinks it.

Old Tsybukin does not have anything to do with the business now at all. He does not keep any money because he cannot distinguish between the good and the false, but he is silent, he says nothing of this weakness. He has become forgetful, and if they don't give him food he does not ask for it. They have grown used to having dinner without him, and Varvara often says:

"He went to bed again yesterday without any supper."

And she says it unconcernedly because she is used to it. For some reason, summer and winter alike, he wears a fur coat, and only in very hot weather he does not go out but sits at home. As a rule putting on his fur coat, wrapping it round him and turning up his collar, he walks about the village, along the road to the station, or sits from morning till night on the seat near the church gates. He sits there without stirring. Passers-by bow to him, but he does not respond, for as of old he dislikes the peasants. If he is asked a question he answers quite rationally and politely, but briefly.

There is a rumour going about in the village that his daughter-in-law turns him out of the house and gives him nothing to eat, and that he is fed by charity; some are glad, others are sorry for him.

Varvara has grown even fatter and whiter, and as before she is active in good works, and Aksinya does not interfere with her.

There is so much jam now that they have not time to eat it before the fresh fruit comes in; it goes sugary, and Varvara almost sheds tears, not knowing what to do with it.

They have begun to forget about Anisim. A letter has come from him written in verse on a big sheet of paper as though it were a petition, all in the same splendid handwriting. Evidently his friend Samorodov was sharing his punishment. Under the verses in an ugly, scarcely legible handwriting there was a single line: "I am ill here all the time; I am wretched, for Christ's sake help me!"

Towards evening – it was a fine autumn day – old Tsybukin was sitting near the church gates, with the collar of his fur coat turned up and nothing of him could be seen but his nose and the peak of his cap. At the other end of the long seat was sitting Elizarov the contractor, and beside him Yakov the school watchman, a toothless old man of seventy. Crutch and the watchman were talking.

"Children ought to give food and drink to the old . . . Honour thy father and mother42

 . . ." Yakov was saying with irritation, "while she, this daughter-in-law, has turned her father-in-law out of his own house; the old man has neither food nor drink, where is he to go? He has not had a morsel for these three days."

"Three days!" said Crutch, amazed.

"Here he sits and does not say a word. He has grown feeble. And why be silent? He ought to prosecute her, they wouldn't flatter her in the police court."

"Wouldn't flatter whom?" asked Crutch, not hearing.

"What?"

"The woman's all right, she does her best. In their line of business they can't get on without that . . . without sin, I mean. . . ."

"From his own house," Yakov went on with irritation. "Save up and buy your own house, then turn people out of it! She is a nice one, to be sure! A pla-ague!"

Tsybukin listened and did not stir.

"Whether it is your own house or others' it makes no difference so long as it is warm and the women don't scold . . ." said Crutch, and he laughed. "When I was young I was very fond of my Nastasya. She was a quiet woman. And she used to be always at it: 'Buy a house, Makaritch! Buy a house, Makaritch! Buy a house, Makaritch!' She was dying and yet she kept on saying, 'Buy yourself a racing droshky, Makaritch, that you may not have to walk.' And I bought her nothing but gingerbread."

"Her husband's deaf and stupid," Yakov went on, not hearing Crutch; "a regular fool, just like a goose. He can't understand anything. Hit a goose on the head with a stick and even then it does not understand."

Crutch got up to go home to the factory. Yakov also got up, and both of them went off together, still talking. When they had gone fifty paces old Tsybukin got up, too, and walked after them, stepping uncertainly as though on slippery ice.

The village was already plunged in the dusk of evening and the sun only gleamed on the upper part of the road which ran wriggling like a snake up the slope. Old women were coming back from the woods and children with them; they were bringing baskets of mushrooms. Peasant women and girls came in a crowd from the station where they had been loading the trucks with bricks, and their noses and their cheeks under their eyes were covered with red brick-dust. They were singing. Ahead of them all was Lipa singing in a high voice, with her eyes turned upwards to the sky, breaking into trills as though triumphant and ecstatic that at last the day was over and she could rest. In the crowd was her mother Praskovya, who was walking with a bundle in her arms and breathless as usual.

"Good-evening, Makaritch! " cried Lipa, seeing Crutch. "Good-evening, darling!"

"Good-evening, Lipinka," cried Crutch delighted. "Dear girls and women, love the rich carpenter! Ho-ho! My little children, my little children. (Crutch gave a gulp.) My dear little axes!"

Crutch and Yakov went on further and could still be heard talking. Then after them the crowd was met by old Tsybukin and there was a sudden hush. Lipa and Praskovya had dropped a little behind, and when the old man was on a level with them Lipa bowed down low and said:

"Good-evening, Grigory Petrovitch."

Her mother, too, bowed down. The old man stopped and, saying nothing, looked at the two in silence; his lips were quivering and his eyes full of tears. Lipa took out of her mother's bundle a piece of savoury turnover and gave it him. He took it and began eating.

The sun had by now set: its glow died away on the road above. It grew dark and cool. Lipa and Praskovya walked on and for some time they kept crossing themselves.
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1. ЖИВАЯ ХРОНОЛОГИЯ

 

Гостиная статского советника Шарамыкина окутана приятным полумраком. Большая бронзовая лампа с зеленым абажуром красит в зелень à la «украинская ночь» стены, мебель, лица… Изредка в потухающем камине вспыхивает тлеющее полено и на мгновение заливает лица цветом пожарного зарева; но это не портит общей световой гармонии. Общий тон, как говорят художники, выдержан.

Перед камином в кресле, в позе только что пообедавшего человека, сидит сам Шарамыкин, пожилой господин с седыми чиновничьими бакенами и с кроткими голубыми глазами. По лицу его разлита нежность, губы сложены в грустную улыбку. У его ног, протянув к камину ноги и лениво потягиваясь, сидит на скамеечке вице-губернатор Лопнев, бравый мужчина, лет сорока. Около пианино возятся дети Шарамыкина: Нина, Коля, Надя и Ваня. Из слегка отворенной двери, ведущей в кабинет г-жи Шарамыкиной, робко пробивается свет. Там за дверью, за своим письменным столом сидит жена Шарамыкина, Анна Павловна, председательница местного дамского комитета, живая и пикантная дамочка, лет тридцати с хвостиком. Ее черные бойкие глазки бегают сквозь пенсне по страницам французского романа. Под романом лежит растрепанный комитетский отчет за прошлый год.

— Прежде наш город в этом отношении был счастливее, — говорит Шарамыкин, щуря свои кроткие глаза на тлеющие уголья. — Ни одной зимы не проходило без того, чтобы не приезжала какая-нибудь звезда. Бывали и знаменитые актеры и певцы, а нынче… чёрт знает что! — кроме фокусников да шарманщиков никто не наезжает. Никакого эстетического удовольствия… Живем, как в лесу. Да-с… А помните, ваше превосходительство, того итальянского трагика… как его?.. еще такой брюнет, высокий… Дай бог память… Ах, да! Луиджи Эрнесто де Руджиеро… Талант замечательный… Сила! Одно слово скажет, бывало, и театр ходором ходит. Моя Анюточка принимала большое участие в его таланте. Она ему и театр выхлопотала и билеты на десять спектаклей распродала… Он ее за это декламации и мимике учил. Душа человек! Приезжал он сюда… чтоб не соврать… лет двенадцать тому назад… Нет, вру… Меньше, лет десять… Анюточка, сколько нашей Нине лет?

— Десятый год! — кричит из своего кабинета Анна Павловна. — А что?

— Ничего, мамочка, это я так… И певцы хорошие приезжали, бывало… Помните вы tenore di grazia Прилипчина? Что за душа человек! Что за наружность! Блондин… лицо этакое выразительное, манеры парижские… А что за голос, ваше превосходительство! Одна только беда: некоторые ноты желудком пел и «ре» фистулой брал, а то всё хорошо. У Тамберлика, говорил, учился… Мы с Анюточкой выхлопотали ему залу в общественном собрании, и в благодарность за это он, бывало, нам целые дни и ночи распевал… Анюточку петь учил… Приезжал он, как теперь помню, в Великом посту, лет… лет двенадцать тому назад. Нет, больше… Вот память, прости господи! Анюточка, сколько нашей Надечке лет?

— Двенадцать!

— Двенадцать… ежели прибавить десять месяцев… Ну, так и есть… тринадцать!.. Прежде у нас в городе как-то и жизни больше было… Взять к примеру хоть благотворительные вечера. Какие прекрасные бывали у нас прежде вечера. Что за прелесть! И поют, и играют, и читают… После войны, помню, когда здесь пленные турки стояли, Анюточка делала вечер в пользу раненых. Собрали тысячу сто рублей… Турки-офицеры, помню, без ума были от Анюточкина голоса, и всё ей руку целовали. Хе, хе… Хоть и азиаты, а признательная нация. Вечер до того удался, что я, верите ли, в дневник записал. Это было, как теперь помню, в… семьдесят шестом… нет! в семьдесят седьмом… Нет! Позвольте, когда у нас турки стояли? Анюточка, сколько нашему Колечке лет?

— Мне, папа, семь лет! — говорит Коля, черномазый мальчуган с смуглым лицом и черными, как уголь, волосами.

— Да, постарели, и энергии той уж нет!.. — соглашается Лопнев, вздыхая. — Вот где причина… Старость, батенька! Новых инициаторов нет, а старые состарились… Нет уж того огня. Я, когда был помоложе, не любил, чтоб общество скучало… Я был первым помощником вашей Анны Павловны… Вечер ли с благотворительною целью устроить, лотерею ли, приезжую ли знаменитость поддержать — всё бросал и начинал хлопотать. Одну зиму, помню, я до того захлопотался и набегался, что даже заболел… Не забыть мне этой зимы!.. Помните, какой спектакль сочинили мы с вашей Анной Павловной в пользу погорельцев?

— Да это в каком году было?

— Не очень давно… В семьдесят девятом… Нет, в восьмидесятом, кажется! Позвольте, сколько вашему Ване лет?

— Пять! — кричит из кабинета Анна Павловна.

— Ну, стало быть, это было шесть лет тому назад… Да-с, батенька, были дела! Теперь уж не то! Нет того огня!

Лопнев и Шарамыкин задумываются. Тлеющее полено вспыхивает в последний раз и подергивается пеплом.

 

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

2. В ПОТЕМКАХ

 

Муха средней величины забралась в нос товарища прокурора, надворного советника Гагина. Любопытство ли ее мучило, или, быть может, она попала туда по легкомыслию, или благодаря потемкам, но только нос не вынес присутствия инородного тела и подал сигнал к чиханию. Гагин чихнул, чихнул с чувством, с пронзительным присвистом и так громко, что кровать вздрогнула и издала звук потревоженной пружины. Супруга Гагина, Марья Михайловна, крупная, полная блондинка, тоже вздрогнула и проснулась. Она поглядела в потемки, вздохнула и повернулась на другой бок. Минут через пять она еще раз повернулась, закрыла плотнее глаза, но сон уже не возвращался к ней. Повздыхав и поворочавшись с боку на бок, она приподнялась, перелезла через мужа и, надев туфли, пошла к окну.

На дворе было темно. Видны были одни только силуэты деревьев да темные крыши сараев. Восток чуть-чуть побледнел, но и эту бледность собирались заволокнуть тучи. В воздухе, уснувшем и окутанном во мглу, стояла тишина. Молчал даже дачный сторож, получающий деньги за нарушение стуком ночной тишины, молчал и коростель — единственный дикий пернатый, не чуждающийся соседства со столичными дачниками.

Тишину нарушила сама Марья Михайловна. Стоя у окна и глядя во двор, она вдруг вскрикнула. Ей показалось, что от цветника с тощим, стриженым тополем пробиралась к дому какая-то темная фигура. Сначала она думала, что это корова или лошадь, потом же, протерев глаза, она стала ясно различать человеческие контуры.

Засим ей показалось, что темная фигура подошла к окну, выходившему из кухни, и, постояв немного, очевидно в нерешимости, стала одной ногой на карниз и… исчезла во мраке окна.

«Вор!» — мелькнуло у нее в голове, и мертвенная бледность залила ее лицо.

И в один миг ее воображение нарисовало картину, которой так боятся дачницы: вор лезет в кухню, из кухни в столовую… серебро в шкапу… далее спальня… топор… разбойничье лицо… золотые вещи… Колена ее подогнулись и по спине побежали мурашки.

— Вася! — затеребила она мужа. — Базиль! Василий Прокофьич! Ах, боже мой, словно мертвый! Проснись, Базиль, умоляю тебя!

— Н-ну? — промычал товарищ прокурора, потянув в себя воздух и издавая жевательные звуки.

— Проснись, ради создателя! К нам в кухню забрался вор! Стою я у окна, гляжу, а кто-то в окно лезет. Из кухни проберется в столовую… ложки в шкапу! Базиль! У Мавры Егоровны в прошлом году так же вот забрались.

— Ко… кого тебе?

— Боже, он не слышит! Да пойми же ты, истукан, что я сейчас видела, как к нам в кухню полез какой-то человек! Пелагея испугается и… и серебро в шкапу!

— Чепуха!

— Базиль, это несносно! Я говорю тебе об опасности, а ты спишь и мычишь! Что же ты хочешь? Хочешь, чтоб нас обокрали и перерезали?

Товарищ прокурора медленно поднялся и сел на кровати, оглашая воздух зевками.

— Чёрт вас знает, что вы за народ! — пробормотал он. — Неужели даже ночью нет покоя? Будят из-за пустяков!

— Но клянусь тебе, Базиль, я видела, как человек полез в окно!

— Ну так что же? И пусть лезет… Это, по всей вероятности, к Пелагее ее пожарный пришел.

— Что-о-о? Что ты сказал?

— Я сказал, что это к Пелагее пожарный пришел.

— Тем хуже! — вскрикнула Марья Михайловна. — Это хуже вора! Я не потерплю в своем доме цинизма!

— Экая добродетель, посмотришь… Не потерплю цинизма… Да нешто это цинизм? К чему без толку заграничными словами выпаливать? Это, матушка моя, испокон веку так ведется, традицией освящено. На то он и пожарный, чтоб к кухаркам ходить.

— Нет, Базиль! Значит, ты не знаешь меня! Я не могу допустить мысли, чтоб в моем доме и такое… этакое… Изволь отправиться сию минуту в кухню и приказать ему убираться! Сию же минуту! А завтра я скажу Пелагее, чтобы она не смела позволять себе подобные поступки! Когда я умру, можете допускать в своем доме циничности, а теперь вы не смеете. Извольте идти!

— Чёррт… — проворчал Гагин с досадой. — Ну, рассуди своим бабьим, микроскопическим мозгом, зачем я туда пойду?

— Базиль, я падаю в обморок!

Гагин плюнул, надел туфли, еще раз плюнул и отправился в кухню. Было темно, как в закупоренной бочке, и товарищу прокурора пришлось пробираться ощупью. По дороге он нащупал дверь в детскую и разбудил няньку.

— Василиса, — сказал он, — ты брала вечером мой халат чистить. Где он?

— Я его, барин, Пелагее отдала чистить.

— Что за беспорядки? Брать берете, а на место не кладете… Изволь теперь путешествовать без халата!

Войдя в кухню, он направился к тому месту, где на сундуке, под полкой с кастрюлями, спала кухарка.

— Пелагея! — начал он, нащупывая плечо и толкая. — Ты! Пелагея! Ну, что представляешься? Не спишь ведь! Кто это сейчас лез к тебе в окно?

— Гм!.. здрасте! В окно лез! Кому это лезть?

— Да ты того… нечего тень наводить! Скажи-ка лучше своему прохвосту, чтобы он подобру-поздорову убирался вон. Слышишь? Нечего ему тут делать!

— Да вы в уме, барин? Здрасте… Дуру какую нашли… День-деньской мучаешься, бегаючи, покоя не знаешь, а ночью с такими словами. За четыре рубля в месяц живешь… при своем чае и сахаре, а кроме этих слов другой чести ни от кого не видишь… Я у купцов жила, да такого срама не видывала.

— Ну, ну… нечего Лазаря петь! Сию же минуту чтобы твоего солдафона здесь не было! Слышишь?

— Грех вам, барин! — сказала Пелагея, и в голосе ее послышались слезы. — Господа образованные… благородные, а нет того понятия, что, может, при горе-то нашем… при нашей несчастной жизни… — Она заплакала. — Обидеть нас можно. Заступиться некому.

— Ну, ну… мне ведь всё равно! Меня барыня сюда послала. По мне хоть домового впусти в окно, так мне всё равно.

Товарищу прокурора оставалось только сознаться, что он не прав, делая этот допрос, и возвратиться к супруге.

— Послушай, Пелагея, — сказал он, — ты брала чистить мой халат. Где он?

— Ах, барин, извините, забыла вам положить его на стул. Он висит около печки на гвоздике…

Гагин нащупал около печки халат, надел его и тихо поплелся в спальню.

Марья Михайловна по уходе мужа легла в постель и стала ждать. Минуты три она была покойна, но затем ее начало помучивать беспокойство.

«Как долго он ходит, однако! — думала она. — Хорошо, если там тот… циник, ну, а если вор?»

И воображение ее опять нарисовало картину: муж входит в темную кухню… удар обухом… умирает, не издав ни одного звука… лужа крови…

Прошло пять минут, пять с половиной, наконец шесть… На лбу у нее выступил холодный пот.

— Базиль! — взвизгнула она. — Базиль!

— Ну, что кричишь? Я здесь… — услышала она голос и шаги мужа. — Режут тебя, что ли?

Товарищ прокурора подошел к кровати и сел на край.

— Никого там нет, — сказал он. — Тебе примерещилось, чудачка… Ты можешь успокоиться: твоя дурища, Пелагея, так же добродетельна, как и ее хозяйка. Экая ты трусиха! Экая ты…

И товарищ прокурора начал дразнить свою жену. Он разгулялся и ему уже не хотелось спать.

— Экая трусиха! — смеялся он. — Завтра же ступай к доктору от галлюцинаций лечиться. Ты психопатка!

— Дегтем запахло… — сказала жена. — Дегтем или… чем-то таким, луком… щами.

— М-да… Что-то такое в воздухе… Спать не хочется! Вот что, зажгу-ка я свечку… Где у нас спички? И кстати покажу тебе фотографию прокурора судебной палаты. Вчера прощался с нами и дал всем по карточке. С автографом.

Гагин чиркнул о стену спичкой и зажег свечу. Но прежде чем он сделал шаг от кровати, чтобы пойти за карточкой, сзади него раздался пронзительный, душу раздирающий крик. Оглянувшись назад, он увидел два больших жениных глаза, обращенных на него и полных удивления, ужаса, гнева…

— Ты снимал в кухне свой халат? — спросила она, бледнея.

— А что?

— Погляди на себя!

Товарищ прокурора поглядел на себя и ахнул. На его плечах, вместо халата, болталась шинель пожарного. Как она попала на его плечи? Пока он решал этот вопрос, жена его рисовала в своем воображении новую картину, ужасную, невозможную: мрак, тишина, шёпот и проч., и проч…

 

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

3. ЖИТЕЙСКАЯ МЕЛОЧЬ

 

Николай Ильич Беляев, петербургский домовладелец, бывающий часто на скачках, человек молодой, лет тридцати двух, упитанный, розовый, как-то под вечер зашел к госпоже Ирниной, Ольге Ивановне, с которою он жил, или, по его выражению, тянул скучный и длинный роман. И в самом деле, первые страницы этого романа, интересные и вдохновенные, давно уже были прочтены; теперь страницы тянулись и всё тянулись, не представляя ничего ни нового, ни интересного.

Не застав Ольги Ивановны дома, мой герой прилег в гостиной на кушетку и принялся ждать.

— Добрый вечер, Николай Ильич! — услышал он детский голос. — Мама сейчас придет. Она пошла с Соней к портнихе.

В той же гостиной на диване лежал сын Ольги Ивановны Алеша, мальчик лет восьми, стройный, выхоленный, одетый по картинке в бархатную курточку и длинные черные чулки. Он лежал на атласной подушке и, очевидно, подражая акробату, которого недавно видел в цирке, задирал вверх то одну ногу, то другую. Когда утомлялись его изящные ноги, он пускал в ход руки или же порывисто вскакивал и становился на четвереньки, пытаясь стать вверх ногами. Всё это проделывал он с самым серьезным лицом, мученически пыхтя, точно и сам не рад был, что бог дал ему такое беспокойное тело.

— А, здравствуй, мой друг! — сказал Беляев. — Это ты? А я тебя и не заметил. Мама здорова?

Алеша, взявшийся правой рукой за носок левой ноги и принявший самую неестественную позу, перевернулся, вскочил и выглянул из-за большого мохнатого абажура на Беляева.

— Как вам сказать? — сказал он и пожал плечами. — Ведь мама в сущности никогда не бывает здорова.

Она ведь женщина, а у женщин, Николай Ильич, всегда что-нибудь болит.

Беляев от нечего делать стал рассматривать лицо Алеши. Раньше он во всё время, пока был знаком с Ольгой Ивановной, ни разу не обратил внимания на мальчика и совершенно не замечал его существования: торчит перед глазами мальчик, а к чему он тут, какую роль играет — и думать об этом как-то не хочется.

В вечерних сумерках лицо Алеши с его бледным лбом и черными немигающими глазами неожиданно напомнило Беляеву Ольгу Ивановну, какою она была на первых страницах романа. И ему захотелось приласкать мальчика.

— Поди-ка сюда, клоп! — сказал он. — Дай-ка я на тебя поближе погляжу.

Мальчик прыгнул с дивана и подбежал к Беляеву.

— Ну? — начал Николай Ильич, кладя руку на его тощее плечо. — Что? Живешь?

— Как вам сказать? Прежде жилось гораздо лучше.

— Почему?

— Очень просто! Прежде мы с Соней занимались только музыкой и чтением, а теперь нам французские стихи задают. А вы недавно стриглись!

— Да, недавно.

— То-то я замечаю. У вас бородка стала короче. Позвольте мне за нее потрогать… Не больно?

— Нет, не больно.

— Отчего это, когда за один волосок тянешь, то больно, а когда тянешь за много волос, то ни капельки не больно? Ха, ха! А знаете, вы напрасно бакенов не носите. Тут вот пробрить, а с боков… вот тут вот оставить волосы…

Мальчик прижался к Беляеву и стал играть его цепочкой.

— Когда я поступлю в гимназию, — говорил он, — мама мне купит часы. Я ее попрошу, чтобы она мне такую же цепочку купила… Ка-кой ме-даль-он! У папы точно такой же медальон, только у вас тут полосочки, а у него буквы… В середке у него портрет мамы. У папы теперь другая цепочка, не кольцами, а лентой…

— Откуда ты знаешь? Разве ты видаешь папу?

— Я? Мм… нет! Я…

Алеша покраснел и в сильном смущении, уличенный во лжи, стал усердно царапать ногтем медальон. Беляев пристально поглядел ему в лицо и спросил:

— Видаешь папу?

— Н…нет!..

— Нет, ты откровенно, по совести… По лицу ведь вижу, что говоришь неправду. Коли проболтался, так нечего уж тут вилять. Говори, видаешь? Ну, по-дружески!

Алеша задумался.

— А вы не скажете маме? — спросил он.

— Ну вот еще!

— Честное слово?

— Честное слово.

— Побожитесь!

— Ах, несносный какой! За кого ты меня принимаешь!

Алеша оглянулся, сделал большие глаза и зашептал:

— Только, ради бога, не говорите маме… Вообще никому не говорите, потому что тут секрет. Не дай бог, узнает мама, то достанется и мне, и Соне, и Пелагее… Ну, слушайте. С папой я и Соня видимся каждый вторник и пятницу. Когда Пелагея водит нас перед обедом гулять, то мы заходим в кондитерскую Апфеля, а там уж нас ждет папа… Он всегда в отдельной комнатке сидит, где, знаете, этакий мраморный стол и пепельница в виде гуся без спины…

— Что же вы там делаете?

— Ничего! Сначала здороваемся, потом все садимся за столик и папа начинает угощать нас кофеем и пирожками. Соня, знаете, ест пирожки с мясом, а я терпеть не могу с мясом! Я люблю с капустой и с яйцами. Мы так наедаемся, что потом за обедом, чтобы мама не заметила, мы стараемся есть как можно больше.

— О чем же вы там говорите?

— С папой? Обо всем. Он нас целует, обнимает, рассказывает разные смешные остроты. Знаете, он говорит, что когда мы вырастем, то он возьмет нас к себе жить. Соня не хочет, а я согласен. Конечно, без мамы будет скучно, но я ведь буду ей письма писать! Странное дело, можно будет даже по праздникам к ней с визитом приходить — не правда ли? Еще папа говорит, что он мне лошадь купит. Добрейший человек! Я не знаю, зачем это мама не позовет его к себе жить и запрещает нам видаться с ним. Ведь он очень любит маму. Всегда он нас спрашивает, как ее здоровье, что она делает. Когда она была больна, то он схватил себя за голову вот этак и… и всё бегает, бегает. Всё просит нас, чтоб мы слушались ее и почитали. Послушайте, правда, что мы несчастные?

— Гм… Почему же?

— Это папа говорит. Вы, говорит, несчастные дети. Даже слушать его странно. Вы, говорит, несчастные, я несчастный и мама несчастная. Молитесь, говорит, богу и за себя и за нее.

Алеша остановил свой взгляд на чучеле птицы и задумался.

— Так-с… — промычал Беляев. — Так вот вы, значит, как. В кондитерских конгрессы сочиняете. И мама не знает?

— Не-ет… Откуда же ей знать? Пелагея ведь ни за что не скажет. А позавчера папа нас грушами угощал. Сладкие, как варенье! Я две съел.

— Гм… Ну, а того… послушай, про меня папа ничего не говорит?

— Про вас? Как вам сказать?

Алеша пытливо поглядел в лицо Беляева и пожал плечами.

— Особенного ничего не говорит.

— Примерно, что говорит?

— А вы не обидитесь?

— Ну, вот еще! Разве он меня бранит?

— Он не бранит, но, знаете ли… сердится на вас. Он говорит, что через вас мама несчастна и что вы… погубили маму. Ведь он какой-то странный! Я ему растолковываю, что вы добрый, никогда не кричите на маму, а он только головой качает.

— Так-таки и говорит, что я ее погубил?

— Да. Вы не обижайтесь, Николай Ильич!

Беляев поднялся, постоял и заходил по гостиной.

— Это и странно и… смешно! — забормотал он, пожимая плечами и насмешливо улыбаясь. — Сам кругом виноват, и я же погубил, а? Скажите, какой невинный барашек. Так-таки он тебе и говорил, что я погубил твою мать?

— Да, но… ведь вы же сказали, что не будете обижаться!

— Я не обижаюсь и… и не твое дело! Нет, это… это даже смешно! Я попал, как кур во щи, и я же оказываюсь виноватым!

Послышался звонок. Мальчик рванулся с места и выбежал вон. Через минуту в гостиную вошла дама с маленькой девочкой — это была Ольга Ивановна, мать Алеши. За нею вприпрыжку, громко напевая и болтая руками, следовал Алеша. Беляев кивнул головой и продолжал ходить.

— Конечно, кого же теперь обвинять, как не меня? — бормотал он, фыркая. — Он прав! Он оскорбленный муж!

— О чем ты это? — спросила Ольга Ивановна.

— О чем?.. А вот послушай-ка, какие штуки проповедует твой благоверный! Оказывается, что я подлец и злодей, я погубил и тебя и детей. Все вы несчастные, и один только я ужасно счастлив! Ужасно, ужасно счастлив!

— Я не понимаю, Николай! Что такое?

— А вот послушай сего юного сеньора! — сказал Беляев и указал на Алешу.

Алеша покраснел, потом вдруг побледнел, и всё лицо его перекосило от испуга.

— Николай Ильич! — громко прошептал он. — Тссс!

Ольга Ивановна удивленно поглядела на Алешу, на Беляева, потом опять на Алешу.

— Спроси-ка! — продолжал Беляев. — Твоя Пелагея, этакая дура набитая, водит их по кондитерским и устраивает там свидания с папашенькой. Но не в этом дело, дело в том, что папашенька страдалец, а я злодей, я негодяй, разбивший вам обоим жизнь…

— Николай Ильич! — простонал Алеша. — Ведь вы дали честное слово!

— Э, отстань! — махнул рукой Беляев. — Тут поважнее всяких честных слов. Меня лицемерие возмущает, ложь!

— Не понимаю! — проговорила Ольга Ивановна, и слезы заблестели у нее на глазах. — Послушай, Лелька, — обратилась она к сыну, — ты видаешься с отцом?

Алеша не слышал ее и с ужасом глядел на Беляева.

— Не может быть! — сказала мать. — Пойду допрошу Пелагею.

Ольга Ивановна вышла.

— Послушайте, ведь вы честное слово дали! — проговорил Алеша, дрожа всем телом.

Беляев махнул на него рукой и продолжал ходить. Он был погружен в свою обиду и уже по-прежнему не замечал присутствия мальчика. Ему, большому и серьезному человеку, было совсем не до мальчиков. А Алеша уселся в угол и с ужасом рассказывал Соне, как его обманули. Он дрожал, заикался, плакал; это он первый раз в жизни лицом к лицу так грубо столкнулся с ложью; ранее же он не знал, что на этом свете, кроме сладких груш, пирожков и дорогих часов, существует еще и многое другое, чему нет названия на детском языке.

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

4. ШУТОЧКА

 

Ясный, зимний полдень… Мороз крепок, трещит, и у Наденьки, которая держит меня под руку, покрываются серебристым инеем кудри на висках и пушок над верхней губой. Мы стоим на высокой горе. От наших ног до самой земли тянется покатая плоскость, в которую солнце глядится, как в зеркало. Возле нас маленькие санки, обитые ярко-красным сукном.

— Съедемте вниз, Надежда Петровна! — умоляю я. — Один только раз! Уверяю вас, мы останемся целы и невредимы.

Но Наденька боится. Всё пространство от её маленьких калош до конца ледяной горы кажется ей страшной, неизмеримо глубокой пропастью. У неё замирает дух и прерывается дыхание, когда она глядит вниз, когда я только предлагаю сесть в санки, но что же будет, если она рискнёт полететь в пропасть! Она умрёт, сойдёт с ума.

— Умоляю вас! — говорю я. — Не надо бояться! Поймите же, это малодушие, трусость!

Наденька наконец уступает, и я по лицу вижу, что ила уступает с опасностью для жизни. Я сажаю её, бледную, дрожащую, в санки, обхватываю рукой и вместе с нею низвергаюсь в бездну.

Санки летят как пуля. Рассекаемый воздух бьёт в лицо, ревёт, свистит в ушах, рвёт, больно щиплет от злости, хочет сорвать с плеч голову. От напора ветра нет сил дышать. Кажется, сам дьявол обхватил нас лапами и с рёвом тащит в ад. Окружающие предметы сливаются в одну длинную, стремительно бегущую полосу… Вот-вот ещё мгновение, и кажется — мы погибнем!

— Я люблю вас, Надя! — говорю я вполголоса.

Санки начинают бежать всё тише и тише, рёв ветра и жужжанье полозьев не так уже страшны, дыхание перестаёт замирать, и мы наконец внизу. Наденька ни жива ни мертва. Она бледна, едва дышит… Я помогаю ей подняться.

— Ни за что в другой раз не поеду, — говорит она, глядя на меня широкими, полными ужаса глазами. — Ни за что на свете! Я едва не умерла!

Немного погодя она приходит в себя и уже вопросительно заглядывает мне в глаза: я ли сказал те четыре слова, или же они только послышались ей в шуме вихря? А я стою возле неё, курю и внимательно рассматриваю свою перчатку.

Она берёт меня под руку, и мы долго гуляем около горы. Загадка, видимо, не даёт ей покою. Были сказаны те слова или нет? Да или нет? Да или нет? Это вопрос самолюбия, чести, жизни, счастья, вопрос очень важный, самый важный на свете. Наденька нетерпеливо, грустно, проникающим взором заглядывает мне в лицо, отвечает невпопад, ждёт, не заговорю ли я. О, какая игра на этом милом лице, какая игра! Я вижу, она борется с собой, ей нужно что-то сказать, о чём-то спросить, но она не находит слов, ей неловко, страшно, мешает радость…

— Знаете что? — говорит она, не глядя на меня.

— Что? — спрашиваю я.

— Давайте ещё раз… прокатим.

Мы взбираемся по лестнице на гору. Опять я сажаю бледную, дрожащую Наденьку в санки, опять мы летим в страшную пропасть, опять ревёт ветер и жужжат полозья, и опять при самом сильном и шумном разлёте санок я говорю вполголоса.

— Я люблю вас, Наденька!

Когда санки останавливаются, Наденька окидывает взглядом гору, по которой мы только что катили, потом долго всматривается в моё лицо, вслушивается в мой голос, равнодушный и бесстрастный, и вся, вся, даже муфта и башлык её, вся её фигурка выражают крайнее недоумение. И на лице у неё написано:

«В чём же дело? Кто произнёс те слова? Он, или мне только послышалось?»

Эта неизвестность беспокоит её, выводит из терпения. Бедная девочка не отвечает на вопросы, хмурится, готова заплакать.

— Не пойти ли нам домой? — спрашиваю я.

— А мне… мне нравится это катанье, — говорит она, краснея. — Не проехаться ли нам ещё раз?

Ей «нравится» это катанье, а между тем, садясь в санки, она, как и в те разы, бледна, еле дышит от страха, дрожит.

Мы спускаемся в третий раз, и я вижу, как она смотрит мне в лицо, следит за моими губами. Но я прикладываю к губам платок, кашляю и, когда достигаем середины горы, успеваю вымолвить:

— Я люблю вас, Надя!

И загадка остаётся загадкой! Наденька молчит, о чём-то думает… Я провожаю её с катка домой, она старается идти тише, замедляет шаги и всё ждёт, не скажу ли я ей тех слов. И я вижу, как страдает её душа, как она делает усилия над собой, чтобы не сказать:

— Не может же быть, чтоб их говорил ветер! И я не хочу, чтобы это говорил ветер!

На другой день утром я получаю записочку: «Если пойдёте сегодня на каток, то заходите за мной. Н.» И с этого дня я с Наденькой начинаю каждый день ходить на каток и, слетая вниз на санках, я всякий раз произношу вполголоса одни и те же слова:

— Я люблю вас, Надя!

Скоро Наденька привыкает к этой фразе, как к вину или морфию. Она жить без неё не может. Правда, лететь с горы по-прежнему страшно, но теперь уже страх и опасность придают особое очарование словам о любви, словам, которые по-прежнему составляют загадку и томят душу. Подозреваются всё те же двое: я и ветер… Кто из двух признаётся ей в любви, она не знает, но ей, по-видимому, уже всё равно; из какого сосуда ни пить — всё равно, лишь бы быть пьяным.

Как-то в полдень я отправился на каток один; смешавшись с толпой, я вижу, как к горе подходит Наденька, как ищет глазами меня… Затем она робко идёт вверх по лесенке… Страшно ехать одной, о, как страшно! Она бледна, как снег, дрожит, она идёт точно на казнь, но идёт, идёт без оглядки, решительно. Она, очевидно, решила, наконец, попробовать: будут ли слышны те изумительные сладкие слова, когда меня нет? Я вижу, как она, бледная, с раскрытым от ужаса ртом, садится в санки, закрывает глаза и, простившись навеки с землёй, трогается с места… «Жжжж…» — жужжат полозья. Слышит ли Наденька те слова, я не знаю… Я вижу только, как она поднимается из саней изнеможённая, слабая. И видно по её лицу, она и сама не знает, слышала она что-нибудь или нет. Страх, пока она катила вниз, отнял у неё способность слышать, различать звуки, понимать…

Но вот наступает весенний месяц март… Солнце становится ласковее. Наша ледяная гора темнеет, теряет свой блеск и тает наконец. Мы перестаём кататься. Бедной Наденьке больше уж негде слышать тех слов, да и некому произносить их, так как ветра не слышно, а я собираюсь в Петербург — надолго, должно быть, навсегда.

Как-то перед отъездом, дня за два, в сумерки сижу я в садике, а от двора, в котором живёт Наденька, садик этот отделён высоким забором с гвоздями… Ещё достаточно холодно, под навозом ещё снег, деревья мертвы, но уже пахнет весной и, укладываясь на ночлег, шумно кричат грачи. Я подхожу к забору и долго смотрю в щель. Я вижу, как Наденька выходит на крылечко и устремляет печальный, тоскующий взор на небо… Весенний ветер дует ей прямо в бледное, унылое лицо… Он напоминает ей о том ветре, который ревел нам тогда на горе, когда она слышала те четыре слова, и лицо у неё становится грустным, грустным, по щеке ползёт слеза… И бедная девочка протягивает обе руки, как бы прося этот ветер принести ей ещё раз те слова. И я, дождавшись ветра, говорю вполголоса:

— Я люблю вас, Надя!

Боже мой, что делается с Наденькой! Она вскрикивает, улыбается во всё лицо и протягивает навстречу ветру руки, радостная, счастливая, такая красивая.

А я иду укладываться…

Это было уже давно. Теперь Наденька уже замужем; её выдали, или она сама вышла — это всё равно, за секретаря дворянской опеки, и теперь у неё уже трое детей. То, как мы вместе когда-то ходили на каток и как ветер доносил до неё слова «Я вас люблю, Наденька», не забыто; для неё теперь это самое счастливое, самое трогательное и прекрасное воспоминание в жизни…

А мне теперь, когда я стал старше, уже непонятно, зачем я говорил те слова, для чего шутил…

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

5. ДУЭЛЬ

 

I

 

Было восемь часов утра — время, когда офицеры, чиновники и приезжие обыкновенно после жаркой, душной ночи купались в море и потом шли в павильон пить кофе или чай. Иван Андреич Лаевский, молодой человек лет 28, худощавый блондин, в фуражке министерства финансов и в туфлях, придя купаться, застал на берегу много знакомых и между ними своего приятеля, военного доктора Самойленко.

С большой стриженой головой, без шеи, красный, носастый, с мохнатыми черными бровями и с седыми бакенами, толстый, обрюзглый, да еще вдобавок с хриплым армейским басом, этот Самойленко на всякого вновь приезжавшего производил неприятное впечатление бурбона и хрипуна, но проходило два-три дня после первого знакомства, и лицо его начинало казаться необыкновенно добрым, милым и даже красивым. Несмотря на свою неуклюжесть и грубоватый тон, это был человек смирный, безгранично добрый, благодушный и обязательный. Со всеми в городе он был на ты, всем давал деньги взаймы, всех лечил, сватал, мирил, устраивал пикники, на которых жарил шашлык и варил очень вкусную уху из кефалей; всегда он за кого-нибудь хлопотал и просил и всегда чему-нибудь радовался. По общему мнению, он был безгрешен, и водились за ним только две слабости: во-первых, он стыдился своей доброты и старался маскировать ее суровым взглядом и напускною грубостью, и во-вторых, он любил, чтобы фельдшера и солдаты называли его вашим превосходительством, хотя был только статским советником.

— Ответь мне, Александр Давидыч, на один вопрос, — начал Лаевский, когда оба они, он и Самойленко, вошли в воду по самые плечи. — Положим, ты полюбил женщину и сошелся с ней; прожил ты с нею, положим, больше двух лет и потом, как это случается, разлюбил и стал чувствовать, что она для тебя чужая. Как бы ты поступил в таком случае?

— Очень просто. Иди, матушка, на все четыре стороны — и разговор весь.

— Легко сказать! Но если ей деваться некуда? Женщина она одинокая, безродная, денег ни гроша, работать не умеет…

— Что ж? Единовременно пятьсот в зубы или двадцать пять помесячно — и никаких. Очень просто.

— Допустим, что у тебя есть и пятьсот, и двадцать пять помесячно, но женщина, о которой я говорю, интеллигентна и горда. Неужели ты решился бы предложить ей деньги? И в какой форме?

Самойленко хотел что-то ответить, но в это время большая волна накрыла их обоих, потом ударилась о берег и с шумом покатилась назад по мелким камням. Приятели вышли на берег и стали одеваться.

— Конечно, мудрено жить с женщиной, если не любишь, — сказал Самойленко, вытрясая из сапога песок. — Но надо, Ваня, рассуждать по человечности. Доведись до меня, то я бы и виду ей не показал, что разлюбил, а жил бы с ней до самой смерти.

Ему вдруг стало стыдно своих слов; он спохватился и сказал:

— А по мне хоть бы и вовсе баб не было. Ну их к лешему!

Приятели оделись и пошли в павильон. Тут Самойленко был своим человеком, и для него имелась даже особая посуда. Каждое утро ему подавали на подносе чашку кофе, высокий граненый стакан с водою и со льдом и рюмку коньяку; он сначала выливал коньяк, потом горячий кофе, потом воду со льдом, и это, должно быть, было очень вкусно, потому что после питья глаза у него становились масляными, он обеими руками разглаживал бакены и говорил, глядя на море:

— Удивительно великолепный вид!

После долгой ночи, потраченной на невеселые, бесполезные мысли, которые мешали спать и, казалось, усиливали духоту и мрак ночи, Лаевский чувствовал себя разбитым и вялым. От купанья и кофе ему не стало лучше.

— Будем, Александр Давидыч, продолжать наш разговор, — сказал он. — Я не буду скрывать и скажу тебе откровенно, как другу: дела мои с Надеждой Федоровной плохи… очень плохи! Извини, что я посвящаю тебя в свои тайны, но мне необходимо высказаться.

Самойленко, предчувствовавший, о чем будет речь, потупил глаза и застучал пальцами по столу.

— Я прожил с нею два года и разлюбил… — продолжал Лаевский, — то есть, вернее, я понял, что никакой любви не было… Эти два года были — обман.

У Лаевского была привычка во время разговора внимательно осматривать свои розовые ладони, грызть ногти или мять пальцами манжеты. И теперь он делал то же самое.

— Я отлично знаю, ты не можешь мне помочь, — сказал он, — но говорю тебе, потому что для нашего брата-неудачника и лишнего человека всё спасение в разговорах. Я должен обобщать каждый свой поступок, я должен находить объяснение и оправдание своей нелепой жизни в чьих-нибудь теориях, в литературных типах, в том, например, что мы, дворяне, вырождаемся, и прочее… В прошлую ночь, например, я утешал себя тем, что всё время думал: ах, как прав Толстой, безжалостно прав! И мне было легче от этого. В самом деле, брат, великий писатель! Что ни говори.

Самойленко, никогда не читавший Толстого и каждый день собиравшийся прочесть его, сконфузился и сказал:

— Да, все писатели пишут из воображения, а он прямо с натуры…

— Боже мой, — вздохнул Лаевский, — до какой степени мы искалечены цивилизацией! Полюбил я замужнюю женщину; она меня тоже… Вначале у нас были и поцелуи, и тихие вечера, и клятвы, и Спенсер, и идеалы, и общие интересы… Какая ложь! Мы бежали, в сущности, от мужа, но лгали себе, что бежим от пустоты нашей интеллигентной жизни. Будущее наше рисовалось нам так: вначале на Кавказе, пока мы ознакомимся с местом и людьми, я надену виц-мундир и буду служить, потом же на просторе возьмем себе клок земли, будем трудиться в поте лица, заведем виноградник, поле и прочее. Если бы вместо меня был ты или этот твой зоолог фон Корен, то вы, быть может, прожили бы с Надеждой Федоровной тридцать лет и оставили бы своим наследникам богатый виноградник и тысячу десятин кукурузы, я же почувствовал себя банкротом с первого дня. В городе невыносимая жара, скука, безлюдье, а выйдешь в поле, там под каждым кустом и камнем чудятся фаланги, скорпионы и змеи, а за полем горы и пустыня. Чуждые люди, чуждая природа, жалкая культура — всё это, брат, не так легко, как гулять по Невскому в шубе, под ручку с Надеждой Федоровной и мечтать о теплых краях. Тут нужна борьба не на жизнь, а на смерть, а какой я боец? Жалкий неврастеник, белоручка… С первого же дня я понял, что мысли мои о трудовой жизни и винограднике — ни к чёрту. Что же касается любви, то я должен тебе сказать, что жить с женщиной, которая читала Спенсера и пошла для тебя на край света, так же не интересно, как с любой Анфисой или Акулиной. Так же пахнет утюгом, пудрой и лекарствами, те же папильотки каждое утро и тот же самообман…

— Без утюга нельзя в хозяйстве, — сказал Самойленко, краснея от того, что Лаевский говорит с ним так откровенно о знакомой даме. — Ты, Ваня, сегодня не в духе, я замечаю. Надежда Федоровна женщина прекрасная, образованная, ты — величайшего ума человек… Конечно, вы не венчаны, — продолжал Самойленко, оглядываясь на соседние столы, — но ведь это не ваша вина и к тому же… надо быть без предрассудков и стоять на уровне современных идей. Я сам стою за гражданский брак, да… Но, по-моему, если раз сошлись, то надо жить до самой смерти.

— Без любви?

— Я тебе сейчас объясню, — сказал Самойленко. — Лет восемь назад у нас тут был агентом старичок, величайшего ума человек. Так вот он говаривал: в семейной жизни главное — терпение. Слышишь, Ваня? Не любовь, а терпение. Любовь продолжаться долго не может. Года два ты прожил в любви, а теперь, очевидно, твоя семейная жизнь вступила в тот период, когда ты, чтобы сохранить равновесие, так сказать, должен пустить в ход всё свое терпение…

— Ты веришь своему старичку-агенту, для меня же его совет — бессмыслица. Твой старичок мог лицемерить, он мог упражняться в терпении и при этом смотреть на нелюбимого человека, как на предмет, необходимый для его упражнений, но я еще не пал так низко; если мне захочется упражняться в терпении, то я куплю себе гимнастические гири или норовистую лошадь, но человека оставлю в покое.

Самойленко потребовал белого вина со льдом. Когда выпили по стакану, Лаевский вдруг спросил:

— Скажи, пожалуйста, что значит размягчение мозга?

— Это, как бы тебе объяснить… такая болезнь, когда мозги становятся мягче… как бы разжижаются.

— Излечимо?

— Да, если болезнь не запущена. Холодные души, мушка… Ну, внутрь чего-нибудь.

— Так… Так вот видишь ли, какое мое положение. Жить с нею я не могу: это выше сил моих. Пока я с тобой, я вот и философствую, и улыбаюсь, но дома я совершенно падаю духом. Мне до такой степени жутко, что если бы мне сказали, положим, что я обязан прожить с нею еще хоть один месяц, то я, кажется, пустил бы себе пулю в лоб. И в то же время разойтись с ней нельзя. Она одинока, работать не умеет, денег нет ни у меня, ни у нее… Куда она денется? К кому пойдет? Ничего не придумаешь… Ну, вот, скажи: что делать?

— М-да… — промычал Самойленко, не зная, что ответить. — Она тебя любит?

— Да, любит настолько, насколько ей в ее годы и при ее темпераменте нужен мужчина. Со мной ей было бы так же трудно расстаться, как с пудрой или папильотками. Я для нее необходимая составная часть ее будуара.

Самойленко сконфузился.

— Ты сегодня, Ваня, не в духе, — сказал он. — Не спал, должно быть.

— Да, плохо спал… Вообще, брат, скверно себя чувствую. В голове пусто, замирания сердца, слабость какая-то… Бежать надо!

— Куда?

— Туда, на север. К соснам, к грибам, к людям, к идеям… Я бы отдал полжизни, чтобы теперь где-нибудь в Московской губернии, или в Тульской, выкупаться в речке, озябнуть, знаешь, потом бродить часа три хоть с самым плохеньким студентом и болтать, болтать… А сеном-то как пахнет! Помнишь? А по вечерам, когда гуляешь в саду, из дому доносятся звуки рояля, слышно, как идет поезд…

Лаевский засмеялся от удовольствия, на глазах у него выступили слезы, и, чтобы скрыть их, он, не вставая с места, потянулся к соседнему столу за спичками.

— А я уже восемнадцать лет не был в России, — сказал Самойленко. — Забыл уж, как там. По-моему, великолепнее Кавказа и края нет.

— У Верещагина есть картина: на дне глубочайшего колодца томятся приговоренные к смерти. Таким вот точно колодцем представляется мне твой великолепный Кавказ. Если бы мне предложили что-нибудь из двух: быть трубочистом в Петербурге или быть здешним князем, то я взял бы место трубочиста.

Лаевский задумался. Глядя на его согнутое тело, на глаза, устремленные в одну точку, на бледное, вспотевшее лицо и впалые виски, на изгрызенные ногти и на туфлю, которая свесилась у пятки и обнаружила дурно заштопанный чулок, Самойленко проникся жалостью и, вероятно, потому, что Лаевский напомнил ему беспомощного ребенка, спросил:

— Твоя мать жива?

— Да, но мы с ней разошлись. Она не могла мне простить этой связи.

Самойленко любил своего приятеля. Он видел в Лаевском доброго малого, студента, человека-рубаху, с которым можно было и выпить, и посмеяться, и потолковать по душе. То, что он понимал в нем, ему крайне не нравилось. Лаевский пил много и не вовремя, играл в карты, презирал свою службу, жил не по средствам, часто употреблял в разговоре непристойные выражения, ходил по улице в туфлях и при посторонних ссорился с Надеждой Федоровной — и это не нравилось Самойленку. А то, что Лаевский был когда-то на филологическом факультете, выписывал теперь два толстых журнала, говорил часто так умно, что только немногие его понимали, жил с интеллигентной женщиной — всего этого не понимал Самойленко, и это ему нравилось, и он считал Лаевского выше себя и уважал его.

— Еще одна подробность, — сказал Лаевский, встряхивая головой. — Только это между нами. Я пока скрываю от Надежды Федоровны, не проболтайся при ней… Третьего дня я получил письмо, что ее муж умер от размягчения мозга.

— Царство небесное… — вздохнул Самойленко. — Почему же ты от нее скрываешь?

— Показать ей это письмо значило бы: пожалуйте в церковь венчаться. А надо сначала выяснить наши отношения. Когда она убедится, что продолжать жить вместе мы не можем, я покажу ей письмо. Тогда это будет безопасно.

— Знаешь что, Ваня? — сказал Самойленко, и лицо его вдруг приняло грустное и умоляющее выражение, как будто он собирался просить о чем-то очень сладком и боялся, что ему откажут. — Женись, голубчик!

— Зачем?

— Исполни свой долг перед этой прекрасной женщиной! Муж у нее умер, и таким образом само провидение указывает тебе, что делать!

— Но пойми, чудак, что это невозможно. Жениться без любви так же подло и недостойно человека, как служить обедню, не веруя.

— Но ты обязан!

— Почему же я обязан? — спросил с раздражением Лаевский.

— Потому что ты увез ее от мужа и взял на свою ответственность.

— Но тебе говорят русским языком: я не люблю!

— Ну, любви нет, так почитай, ублажай…

— Почитай, ублажай… — передразнил Лаевский. — Точно она игуменья… Плохой ты психолог и физиолог, если думаешь, что, живя с женщиной, можно выехать на одном только почтении да уважении. Женщине прежде всего нужна спальня.

— Ваня, Ваня… — сконфузился Самойленко.

— Ты — старый ребенок, теоретик, а я — молодой старик и практик, и мы никогда не поймем друг друга. Прекратим лучше этот разговор. Мустафа, — крикнул Лаевский человеку, — сколько с нас следует?

— Нет, нет… — испугался доктор, хватая Лаевского за руку. — Это я заплачу. Я требовал. Запиши за мной! — крикнул он Мустафе.

Приятели встали и молча пошли по набережной. У входа на бульвар они остановились и на прощанье пожали друг другу руки.

— Избалованы вы очень, господа! — вздохнул Самойленко. — Послала тебе судьба женщину молодую, красивую, образованную — и ты отказываешься, а мне бы дал бог хоть кривобокую старушку, только ласковую и добрую, и как бы я был доволен! Жил бы я с ней на своем винограднике и…

Самойленко спохватился и сказал:

— И пускай бы она там, старая ведьма, самовар ставила.

Простившись с Лаевским, он пошел по бульвару. Когда он, грузный, величественный, со строгим выражением на лице, в своем белоснежном кителе и превосходно вычищенных сапогах, выпятив вперед грудь, на которой красовался Владимир с бантом, шел по бульвару, то в это время он очень нравился себе самому, и ему казалось, что весь мир смотрит на него с удовольствием. Не поворачивая головы, он посматривал по сторонам и находил, что бульвар вполне благоустроен, что молодые кипарисы, эвкалипты и некрасивые, худосочные пальмы очень красивы и будут со временем давать широкую тень, что черкесы честный и гостеприимный народ. «Странно, что Кавказ Лаевскому не нравится, — думал он, — очень странно». Встретились пять солдат с ружьями и отдали ему честь. По правую сторону бульвара по тротуару прошла жена одного чиновника с сыном-гимназистом.

— Марья Константиновна, доброе утро! — крикнул ей Самойленко, приятно улыбаясь. — Купаться ходили? Ха-ха-ха… Почтение Никодиму Александрычу!

И он пошел дальше, продолжая приятно улыбаться, но, увидев идущего навстречу военного фельдшера, вдруг нахмурился, остановил его и спросил:

— Есть кто-нибудь в лазарете?

— Никого, ваше превосходительство.

— А?

— Никого, ваше превосходительство.

— Хорошо, ступай…

Величественно покачиваясь, он направился к лимонадной будке, где за прилавком сидела старая, полногрудая еврейка, выдававшая себя за грузинку, и сказал ей так громко, как будто командовал полком:

— Будьте так любезны, дайте мне содовой воды!

 

II

 

Нелюбовь Лаевского к Надежде Федоровне выражалась главным образом в том, что всё, что она говорила и делала, казалось ему ложью или похожим на ложь, и всё, что он читал против женщин и любви, казалось ему, как нельзя лучше подходило к нему, к Надежде Федоровне и ее мужу. Когда он вернулся домой, она, уже одетая и причесанная, сидела у окна и с озабоченным лицом пила кофе и перелистывала книжку толстого журнала, и он подумал, что питье кофе — не такое уж замечательное событие, чтобы из-за него стоило делать озабоченное лицо, и что напрасно она потратила время на модную прическу, так как нравиться тут некому и не для чего. И в книжке журнала он увидел ложь. Он подумал, что одевается она и причесывается, чтобы казаться красивой, а читает для того, чтобы казаться умной.

— Ничего, если я сегодня пойду купаться? — спросила она.

— Что ж? Пойдешь или не пойдешь, от этого землетрясения не будет, полагаю…

— Нет, я потому спрашиваю, что как бы доктор не рассердился.

— Ну, и спроси у доктора. Я не доктор.

На этот раз Лаевскому больше всего не понравилась у Надежды Федоровны ее белая, открытая шея и завитушки волос на затылке, и он вспомнил, что Анне Карениной, когда она разлюбила мужа, не нравились прежде всего его уши, и подумал: «Как это верно! как верно!» Чувствуя слабость и пустоту в голове, он пошел к себе в кабинет, лег на диван и накрыл лицо платком, чтобы не надоедали мухи. Вялые, тягучие мысли всё об одном и том же потянулись в его мозгу, как длинный обоз в осенний ненастный вечер, и он впал в сонливое, угнетенное состояние. Ему казалось, что он виноват перед Надеждой Федоровной и перед ее мужем и что муж умер по его вине. Ему казалось, что он виноват перед своею жизнью, которую испортил, перед миром высоких идей, знаний и труда, и этот чудесный мир представлялся ему возможным и существующим не здесь, на берегу, где бродят голодные турки и ленивые абхазцы, а там, на севере, где опера, театры, газеты и все виды умственного труда. Честным, умным, возвышенным и чистым можно быть только там, а не здесь. Он обвинял себя в том, что у него нет идеалов и руководящей идеи в жизни, хотя смутно понимал теперь, что это значит. Два года тому назад, когда он полюбил Надежду Федоровну, ему казалось, что стоит ему только сойтись с Надеждой Федоровной и уехать с нею на Кавказ, как он будет спасен от пошлости и пустоты жизни; так и теперь он был уверен, что стоит ему только бросить Надежду Федоровну и уехать в Петербург, как он получит всё, что ему нужно.

— Бежать! — пробормотал он, садясь и грызя ногти. — Бежать!

Воображение его рисовало, как он садится на пароход и потом завтракает, пьет холодное пиво, разговаривает на палубе с дамами, потом в Севастополе садится на поезд и едет. Здравствуй, свобода! Станции мелькают одна за другой, воздух становится всё холоднее и жестче, вот березы и ели, вот Курск, Москва… В буфетах щи, баранина с кашей, осетрина, пиво, одним словом, не азиатчина, а Россия, настоящая Россия. Пассажиры в поезде говорят о торговле, новых певцах, о франко-русских симпатиях; всюду чувствуется живая, культурная, интеллигентная, бодрая жизнь… Скорей, скорей! Вот, наконец, Невский, Большая Морская, а вот Ковенский переулок, где он жил когда-то со студентами, вот милое, серое небо, моросящий дождик, мокрые извозчики…

— Иван Андреич! — позвал кто-то из соседней комнаты. — Вы дома?

— Я здесь! — отозвался Лаевский. — Что вам?

— Бумаги!

Лаевский поднялся лениво, с головокружением и, зевая, шлепая туфлями, пошел в соседнюю комнату. Там у открытого окна на улице стоял один из его молодых сослуживцев и раскладывал на подоконнике, казенные бумаги.

— Сейчас, голубчик, — мягко сказал Лаевский и пошел отыскивать чернильницу; вернувшись к окну, он, не читая, подписал бумаги и сказал: — Жарко!

— Да-с. Вы придете сегодня?

— Едва ли… Нездоровится что-то… Скажите, голубчик, Шешковскому, что после обеда я зайду к нему.

Чиновник ушел. Лаевский опять лег у себя не диване и начал думать:

«Итак, надо взвесить все обстоятельства и сообразить. Прежде чем уехать отсюда, я должен расплатиться с долгами. Должен я около двух тысяч рублей. Денег у меня нет… Это, конечно, не важно; часть теперь заплачу как-нибудь, а часть вышлю потом из Петербурга. Главное, Надежда Федоровна… Прежде всего, надо выяснить наши отношения… Да».

Немного погодя, он соображал: не пойти ли лучше к Самойленко посоветоваться?

«Пойти можно, — думал он, — но какая польза от этого? Опять буду говорить ему некстати о будуаре, о женщинах, о том, что честно или нечестно. Какие тут, чёрт подери, могут быть разговоры о честном или нечестном, если поскорее надо спасать жизнь мою, если я задыхаюсь в этой проклятой неволе и убиваю себя?.. Надо же, наконец, понять, что продолжать такую жизнь, как моя, — это подлость и жестокость, пред которой все остальное мелко и ничтожно. Бежать! — бормотал он, садясь. — Бежать!»

Пустынный берег моря, неутолимый зной и однообразие дымчатых, лиловатых гор, вечно одинаковых и молчаливых, вечно одиноких, нагоняли на него тоску и, как казалось, усыпляли и обкрадывали его. Быть может, он очень умен, талантлив, замечательно честен; быть может, если бы со всех сторон его не замыкали море и горы, из него вышел бы превосходный земский деятель, государственный человек, оратор, публицист, подвижник. Кто знает! Если так, то не глупо ли толковать, честно это или нечестно, если даровитый и полезный человек, например музыкант или художник, чтобы бежать из плена, ломает стену и обманывает своих тюремщиков? В положении такого человека всё честно.

В два часа Лаевский и Надежда Федоровна сели обедать. Когда кухарка подала им рисовый суп с томатами, Лаевский сказал:

— Каждый день одно и то же. Отчего бы не сварить щей?

— Капусты нет.

— Странно. И у Самойленка варят щи с капустой, и у Марьи Константиновны щи, один только я почему-то обязан есть эту сладковатую бурду. Нельзя же так, голубка.

Как это бывает у громадного большинства супругов, раньше у Лаевского и у Надежды Федоровны ни один обед не обходился без капризов и сцен, но с тех пор, как Лаевский решил, что он уже не любит, он старался во всем уступать Надежде Федоровне, говорил с нею мягко и вежливо, улыбался, называл голубкой.

— Этот суп похож вкусом на лакрицу, — сказал он улыбаясь; он делал над собою усилия, чтобы казаться приветливым, но не удержался и сказал: — Никто у нас не смотрит за хозяйством… Если уж ты так больна или занята чтением, то, изволь, я займусь нашей кухней.

Раньше она ответила бы ему: «займись» или: «ты, я вижу, хочешь из меня кухарку сделать», но теперь только робко взглянула на него и покраснела.

— Ну, как ты чувствуешь себя сегодня? — спросил он ласково.

— Сегодня ничего. Так, только маленькая слабость.

— Надо беречься, голубка. Я ужасно боюсь за тебя.

Надежда Федоровна была чем-то больна. Самойленко говорил, что у нее перемежающаяся лихорадка, и кормил ее хиной; другой же доктор, Устимович, высокий, сухощавый, нелюдимый человек, который днем сидел дома, а по вечерам, заложив назад руки и вытянув вдоль спины трость, тихо разгуливал по набережной и кашлял, находил, что у нее женская болезнь, и прописывал согревающие компрессы. Прежде, когда Лаевский любил, болезнь Надежды Федоровны возбуждала в нем жалость и страх, теперь же и в болезни, он видел ложь. Желтое, сонное лицо, вялый взгляд и зевота, которые бывали у Надежды Федоровны после лихорадочных припадков, и то, что она во время припадка лежала под пледом и была похожа больше на мальчика, чем на женщину, и что в ее комнате было душно и нехорошо пахло, — все это, по его мнению, разрушало иллюзию и было протестом против любви и брака.

На второе блюдо ему подали шпинат с крутыми яйцами, а Надежде Федоровне, как больной, кисель с молоком. Когда она с озабоченным лицом сначала потрогала ложкой кисель и потом стала лениво есть его, запивая молоком, и он слышал ее глотки, им овладела такая тяжелая ненависть, что у него даже зачесалась голова. Он сознавал, что такое чувство было бы оскорбительно даже в отношении собаки, но ему было досадно не на себя, а на Надежду Федоровну за то, что она возбуждала в нем это чувство, и он понимал, почему иногда любовники убивают своих любовниц. Сам бы он не убил, конечно, но, доведись ему теперь быть присяжным, он оправдал бы убийцу.

— Merci, голубка, — сказал он после обеда и поцеловал Надежду Федоровну в лоб.

Придя к себе в кабинет, он минут пять ходил из угла в угол, искоса поглядывая на сапоги, потом сел на диван и пробормотал:

— Бежать, бежать! Выяснить отношения и бежать! Он лег на диван и опять вспомнил, что муж Надежды Федоровны, быть может, умер по его вине.

«Обвинять человека в том, что он полюбил или разлюбил, это глупо, — убеждал он себя, лежа и задирая ноги, чтобы надеть сапоги. — Любовь и ненависть не в нашей власти. Что же касается мужа, то я, быть может, косвенным образом был одною из причин его смерти, но опять-таки виноват ли я в том, что полюбил его жену, а жена — меня?»

Затем он встал и, отыскав свою фуражку, отправился к своему сослуживцу Шешковскому, у которого каждый день собирались чиновники играть в винт и пить холодное пиво.

«Своею нерешительностью я напоминаю Гамлета, — думал Лаевский дорогой. — Как верно Шекспир подметил! Ах, как верно!»

 

III

 

Чтобы скучно не было и снисходя к крайней нужде вновь приезжавших и несемейных, которым, за неимением гостиницы в городе, негде было обедать, доктор Самойленко держал у себя нечто вроде табльдота. В описываемое время у него столовались только двое: молодой зоолог фон Корен, приезжавший летом к Черному морю, чтобы изучать эмбриологию медуз, и дьякон Победов, недавно выпущенный из семинарии и командированный в городок для исполнения обязанностей дьякона-старика, уехавшего лечиться. Оба они платили за обед и за ужин по 12 рублей в месяц, и Самойленко взял с них честное слово, что они будут являться обедать аккуратно к двум часам.

Первым обыкновенно приходил фон Корен. Он молча садился в гостиной и, взявши со стола альбом, начинал внимательно рассматривать потускневшие фотографии каких-то неизвестных мужчин в широких панталонах и цилиндрах и дам в кринолинах и в чепцах; Самойленко только немногих помнил по фамилии, а про тех, кого забыл, говорил со вздохом: «Прекраснейший, величайшего ума человек!» Покончив с альбомом, фон Корен брал с этажерки пистолет и, прищурив левый глаз, долго прицеливался в портрет князя Воронцова или же становился перед зеркалом и рассматривал свое смуглое лицо, большой лоб и черные, курчавые, как у негра, волоса, и свою рубаху из тусклого ситца с крупными цветами, похожего на персидский ковер, и широкий кожаный пояс вместо жилетки. Самосозерцание доставляло ему едва ли не большее удовольствие, чем осмотр фотографий или пистолета в дорогой оправе. Он был очень доволен и своим лицом, и красиво подстриженной бородкой, и широкими плечами, которые служили очевидным доказательством его хорошего здоровья и крепкого сложения. Он был доволен и своим франтовским костюмом, начиная с галстука, подобранного под цвет рубахи, и кончая желтыми башмаками.

Пока он рассматривал альбом и стоял перед зеркалом, в это время в кухне и около нее в сенях Самойленко, без сюртука и без жилетки, с голой грудью, волнуясь и обливаясь потом, суетился около столов, приготовляя салат, или какой-нибудь соус, или мясо, огурцы и лук для окрошки, и при этом злобно таращил глаза на помогавшего ему денщика и замахивался на него то ножом, то ложкой.

— Подай уксус! — приказывал он. — То, бишь, не уксус, а прованское масло! — кричал он, топая ногами. — Куда же ты пошел, скотина?

— За маслом, ваше превосходительство, — говорил оторопевший денщик надтреснутым тенором.

— Скорее! Оно в шкапу! Да скажи Дарье, чтоб она в банку с огурцами укропу прибавила! Укропу! Накрой сметану, раззява, а то мухи налезут!

И от его крика, казалось, гудел весь дом. Когда до двух часов оставалось 10 или 15 минут, приходил дьякон, молодой человек, лет 22, худощавый, длинноволосый, без бороды и с едва заметными усами. Войдя в гостиную, он крестился на образ, улыбался и протягивал фон Корену руку.

— Здравствуйте, — холодно говорил зоолог. — Где вы были?

— На пристани бычков ловил.

— Ну, конечно… По-видимому, дьякон, вы никогда не будете заниматься делом.

— Отчего же? Дело не медведь, в лес не уйдет, — говорил дьякон, улыбаясь и засовывая руки в глубочайшие карманы своего белого подрясника.

— Бить вас некому! — вздыхал зоолог.

Проходило еще 15—20 минут, а обедать не звали и все еще слышно было, как денщик, бегая из сеней в кухню и обратно, стучал сапогами и как Самойленко кричал:

— Поставь на стол! Куда суешь? Помой сначала!

Проголодавшиеся дьякон и фон Корен начинали стучать о пол каблуками, выражая этим свое нетерпение, как зрители в театральном райке. Наконец, дверь отворялась и замученный денщик объявлял: кушать готово! В столовой встречал их багровый, распаренный в кухонной духоте и сердитый Самойленко; он злобно глядел на них и с выражением ужаса на лице поднимал крышку с супника и наливал обоим по тарелке, и только когда убеждался, что они едят с аппетитом и что кушанье им нравится, легко вздыхал и садился в свое глубокое кресло. Лицо его становилось томным, масленым… Он не спеша наливал себе рюмку водки и говорил:

— За здоровье молодого поколения!

После разговора с Лаевским Самойленко всё время от утра до обеда, несмотря на прекраснейшее настроение, чувствовал в глубине души некоторую тяжесть; ему было жаль Лаевского и хотелось помочь ему. Выпив перед супом рюмку водки, он вздохнул и сказал:

— Видел я сегодня Ваню Лаевского. Трудно живется человечку. Материальная сторона жизни неутешительна, а главное — психология одолела. Жаль парня.

— Вот уж кого мне не жаль! — сказал фон Корен. — Если бы этот милый мужчина тонул, то я бы еще палкой подтолкнул: тони, братец, тони…

— Неправда. Ты бы этого не сделал.

— Почему ты думаешь? — пожал плечами зоолог. — Я так же способен на доброе дело, как и ты.

— Разве утопить человека — доброе дело? — спросил дьякон и засмеялся.

— Лаевского? Да.

— В окрошке, кажется, чего-то недостает… — сказал Самойленко, желая переменить разговор.

— Лаевский безусловно вреден и так же опасен для общества, как холерная микроба, — продолжал фон Корен. — Утопить его — заслуга.

— Не делает тебе чести, что ты так выражаешься о своем ближнем. Скажи: за что ты его ненавидишь?

— Не говори, доктор, пустяков. Ненавидеть и презирать микробу — глупо, а считать своим ближним, во что бы то ни стало, всякого встречного без различия — это, покорно благодарю, это значит не рассуждать, отказаться от справедливого отношения к людям, умыть руки, одним словом. Я считаю твоего Лаевского мерзавцем, не скрываю этого и отношусь к нему как к мерзавцу, с полною моею добросовестностью. Ну, а ты считаешь его своим ближним — и поцелуйся с ним; ближним считаешь, а это значит, что к нему ты относишься так же, как ко мне и дьякону, то есть никак. Ты одинаково равнодушен ко всем.

— Называть человека мерзавцем! — пробормотал Самойленко, брезгливо морщась. — Это до такой степени нехорошо, что и выразить тебе не могу!

— О людях судят по их поступкам, — продолжал фон Корен. — Теперь судите же, дьякон… Я, дьякон, буду с вами говорить. Деятельность господина Лаевского откровенно развернута перед вами, как длинная китайская грамота, и вы можете читать ее от начала до конца. Что он сделал за эти два года, пока живет здесь? Будем считать по пальцам. Во-первых, он научил жителей городка играть в винт; два года тому назад эта игра была здесь неизвестна, теперь же в винт играют от утра до поздней ночи все, даже женщины и подростки; во-вторых, он научил обывателей пить пиво, которое тоже здесь не было известно; ему же обыватели обязаны сведениями по части разных сортов водок, так что с завязанными глазами они могут теперь отличить водку Кошелева от Смирнова № 21. В-третьих, прежде здесь жили с чужими женами тайно, по тем же побуждениям, по каким воры воруют тайно, а не явно; прелюбодеяние считалось чем-то таким, что стыдились выставлять на общий показ; Лаевский же явился в этом отношении пионером: он живет с чужой женой открыто. В-четвертых…

Фон Корен быстро съел свою окрошку и отдал денщику тарелку.

— Я понял Лаевского в первый же месяц нашего знакомства, — продолжал он, обращаясь к дьякону. — Мы в одно время приехали сюда. Такие люди, как он, очень любят дружбу, сближение, солидарность и тому подобное, потому что им всегда нужна компания для винта, выпивки и закуски; к тому же, они болтливы, и им нужны слушатели. Мы подружились, то есть он шлялся ко мне каждый день, мешал мне работать и откровенничал насчет своей содержанки. На первых же порах он поразил меня своею необыкновенною лживостью, от которой меня просто тошнило. В качестве друга я журил его, зачем он много пьет, зачем живет не по средствам и делает долги, зачем ничего не делает и не читает, зачем он так мало культурен и мало знает — и в ответ на все мои вопросы он горько улыбался, вздыхал и говорил: «Я неудачник, лишний человек», или: «Что вы хотите, батенька, от нас, осколков крепостничества?», или: «Мы вырождаемся…» Или начинал нести длинную галиматью об Онегине, Печорине, байроновском Каине, Базарове, про которых говорил: «Это наши отцы по плоти и духу». Понимайте так, мол, что не он виноват в том, что казенные пакеты по неделям лежат не распечатанными и что сам он пьет и других спаивает, а виноваты в этом Онегин, Печорин и Тургенев, выдумавший неудачника и лишнего человека. Причина крайней распущенности и безобразия, видите ли, лежит не в нем самом, а где-то вне, в пространстве. И притом — ловкая штука! — распутен, лжив и гадок не он один, а мы… «мы люди восьмидесятых годов», «мы вялое, нервное отродье крепостного права», «нас искалечила цивилизация»… Одним словом, мы должны понять, что такой великий человек, как Лаевский, и в падении своем велик; что его распутство, необразованность и нечистоплотность составляют явление естественно-историческое, освященное необходимостью, что причины тут мировые, стихийные и что перед Лаевским надо лампаду повесить, так как он — роковая жертва времени, веяний, наследственности и прочее. Все чиновники и дамы, слушая его, охали и ахали, а я долго не мог понять, с кем я имею дело: с циником или с ловким мазуриком? Такие субъекты, как он, с виду интеллигентные, немножко воспитанные и говорящие много о собственном благородстве, умеют прикидываться необыкновенно сложными натурами.

— Замолчи! — вспыхнул Самойленко. — Я не позволю, чтобы в моем присутствии говорили дурно о благороднейшем человеке!

— Не перебивай, Александр Давидыч, — холодно сказал фон Корен. — Я сейчас кончу. Лаевский — довольно несложный организм. Вот его нравственный остов: утром туфли, купанье и кофе, потом до обеда туфли, моцион и разговоры, в два часа туфли, обед и вино, в пять часов купанье, чай и вино, затем винт и лганье, в десять часов ужин и вино, а после полуночи сон и la femme. Существование его заключено в эту тесную программу, как яйцо в скорлупу. Идет ли он, сидит ли, сердится, пишет, радуется — все сводится к вину, картам, туфлям и женщине. Женщина играет в его жизни роковую, подавляющую роль. Он сам повествует, что 13 лет он уже был влюблен, будучи студентом первого курса, он жил с дамой, которая имела на него благотворное влияние и которой он обязан своим музыкальным образованием. Во втором курсе он выкупил из публичного дома проститутку и возвысил ее до себя, то есть взял в содержанки, а она пожила с ним полгода и убежала назад к хозяйке, и это бегство причинило ему не мало душевных страданий. Увы, он так страдал, что должен был оставить университет и два года жить дома без дела. Но это к лучшему. Дома он сошелся с одной вдовой, которая посоветовала ему оставить юридический факультет и поступить на филологический. Он так и сделал. Кончив курс, он страстно полюбил теперешнюю свою… как ее?.. замужнюю, и должен был бежать с нею сюда на Кавказ, за идеалами якобы… Не сегодня-завтра он разлюбит ее и убежит назад в Петербург, и тоже за идеалами.

— А ты почем знаешь? — проворчал Самойленко, со злобой глядя на зоолога. — Ешь-ка лучше.

Подали отварных кефалей с польским соусом. Самойленко положил обоим нахлебникам по целой кефали и собственноручно полил соусом. Минуты две прошли в молчании.

— Женщина играет существенную роль в жизни каждого человека, — сказал дьякон. — Ничего не поделаешь.

— Да, но в какой степени? У каждого из нас женщина есть мать, сестра, жена, друг, у Лаевского же она — всё, и притом только любовница. Она, то есть сожительство с ней — счастье и цель его жизни; он весел, грустен, скучен, разочарован — от женщины; жизнь опостылела — женщина виновата; загорелась заря новой жизни, нашлись идеалы — и тут ищи женщину… Удовлетворяют его только те сочинения или картины, где есть женщина. Наш век, по его мнению, плох и хуже сороковых и шестидесятых годов только потому, что мы не умеем до самозабвения отдаваться любовному экстазу и страсти. У этих сладострастников, должно быть, в мозгу есть особый нарост вроде саркомы, который сдавил мозг и управляет всею психикой. Понаблюдайте-ка Лаевского, когда он сидит где-нибудь в обществе. Вы заметьте: когда при нем поднимаешь какой-нибудь общий вопрос, например, о клеточке или инстинкте, он сидит в стороне, молчит и не слушает; вид у него томный, разочарованный, ничто для него не интересно, всё пошло и ничтожно, но как только вы заговорили о самках и самцах, о том, например, что у пауков самка после оплодотворения съедает самца, — глаза у него загораются любопытством, лицо проясняется и человек оживает, одним словом. Все его мысли, как бы благородны, возвышенны или безразличны они ни были, имеют всегда одну и ту же точку общего схода. Идешь с ним по улице и встречаешь, например осла… — «Скажите, пожалуйста, — спрашивает, — что произойдет, если случить ослицу с верблюдом?» А сны! Он рассказывал вам свои сны? Это великолепно! То ему снится, что его женят на луне, то будто зовут его в полицию и приказывают ему там, чтобы он жил с гитарой…

Дьякон звонко захохотал; Самойленко нахмурился и сердито сморщил лицо, чтобы не засмеяться, но не удержался и захохотал.

— И всё врет! — сказал он, вытирая слезы. — Ей-богу, врет!

 

IV

 

Дьякон был очень смешлив и смеялся от каждого пустяка до колотья в боку, до упада. Казалось, что он любил бывать среди людей только потому, что у них есть смешные стороны и что им можно давать смешные прозвища. Самойленка он прозвал тарантулом, его денщика селезнем и был в восторге, когда однажды фон Корен обозвал Лаевского и Надежду Федоровну макаками. Он жадно всматривался в лица, слушал не мигая, и видно было, как глаза его наполнялись смехом и как напрягалось лицо в ожидании, когда можно будет дать себе волю и покатиться со смеху.

— Это развращенный и извращенный субъект, — продолжал зоолог, а дьякон, в ожидании смешных слов, впился ему в лицо. — Редко где можно встретить такое ничтожество. Телом он вял, хил и стар, а интеллектом ничем не отличается от толстой купчихи, которая только жрет, пьет, спит на перине и держит в любовниках своего кучера.

Дьякон опять захохотал.

— Не смейтесь, дьякон, — сказал фон Корен, — это глупо, наконец. Я бы не обратил внимания на его ничтожество, — продолжал он, выждав, когда дькон перестал хохотать, — я бы прошел мимо него, если бы он не был так вреден и опасен. Вредоносность его заключается прежде всего в том, что он имеет успех у женщин и таким образом угрожает иметь потомство, то есть подарить миру дюжину Лаевских, таких же хилых и извращенных, как он сам. Во-вторых, он заразителен в высшей степени. Я уже говорил вам о винте и пиве. Еще год-два — и он завоюет все кавказское побережье. Вы знаете, до какой степени масса, особенно ее средний слой, верит в интеллигентность, в университетскую образованность, в благородство манер и литературность языка. Какую бы он ни сделал мерзость, все верят, что это хорошо, что это так и быть должно, так как он интеллигентный, либеральный и университетский человек.

К тому же, он неудачник, лишний человек, неврастеник, жертва времени, а это значит, что ему всё можно. Он милый малый, душа-человек, он так сердечно снисходит к человеческим слабостям; он сговорчив, податлив, покладист, не горд, с ним и выпить можно, и посквернословить, и посудачить… Масса, всегда склонная к антропоморфизму в религии и морали, больше всего любит тех божков, которые имеют такие же слабости, как она сама. Судите же, какое у него широкое поле для заразы! К тому же, он недурной актер и ловкий лицемер, и отлично знает, где раки зимуют. Возьмите-ка его увертки и фокусы, например, хотя бы его отношение к цивилизации. Он и не нюхал цивилизации, а между тем: «Ах, как мы искалечены цивилизацией! Ах, как я завидую этим дикарям, этим детям природы, которые не знают цивилизации!» Надо понимать, видите ли, что он когда-то, во времена оны, всей душой был предан цивилизации, служил ей, постиг ее насквозь, но она утомила, разочаровала, обманула его; он, видите ли, Фауст, второй Толстой… А Шопенгауэра и Спенсера он третирует, как мальчишек, и отечески хлопает их по плечу: ну, что, брат Спенсер? Он Спенсера, конечно, не читал, но как бывает мил, когда с легкой, небрежной иронией говорит про свою барыню: «Она читала Спенсера!» И его слушают, и никто не хочет понять, что этот шарлатан не имеет права не только выражаться о Спенсере в таком тоне, но даже целовать подошву Спенсера! Рыться под цивилизацию, под авторитеты, под чужой алтарь, брызгать грязью, шутовски подмигивать на них только для того, чтобы оправдать и скрыть свою хилость и нравственную убогость, может только очень самолюбивое, низкое и гнусное животное.

— Я не знаю, Коля, чего ты добиваешься от него, — сказал Самойленко, глядя на зоолога уже не со злобой, а виновато. — Он такой же человек, как и все. Конечно, не без слабостей, но он стоит на уровне современных идей, служит, приносит пользу отечеству. Десять лет назад здесь служил агентом старичок, величайшего ума человек… Так вот он говаривал…

— Полно, полно! — перебил зоолог. — Ты говоришь: он служит. Но как служит? Разве оттого, что он явился сюда, порядки стали лучше, а чиновники исправнее, честнее и вежливее? Напротив, своим авторитетом интеллигентного университетского человека он только санкционировал их распущенность. Бывает он исправен только двадцатого числа, когда получает жалованье, в остальные же числа он только шаркает у себя дома туфлями и старается придать себе такое выражение, как будто делает русскому правительству большое одолжение тем, что живет на Кавказе. Нет, Александр Давидыч, не вступайся за него. Ты не искренен от начала до конца. Если бы ты в самом деле любил его и считал своим ближним, то прежде всего ты не был бы равнодушен к его слабостям, не снисходил бы к ним, а для его же пользы постарался бы обезвредить его.

— То есть?

— Обезвредить. Так как он неисправим, то обезвредить его можно только одним способом…

Фон Корен провел пальцем около своей шеи.

— Или утопить, что ли… — добавил он. — В интересах человечества и в своих собственных интересах такие люди должны быть уничтожаемы. Непременно.

— Что ты говоришь?! — пробормотал Самойленко, поднимаясь и с удивлением глядя на спокойное, холодное лицо зоолога. — Дьякон, что он говорит? Да ты в своем уме?

— Я не настаиваю на смертной казни, — сказал фон Корен. — Если доказано, что она вредна, то придумайте что-нибудь другое. Уничтожить Лаевского нельзя, ну так изолируйте его, обезличьте, отдайте в общественные работы…

— Что ты говоришь? — ужаснулся Самойленко. — С перцем, с перцем! — закричал он отчаянным голосом, заметив, что дьякон ест фаршированные кабачки без перца. — Ты, величайшего ума человек, что ты говоришь?! Нашего друга, гордого, интеллигентного человека, отдавать в общественные работы!!

— А если горд, станет противиться — в кандалы!

Самойленко не мог уж выговорить ни одного слова и только шевелил пальцами: дьякон взглянул на его ошеломленное, в самом деле смешное лицо и захохотал.

— Перестанем говорить об этом, — сказал зоолог. — Помни только одно, Александр Давидыч, что первобытное человечество было охраняемо от таких, как Лаевский, борьбой за существование и подбором; теперь же наша культура значительно ослабила борьбу и подбор, и мы должны сами позаботиться об уничтожении хилых и негодных, иначе, когда Лаевские размножатся, цивилизация погибнет, и человечество выродится совершенно. Мы будем виноваты.

— Если людей топить и вешать, — сказал Самойленко, — то к чёрту твою цивилизацию, к чёрту человечество! К чёрту! Вот что я тебе скажу: ты ученейший, величайшего ума человек и гордость отечества, но тебя немцы испортили. Да, немцы! Немцы!

Самойленко с тех пор, как уехал из Дерпта, в котором учился медицине, редко видел немцев и не прочел ни одной немецкой книги, но, по его мнению, всё зло в политике и науке происходило от немцев. Откуда у него взялось такое мнение, он и сам не мог сказать, но держался его крепко.

— Да, немцы! — повторил он еще раз. — Пойдемте чай пить.

Все трое встали и, надевши шляпы, пошли в палисадник и сели там под тенью бледных кленов, груш и каштана. Зоолог и дьякон сели на скамью около столика, а Самойленко опустился в плетеное кресло с широкой, покатой спинкой. Денщик подал чай, варенье и бутылку с сиропом.

Было очень жарко, градусов тридцать в тени. Знойный воздух застыл, был неподвижен, и длинная паутина, свесившаяся с каштана до земли, слабо повисла и не шевелилась.

Дьякон взял гитару, которая постоянно лежала на земле около стола, настроил ее и запел тихо, тонким голоском: «Отроцы семинарстии у кабака стояху»… но тотчас же замолк от жары, вытер со лба пот и взглянул вверх на синее горячее небо. Самойленко задремал; от зноя, тишины и сладкой, послеобеденной дремоты, которая быстро овладела всеми его членами, он ослабел и опьянел; руки его отвисли, глаза стали маленькими, голову потянуло на грудь. Он со слезливым умилением поглядел на фон Корена и дьякона и забормотал:

— Молодое поколение… Звезда науки и светильник церкви… Гляди, длиннополая аллилуйя в митрополиты выскочит, чего доброго, придется ручку целовать… Что ж… дай бог…

Скоро послышалось храпенье. Фон Корен и дьякон допили чай и вышли на улицу.

— Вы опять на пристань бычков ловить? — спросил зоолог.

— Нет, жарковато.

— Пойдемте ко мне. Вы упакуете у меня посылку и кое-что перепишете. Кстати потолкуем, чем бы вам заняться. Надо работать, дьякон. Так нельзя.

— Ваши слова справедливы и логичны, — сказал дьякон, — но леность моя находит себе извинение в обстоятельствах моей настоящей жизни. Сами знаете, неопределенность положения значительно способствует апатичному состоянию людей. На время ли меня сюда прислали или навсегда, богу одному известно; я здесь живу в неизвестности, а дьяконица моя прозябает у отца и скучает. И, признаться, от жары мозги раскисли.

— Всё вздор, — сказал зоолог. — И к жаре можно привыкнуть, и без дьяконицы можно привыкнуть. Не следует баловаться. Надо себя в руках держать.

 

V

 

Надежда Федоровна шла утром купаться, а за нею с кувшином, медным тазом, с простынями и губкой шла ее кухарка Ольга. На рейде стояли два каких-то незнакомых парохода с грязными белыми трубами, очевидно, иностранные грузовые. Какие-то мужчины в белом, в белых башмаках ходили по пристани и громко кричали по-французски, и им откликались с этих пароходов. В маленькой городской церкви бойко звонили в колокола.

«Сегодня воскресенье!» — с удовольствием вспомнила Надежда Федоровна.

Она чувствовала себя совершенно здоровой и была в веселом, праздничном настроении. В новом просторном платье из грубой мужской чечунчи и в большой соломенной шляпе, широкие поля которой сильно были загнуты к ушам, так что лицо ее глядело как будто из коробочки, она казалась себе очень миленькой. Она думала о том, что во всем городе есть только одна молодая, красивая, интеллигентная женщина — это она, и что только она одна умеет одеться дешево, изящно и со вкусом. Например, это платье стоит только 22 рубля, а между тем как мило! Во всем городе только она одна может нравиться, а мужчин много, и потому все они волей-неволей должны завидовать Лаевскому.

Она радовалась, что Лаевский в последнее время был с нею холоден, сдержанно-вежлив и временами даже дерзок и груб; на все его выходки и презрительные, холодные или странные, непонятные взгляды она прежде отвечала бы слезами, попреками и угрозами уехать от него или уморить себя голодом, теперь же в ответ она только краснела, виновато поглядывала на него и радовалась, что он не ласкается к ней. Если бы он бранил ее или угрожал, то было бы еще лучше и приятнее, так как она чувствовала себя кругом виноватою перед ним. Ей казалось, что она виновата в том, во-первых, что не сочувствовала его мечтам о трудовой жизни, ради которой он бросил Петербург и приехал сюда на Кавказ, и была она уверена, что сердился он на нее в последнее время именно за это. Когда она ехала на Кавказ, ей казалось, что она в первый же день найдет здесь укромный уголок на берегу, уютный садик с тенью, птицами и ручьями, где можно будет садить цветы и овощи, разводить уток и кур, принимать соседей, лечить бедных мужиков и раздавать им книжки; оказалось же, что Кавказ — это лысые горы, леса и громадные долины, где надо долго выбирать, хлопотать, строиться, и что никаких тут соседей нет, и очень жарко, и могут ограбить. Лаевский не торопился приобретать участок; она была рада этому, и оба они точно условились мысленно никогда не упоминать о трудовой жизни. Он молчал, думала она, значит, сердился на нее за то, что она молчит.

Во-вторых, она без его ведома за эти два года набрала в магазине Ачмианова разных пустяков рублей на триста. Брала она понемножку то материи, то шелку, то зонтик, и незаметно скопился такой долг.

— Сегодня же скажу ему об этом… — решила она, но тотчас же сообразила, что при теперешнем настроении Лаевского едва ли удобно говорить ему о долгах.

В-третьих, она уже два раза, в отсутствие Лаевского, принимала у себя Кирилина, полицейского пристава: раз утром, когда Лаевский уходил купаться, и в другой раз в полночь, когда он играл в карты! Вспомнив об этом, Надежда Федоровна вся вспыхнула и оглянулась на кухарку, как бы боясь, чтобы та не подслушала ее мыслей. Длинные, нестерпимо жаркие, скучные дни, прекрасные томительные вечера, душные ночи, и вся эта жизнь, когда от утра до вечера не знаешь, на что употребить ненужное время, и навязчивые мысли о том, что она самая красивая и молодая женщина в городе и что молодость ее проходит даром, и сам Лаевский, честный, идейный, но однообразный, вечно шаркающий туфлями, грызущий ногти и наскучающий своими капризами, — сделали то, что ею мало-помалу овладели желания, и она, как сумасшедшая, день и ночь думала об одном и том же. В своем дыхании, во взглядах, в тоне голоса и в походке она чувствовала только желание; шум моря говорил ей, что надо любить, вечерняя темнота — то же, горы — то же… И когда Кирилин стал ухаживать за нею, она была не в силах и не хотела, не могла противиться, и отдалась ему…

Теперь иностранные пароходы и люди в белом напомнили ей почему-то огромную залу; вместе с французским говором зазвенели у нее в ушах звуки вальса, и грудь ее задрожала от беспричинной радости. Ей захотелось танцевать и говорить по-французски.

Она с радостью соображала, что в ее измене нет ничего страшного. В ее измене душа не участвовала; она продолжает любить Лаевского, и это видно из того, что она ревнует его, жалеет и скучает, когда он не бывает дома. Кирилин же оказался так себе, грубоватым, хотя и красивым, с ним всё уже порвано и больше ничего не будет. Что было, то прошло, никому до этого нет дела, а если Лаевский узнает, то не поверит.

На берегу была только одна купальня для дам, мужчины же купались под открытым небом. Войдя в купальню, Надежда Федоровна застала там пожилую даму Марью Константиновну Битюгову, жену чиновника, и ее 15-летнюю дочь Катю, гимназистку; обе они сидели на лавочке и раздевались. Марья Константиновна была добрая, восторженная и деликатная особа, говорившая протяжно и с пафосом. До 32 лет она жила в гувернантках, потом вышла за чиновника Битюгова, маленького, лысого человека, зачесывавшего волосы на виски и очень смирного. До сих пор она была влюблена в него, ревновала, краснела при слове «любовь» и уверяла всех, что она очень счастлива.

— Дорогая моя! — сказала она восторженно, увидев Надежду Федоровну и придавая своему лицу выражение, которое все ее знакомые называли миндальным. — Милая, как приятно, что вы пришли! Мы будем купаться вместе — это очаровательно!

Ольга быстро сбросила с себя платье и сорочку и стала раздевать свою барыню.

— Сегодня погода не такая жаркая, как вчера, — не правда ли? — сказала Надежда Федоровна, пожимаясь от грубых прикосновений голой кухарки. — Вчера я едва не умерла от духоты.

— О, да, моя милая! Я сама едва не задохнулась. Верите ли, я вчера купалась три раза… представьте, милая, три раза! Даже Никодим Александрыч беспокоился.

«Ну можно ли быть такими некрасивыми?» — подумала Надежда Федоровна, поглядев на Ольгу и на чиновницу; она взглянула на Катю и подумала: «Девочка недурно сложена». — Ваш Никодим Александрыч очень, очень мил! — сказала она. — Я в него просто влюблена.

— Ха-ха-ха! — принужденно засмеялась Марья Константиновна. — Это очаровательно!

Освободившись от одёжи, Надежда Федоровна почувствовала желание лететь. И ей казалось, что если бы она взмахнула руками, то непременно бы улетела вверх. Раздевшись, она заметила, что Ольга брезгливо смотрит на ее белое тело. Ольга, молодая солдатка, жила с законным мужем и потому считала себя лучше и выше ее. Надежда Федоровна чувствовала также, что Марья Константиновна и Катя не уважают и боятся ее. Это было неприятно и, чтобы поднять себя в их мнении, она сказала:

— У нас в Петербурге дачная жизнь теперь в разгаре. У меня и у мужа столько знакомых! Надо бы съездить повидаться.

— Ваш муж, кажется, инженер? — робко спросила Марья Константиновна.

— Я говорю о Лаевском. У него очень много знакомых. Но, к сожалению, его мать, гордая аристократка, недалекая…

Надежда Федоровна не договорила и бросилась в воду; за нею полезли Марья Константиновна и Катя.

— У нас в свете очень много предрассудков, — продолжала Надежда Федоровна, — и живется не так легко, как кажется.

Марья Константиновна, служившая гувернанткою в аристократических семействах и знавшая толк в свете, сказала:

— О да! Верите ли, милая, у Гаратынских и к завтраку и к обеду требовался непременно туалет, так что я, точно актриса, кроме жалованья, получала еще и на гардероб.

Она стала между Надеждой Федоровной и Катей, как бы загораживая свою дочь от той воды, которая омывала Надежду Федоровну. В открытую дверь, выходившую наружу в море, было видно, как кто-то плыл в ста шагах от купальни.

— Мама, это наш Костя! — сказала Катя.

— Ах, ах! — закудахтала Марья Константиновна в испуге. — Ах! Костя, — закричала она, — вернись! Костя, вернись!

Костя, мальчик лет 14, чтобы похвастать своею храбростью перед матерью и сестрой, нырнул и поплыл дальше, но утомился и поспешил назад, и по его серьезному, напряженному лицу видно было, что он не верил в свои силы.

— Беда с этими мальчиками, милая! — сказала Марья Константиновна, успокаиваясь. — Того и гляди, свернет себе шею. Ах, милая, как приятно и в то же время как тяжело быть матерью! Всего боишься.

Надежда Федоровна надела свою соломенную шляпу и бросилась наружу в море. Она отплыла сажени на четыре и легла на спину. Ей были видны море до горизонта, пароходы, люди на берегу, город, и всё это вместе со зноем и прозрачными нежными волнами раздражало ее и шептало ей, что надо жить, жить… Мимо нее быстро, энергически разрезывая волны и воздух, пронеслась парусная лодка; мужчина, сидевший у руля, глядел на нее, и ей приятно было, что на нее глядят…

Выкупавшись, дамы оделись и пошли вместе.

— У меня через день бывает лихорадка, а между тем я не худею, — говорила Надежда Федоровна, облизывая свои соленые от купанья губы и отвечая улыбкой на поклоны знакомых. — Я всегда была полной и теперь, кажется, еще больше пополнела.

— Это, милая, от расположения. Если кто не расположен к полноте, как я, например, то никакая пища не поможет. Однако, милая, вы измочили свою шляпу.

— Ничего, высохнет.

Надежда Федоровна опять увидела людей в белом, которые ходили по набережной и разговаривали по-французски; и почему-то опять в груди у нее заволновалась радость и смутно припомнилась ей какая-то большая зала, в которой она когда-то танцевала или которая, быть может, когда-то снилась ей. И что-то в самой глубине души смутно и глухо шептало ей, что она мелкая, пошлая, дрянная, ничтожная женщина…

Марья Константиновна остановилась около своих ворот и пригласила ее зайти посидеть.

— Зайдите, моя дорогая! — сказала она умоляющим голосом и в то же время поглядела на Надежду Федоровну с тоской и с надеждой: авось откажется и не зайдет!

— С удовольствием, — согласилась Надежда Федоровна. — Вы знаете, как я люблю бывать у вас!

И она вошла в дом. Марья Константиновна усадила ее, дала кофе, накормила сдобными булками, потом показала ей фотографии своих бывших воспитанниц — барышень Гаратынских, которые уже повыходили замуж, показала также экзаменационные отметки Кати и Кости; отметки были очень хорошие, но чтобы они показались еще лучше, она со вздохом пожаловалась на то, как трудно теперь учиться в гимназии… Она ухаживала за гостьей и, в то же время, жалела ее и страдала от мысли, что Надежда Федоровна своим присутствием может дурно повлиять на нравственность Кости и Кати, и радовалась, что ее Никодима Александрыча не было дома. Так как, по ее мнению, все мужчины любят «таких», то Надежда Федоровна могла дурно повлиять и на Никодима Александрыча.

Разговаривая с гостьей, Марья Константиновна всё время помнила, что сегодня вечером будет пикник и что фон Корен убедительно просил не говорить об этом макакам, то есть Лаевскому и Надежде Федоровне, но она нечаянно проговорилась, вся вспыхнула и сказала в смущении:

— Надеюсь, и вы будете!

 

VI

 

Условились ехать за семь верст от города по дороге к югу, остановиться около духана, при слиянии двух речек — Черной и Желтой, и варить там уху. Выехали в начале шестого часа. Впереди всех, в шарабане, ехали Самойленко и Лаевский, за ними в коляске, заложенной в тройку, Марья Константиновна, Надежда Федоровна, Катя и Костя; при них была корзина с провизией и посуда. В следующем экипаже ехали пристав Кирилин и молодой Ачмианов, сын того самого купца Ачмианова, которому Надежда Федоровна была должна триста рублей, и против них на скамеечке, скорчившись и поджав ноги, сидел Никодим Александрыч, маленький, аккуратненький, с зачесанными височками. Позади всех ехали фон Корен и дьякон; у дьякона в ногах стояла корзина с рыбой.

— Пррава! — кричал во все горло Самойленко, когда попадалась навстречу арба или абхазец верхом на осле.

— Через два года, когда у меня будут готовы средства и люди, я отправлюсь в экспедицию, — рассказывал фон Корен дьякону. — Я пройду берегом от Владивостока до Берингова пролива и потом от пролива до устья Енисея. Мы начертим карту, изучим фауну и флору и обстоятельно займемся геологией, антропологическими и этнографическими исследованиями. От вас зависит поехать со мною или нет.

— Это невозможно, — сказал дьякон.

— Почему?

— Я человек зависимый, семейный.

— Дьяконица вас отпустит. Мы ее обеспечим. Еще лучше, если бы вы убедили ее, для общей пользы, постричься в монахини; это дало бы вам возможность самому постричься и поехать в экспедицию иеромонахом. Я могу вам устроить это.

Дьякон молчал.

— Вы свою богословскую часть хорошо знаете? — спросил зоолог.

— Плоховато.

— Гм… Я вам не могу сделать никаких указаний на этот счет, потому что я сам мало знаком с богословием. Вы дайте мне списочек книг, какие вам нужны, и я вышлю вам зимою из Петербурга. Вам также нужно будет прочесть записки духовных путешественников; между, ними попадаются хорошие этнологи и знатоки восточных языков. Когда вы ознакомитесь с их манерой, вам легче будет приступить к делу. Ну, а пока книг нет, не теряйте времени попусту, ходите ко мне, и мы займемся компасом, пройдем метеорологию. Всё это необходимо.

— Так-то так… — пробормотал дьякон и засмеялся. — Я просил себе места в средней России, и мой дядя-протоиерей обещал мне поспособствовать. Если я поеду с вами, то выйдет, что я их даром беспокоил.

— Не понимаю я ваших колебаний. Продолжая быть обыкновенным дьяконом, который обязан служить только по праздникам, а в остальные дни — почивать от дел, вы и через десять лет останетесь всё таким же, какой вы теперь, и прибавятся у вас разве только усы и бородка, тогда как, вернувшись из экспедиции, через эти же десять лет вы будете другим человеком, вы обогатитесь сознанием, что вами кое-что сделано.

Из дамского экипажа послышались крики ужаса и восторга. Экипажи ехали по дороге, прорытой в совершенно отвесном скалистом берегу, и всем казалось, что они скачут по полке, приделанной к высокой стене, и что сейчас экипажи свалятся в пропасть. Направо расстилалось море, налево — была неровная коричневая стена с черными пятнами, красными жилами и ползучими корневищами, а сверху, нагнувшись, точно со страхом и любопытством, смотрели вниз кудрявые хвои. Через минуту опять визг и смех: пришлось ехать под громадным нависшим камнем.

— Не понимаю, за каким таким чертом я еду с вами, — сказал Лаевский. — Как глупо и пошло! Мне надо ехать на север, бежать, спасаться, а я почему-то еду на этот дурацкий пикник.

— А ты посмотри, какая панорама! — сказал ему Самойленко, когда лошади повернули влево и открылась долина Желтой речки, и блеснула сама речка — желтая, мутная, сумасшедшая…

— Ничего я, Саша, не вижу в этом хорошего, — ответил Лаевский. — Восторгаться постоянно природой — это значит показывать скудость своего воображения. В сравнении с тем, что мне может дать мое воображение, все эти ручейки и скалы — дрянь и больше ничего.

Коляски ехали уже по берегу речки. Высокие гористые берега мало-помалу сходились, долина суживалась и представлялась впереди ущельем; каменистая гора, около которой ехали, была сколочена природою из громадных камней, давивших друг друга с такой страшной силой, что при взгляде на них Самойленко всякий раз невольно кряхтел. Мрачная и красивая гора местами прорезывалась узкими трещинами и ущельями, из которых веяло на ехавших влагой и таинственностью; сквозь ущелья видны были другие горы, бурые, розовые, лиловые, дымчатые или залитые ярким светом. Слышалось изредка, когда проезжали мимо ущелий, как где-то с высоты падала вода и шлепала по камням.

— Ах, проклятые горы, — вздыхал Лаевский, — как они мне надоели!

В том месте, где Черная речка впадала в Желтую и черная вода, похожая на чернила, пачкала желтую и боролась с ней, в стороне от дороги стоял духан татарина Кербалая с русским флагом на крыше и с вывеской, написанной мелом: «Приятный духан»; около него был небольшой садик, обнесенный плетнем, где стояли столы и скамьи, и среди жалкого колючего кустарника возвышался один единственный кипарис, красивый и темный.

Кербалай, маленький, юркий татарин, в синей рубахе и белом фартуке, стоял на дороге и, взявшись за живот, низко кланялся навстречу экипажам и, улыбаясь, показывал свои белые блестящие зубы.

— Здорово, Кербалайка! — крикнул ему Самойленко. — Мы отъедем немножко дальше, а ты тащи туда самовар и стулья! Живо!

Кербалай кивал своей стриженой головой и что-то бормотал, и только сидевшие в заднем экипаже могли расслышать: «есть форели, ваше превосходительство».

— Тащи, тащи! — сказал ему фон Корен.

Отъехав шагов пятьсот от духана, экипажи остановились. Самойленко выбрал небольшой лужок, на котором были разбросаны камни, удобные для сиденья, и лежало дерево, поваленное бурей, с вывороченным мохнатым корнем и с высохшими желтыми иглами. Тут через речку был перекинут жидкий бревенчатый мост, и на другом берегу, как раз напротив, на четырех невысоких сваях стоял сарайчик, сушильня для кукурузы, напоминавшая сказочную избушку на курьих ножках; от ее двери вниз спускалась лесенка.

Первое впечатление у всех было такое, как будто они никогда не выберутся отсюда. Со всех сторон, куда ни посмотришь, громоздились и надвигались горы, и быстро, быстро со стороны духана и темного кипариса набегала вечерняя тень, и от этого узкая, кривая долина Черной речки становилась уже, а горы выше. Слышно было, как ворчала река и без умолку кричали цикады.

— Очаровательно! — сказала Марья Константиновна, делая глубокие вдыхания от восторга. — Дети, посмотрите, как хорошо! Какая тишина!

— Да, в самом деле хорошо, — согласился Лаевский, которому понравился вид и почему-то, когда он посмотрел на небо и потом на синий дымок, выходивший из трубы духана, вдруг стало грустно. — Да, хорошо! — повторил он.

— Иван Андреич, опишите этот вид! — сказала слезливо Марья Константиновна.

— Зачем? — спросил Лаевский. — Впечатление лучше всякого описания. Это богатство красок и звуков, какое всякий получает от природы путем впечатлений, писатели выбалтывают в безобразном, неузнаваемом виде.

— Будто бы? — холодно спросил фон Корен, выбрав себе самый большой камень около воды и стараясь взобраться на него и сесть. — Будто бы? — повторил он, глядя в упор на Лаевского. — А Ромео и Джульета? А, например, Украинская ночь Пушкина? Природа должна прийти и в ножки поклониться.

— Пожалуй… — согласился Лаевский, которому было лень соображать и противоречить. — Впрочем, — сказал он немного погодя, — что такое Ромео и Джульета, в сущности? Красивая, поэтическая святая любовь — это розы, под которыми хотят спрятать гниль. Ромео — такое же животное, как и все.

— О чем с вами ни заговоришь, вы всё сводите к…

Фон Корен оглянулся на Катю и не договорил.

— К чему я свожу? — спросил Лаевский.

— Вам говоришь, например: «как красива кисть винограда!», а вы: «да, но как она безобразна, когда ее жуют и переваривают в желудках». К чему это говорить? Не ново и… вообще странная манера.

Лаевский знал, что его не любит фон Корен, и потому боялся его и в его присутствии чувствовал себя так, как будто всем было тесно и за спиной стоял кто-то. Он ничего не ответил, отошел в сторону и пожалел, что поехал.

— Господа, марш за хворостом для костра! — скомандовал Самойленко.

Все разбрелись, куда попало, и на месте остались только Кирилин, Ачмианов и Никодим Александрыч. Кербалай принес стулья, разостлал на земле ковер и поставил несколько бутылок вина. Пристав Кирилин, высокий, видный мужчина, во всякую погоду носивший сверх кителя шинель, своею горделивою осанкою, важной походкой и густым, несколько хриплым голосом, напоминал провинциальных полицеймейстеров из молодых. Выражение у него было грустное и сонное, как будто его только что разбудили против его желания.

— Ты что же это, скотина, принес? — спросил он у Кербалая, медленно выговаривая каждое слово. — Я приказывал тебе подать кварели, а ты что принес, татарская морда? А? Кого?

— У нас много своего вина, Егор Алексеич, — робко и вежливо заметил Никодим Александрыч.

— Что-с? Но я желаю, чтобы и мое вино было. Я участвую в пикнике и, полагаю, имею полное право внести свою долю. По-ла-гаю! Принеси десять бутылок кварели!

— Для чего так много? — удивился Никодим Александрыч, знавший, что у Кирилина не было денег.

— Двадцать бутылок! Тридцать! — крикнул Кирилин.

— Ничего, пусть, — шепнул Ачмианов Никодиму Александрычу, — я заплачу.

Надежда Федоровна была в веселом, шаловливом настроении. Ей хотелось прыгать, хохотать, кричать, дразнить, кокетничать. В своем дешевом платье из ситчика с голубыми глазками, в красных туфельках и в той же самой соломенной шляпе она казалась себе маленькой, простенькой, легкой и воздушной, как бабочка. Она пробежала по жидкому мостику и минуту глядела в воду, чтобы закружилась голова, потом вскрикнула и со смехом побежала на ту сторону к сушильне, и ей казалось, что все мужчины и даже Кербалай любовались ею. Когда в быстро наступавших потемках деревья сливались с горами, лошади с экипажами и в окнах духана блеснул огонек, она по тропинке, которая вилась между камнями и колючими кустами, взобралась на гору и села на камень. Внизу уже горел костер. Около огня с засученными рукавами двигался дьякон, и его длинная черная тень радиусом ходила вокруг костра; он подкладывал хворост и ложкой, привязанной к длинной палке, мешал в котле. Самойленко, с медно-красным лицом, хлопотал около огня, как у себя в кухне, и кричал свирепо:

— Где же соль, господа? Небось, забыли? Что же это все расселись, как помещики, а я один хлопочи?

На поваленном дереве рядышком сидели Лаевский и Никодим Александрыч и задумчиво смотрели на огонь. Марья Константиновна, Катя и Костя вынимали из корзин чайную посуду и тарелки. Фон Корен, скрестив руки и поставив одну ногу на камень, стоял на берегу около самой воды и о чем-то думал. Красные пятна от костра, вместе с тенями, ходили по земле около темных человеческих фигур, дрожали на горе, на деревьях, на мосту, на сушильне; на другой стороне обрывистый, изрытый бережок весь был освещен, мигал и отражался в речке, и быстро бегущая бурливая вода рвала на части его отражение.

Дьякон пошел за рыбой, которую на берегу чистил и мыл Кербалай, но на полдороге остановился и посмотрел вокруг.

«Боже мой, как хорошо! — подумал он. — Люди, камни, огонь, сумерки, уродливое дерево — ничего больше, но как хорошо!»

На том берегу около сушильни появились какие-то незнакомые люди. Оттого, что свет мелькал и дым от костра несло на ту сторону, нельзя было рассмотреть всех этих людей сразу, а видны были по частям то мохнатая шапка и седая борода, то синяя рубаха, то лохмотья от плеч до колен и кинжал поперек живота, то молодое смуглое лицо с черными бровями, такими густыми и резкими, как будто они были написаны углем. Человек пять из них сели в кружок на земле, а остальные пять пошли в сушильню. Один стал в дверях спиною к костру и, заложив руки назад, стал рассказывать что-то, должно быть, очень интересное, потому что, когда Самойленко подложил хворосту и костер вспыхнул, брызнул искрами и ярко осветил сушильню, было видно, как из дверей глядели две физиономии, спокойные, выражавшие глубокое внимание, и как те, которые сидели в кружок, обернулись и стали прислушиваться к рассказу. Немного погодя сидевшие в кружок тихо запели что-то протяжное, мелодичное, похожее на великопостную церковную песню… Слушая их, дьякон вообразил, что будет с ним через десять лет, когда он вернется из экспедиции: он — молодой иеромонах-миссионер, автор с именем и великолепным прошлым; его посвящают в архимандриты, потом в архиереи; он служит в кафедральном соборе обедню; в золотой митре, с панагией выходит на амвон и, осеняя массу народа трикирием и дикирием, возглашает: «Призри с небесе, боже, и виждь и посети виноград сей, его же насади десница твоя!» А дети ангельскими голосами поют в ответ: «Святый боже»…


— Дьякон, где же рыба? — послышался голос Самойленка.

Вернувшись к костру, дьякон вообразил, как в жаркий июльский день по пыльной дороге идет крестный ход; впереди мужики несут хоругви, а бабы и девки иконы, за ними мальчишки-певчие и дьячок с подвязанной щекой и с соломой в волосах, потом по порядку он, дьякон, за ним поп в скуфейке и с крестом, а сзади пылит толпа мужиков, баб, мальчишек; тут же в толпе попадья и дьяконица в платочках. Поют певчие, ревут дети, кричат перепела, заливается жаворонок… Вот остановились и покропили святой водой стадо… Пошли дальше и с коленопреклонением попросили дождя. Потом закуска, разговоры…

«И это тоже хорошо…» — подумал дьякон.

 

VII

 

Кирилин и Ачмианов взбирались на гору по тропинке. Ачмианов отстал и остановился, а Кирилин подошел к Надежде Федоровне.

— Добрый вечер! — сказал он, делая под козырек.

— Добрый вечер.

— Да-с! — сказал Кирилин, глядя на небо и думая.

— Что — да-с? — спросила Надежда Федоровна, помолчав немного и замечая, что Ачмианов наблюдает за ними обоими.

— Итак, значит, — медленно выговорил офицер, — наша любовь увяла, не успев расцвесть, так сказать. Как прикажете это понять? Кокетство это с вашей стороны, в своем роде, или же вы считаете меня шалопаем, с которым можно поступать как угодно?

— Это была ошибка! Оставьте меня! — сказала резко Надежда Федоровна, в этот прекрасный, чудесный вечер глядя на него со страхом и спрашивая себя в недоумении: неужели в самом деле была минута, когда этот человек нравился ей и был близок?

— Так-с! — сказал Кирилин; он молча постоял немного, подумал и сказал: — Что ж? Подождем, когда вы будете в лучшем настроении, а пока смею вас уверить, я человек порядочный и сомневаться в этом никому не позволю. Мной играть нельзя! Adieu!

Он сделал под козырек и пошел в сторону, пробираясь меж кустами. Немного погодя нерешительно подошел Ачмианов.

— Хороший вечер сегодня! — сказал он с легким армянским акцентом.

Он был недурен собой, одевался по моде, держался просто, как благовоспитанный юноша, но Надежда Федоровна не любила его за то, что была должна его отцу триста рублей; ей неприятно было также, что на пикник пригласили лавочника, и было неприятно, что он подошел к ней именно в этот вечер, когда на душе у нее было так чисто.

— Вообще пикник удался, — сказал он, помолчав.

— Да, — согласилась она и, как будто только что вспомнив про свой долг, сказала небрежно: — Да, скажите в своем магазине, что на днях зайдет Иван Андреич и заплатит там триста… или не помню сколько.

— Я готов дать еще триста, только чтобы вы каждый день не напоминали об этом долге. К чему проза?

Надежда Федоровна засмеялась; ей пришла в голову смешная мысль, что если бы она была недостаточно нравственной и пожелала, то в одну минуту могла бы отделаться от долга. Если бы, например, этому красивому, молодому дурачку вскружить голову! Как бы это в сущности было смешно, нелепо, дико! И ей вдруг захотелось влюбить, обобрать, бросить, потом посмотреть, что из этого выйдет.

— Позвольте дать вам один совет, — робко сказал Ачмианов. — Прошу вас, остерегайтесь Кирилина. Он всюду рассказывает про вас ужасные вещи.

— Мне неинтересно знать, что рассказывает про меня всякий дурак, — сказала холодно Надежда Федоровна, и ею овладело беспокойство, и смешная мысль поиграть молодым, хорошеньким Ачмиановым вдруг потеряла свою прелесть.

— Надо вниз идти, — сказала она. — Зовут.

Внизу уже была готова уха. Ее разливали по тарелкам и ели с тем священнодействием, с каким это делается только на пикниках; и все находили, что уха очень вкусна и что дома они никогда не ели ничего такого вкусного. Как это водится на всех пикниках, теряясь в массе салфеток, свертков, ненужных, ползающих от ветра сальных бумаг, не знали, где чей стакан и где чей хлеб, проливали вино на ковер и себе на колени, рассыпали соль, а кругом было темно и костер горел уже не так ярко и каждому было лень встать и подложить хворосту. Все пили вино, и Косте, и Кате дали по полустакану. Надежда Федоровна выпила стакан, потом другой, опьянела и забыла про Кирилина.

— Роскошный пикник, очаровательный вечер, — сказал Лаевский, веселея от вина, — но я предпочел бы всему этому хорошую зиму. «Морозной пылью серебрится его бобровый воротник».

— У всякого свой вкус, — заметил фон Корен.

Лаевский почувствовал неловкость: в спину ему бил жар от костра, а в грудь и в лицо — ненависть фон Корена; эта ненависть порядочного, умного человека, в которой таилась, вероятно, основательная причина, унижала его, ослабляла, и он, не будучи в силах противостоять ей, сказал заискивающим тоном:

— Я страстно люблю природу и жалею, что я не естественник. Я завидую вам.

— Ну, а я не жалею и не завидую, — сказала Надежда Федоровна. — Я не понимаю, как это можно серьезно заниматься букашками и козявками, когда страдает народ.

Лаевский разделял ее мнение. Он был совершенно незнаком с естественными науками и потому никогда не мог помириться с авторитетным тоном и ученым, глубокомысленным видом людей, которые занимаются муравьиными усиками и тараканьими лапками, и ему всегда было досадно, что эти люди, на основании усиков, лапок и какой-то протоплазмы (он почему-то воображал ее в виде устрицы), берутся решать вопросы, охватывающие собою происхождение и жизнь человека. Но в словах Надежды Федоровны ему послышалась ложь, и он сказал только для того, чтобы противоречить ей:

— Дело не в козявках, а в выводах!

 

VIII

 

Стали садиться в экипажи, чтобы ехать домой, поздно, часу в одиннадцатом. Все сели и недоставало только Надежды Федоровны и Ачмианова, которые по ту сторону реки бегали вперегонки и хохотали.

— Господа, поскорей! — крикнул им Самойленко.

— Не следовало бы дамам давать вино, — тихо сказал фон Корен.

Лаевский, утомленный пикником, ненавистью фон Корена и своими мыслями, пошел к Надежде Федоровне навстречу и, когда она, веселая, радостная, чувствуя себя легкой, как перышко, запыхавшись и хохоча, схватила его за обе руки и положила ему голову на грудь, он сделал шаг назад и сказал сурово:

— Ты ведешь себя, как… кокотка.

Это вышло уж очень грубо, так что ему даже стало жаль ее. На его сердитом, утомленном лице она прочла ненависть, жалость, досаду на себя, и вдруг пала духом. Она поняла, что пересолила, вела себя слишком развязно, и, опечаленная, чувствуя себя тяжелой, толстой, грубой и пьяною, села в первый попавшийся пустой экипаж вместе с Ачмиановым. Лаевский сел с Кирилиным, зоолог с Самойленко, дьякон с дамами, и поезд тронулся.

— Вот они каковы макаки… — начал фон Корен, кутаясь в плащ и закрывая глаза. — Ты слышал, она не хотела бы заниматься букашками и козявками, потому что страдает народ. Так судят нашего брата все макаки. Племя рабское, лукавое, в десяти поколениях запуганное кнутом и кулаком; оно трепещет, умиляется и курит фимиамы только перед насилием, но впусти макаку в свободную область, где ее некому брать за шиворот, там она развертывается и дает себя знать. Посмотри, как она смела на картинных выставках, в музеях, в театрах или когда судит о науке: она топорщится, становится на дыбы, ругается, критикует… И непременно критикует — рабская черта! Ты прислушайся: людей свободных профессий ругают чаще, чем мошенников — это оттого, что общество на три четверти состоит из рабов, из таких же вот макак. Не случается, чтобы раб протянул тебе руку и сказал искренно спасибо за то, что ты работаешь.

— Не знаю, что ты хочешь! — сказал Самойленко, зевая. — Бедненькой по простоте захотелось поговорить с тобой об умном, а ты уж заключение выводишь. Ты сердит на него за что-то, ну и на нее за компанию. А она прекрасная женщина!

— Э, полно! Обыкновенная содержанка, развратная и пошлая. Послушай, Александр Давидыч, когда ты встречаешь простую бабу, которая не живет с мужем, ничего не делает и только хи-хи да ха-ха, ты говоришь ей: ступай работать. Почему же ты тут робеешь и боишься говорить правду? Потому только, что Надежда Федоровна живет на содержании не у матроса, а у чиновника?

— Что же мне с ней делать? — рассердился Самойленко. — Бить ее, что ли?

— Не льстить пороку. Мы проклинаем порок только за глаза, а это похоже на кукиш в кармане. Я зоолог, или социолог, что одно и то же, ты — врач; общество нам верит; мы обязаны указывать ему на тот страшный вред, каким угрожает ему и будущим поколениям существование госпож вроде этой Надежды Ивановны.

— Федоровны, — поправил Самойленко. — А что должно делать общество?

— Оно? Это его дело. По-моему, самый прямой и верный путь — это насилие. Manu militari ее следует отправить к мужу, а если муж не примет, то отдать ее в каторжные работы или какое-нибудь исправительное заведение.

— Уф! — вздохнул Самойленко; он помолчал и спросил тихо: — Как-то на днях ты говорил, что таких людей, как Лаевский, уничтожать надо… Скажи мне, если бы того… положим, государство или общество поручило тебе уничтожить его, то ты бы… решился?

— Рука бы не дрогнула.

 

IX

 

Приехав домой, Лаевский и Надежда Федоровна вошли в свои темные, душные, скучные комнаты. Оба молчали. Лаевский зажег свечу, а Надежда Федоровна села и, не снимая манто и шляпы, подняла на него печальные, виноватые глаза.

Он понял, что она ждет от него объяснения; но объясняться было бы скучно, бесполезно и утомительно, и на душе было тяжело оттого, что он не удержался и сказал ей грубость. Случайно он нащупал у себя в кармане письмо, которое каждый день собирался прочесть ей, и подумал, что если показать ей теперь это письмо, то оно отвлечет ее внимание в другую сторону.

«Пора уж выяснить отношения, — подумал он. — Дам ей; что будет, то будет».

Он вынул письмо и подал ей.

— Прочти. Это тебя касается.

Сказавши это, он пошел к себе в кабинет и лег на диван в потемках, без подушки. Надежда Федоровна прочла письмо, и показалось ей, что потолок опустился и стены подошли близко к ней. Стало вдруг тесно, темно и страшно. Она быстро перекрестилась три раза и проговорила:

— Упокой господи… упокой господи…

И заплакала.

— Ваня! — позвала она. — Иван Андреич!

Ответа не было. Думая, что Лаевский вошел и стоит у нее за стулом, она всхлипывала, как ребенок, и говорила:

— Зачем ты раньше не сказал мне, что он умер? Я бы не поехала на пикник, не хохотала бы так страшно… Мужчины говорили мне пошлости. Какой грех, какой грех! Спаси меня, Ваня, спаси меня… Я обезумела… Я пропала…

Лаевский слышал ее всхлипыванья. Ему было нестерпимо душно, и сильно стучало сердце. В тоске он поднялся, постоял посреди комнаты, нащупал в потемках кресло около стола и сел.

«Это тюрьма… — подумал он. — Надо уйти… Я не могу…»

Идти играть в карты было уже поздно, ресторанов в городе не было. Он опять лег и заткнул уши, чтобы не слышать всхлипываний, и вдруг вспомнил, что можно пойти к Самойленку. Чтобы не проходить мимо Надежды Федоровны, он через окно пробрался в садик, перелез через палисадник и пошел по улице. Было темно. Только что пришел какой-то пароход, судя по огням, большой пассажирский… Загремела якорная цепь. От берега по направлению к пароходу быстро двигался красный огонек: это плыла таможенная лодка.

«Спят себе пассажиры в каютах»… — подумал Лаевский и позавидовал чужому покою.

Окна в доме Самойленка были открыты. Лаевский поглядел в одно из них, потом в другое: в комнатах было темно и тихо.

— Александр Давидыч, ты спишь? — позвал он. — Александр Давидыч!

Послышался кашель и тревожный окрик:

— Кто там? Какого чёрта?

— Это я, Александр Давидыч. Извини.

Немного погодя отворилась дверь; блеснул мягкий свет от лампадки, и показался громадный Самойленко весь в белом и в белом колпаке.

— Что тебе? — спросил он, тяжело дыша спросонок и почесываясь. — Погоди, я сейчас отопру.

— Не трудись, я в окно…

Лаевский влез в окошко и, подойдя к Самойленку, схватил его за руку.

— Александр Давидыч, — сказал он дрожащим голосом, — спаси меня! Умоляю тебя, заклинаю, пойми меня! Положение мое мучительно. Если оно продолжится еще хотя день-два, то я задушу себя, как… как собаку!

— Постой… Ты насчет чего, собственно?

— Зажги свечу.

— Ox, ox… — вздохнул Самойленко, зажигая свечу. — Боже мой, боже мой… А уже второй час, брат.

— Извини, но я не могу дома сидеть, — сказал Лаевский, чувствуя большое облегчение от света и присутствия Самойленка. — Ты, Александр Давидыч, мой единственный, мой лучший друг… Вся надежда на тебя. Хочешь, не хочешь, бога ради выручай. Во что бы то ни стало, я должен уехать отсюда. Дай мне денег взаймы!

— Ох, боже мой, боже мой!.. — вздохнул Самойленко, почесываясь. — Засыпаю и слышу: свисток, пароход пришел, а потом ты… Много тебе нужно?

— По крайней мере рублей триста. Ей нужно оставить сто и мне на дорогу двести… Я тебе должен уже около четырехсот, но я всё вышлю… всё…

Самойленко забрал в одну руку оба бакена, расставил ноги и задумался.

— Так… — пробормотал он в раздумье. — Триста… Да… Но у меня нет столько. Придется занять у кого-нибудь.

— Займи, бога ради! — сказал Лаевский, видя по лицу Самойленка, что он хочет дать ему денег и непременно даст. — Займи, а я непременно отдам. Вышлю из Петербурга, как только приеду туда. Это уж будь покоен. Вот что, Саша, — сказал он, оживляясь, — давай выпьем вина!

— Так… Можно и вина.

Оба пошли в столовую.

— А как же Надежда Федоровна? — спросил Самойленко, ставя на стол три бутылки и тарелку с персиками. — Она останется разве?

— Всё устрою, всё устрою… — сказал Лаевский, чувствуя неожиданный прилив радости. — Я потом вышлю ей денег, она и приедет ко мне… Там уж мы и выясним наши отношения. За твое здоровье, друже.

— Погоди! — сказал Самойленко. — Сначала ты этого выпей… Это из моего виноградника. Это вот бутылка из виноградника Наваридзе, а это Ахатулова… Попробуй все три сорта и скажи откровенно… Мое как будто с кислотцой. А? Не находишь?

— Да. Утешил ты меня, Александр Давидыч. Спасибо… Я ожил.

— С кислотцой?

— А чёрт его знает, не знаю. Но ты великолепный, чудный человек!

Глядя на его бледное, возбужденное, доброе лицо, Самойленко вспомнил мнение фон Корена, что таких уничтожать нужно, и Лаевский показался ему слабым, беззащитным ребенком, которого всякий может обидеть и уничтожить.

— А ты, когда поедешь, с матерью помирись, — сказал он. — Нехорошо.

— Да, да, непременно.

Помолчали немного. Когда выпили первую бутылку, Самойленко сказал:

— Помирился бы ты и с фон Кореном. Оба вы прекраснейшие, умнейшие люди, а глядите друг на дружку, как волки.

— Да, он прекраснейший, умнейший человек, — согласился Лаевский, готовый теперь всех хвалить и прощать. — Он замечательный человек, но сойтись с ним для меня невозможно. Нет! Наши натуры слишком различны. Я натура вялая, слабая, подчиненная; быть может, в хорошую минуту и протянул бы ему руку, но он отвернулся бы от меня… с презрением.

Лаевский хлебнул вина, прошелся из угла в угол и продолжал, стоя посреди комнаты:

— Я отлично понимаю фон Корена. Это натура твердая, сильная, деспотическая. Ты слышал, он постоянно говорит об экспедиции, и это не пустые слова. Ему нужна пустыня, лунная ночь: кругом в палатках и под открытым небом спят его голодные и больные, замученные тяжелыми переходами казаки, проводники, носильщики, доктор, священник, и не спит только один он и, как Стэнли, сидит на складном стуле и чувствует себя царем пустыни и хозяином этих людей. Он идет, идет, идет куда-то, люди его стонут и мрут один за другим, а он идет и идет, в конце концов погибает сам и все-таки остается деспотом и царем пустыни, так как крест у его могилы виден караванам за тридцать-сорок миль и царит над пустыней. Я жалею, что этот человек не на военной службе. Из него вышел бы превосходный, гениальный полководец. Он умел бы топить в реке свою конницу и делать из трупов мосты, а такая смелость на войне нужнее всяких фортификаций и тактик. О, я его отлично понимаю! Скажи: зачем он проедается здесь? Что ему тут нужно?

— Он морскую фауну изучает.

— Нет. Нет, брат, нет! — вздохнул Лаевский. — Мне на пароходе один проезжий ученый рассказывал, что Черное море бедно фауной и что на глубине его, благодаря изобилию сероводорода, невозможна органическая жизнь. Все серьезные зоологи работают на биологических станциях в Неаполе или Villefranche. Но фон Корен самостоятелен и упрям: он работает на Черном море, потому что никто здесь не работает; он порвал с университетом, не хочет знать ученых и товарищей, потому что он прежде всего деспот, а потом уж зоолог. И из него, увидишь, выйдет большой толк. Он уж и теперь мечтает, что когда вернется из экспедиции, то выкурит из наших университетов интригу и посредственность и скрутит ученых в бараний рог. Деспотия и в науке так же сильна, как на войне. А живет он второе лето в этом вонючем городишке, потому что лучше быть первым в деревне, чем в городе вторым. Он здесь король и орел; он держит всех жителей в ежах и гнетет их своим авторитетом. Он прибрал к рукам всех, вмешивается в чужие дела, всё ему нужно и все боятся его. Я ускользаю из-под его лапы, он чувствует это и ненавидит меня. Не говорил ли он тебе, что меня нужно уничтожить или отдать в общественные работы?

— Да, — засмеялся Самойленко.

Лаевский тоже засмеялся и выпил вина.

— И идеалы у него деспотические, — сказал он, смеясь и закусывая персиком. — Обыкновенные смертные, если работают на общую пользу, то имеют в виду своего ближнего: меня, тебя, одним словом человека. Для фон Корена же люди — щенки и ничтожества, слишком мелкие для того, чтобы быть целью его жизни. Он работает, пойдет в экспедицию и свернет себе там шею не во имя любви к ближнему, а во имя таких абстрактов, как человечество, будущие поколения, идеальная порода людей. Он хлопочет об улучшении человеческой породы, и в этом отношении мы для него только рабы, мясо для пушек, вьючные животные; одних бы он уничтожил или законопатил на каторгу, других скрутил бы дисциплиной, заставил бы, как Аракчеев, вставать и ложиться по барабану, поставил бы евнухов, чтобы стеречь наше целомудрие и нравственность, велел бы стрелять во всякого, кто выходит за круг нашей узкой, консервативной морали, и всё это во имя улучшения человеческой породы… А что такое человеческая порода? Иллюзия, мираж… Деспоты всегда были иллюзионистами. Я, брат, отлично понимаю его. Я ценю его и не отрицаю его значения; на таких, как он, этот мир держится, и если бы мир был предоставлен только одним нам, то мы, при всей своей доброте и благих намерениях, сделали бы из него то же самое, что вот мухи из этой картины. Да.

Лаевский сел рядом с Самойленком и сказал с искренним увлечением:

— Я пустой, ничтожный, падший человек! Воздух, которым дышу, это вино, любовь, одним словом, жизнь я до сих пор покупал ценою лжи, праздности и малодушия. До сих пор я обманывал людей и себя, я страдал от этого, и страдания мои были дешевы и пошлы. Перед ненавистью фон Корена я робко гну спину, потому что временами сам ненавижу и презираю себя.

Лаевский опять в волнении прошелся из угла в угол и сказал:

— Я рад, что ясно вижу свои недостатки и сознаю их. Это поможет мне воскреснуть и стать другим человеком. Голубчик мой, если б ты знал, как страстно, с какою тоской я жажду своего обновления. И, клянусь тебе, я буду человеком! Буду! Не знаю, вино ли во мне заговорило, или оно так и есть на самом деле, но мне кажется, что я давно уже не переживал таких светлых, чистых минут, как сейчас у тебя.

— Пора, братец, спать… — сказал Самойленко.

— Да, да… Извини. Я сейчас.

Лаевский засуетился около мебели и окон, ища своей фуражки.

— Спасибо… — бормотал он, вздыхая. — Спасибо… Ласка и доброе слово выше милостыни. Ты оживил меня.

Он нашел свою фуражку, остановился и виновато посмотрел на Самойленка.

— Александр Давидыч! — сказал он умоляющим голосом.

— Что?

— Позволь, голубчик, остаться у тебя ночевать!

— Сделай милость… отчего же?

Лаевский лег спать на диване и еще долго разговаривал с доктором.
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Дня через три после пикника к Надежде Федоровне неожиданно пришла Марья Константиновна и, не здороваясь, не снимая шляпы, схватила ее за обе руки, прижала их к своей груди и сказала в сильном волнении:

— Дорогая моя, я взволнована, поражена. Наш милый, симпатичный доктор вчера передавал моему Никодиму Александрычу, что будто скончался ваш муж. Скажите, дорогая… Скажите, это правда?

— Да, правда, он умер, — ответила Надежда Федоровна.

— Это ужасно, ужасно, дорогая! Но нет худа без добра. Ваш муж, был, вероятно, дивный, чудный, святой человек, а такие на небе нужнее, чем на земле.

На лице у Марьи Константиновны задрожали все черточки и точечки, как будто под кожей запрыгали мелкие иголочки, она миндально улыбнулась и сказала восторженно, задыхаясь:

— Итак, вы свободны, дорогая. Вы можете теперь высоко держать голову и смело глядеть людям в глаза. Отныне бог и люди благословят ваш союз с Иваном Андреичем. Это очаровательно. Я дрожу от радости, не нахожу слов. Милая, я буду вашей свахой… Мы с Никодимом Александрычем так любили вас, вы позволите нам благословить ваш законный, чистый союз. Когда, когда вы думаете венчаться?

— Я и не думала об этом, — сказала Надежда Федоровна, освобождая свои руки.

— Это невозможно, милая. Вы думали, думали!

— Ей-богу, не думала, — засмеялась Надежда Федоровна. — К чему нам венчаться? Я не вижу в этом никакой надобности. Будем жить, как жили.

— Что вы говорите! — ужаснулась Марья Константиновна. — Ради бога, что вы говорите!

— Оттого, что мы повенчаемся, не станет лучше. Напротив, даже хуже. Мы потеряем свою свободу.

— Милая! Милая, что вы говорите! — вскрикнула Марья Константиновна, отступая назад и всплескивая руками. — Вы экстравагантны! Опомнитесь! Угомонитесь!

— То есть, как угомониться? Я еще не жила, а вы — угомонитесь!

Надежда Федоровна вспомнила, что она в самом деле еще не жила. Кончила курс в институте и вышла за нелюбимого человека, потом сошлась с Лаевским и всё время жила с ним на этом скучном, пустынном берегу в ожидании чего-то лучшего. Разве это жизнь?

«А повенчаться бы следовало…» — подумала она, но вспомнила про Кирилина и Ачмианова, покраснела и сказала:

— Нет, это невозможно. Если бы даже Иван Андреич стал просить меня об этом на коленях, то и тогда бы я отказалась.

Марья Константиновна минуту сидела молча на диване печальная, серьезная и глядела в одну точку, потом встала и проговорила холодно:

— Прощайте, милая! Извините, что побеспокоила. Хотя это для меня и не легко, но я должна сказать вам, что с этого дня между нами всё кончено и, несмотря на мое глубокое уважение к Ивану Андреичу, дверь моего дома для вас закрыта.

Она проговорила это с торжественностью, и сама же была подавлена своим торжественным тоном; лицо ее опять задрожало, приняло мягкое, миндальное выражение, она протянула испуганной, сконфуженной Надежде Федоровне обе руки и сказала умоляюще:

— Милая моя, позвольте мне хотя одну минуту побыть вашею матерью или старшей сестрой! Я буду откровенна с вами, как мать.

Надежда Федоровна почувствовала в своей груди такую теплоту, радость и сострадание к себе, как будто в самом деле воскресла ее мать и стояла перед ней. Она порывисто обняла Марью Константиновну и прижалась лицом к ее плечу. Обе заплакали. Они сели на диван и несколько минут всхлипывали, не глядя друг на друга и будучи не в силах выговорить ни одного слова.

— Милая, дитя мое, — начала Марья Константиновна, — я буду говорить вам суровые истины, не щадя вас.

— Ради бога, ради бога!

— Доверьтесь мне, милая. Вы вспомните, из всех здешних дам только я одна принимала вас. Вы ужаснули меня с первого же дня, но я была не в силах отнестись к вам с пренебрежением, как все. Я страдала за милого, доброго Ивана Андреича, как за сына. Молодой человек на чужой стороне, неопытен, слаб, без матери, и я мучилась, мучилась… Муж был против знакомства с ним, но я уговорила… убедила… Мы стали принимать Ивана Андреича, а с ним, конечно, и вас, иначе бы он оскорбился. У меня дочь, сын… Вы понимаете, нежный детский ум, чистое сердце.. аще кто соблазнит единого из малых сих… Я принимала вас и дрожала за детей. О, когда вы будете матерью, вы поймете мой страх. И все удивлялись, что я принимаю вас, извините, как порядочную, намекали мне… ну, конечно, сплетни, гипотезы… В глубине моей души я осудила вас, но вы были несчастны, жалки, экстравагантны, и я страдала от жалости.

— Но почему? Почему? — спросила Надежда Федоровна, дрожа всем телом. — Что я кому сделала?

— Вы страшная грешница. Вы нарушили обет, который дали мужу перед алтарем. Вы соблазнили прекрасного молодого человека, который, быть может, если бы не встретился с вами, взял бы себе законную подругу жизни из хорошей семьи своего круга и был бы теперь, как все. Вы погубили его молодость. Не говорите, не говорите, милая! Я не поверю, чтобы в наших грехах был виноват мужчина. Всегда виноваты женщины. Мужчины в домашнем быту легкомысленны, живут умом, а не сердцем, не понимают многого, но женщина всё понимает. От нее всё зависит. Ей много дано, с нее много и взыщется. О, милая, если бы она была в этом отношении глупее или слабее мужчины, то бог не вверил бы ей воспитания мальчиков и девочек. И затем, дорогая, вы вступили на стезю порока, забыв всякую стыдливость; другая в вашем положении укрылась бы от людей, сидела бы дома запершись, и люди видели бы ее только в храме божием, бледную, одетую во все черное, плачущую, и каждый бы в искреннем сокрушении сказал: «Боже, это согрешивший ангел опять возвращается к тебе…» Но вы, милая, забыли всякую скромность, жили открыто, экстравагантно, точно гордились грехом, вы резвились, хохотали, и я, глядя на вас, дрожала от ужаса и боялась, чтобы гром небесный не поразил нашего дома в то время, когда вы сидите у нас. Милая, не говорите, не говорите! — вскрикнула Марья Константиновна, заметив, что Надежда Федоровна хочет говорить. — Доверьтесь мне, я не обману вас и не скрою от взоров вашей души ни одной истины. Слушайте же меня, дорогая… Бог отмечает великих грешников, и вы были отмечены. Вспомните, костюмы ваши всегда были ужасны!

Надежда Федоровна, бывшая всегда самого лучшего мнения о своих костюмах, перестала плакать и посмотрела на нее с удивлением.

— Да, ужасны! — продолжала Марья Константиновна. — По изысканности и пестроте ваших нарядов всякий может судить о вашем поведении. Все, глядя на вас, посмеивались и пожимали плечами, а я страдала, страдала… И простите меня, милая, вы нечистоплотны! Когда мы встречались в купальне, вы заставляли меня трепетать. Верхнее платье еще туда-сюда, но юбка, сорочка… милая, я краснею! Бедному Ивану Андреичу тоже никто не завяжет галстука, как следует, и по белью, и по сапогам бедняжки видно, что дома за ним никто не смотрит. И всегда он у вас, мой голубчик, голоден, и в самом деле, если дома некому позаботиться насчет самовара и кофе, то поневоле будешь проживать в павильоне половину своего жалованья. А дома у вас просто ужас, ужас! Во всем городе ни у кого нет мух, а у вас от них отбою нет, все тарелки и блюдечки черны. На окнах и на столах, посмотрите, пыль, дохлые мухи, стаканы… К чему тут стаканы? И, милая, до сих пор у вас со стола не убрано. А в спальню к вам войти стыдно: разбросано везде белье, висят на стенах эти ваши разные каучуки, стоит какая-то посуда… Милая! Муж ничего не должен знать, и жена должна быть перед ним чистой, как ангельчик! Я каждое утро просыпаюсь чуть свет и мою холодной водой лицо, чтобы мой Никодим Александрыч не заметил, что я заспанная.

— Это все пустяки, — зарыдала Надежда Федоровна. — Если бы я была счастлива, но я так несчастна!

— Да, да, вы очень несчастны! — вздохнула Марья Константиновна, едва удерживаясь, чтобы не заплакать. — И вас ожидает в будущем страшное горе! Одинокая старость, болезни, а потом ответ на страшном судилище… Ужасно, ужасно! Теперь сама судьба протягивает вам руку помощи, а вы неразумно отстраняете ее. Венчайтесь, скорее венчайтесь!

— Да, надо, надо, — сказала Надежда Федоровна, — но это невозможно!

— Почему же?

— Невозможно! О, если б вы знали!

Надежда Федоровна хотела рассказать про Кирилина и про то, как она вчера вечером встретилась на пристани с молодым, красивым Ачмиановым и как ей пришла в голову сумасшедшая, смешная мысль отделаться от долга в триста рублей, ей было очень смешно, и она вернулась домой поздно вечером, чувствуя себя бесповоротно падшей и продажной. Она сама не знала, как это случилось. И ей хотелось теперь поклясться перед Марьей Константиновной, что она непременно отдаст долг, но рыдания и стыд мешали ей говорить.

— Я уеду, — сказала она. — Иван Андреич пусть остается, а я уеду.

— Куда?

— В Россию.

— Но чем вы будете там жить? Ведь у вас ничего нет.

— Я буду переводами заниматься или… или открою библиотечку…

— Не фантазируйте, моя милая. На библиотечку деньги нужны. Ну, я вас теперь оставлю, а вы успокойтесь и подумайте, а завтра приходите ко мне веселенькая. Это будет очаровательно! Ну, прощайте, мой ангелочек. Дайте я вас поцелую.

Марья Константиновна поцеловала Надежду Федоровну в лоб, перекрестила ее и тихо вышла. Становилось уже темно, и Ольга в кухне зажгла огонь. Продолжая плакать, Надежда Федоровна пошла в спальню и легла на постель. Ее стала бить сильная лихорадка. Лежа, она разделась, смяла платье к ногам и свернулась под одеялом клубочком. Ей хотелось пить, и некому было подать.

— Я отдам! — говорила она себе, и ей в бреду казалось, что она сидит возле какой-то больной и узнает в ней самоё себя. — Я отдам. Было бы глупо думать, что я из-за денег… Я уеду и вышлю ему деньги из Петербурга. Сначала сто… потом сто… и потом — сто…

Поздно ночью пришел Лаевский.

— Сначала сто… — сказала ему Надежда Федоровна, — потом сто…

— Ты бы приняла хины, — сказал он, и подумал: «Завтра среда, отходит пароход, и я не еду. Значит, придется жить здесь до субботы».

Надежда Федоровна поднялась в постели на колени.

— Я ничего сейчас не говорила? — спросила она, улыбаясь и щурясь от свечи.

— Ничего. Надо будет завтра утром за доктором послать. Спи.

Он взял подушку и пошел к двери. После того, как он окончательно решил уехать и оставить Надежду Федоровну, она стала возбуждать в нем жалость и чувство вины; ему было в ее присутствии немножко совестно, как в присутствии больной или старой лошади, которую решили убить. Он остановился в дверях и оглянулся на нее.

— На пикнике я был раздражен и сказал тебе грубость. Ты извини меня, бога ради.

Сказавши это, он пошел к себе в кабинет, лег и долго не мог уснуть.

Когда на другой день утром Самойленко, одетый, по случаю табельного дня, в полную парадную форму с эполетами и орденами, пощупав у Надежды Федоровны пульс и поглядев ей на язык, выходил из спальни, Лаевский, стоявший у порога, спросил его с тревогой:

— Ну, что? Что?

Лицо его выражало страх, крайнее беспокойство и надежду.

— Успокойся, ничего опасного, — сказал Самойленко. — Обыкновенная лихорадка.

— Я не о том, — нетерпеливо поморщился Лаевский. — Достал денег?

— Душа моя, извини, — зашептал Самойленко, оглядываясь на дверь и конфузясь. — Бога ради извини! Ни у кого нет свободных денег, и я собрал пока по пяти да по десяти рублей — всего-навсего сто десять. Сегодня еще кое с кем поговорю. Потерпи.

— Но крайний срок суббота! — прошептал Лаевский, дрожа от нетерпения. — Ради всех святых, до субботы! Если я в субботу не уеду, то ничего мне не нужно… ничего! Не понимаю, как это у доктора могут не быть деньги!

— Да, господи, твоя воля, — быстро и с напряжением зашептал Самойленко, и что-то даже пискнуло у него в горле, — у меня всё разобрали, должны мне семь тысяч, и я кругом должен. Разве я виноват?

— Значит: к субботе достанешь? Да?

— Постараюсь.

— Умоляю, голубчик! Так, чтобы в пятницу утром деньги у меня в руках были.

Самойленко сел и прописал хину в растворе, kalii bromati, ревенной настойки, tincturae gentianae, aquae foeniculi — все это в одной микстуре, прибавил розового сиропу, чтобы горько не было, и ушел.
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— У тебя такой вид, как будто ты идешь арестовать меня, — сказал фон Корен, увидев входившего к нему Самойленка в парадной форме.

— А я иду мимо и думаю: дай-ка зайду, зоологию проведаю, — сказал Самойленко, садясь у большого стола, сколоченного самим зоологом из простых досок. — Здравствуй, святой отец! — кивнул он дьякону, который сидел у окна и что-то переписывал. — Посижу минуту и побегу домой распорядиться насчет обеда. Уже пора… Я вам не помешал?

— Нисколько, — ответил зоолог, раскладывая по столу мелко исписанные бумажки. — Мы перепиской занимаемся.

— Так… Ох, боже мой, боже мой… — вздохнул Самойленко; он осторожно потянул со стола запыленную книгу, на которой лежала мертвая сухая фаланга, и сказал: — Однако! Представь, идет по своим делам какой-нибудь зелененький жучок и вдруг по дороге встречает такую анафему. Воображаю, какой ужас!

— Да, полагаю.

— Ей яд дан, чтобы защищаться от врагов?

— Да, защищаться и самой нападать.

— Так, так, так… И всё в природе, голубчики мои, целесообразно и объяснимо, — вздохнул Самойленко. — Только вот чего я не понимаю. Ты, величайшего ума человек, объясни-ка мне, пожалуйста. Бывают, знаешь, зверьки, не больше крысы, на вид красивенькие, но в высочайшей степени, скажу я тебе, подлые и безнравственные. Идет такой зверек, положим, по лесу, увидал птичку, поймал и съел. Идет дальше и видит в траве гнездышко с яйцами; жрать ему уже не хочется, сыт, но все-таки раскусывает яйцо, а другие вышвыривает из гнезда лапкой. Потом встречает лягушку и давай с ней играть. Замучил лягушку, идет и облизывается, а навстречу ему жук. Он жука лапкой… И всё он портит и разрушает на своем пути… Залезает и в чужие норы, разрывает зря муравейники, раскусывает улиток… Встретится крыса — он с ней в драку; увидит змейку или мышонка — задушить надо. И так целый день. Ну, скажи, для чего такой зверь нужен? Зачем он создан?

— Я не знаю, про какого зверька ты говоришь, — сказал фон Корен, — вероятно, про какого-нибудь из насекомоядных. Ну, что ж? Птица попалась ему, потому что неосторожна; он разрушил гнездо с яйцами, потому что птица не искусна, дурно сделала гнездо и не сумела замаскировать его. У лягушки, вероятно, какой-нибудь изъян в цветовой окраске, иначе бы он не увидел ее, и так далее. Твой зверь сокрушает только слабых, неискусных, неосторожных, одним словом, имеющих недостатки, которые природа не находит нужным передавать в потомство. Остаются в живых только более ловкие, осторожные, сильные и развитые. Таким образом, твой зверек, сам того не подозревая, служит великим целям усовершенствования.

— Да, да, да… Кстати, брат, — сказал Самойленко развязно, — дай-ка мне взаймы рублей сто.

— Хорошо. Между насекомоядными попадаются очень интересные субъекты. Например, крот. Про него говорят, что он полезен, так как истребляет вредных насекомых. Рассказывают, что будто какой-то немец прислал императору Вильгельму I шубу из кротовых шкурок и будто император приказал сделать ему выговор за то, что он истребил такое множество полезных животных. А между тем крот в жестокости нисколько не уступит твоему зверьку и к тому же очень вреден, так как страшно портит луга.

Фон Корен отпер шкатулку и достал оттуда сторублевую бумажку.

— У крота сильная грудная клетка, как у летучей мыши, — продолжал он, запирая шкатулку, — страшно развитые кости и мышцы, необыкновенное вооружение рта. Если бы он имел размеры слона, то был бы всесокрушающим, непобедимым животным. Интересно, когда два крота встречаются под землей, то они оба, точно сговорившись, начинают рыть площадку; эта площадка нужна им для того, чтобы удобнее было сражаться. Сделав ее, они вступают в жестокий бой и дерутся до тех пор, пока не падает слабейший. Возьми же сто рублей, — сказал фон Корен, понизив тон, — но с условием, что ты берешь не для Лаевского.

— А хоть бы и для Лаевского! — вспыхнул Самойленко. — Тебе какое дело?

— Для Лаевского я не могу дать. Я знаю, ты любишь давать взаймы. Ты дал бы и разбойнику Кериму, если бы он попросил у тебя, но, извини, помогать тебе в этом направлении я не могу.

— Да, я прошу для Лаевского! — сказал Самойленко, вставая и размахивая правой рукой. — Да! Для Лаевского! И никакой ни чёрт, ни дьявол не имеет права учить меня, как я должен распоряжаться своими деньгами. Вам не угодно дать? Нет?

Дьякон захохотал.

— Ты не кипятись, а рассуждай, — сказал зоолог. — Благодетельствовать г. Лаевскому так же неумно, по-моему, как поливать сорную траву или прикармливать саранчу.

— А по-моему, мы обязаны помогать нашим ближним! — крикнул Самойленко.

— В таком случае помоги вот этому голодному турку, что лежит под забором! Он работник и нужнее, полезнее твоего Лаевского. Отдай ему эти сто рублей! Или пожертвуй мне сто рублей на экспедицию!

— Ты дашь или нет, я тебя спрашиваю?

— Ты скажи откровенно: на что ему нужны деньги?

— Это не секрет. Ему нужно в субботу в Петербург ехать.

— Вот как! — сказал протяжно фон Корен. — Ага… Понимаем. А она с ним поедет или как?

— Она пока здесь остается. Он устроит в Петербурге свои дела и пришлет ей денег, тогда и она поедет.

— Ловко!.. — сказал зоолог и засмеялся коротким теноровым смехом. — Ловко! Умно придумано.

Он быстро подошел к Самойленку и, став лицом к лицу, глядя ему в глаза, спросил:

— Ты говори откровенно: он разлюбил? Да? Говори: разлюбил? Да?

— Да, — выговорил Самойленко и вспотел.

— Как это отвратительно! — сказал фон Корен, и по лицу его видно было, что он чувствовал отвращение. — Что-нибудь из двух, Александр Давидыч: или ты с ним в заговоре или же, извини, ты простофиля. Неужели ты не понимаешь, что он проводит тебя, как мальчишку, самым бессовестным образом? Ведь ясно, как день, что он хочет отделаться от нее и бросить ее здесь. Она останется на твоей шее, и ясно, как день, что тебе придется отправлять ее в Петербург на свой счет. Неужели твой прекрасный друг до такой степени ослепил тебя своими достоинствами, что ты не видишь даже самых простых вещей?

— Это одни только предположения, — сказал Самойленко, садясь.

— Предположения? Но почему он едет один, а не вместе с ней? И почему, спроси его, не поехать бы ей вперед, а ему после? Продувная бестия!

Подавленный внезапными сомнениями и подозрениями насчет своего приятеля, Самойленко вдруг ослабел и понизил тон.

— Но это невозможно! — сказал он, вспоминая ту ночь, когда Лаевский ночевал у него. — Он так страдает!

— Что ж из этого? Воры и поджигатели тоже страдают!

— Положим даже, что ты прав… — сказал в раздумье Самойленко. — Допустим… Но он молодой человек, на чужой стороне… студент, мы тоже студенты, и кроме нас тут некому оказать ему поддержку.

— Помогать ему делать мерзости только потому, что ты и он в разное время были в университете и оба там ничего не делали! Что за вздор!

— Постой, давай хладнокровно рассудим. Можно будет, полагаю, устроить вот как… — соображал Самойленко, шевеля пальцами. — Я, понимаешь, дам ему деньги, но возьму с него честное, благородное слово, что через неделю же он пришлет Надежде Федоровне на дорогу.

— И он даст тебе честное слово, даже прослезится и сам себе поверит, но цена-то этому слову? Он его не сдержит, и когда через год-два ты встретишь его на Невском под ручку с новой любовью, то он будет оправдываться тем, что его искалечила цивилизация и что он сколок с Рудина. Брось ты его, бога ради! Уйди от грязи и не копайся в ней обеими руками!

Самойленко подумал минуту и сказал решительно:

— Но я всё-таки дам ему денег. Как хочешь. Я не в состоянии отказать человеку на основании одних только предположений.

— И превосходно. Поцелуйся с ним.

— Так дай же мне сто рублей, — робко попросил Самойленко.

— Не дам.

Наступило молчание. Самойленко совсем ослабел: лицо его приняло виноватое, пристыженное и заискивающее выражение, и как-то странно было видеть это жалкое, детски-сконфуженное лицо у громадного человека с эполетами и орденами.

— Здешний преосвященный объезжает свою епархию не в карете, а верхом на лошади, — сказал дьякон, кладя перо. — Вид его, сидящего на лошадке, до чрезвычайности трогателен. Простота и скромность его преисполнены библейского величия.

— Он хороший человек? — спросил фон Корен, который рад был переменить разговор.

— А то как же? Если б не был хорошим, то разве его посвятили бы в архиереи?

— Между архиереями встречаются очень хорошие и даровитые люди, — сказал фон Корен. — Жаль только, что у многих из них есть слабость — воображать себя государственными мужами. Один занимается обрусением, другой критикует науки. Это не их дело. Они бы лучше почаще в консисторию заглядывали.

— Светский человек не может судить архиереев.

— Почему же, дьякон? Архиерей такой же человек, как и я.

— Такой да не такой, — обиделся дьякон, принимаясь за перо. — Ежели бы вы были такой, то на вас почила бы благодать и вы сами были бы архиереем, а ежели вы не архиерей, то, значит, не такой.

— Не мели, дьякон! — сказал Самойленко с тоской. — Послушай, вот что я придумал, — обратился он к фон Корену. — Ты мне этих ста рублей не давай. Ты у меня до зимы будешь столоваться еще три месяца, так вот дай мне вперед за три месяца.

— Не дам.

Самойленко замигал глазами и побагровел; он машинально потянул к себе книгу с фалангой и посмотрел на нее, потом встал и взялся за шапку. Фон Корену стало жаль его.

— Вот извольте жить и дело делать с такими господами! — сказал зоолог и в негодовании швырнул ногой в угол какую-то бумагу. — Пойми же, что это не доброта, не любовь, а малодушие, распущенность, яд! Что делает разум, то разрушают ваши дряблые, никуда не годные сердца! Когда я гимназистом был болен брюшным тифом, моя тетушка из сострадания обкормила меня маринованными грибами, и я чуть не умер. Пойми ты вместе с тетушкой, что любовь к человеку должна находиться не в сердце, не под ложечкой и не в пояснице, а вот здесь!

Фон Корен хлопнул себя по лбу.

— Возьми! — сказал он и швырнул сторублевую бумажку.

— Напрасно ты сердишься, Коля, — кротко сказал Самойленко, складывая бумажку. — Я тебя отлично понимаю, но… войди в мое положение.

— Баба ты старая, вот что!

Дьякон захохотал.

— Послушай, Александр Давидыч, последняя просьба! — горячо сказал фон Корен. — Когда ты будешь давать тому прохвосту деньги, то предложи ему условие: пусть уезжает вместе со своей барыней или же отошлет ее вперед, а иначе не давай. Церемониться с ним нечего. Так ему и скажи, а если не скажешь, то, даю тебе честное слово, я пойду к нему в присутствие и спущу его там с лестницы, а с тобою знаться не буду. Так и знай!

— Что ж? Если он уедет вместе с ней или вперед ее отправит, то для него же удобнее, — сказал Самойленко. — Он даже рад будет. Ну, прощай.

Он нежно простился и вышел, но, прежде чем затворить за собою дверь, оглянулся на фон Корена, сделал страшное лицо и сказал:

— Это тебя, брат, немцы испортили! Да! Немцы!
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На другой день, в четверг, Марья Константиновна праздновала день рождения своего Кости. В полдень все были приглашены кушать пирог, а вечером пить шоколад. Когда вечером пришли Лаевский и Надежда Федоровна, зоолог, уже сидевший в гостиной и пивший шоколад, спросил у Самойленка:

— Ты говорил с ним?

— Нет еще.

— Смотри же не церемонься. Не понимаю я наглости этих господ! Ведь отлично знают взгляд здешней семьи на их сожительство, а между тем лезут сюда.

— Если обращать внимание на каждый предрассудок, — сказал Самойленко, — то придется никуда не ходить.

— Разве отвращение массы к внебрачной любви и распущенности предрассудок?

— Конечно. Предрассудок и ненавистничество. Солдаты как увидят девицу легкого поведения, то хохочут и свищут, а спроси-ка их: кто они сами?

— Недаром они свищут. То, что девки душат своих незаконноприжитых детей и идут на каторгу, и что Анна Каренина бросилась под поезд, и что в деревнях мажут ворота дегтем, и что нам с тобой, неизвестно почему, нравится в Кате ее чистота, и то, что каждый смутно чувствует потребность в чистой любви, хотя знает, что такой любви нет, — разве всё это предрассудок? Это, братец, единственное, что уцелело от естественного подбора, и, не будь этой темной силы, регулирующей отношения полов, господа Лаевские показали бы тебе, где раки зимуют, и человечество выродилось бы в два года.

Лаевский вошел в гостиную, со всеми поздоровался и, пожимая руку фон Корену, заискивающе улыбнулся. Он выждал удобную минуту и сказал Самойленку:

— Извини, Александр Давидыч, мне нужно сказать тебе два слова.

Самойленко встал, обнял его за талию, и оба пошли в кабинет Никодима Александрыча.

— Завтра пятница… — сказал Лаевский, грызя ногти. — Ты достал, что обещал?

— Достал только двести десять. Остальные сегодня достану или завтра. Будь покоен.

— Слава богу!.. — вздохнул Лаевский, и руки задрожали у него от радости. — Ты меня спасаешь, Александр Давидыч, и, клянусь тебе богом, своим счастьем и чем хочешь, эти деньги я вышлю тебе тотчас же по приезде. И старый долг вышлю.

— Вот что, Ваня… — сказал Самойленко, беря его за пуговицу и краснея. — Ты извини, что я вмешиваюсь в твои семейные дела, но… почему бы тебе не уехать вместе с Надеждой Федоровной?

— Чудак, но разве это можно? Одному из нас непременно надо остаться, иначе кредиторы завопиют. Ведь я должен по лавкам рублей семьсот, если не больше. Погоди, вышлю им деньги, заткну зубы, тогда и она выедет отсюда.

— Так… Но почему бы тебе не отправить ее вперед?

— Ах, боже мой, разве это возможно? — ужаснулся Лаевский. — Ведь она женщина, что она там одна сделает? Что она понимает? Это только проволочка времени и лишняя трата денег.

«Резонно»… — подумал Самойленко, но вспомнил разговор свой с фон Кореном, потупился и сказал угрюмо:

— С тобою я не могу согласиться. Или поезжай вместе с ней или же отправь ее вперед, иначе… иначе я не дам тебе денег. Это мое последнее слово…

Он попятился назад, навалился спиною на дверь и вышел в гостиную красный, в страшном смущении.

«Пятница… пятница, — думал Лаевский, возвращаясь в гостиную. — Пятница…»

Ему подали чашку шоколаду. Он ожег губы и язык горячим шоколадом и думал:

«Пятница… пятница…»

Слово «пятница» почему-то не выходило у него из головы; он ни о чем, кроме пятницы, не думал, и для него ясно было только, но не в голове, а где-то под сердцем, что в субботу ему не уехать. Перед ним стоял Никодим Александрыч, аккуратненький, с зачесанными височками и просил:

— Кушайте, покорнейше прошу-с…

Марья Константиновна показывала гостям отметки Кати и говорила протяжно:

— Теперь ужасно, ужасно трудно учиться! Так много требуют…

— Мама! — стонала Катя, не зная куда спрятаться от стыда и похвал.

Лаевский тоже посмотрел в отметки и похвалил. Закон божий, русский язык, поведение, пятерки и четверки запрыгали в его глазах, и всё это вместе с привязавшейся к нему пятницей, с зачесанными височками Никодима Александрыча и с красными щеками Кати представилось ему такой необъятной, непобедимой скукой, что он едва не вскрикнул с отчаяния и спросил себя: «Неужели, неужели я не уеду?»

Поставили рядом два ломберных стола и сели играть в почту. Лаевский тоже сел.

«Пятница… пятница… — думал он, улыбаясь и вынимая из кармана карандаш. — Пятница…»

Он хотел обдумать свое положение и боялся думать. Ему страшно было сознаться, что доктор поймал его на обмане, который он так долго и тщательно скрывал от самого себя. Всякий раз, думая о своем будущем, он не давал своим мыслям полной свободы. Он сядет в вагон и поедет — этим решался вопрос его жизни, и дальше он не пускал своих мыслей. Как далекий тусклый огонек в поле, так изредка в голове его мелькала мысль, что где-то в одном из переулков Петербурга, в отдаленном будущем, для того, чтобы разойтись с Надеждой Федоровной и уплатить долги, ему придется прибегнуть к маленькой лжи; он солжет только один раз, и затем наступит полное обновление. И это хорошо: ценою маленькой лжи он купит большую правду.

Теперь же, когда доктор своим отказом грубо намекнул ему на обман, ему стало понятно, что ложь понадобится ему не только в отдаленном будущем, но и сегодня, и завтра, и через месяц, и, быть может, даже до конца жизни. В самом деле, чтобы уехать, ему нужно будет солгать Надежде Федоровне, кредиторам и начальству; затем, чтобы добыть в Петербурге денег, придется солгать матери, сказать ей, что он уже разошелся с Надеждой Федоровной; и мать не даст ему больше пятисот рублей, значит, он уже обманул доктора, так как будет не в состоянии в скором времени прислать ему денег. Затем, когда в Петербург приедет Надежда Федоровна, нужно будет употребить целый ряд мелких и крупных обманов, чтобы разойтись с ней; и опять слезы, скука, постылая жизнь, раскаяние и, значит, никакого обновления не будет. Обман и больше ничего. В воображении Лаевского выросла целая гора лжи. Чтобы перескочить ее в один раз, а не лгать по частям, нужно было решиться на крутую меру, например, ни слова не говоря, встать с места, надеть шапку и тотчас же уехать без денег, не говоря ни слова, но Лаевский чувствовал, что для него это невозможно.

«Пятница, пятница… — думал он. — Пятница…»

Писали записки, складывали их вдвое и клали в старый цилиндр Никодима Александрыча и, когда скоплялось достаточно записок, Костя, изображавший почтальона, ходил вокруг стола и раздавал их. Дьякон, Катя и Костя, получавшие смешные записки и старавшиеся писать посмешнее, были в восторге.

«Нам надо поговорить», — прочла Надежда Федоровна на записочке. Она переглянулась с Марьей Константиновной, и та миндально улыбнулась и закивала ей головой.

«О чем же говорить? — подумала Надежда Федоровна. — Если нельзя рассказать всего, то и говорить незачем».

Перед тем, как идти в гости, она завязала Лаевскому галстук, и это пустое дело наполнило ее душу нежностью и печалью. Тревога на его лице, рассеянные взгляды, бледность и непонятная перемена, происшедшая с ним в последнее время, и то, что она имела от него страшную, отвратительную тайну, и то, что у нее дрожали руки, когда она завязывала галстук, — всё это почему-то говорило ей, что им обоим уже недолго осталось жить вместе. Она глядела на него, как на икону, со страхом и раскаянием, и думала: «Прости, прости…» Против нее за столом сидел Ачмианов и не отрывал от нее своих черных влюбленных глаз; ее волновали желания, она стыдилась себя и боялась, что даже тоска и печаль не помешают ей уступить нечистой страсти, не сегодня, так завтра, — и что она, как запойный пьяница, уже не в силах остановиться.

Чтобы не продолжать этой жизни, позорной для нее и оскорбительной для Лаевского, она решила уехать. Она будет с плачем умолять его, чтобы он отпустил ее, и если он будет противиться, то она уйдет от него тайно. Она не расскажет ему о том, что произошло. Пусть он сохранит о ней чистое воспоминание.

«Люблю, люблю, люблю», — прочла она. — Это от Ачмианова.

Она будет жить где-нибудь в глуши, работать и высылать Лаевскому «от неизвестного» деньги, вышитые сорочки, табак, и вернется к нему только в старости и в случае, если он опасно заболеет и понадобится ему сиделка. Когда в старости он узнает, по каким причинам она отказалась быть его женой и оставила его, он оценит ее жертву и простит.

«У вас длинный нос». — Это, должно быть, от дьякона или от Кости.

Надежда Федоровна вообразила, как, прощаясь с Лаевским, она крепко обнимет его, поцелует ему руку и поклянется, что будет любить его всю, всю жизнь, а потом, живя в глуши, среди чужих людей, она будет каждый день думать о том, что где-то у нее есть друг, любимый человек, чистый, благородный и возвышенный, который хранит о ней чистое воспоминание.

«Если вы сегодня не назначите мне свидания, то я приму меры, уверяю честным словом. Так с порядочными людьми не поступают, надо это понять». — Это от Кирилина.
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Лаевский получил две записки; он развернул одну и прочел: «Не уезжай, голубчик мой».

«Кто бы это мог написать? — подумал он. — Конечно, не Самойленко… И не дьякон, так как он не знает, что я хочу уехать. Фон Корен разве?»

Зоолог нагнулся к столу и рисовал пирамиду. Лаевскому показалось, что глаза его улыбаются.

«Вероятно, Самойленко проболтался…» — подумал Лаевский.

На другой записке тем же самым изломанным почерком с длинными хвостами и закорючками было написано: «А кто-то в субботу не уедет».

«Глупое издевательство, — подумал Лаевский. — Пятница, пятница…»

Что-то подступило у него к горлу. Он потрогал воротничок и кашлянул, но вместо кашля из горла вырвался смех.

— Ха-ха-ха! — захохотал он. — Ха-ха-ха! «Чему это я?» — подумал он. — Ха-ха-ха!

Он попытался удержать себя, закрыл рукою рот, но смех давил ему грудь и шею, и рука не могла закрыть рта.

«Как это, однако, глупо! — думал он, покатываясь со смеху. — Я с ума сошел, что ли?»

Хохот становился всё выше и выше и обратился во что-то похожее на лай болонки. Лаевский хотел встать из-за стола, но ноги его не слушались и правая рука как-то странно, помимо его воли, прыгала по столу, судорожно ловила бумажки и сжимала их. Он увидел удивленные взгляды, серьезное испуганное лицо Самойленка и взгляд зоолога, полный холодной насмешки и гадливости, и понял, что с ним истерика.

«Какое безобразие, какой стыд, — думал он, чувствуя на лице теплоту от слез… — Ах, ах, какой срам! Никогда со мною этого не было…»

Вот взяли его под руки и, поддерживая сзади голову, повели куда-то; вот стакан блеснул перед глазами и стукнул по зубам, и вода пролилась на грудь; вот маленькая комната, посреди две постели рядом, покрытые чистыми, белыми, как снег, покрывалами. Он повалился на одну постель и зарыдал.

— Ничего, ничего… — говорил Самойленко. — Это бывает… Это бывает…

Похолодевшая от страха, дрожа всем телом и предчувствуя что-то ужасное, Надежда Федоровна стояла у постели и спрашивала:

— Что с тобой? Что? Ради бога говори…

«Не написал ли ему чего-нибудь Кирилин?» — думала она.

— Ничего… — сказал Лаевский, смеясь и плача. — Уйди отсюда… голубка.

Лицо его не выражало ни ненависти, ни отвращения: значит, он ничего не знает; Надежда Федоровна немного успокоилась и пошла в гостиную.

— Не волнуйтесь, милая! — сказала ей Марья Константиновна, садясь рядом и беря ее за руку. — Это пройдет. Мужчины так же слабы, как и мы, грешные. Вы оба теперь переживаете кризис… это так понятно! Ну, милая, я жду ответа. Давайте поговорим.

— Нет, не будем говорить… — сказала Надежда Федоровна, прислушиваясь к рыданиям Лаевского. — У меня тоска… Позвольте мне уйти.

— Что вы, что вы, милая! — испугалась Марья Константиновна. — Неужели вы думаете, что я отпущу вас без ужина? Закусим, тогда и с богом.

— У меня тоска… — прошептала Надежда Федоровна и, чтобы не упасть, взялась обеими руками за ручку кресла.

— У него родимчик! — сказал весело фон Корен, входя в гостиную, но, увидев Надежду Федоровну, смутился и вышел.

Когда кончилась истерика, Лаевский сидел на чужой постели и думал:

«Срам, разревелся, как девчонка! Должно быть, я смешон и гадок. Уйду черным ходом… Впрочем, это значило бы, что я придаю своей истерике серьезное значение. Следовало бы ее разыграть в шутку…»

Он посмотрелся в зеркало, посидел немного и вышел в гостиную.

— А вот и я! — сказал он, улыбаясь; ему было мучительно стыдно, и он чувствовал, что и другим стыдно в его присутствии. — Бывают же такие истории, — сказал он, садясь. — Сидел я и вдруг, знаете ли, почувствовал страшную колющую боль в боку… невыносимую, нервы не выдержали и… и вышла такая глупая штука. Наш нервный век, ничего не поделаешь!

За ужином он пил вино, разговаривал и изредка, судорожно вздыхая, поглаживал себе бок, как бы показывая, что боль еще чувствуется. И никто, кроме Надежды Федоровны, не верил ему, и он видел это.

В десятом часу пошли гулять на бульвар. Надежда Федоровна, боясь, чтобы с нею не заговорил Кирилин, всё время старалась держаться около Марии Константиновны и детей. Она ослабела от страха и тоски и, предчувствуя лихорадку, томилась и еле передвигала ноги, но не шла домой, так как была уверена, что за нею пойдет Кирилин или Ачмианов, или оба вместе. Кирилин шел сзади, рядом с Никодимом Александрычем, и напевал вполголоса:

— Я игра-ать мной не позво-олю! Не позво-олю!

С бульвара повернули к павильону и пошли по берегу и долго смотрели, как фосфорится море. Фон Корен стал рассказывать, отчего оно фосфорится.

 

XIV

 

— Однако, мне пора винтить… Меня ждут, — сказал Лаевский. — Прощайте, господа.

— И я с тобой, погоди, — сказала Надежда Федоровна и взяла его под руку.

Они простились с обществом и пошли. Кирилин тоже простился, сказал, что ему по дороге, и пошел рядом с ними.

«Что будет, то будет… — думала Надежда Федоровна. — Пусть…»

Ей казалось, что все нехорошие воспоминания вышли из ее головы и идут в потемках рядом с ней и тяжело дышат, а она сама, как муха, попавшая в чернила, ползет через силу по мостовой и пачкает в черное бок и руку Лаевского. Если Кирилин, думала она, сделает что-нибудь дурное, то в этом будет виноват не он, а она одна. Ведь было время, когда ни один мужчина не разговаривал с нею так, как Кирилин, и сама она порвала это время, как нитку, и погубила его безвозвратно — кто же виноват в этом? Одурманенная своими желаниями, она стала улыбаться совершенно незнакомому человеку только потому, вероятно, что он статен и высок ростом, в два свидания он наскучил ей, и она бросила его, и разве поэтому, — думала она теперь, — он не имеет права поступить с нею, как ему угодно?

— Тут, голубка, я с тобой прощусь, — сказал Лаевский, останавливаясь. — Тебя проводит Илья Михайлыч.

Он поклонился Кирилину и быстро пошел поперек бульвара, прошел через улицу к дому Шешковского, где светились окна, и слышно было затем, как он стукнул калиткой.

— Позвольте мне объясниться с вами, — начал Кирилин. — Я не мальчишка, не какой-нибудь Ачкасов или Лачкасов, Зачкасов… Я требую серьезного внимания!

У Надежды Федоровны сильно забилось сердце. Она ничего не ответила.

— Вашу резкую перемену в обращении со мной я объяснял сначала кокетством, — продолжал Кирилин, — теперь же вижу, что вы просто не умеете обращаться с порядочными людьми. Вам просто хотелось поиграть мной, как с этим мальчишкой армянином, но я порядочный человек и требую, чтобы со мной поступали, как с порядочным человеком. Итак, я к вашим услугам…

— У меня тоска… — сказала Надежда Федоровна и заплакала и, чтобы скрыть слезы, отвернулась.

— У меня тоже тоска, но что же из этого следует?

Кирилин помолчал немного и сказал отчетливо, с расстановкой:

— Я повторяю, сударыня, что если вы не дадите мне сегодня свидания, то сегодня же я сделаю скандал.

— Отпустите меня сегодня, — сказала Надежда Федоровна и не узнала своего голоса, до такой степени он был жалобен и тонок.

— Я должен проучить вас… Извините за грубый тон, но мне необходимо проучить вас. Да-с, к сожалению, я должен проучить вас. Я требую два свидания: сегодня и завтра. Послезавтра вы совершенно свободны и можете идти на все четыре стороны с кем вам угодно. Сегодня и завтра.

Надежда Федоровна подошла к своей калитке и остановилась.

— Отпустите меня! — шептала она, дрожа всем телом и не видя перед собою в потемках ничего, кроме белого кителя. — Вы правы, я ужасная женщина… я виновата, но отпустите… Я вас прошу… — она дотронулась до его холодной руки и вздрогнула, — я вас умоляю…

— Увы! — вздохнул Кирилин. — Увы! Не в моих планах отпускать вас, я только хочу проучить вас, дать понять, и к тому же, мадам, я слишком мало верю женщинам.

— У меня тоска…

Надежда Федоровна прислушалась к ровному шуму моря, поглядела на небо, усыпанное звездами, и ей захотелось скорее покончить всё и отделаться от проклятого ощущения жизни с ее морем, звездами, мужчинами, лихорадкой…

— Только не у меня дома… — сказала она холодно. — Уведите меня куда-нибудь.

— Пойдемте к Мюридову. Самое лучшее.

— Где это?

— Около старого вала.

Она быстро пошла по улице и потом повернула в переулок, который вел к горам. Было темно. Кое-где на мостовой лежали бледные световые полосы от освещенных окон, и ей казалось, что она, как муха, то попадает в чернила, то опять выползает из них на свет. Кирилин шел за нею. На одном месте он споткнулся, едва не упал и засмеялся.

«Он пьян… — подумала Надежда Федоровна. — Всё равно… всё равно… Пусть».

Ачмианов тоже скоро простился с компанией и пошел вслед за Надеждой Федоровной, чтобы пригласить ее покататься на лодке. Он подошел к ее дому и посмотрел через палисадник: окна были открыты настежь, огня не было.

— Надежда Федоровна! — позвал он.

Прошла минута. Он опять позвал.

— Кто там? — послышался голос Ольги.

— Надежда Федоровна дома?

— Нету. Еще не приходила.

«Странно… Очень странно, — подумал Ачмианов, начиная чувствовать сильное беспокойство. — Она пошла домой…»

Он прошелся по бульвару, потом по улице и заглянул в окна к Шешковскому. Лаевский без сюртука сидел у стола и внимательно смотрел в карты.

— Странно, странно… — пробормотал Ачмианов, и при воспоминании об истерике, которая была с Лаевским, ему стало стыдно. — Если она не дома, то где же?

Он опять пошел к квартире Надежды Федоровны и посмотрел на темные окна.

«Это обман, обман…» — думал он, вспоминая, что она же сама, встретясь с ним сегодня в полдень у Битюговых, обещала вместе кататься вечером на лодке.

Окна в том доме, где жил Кирилин, были темны, и у ворот на лавочке сидел городовой и спал. Ачмианову, когда он посмотрел на окна и на городового, стало всё ясно. Он решил идти домой и пошел, но очутился опять около квартиры Надежды Федоровны. Тут он сел на лавочку и снял шляпу, чувствуя, что его голова горит от ревности и обиды.

В городской церкви били часы только два раза в сутки: в полдень и в полночь. Вскоре после того, как они пробили полночь, послышались торопливые шаги.

— Значит, завтра вечером опять у Мюридова! — услышал Ачмианов и узнал голос Кирилина. — В восемь часов. До свиданья-с!

Около палисадника показалась Надежда Федоровна. Не замечая, что на лавочке сидит Ачмианов, она прошла тенью мимо него, отворила калитку и, оставив ее отпертою, вошла в дом. У себя в комнате она зажгла свечу, быстро разделась, но не легла в постель, а опустилась перед стулом на колени, обняла его и припала к нему лбом.

Лаевский вернулся домой в третьем часу.
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Решив лгать не сразу, а по частям, Лаевский на другой день, во втором часу, пошел к Самойленку попросить денег, чтобы уехать непременно в субботу. После вчерашней истерики, которая к тяжелому состоянию его души прибавила еще острое чувство стыда, оставаться в городе было немыслимо. Если Самойленко будет настаивать на своих условиях, думал он, то можно будет согласиться на них и взять деньги, а завтра, в самый час отъезда, сказать, что Надежда Федоровна отказалась ехать; с вечера ее можно будет уговорить, что всё это делается для ее же пользы. Если же Самойленко, находящийся под очевидным влиянием фон Корена, совершенно откажет в деньгах или предложит какие-нибудь новые условия, то он, Лаевский, сегодня же уедет на грузовом пароходе, или даже на паруснике, в Новый Афон или Новороссийск, пошлет оттуда матери унизительную телеграмму и будет жить там до тех пор, пока мать не вышлет ему на дорогу.

Придя к Самойленку, он застал в гостиной фон Корена. Зоолог только что пришел обедать и, по обыкновению, раскрыв альбом, рассматривал мужчин в цилиндрах и дам в чепцах.

«Как некстати, — подумал Лаевский, увидев его. — Он может помешать». — Здравствуйте!

— Здравствуйте, — ответил фон Корен, не глядя на него.

— Александр Давидыч дома?

— Да. В кухне.

Лаевский пошел в кухню, но, увидев в дверь, что Самойленко занят салатом, вернулся в гостиную и сел. В присутствии зоолога он всегда чувствовал неловкость, а теперь боялся, что придется говорить об истерике. Прошло больше минуты в молчании. Фон Корен вдруг поднял глаза на Лаевского и спросил:

— Как вы себя чувствуете после вчерашнего?

— Превосходно, — ответил Лаевский, краснея. — В сущности, ведь ничего не было особенного…

— До вчерашнего дня я полагал, что истерика бывает только у дам, и потому думал сначала, что у вас пляска святого Витта.

Лаевский заискивающе улыбнулся и подумал:

«Как это неделикатно с его стороны. Ведь он отлично знает, что мне тяжело…» — Да, смешная была история, — сказал он, продолжая улыбаться. — Я сегодня всё утро смеялся. Курьезно в истерическом припадке то, что знаешь, что он нелеп, и смеешься над ним в душе и в то же время рыдаешь. В наш нервный век мы рабы своих нервов; они наши хозяева и делают с нами что хотят. Цивилизация в этом отношении оказала нам медвежью услугу…

Лаевский говорил, и ему было неприятно, что фон Корен серьезно и внимательно слушает его и глядит на него внимательно, не мигая, точно изучает; и досадно ему было на себя за то, что, несмотря на свою нелюбовь к фон Корену, он никак не мог согнать со своего лица заискивающей улыбки.

— Хотя, надо сознаться, — продолжал он, — были ближайшие причины для припадка и довольно-таки основательные. В последнее время мое здоровье сильно пошатнулось. Прибавьте к этому скуку, постоянное безденежье… отсутствие людей и общих интересов… Положение хуже губернаторского.

— Да, ваше положение безвыходно, — сказал фон Корен.

Эти покойные, холодные слова, содержавшие в себе не то насмешку, не то непрошеное пророчество, оскорбили Лаевского. Он вспомнил вчерашний взгляд зоолога, полный насмешки и гадливости, помолчал немного и спросил, уже не улыбаясь:

— А вам откуда известно мое положение?

— Вы только что говорили о нем сами, да и ваши друзья принимают в вас такое горячее участие, что целый день только и слышишь, что о вас.

— Какие друзья? Самойленко, что ли?

— Да, и он.

— Я попросил бы Александра Давидыча и вообще моих друзей поменьше обо мне заботиться.

— Вот идет Самойленко, попросите его, чтобы он о вас поменьше заботился.

— Я не понимаю вашего тона… — пробормотал Лаевский; его охватило такое чувство, как будто он сейчас только понял, что зоолог ненавидит его, презирает и издевается над ним и что зоолог самый злейший и непримиримый враг его. — Приберегите этот тон для кого-нибудь другого, — сказал он тихо, не имея сил говорить громко от ненависти, которая уже теснила ему грудь и шею, как вчера желание смеяться.

Вошел Самойленко без сюртука, потный и багровый от кухонной духоты.

— А, ты здесь? — сказал он. — Здравствуй, голубчик. Ты обедал? Не церемонься, говори: обедал?

— Александр Давидыч, — сказал Лаевский, вставая, — если я обращался к тебе с какой-нибудь интимной просьбой, то это не значило, что я освобождал тебя от обязанности быть скромным и уважать чужие тайны.

— Что такое? — удивился Самойленко.

— Если у тебя нет денег, — продолжал Лаевский, возвышая голос и от волнения переминаясь с ноги на ногу, — то не давай, откажи, но зачем благовестить в каждом переулке о том, что мое положение безвыходно и прочее? Этих благодеяний и дружеских услуг, когда делают на копейку, а говорят на рубль, я терпеть не могу! Можешь хвастать своими благодеяниями, сколько тебе угодно, но никто не давал тебе права разоблачать мои тайны!

— Какие тайны? — спросил Самойленко, недоумевая и начиная сердиться. — Если ты пришел ругаться, то уходи. После придешь!

Он вспомнил правило, что когда гневаешься на ближнего, то начни мысленно считать до ста и успокоишься; и он начал быстро считать.

— Прошу вас обо мне не заботиться! — продолжал Лаевский. — Не обращайте на меня внимания. И кому какое дело до меня и до того, как я живу? Да, я хочу уехать! Да, я делаю долги, пью, живу с чужой женой, у меня истерика, я пошл, не так глубокомыслен, как некоторые, но кому какое дело до этого? Уважайте личность!

— Ты, братец, извини, — сказал Самойленко, сосчитав до тридцати пяти, — но…

— Уважайте личность! — перебил его Лаевский. — Эти постоянные разговоры на чужой счет, охи да ахи, постоянные выслеживания, подслушивания, эти сочувствия дружеские… к чёрту! Мне дают деньги взаймы и предлагают условия, как мальчишке! Меня третируют, как чёрт знает что! Ничего я не желаю! — крикнул Лаевский, шатаясь от волнения и боясь, как бы с ним опять не приключилась истерика. — «Значит, в субботу я не уеду», — мелькнуло у него в мыслях. — Ничего я не желаю! Только прошу, пожалуйста, избавить меня от опеки. Я не мальчишка и не сумасшедший и прошу снять с меня этот надзор!

Вошел дьякон и, увидев Лаевского, бледного, размахивающего руками и обращающегося со своею странною речью к портрету князя Воронцова, остановился около двери как вкопанный.

— Постоянные заглядывания в мою душу, — продолжал Лаевский, — оскорбляют во мне человеческое достоинство, и я прошу добровольных сыщиков прекратить свое шпионство! Довольно!

— Что ты… что вы сказали? — спросил Самойленко, сосчитав до ста, багровея и подходя к Лаевскому.

— Довольно! — повторил Лаевский, задыхаясь и беря фуражку.

— Я русский врач, дворянин и статский советник! — сказал с расстановкой Самойленко. — Шпионом я никогда не был и никому не позволю себя оскорблять! — крикнул он дребезжащим голосом, делая ударение на последнем слове. — Замолчать!

Дьякон, никогда не видавший доктора таким величественным, надутым, багровым и страшным, зажал рот, выбежал в переднюю и покатился там со смеху. Словно в тумане, Лаевский видел, как фон Корен встал и, заложив руки в карманы панталон, остановился в такой позе, как будто ждал, что будет дальше; эта покойная поза показалась Лаевскому в высшей степени дерзкой и оскорбительной.

— Извольте взять ваши слова назад! — крикнул Самойленко.

Лаевский, уже не помнивший, какие он слова говорил, отвечал:

— Оставьте меня в покое! Я ничего не хочу! Я хочу только, чтобы вы и немецкие выходцы из жидов оставили меня в покое! Иначе я приму меры! Я драться буду!

— Теперь понятно, — сказал фон Корен, выходя из-за стола. — Г. Лаевскому хочется перед отъездом поразвлечься дуэлью. Я могу доставить ему это удовольствие. Г. Лаевский, я принимаю ваш вызов.

— Вызов? — проговорил тихо Лаевский, подходя к зоологу и глядя с ненавистью на его смуглый лоб и курчавые волосы. — Вызов? Извольте! Я ненавижу вас! Ненавижу!

— Очень рад. Завтра утром пораньше около Кербалая, со всеми подробностями в вашем вкусе. А теперь убирайтесь.

— Ненавижу! — говорил Лаевский тихо, тяжело дыша. — Давно ненавижу! Дуэль! Да!

— Убери его, Александр Давидыч, а то я уйду, — сказал фон Корен. — Он меня укусит.

Покойный тон фон Корена охладил доктора; он как-то вдруг пришел в себя, образумился, взял обеими руками Лаевского за талию и, отводя его от зоолога, забормотал ласковым, дрожащим от волнения голосом;

— Друзья мои… хорошие, добрые… Погорячились и будет… и будет… Друзья мои…

Услышав мягкий, дружеский голос, Лаевский почувствовал, что в его жизни только что произошло что-то небывалое, чудовищное, как будто его чуть было не раздавил поезд; он едва не заплакал, махнул рукой и выбежал из комнаты.

«Испытать на себе чужую ненависть, выказать себя перед ненавидящим человеком в самом жалком, презренном, беспомощном виде, — боже мой, как это тяжело! — думал он, немного погодя сидя в павильоне и чувствуя точно ржавчину на теле от только что испытанной чужой ненависти. — Как это грубо, боже мой!»

Холодная вода с коньяком подбодрила его. Он с ясностью представил себе покойное, надменное лицо фон Корена, его вчерашний взгляд, рубаху, похожую на ковер, голос, белые руки, и тяжелая ненависть, страстная, голодная заворочалась в его груди и потребовала удовлетворения. В мыслях он повалил фон Корена на землю и стал топтать его ногами. Он вспоминал в мельчайших подробностях всё происшедшее и удивлялся, как это он мог заискивающе улыбаться ничтожному человеку и вообще дорожить мнением мелких, никому не известных людишек, живущих в ничтожнейшем городе, которого, кажется, нет даже на карте и о котором в Петербурге не знает ни один порядочный человек. Если бы этот городишко вдруг провалился или сгорел, то телеграмму об этом прочли бы в России с такою же скукой, как объявление о продаже подержанной мебели. Убить завтра фон Корена или оставить его в живых — это всё равно, одинаково бесполезно и неинтересно. Выстрелить в ногу или в руку, ранить, потом посмеяться над ним, и как насекомое с оторванной ножкой теряется в траве, так пусть он со своим глухим страданием затеряется после в толпе таких же ничтожных людей, как он сам.

Лаевский пошел к Шешковскому, рассказал ему обо всем и пригласил его в секунданты; потом оба они отправились к начальнику почтово-телеграфной конторы, пригласили и его в секунданты и остались у него обедать. За обедом много шутили и смеялись; Лаевский подтрунивал над тем, что он почти совсем не умеет стрелять, и называл себя королевским стрелком и Вильгельмом Теллем.

— Надо этого господина проучить… — говорил он.

После обеда сели играть в карты. Лаевский играл, пил вино и думал, что дуэль вообще глупа и бестолкова, так как она не решает вопроса, а только осложняет его, но что без нее иногда нельзя обойтись. Например, в данном случае: ведь не подашь же на фон Корена мировому! И предстоящая дуэль еще тем хороша, что после нее ему уж нельзя будет оставаться в городе. Он слегка опьянел, развлекся картами и чувствовал себя хорошо.

Но когда зашло солнце и стало темно, им овладело беспокойство. Это был не страх перед смертью, потому что в нем, пока он обедал и играл в карты, сидела почему-то уверенность, что дуэль кончится ничем; это был страх перед чем-то неизвестным, что должно случиться завтра утром первый раз в его жизни, и страх перед наступающею ночью… Он знал, что ночь будет длинная, бессонная и что придется думать не об одном только фон Корене и его ненависти, но и о той горе лжи, которую ему предстояло пройти и обойти которую у него не было сил и уменья. Похоже было на то, как будто он заболел внезапно; он потерял вдруг всякий интерес к картам и людям, засуетился и стал просить, чтобы его отпустили домой. Ему хотелось поскорее лечь в постель, не двигаться и приготовить свои мысли к ночи. Шешковский и почтовый чиновник проводили его и отправились к фон Корену, чтобы поговорить насчет дуэли.

Около своей квартиры Лаевский встретил Ачмианова. Молодой человек запыхался и был возбужден.

— А я вас ищу, Иван Андреич! — сказал он. — Прошу вас, пойдемте скорее…

— Куда?

— Вас желает видеть один не знакомый вам господин, который имеет до вас очень важное дело. Он убедительно просит вас прийти на минутку. Ему нужно о чем-то поговорить с вами… Для него это всё равно, как жизнь и смерть…

Волнуясь, Ачмианов проговорил это с сильным армянским акцентом, так что у него вышло не «жизнь», а «жизень».

— Кто он такой? — спросил Лаевский.

— Он просил не говорить его имени.

— Скажите ему, что я занят. Завтра если угодно…

— Как можно! — испугался Ачмианов. — Он хочет сказать вам такое очень важное для вас… очень важное! Если не пойдете, то случится несчастье.

— Странно… — пробормотал Лаевский, не понимая, почему Ачмианов так возбужден и какие это тайны могут быть в скучном, никому не нужном городишке. — Странно, — повторил он в раздумье. — Впрочем, пойдемте. Всё равно.

Ачмианов быстро пошел вперед, а он за ним. Прошли по улице, потом переулком.

— Как это скучно, — сказал Лаевский.

— Сейчас, сейчас… Близко.

Около старого вала они прошли узким переулком между двумя огороженными пустырями, затем вошли в какой-то большой двор и направились к небольшому домику…

— Это дом Мюридова, что ли? — спросил Лаевский.

— Да.

— Но зачем мы идем задворками, не понимаю? Могли бы и улицей. Там ближе…

— Ничего, ничего…

Лаевскому показалось также странным, что Ачмианов повел его к черному ходу и замахал ему рукой, как бы приглашая его идти потише и молчать.

— Сюда, сюда… — сказал Ачмианов, осторожно отворяя дверь и входя в сени на цыпочках. — Тише, тише, прошу вас… Могут услышать.

Он прислушался, тяжело перевел дух и сказал шёпотом:

— Отворите вот эту дверь и войдите… Не бойтесь.

Лаевский, недоумевая, отворил дверь и вошел в комнату с низким потолком и занавешенными окнами. На столе стояла свеча.

— Кого нужно? — спросил кто-то в соседней комнате. — Ты, Мюридка?

Лаевский повернул в эту комнату и увидел Кирилина, а рядом с ним Надежду Федоровну.

Он не слышал, что ему сказали, попятился назад и не заметил, как очутился на улице. Ненависть к фон Корену и беспокойство — всё исчезло из души. Идя домой, он неловко размахивал правой рукой и внимательно смотрел себе под ноги, стараясь идти по гладкому. Дома, в кабинете, он, потирая руки и угловато поводя плечами и шеей, как будто ему было тесно в пиджаке и сорочке, прошелся из угла в угол, потом зажег свечу и сел за стол…

 

XVI

 

— Гуманитарные науки, о которых вы говорите, тогда только будут удовлетворять человеческую мысль, когда в движении своем они встретятся с точными науками и пойдут с ними рядом. Встретятся ли они под микроскопом, или в монологах нового Гамлета, или в новой религии, я не знаю, но думаю, что земля покроется ледяной корой раньше, чем это случится. Самое стойкое и живучее из всех гуманитарных знаний — это, конечно, учение Христа, но посмотрите, как даже оно различно понимается! Одни учат, чтобы мы любили всех ближних, и делают при этом исключение для солдат, преступников и безумных: первых они разрешают убивать на войне, вторых изолировать или казнить, а третьим запрещают вступление в брак. Другие толкователи учат любить всех ближних без исключения, не различая плюсов и минусов. По их учению, если к вам приходит бугорчатый, или убийца, или эпилептик и сватает вашу дочь — отдавайте; если кретины идут войной на физически и умственно здоровых — подставляйте головы. Эта проповедь любви ради любви, как искусства для искусства, если бы могла иметь силу, в конце концов привела бы человечество к полному вымиранию, и таким образом совершилось бы грандиознейшее из злодейств, какие когда-либо бывали на земле. Толкований очень много, а если их много, то серьезная мысль не удовлетворяется ни одним из них и к массе всех толкований спешит прибавить свое собственное. Поэтому никогда не ставьте вопроса, как вы говорите, на философскую, или так называемую христианскую почву; этим вы только отдаляетесь от решения вопроса.

Дьякон внимательно выслушал зоолога, подумал и спросил:

— Нравственный закон, который свойственен каждому из людей, философы выдумали или же его бог создал вместе с телом?

— Не знаю. Но этот закон до такой степени общ для всех народов и эпох, что, мне кажется, его следует признать органически связанным с человеком. Он не выдуман, а есть и будет. Я не скажу вам, что его увидят когда-нибудь под микроскопом, но органическая связь его уже доказывается очевидностью: серьезное страдание мозга и все так называемые душевные болезни выражаются прежде всего в извращении нравственного закона, насколько мне известно.

— Хорошо-с. Значит, как желудок хочет есть, так нравственное чувство хочет, чтобы мы любили своих ближних. Так? Но естественная природа наша по себялюбию противится голосу совести и разума, и потому возникает много головоломных вопросов. К кому же мы должны обращаться за разрешением этих вопросов, если вы не велите ставить их на философскую почву?

— Обратитесь к тем немногим точным знаниям, какие у нас есть. Доверьтесь очевидности и логике фактов.

Правда, это скудно, но зато не так зыбко и расплывчато, как философия. Нравственный закон, положим, требует, чтобы вы любили людей. Что ж? Любовь должна заключаться в устранении всего того, что так или иначе вредит людям и угрожает им опасностью в настоящем и будущем. Наши знания и очевидность говорят вам, что человечеству грозит опасность со стороны нравственно и физически ненормальных. Если так, то боритесь с ненормальными. Если вы не в силах возвысить их до нормы, то у вас хватит силы и уменья обезвредить их, то есть уничтожить.

— Значит, любовь в том, чтобы сильный побеждал слабого?

— Несомненно.

— Но ведь сильные распяли господа нашего Иисуса Христа! — сказал горячо дьякон.

— В том-то и дело, что распяли его не сильные, а слабые. Человеческая культура ослабила и стремится свести к нулю борьбу за существование и подбор; отсюда быстрое размножение слабых и преобладание их над сильными. Вообразите, что вам удалось внушить пчелам гуманные идеи в их неразработанной, рудиментарной форме. Что произойдет от этого? Трутни, которых нужно убивать, останутся в живых, будут съедать мёд, развращать и душить пчел — в результате преобладание слабых над сильными и вырождение последних. То же самое происходит теперь и с человечеством: слабые гнетут сильных. У дикарей, которых еще не коснулась культура, самый сильный, мудрый и самый нравственный идет впереди; он вождь и владыка. А мы, культурные, распяли Христа и продолжаем его распинать. Значит, у нас чего-то недостает… И это «что-то» мы должны восстановить у себя, иначе конца не будет этим недоразумениям.

— Но какой у вас есть критериум для различения сильных и слабых?

— Знание и очевидность. Бугорчатых и золотушных узнают по их болезням, а безнравственных и сумасшедших по поступкам.

— Но ведь возможны ошибки!

— Да, но нечего бояться промочить ноги, когда угрожает потоп.

— Это философия, — засмеялся дьякон.

— Нисколько. Вы до такой степени испорчены вашей семинарской философией, что во всем хотите видеть один только туман. Отвлеченные науки, которыми набита ваша молодая голова, потому и называются отвлеченными, что они отвлекают ваш ум от очевидности. Смотрите в глаза чёрту прямо, и если он чёрт, то и говорите, что это чёрт, а не лезьте к Канту или к Гегелю за объяснениями.

Зоолог помолчал и продолжал:

— Дважды два есть четыре, а камень есть камень. Завтра вот у нас дуэль. Мы с вами будем говорить, что это глупо и нелепо, что дуэль уже отжила свой век, что аристократическая дуэль ничем по существу не отличается от пьяной драки в кабаке, а всё-таки мы не остановимся, поедем и будем драться. Есть, значит, сила, которая сильнее наших рассуждений. Мы кричим, что война — это разбой, варварство, ужас, братоубийство, мы без обморока не можем видеть крови; но стоит только французам или немцам оскорбить нас, как мы тотчас же почувствуем подъем духа, самым искренним образом закричим ура и бросимся на врага, вы будете призывать на наше оружие благословение божие и наша доблесть будет вызывать всеобщий и притом искренний восторг. Опять-таки, значит, есть сила, которая если не выше, то сильнее нас и нашей философии. Мы не можем остановить ее так же, как вот этой тучи, которая подвигается из-за моря. Не лицемерьте же, не показывайте ей кукиша в кармане и не говорите: «ах, глупо! ах, устарело! ах, несогласно с писанием!», а глядите ей прямо в глаза, признавайте ее разумную законность, и когда она, например, хочет уничтожить хилое, золотушное, развращенное племя, то не мешайте ей вашими пилюлями и цитатами из дурно понятого Евангелия. У Лескова есть совестливый Данила, который нашел за городом прокаженного и кормит, и греет его во имя любви и Христа. Если бы этот Данила в самом деле любил людей, то он оттащил бы прокаженного подальше от города и бросил его в ров, а сам пошел бы служить здоровым. Христос, надеюсь, заповедал нам любовь разумную, осмысленную и полезную.

— Экой вы какой! — засмеялся дьякон. — В Христа же вы не веруете, зачем же вы его так часто упоминаете?

— Нет, верую. Но только, конечно, по-своему, а не по-вашему. Ах, дьякон, дьякон! — засмеялся зоолог; он взял дьякона за талию и сказал весело: — Ну, что ж? Поедем завтра на дуэль?

— Сан не позволяет, а то бы поехал.

— А что значит — сан?

— Я посвященный. На мне благодать.

— Ах, дьякон, дьякон, — повторил фон Корен, смеясь. — Люблю я с вами разговаривать.

— Вы говорите — у вас вера, — сказал дьякон. — Какая это вера? А вот у меня есть дядька-поп, так тот так верит, что когда в засуху идет в поле дождя просить, то берет с собой дождевой зонтик и кожаное пальто, чтобы его на обратном пути дождик не промочил. Вот это вера! Когда он говорит о Христе, так от него сияние идет и все бабы и мужики навзрыд плачут. Он бы и тучу эту остановил и всякую бы вашу силу обратил в бегство. Да… Вера горами двигает.

Дьякон засмеялся и похлопал зоолога по плечу.

— Так-то… — продолжал он. — Вот вы всё учите, постигаете пучину моря, разбираете слабых да сильных, книжки пишете и на дуэли вызываете — и всё остается на своем месте, а глядите, какой-нибудь слабенький старец святым духом пролепечет одно только слово или из Аравии прискачет на коне новый Магомет с шашкой, и полетит у вас всё вверх тарамашкой, и в Европе камня на камне не останется.

— Ну, это, дьякон, на небе вилами писано!

— Вера без дел мертва есть, а дела без веры — еще хуже, одна только трата времени и больше ничего.

На набережной показался доктор. Он увидел дьякона и зоолога и подошел к ним.

— Кажется, всё готово, — сказал он, запыхавшись. — Секундантами будут Говоровский и Бойко. Заедут утром в пять часов. Наворотило-то как! — сказал он, посмотрев на небо. — Ничего не видать. Сейчас дождик будет.

— Ты, надеюсь, поедешь с нами? — спросил фон Корен.

— Нет, боже меня сохрани, я и так замучился. Вместо меня Устимович поедет. Я уже говорил с ним.

Далеко над морем блеснула молния, и послышались глухие раскаты грома.

— Как душно перед грозой! — сказал фон Корен. — Бьюсь об заклад, что ты уже был у Лаевского и плакал у него на груди.

— Зачем я к нему пойду? — ответил доктор, смутившись. — Вот еще!

До захода солнца он несколько раз прошелся по бульвару и по улице, в надежде встретиться с Лаевским. Ему было стыдно за свою вспышку и за внезапный порыв доброты, который последовал за этой вспышкой. Он хотел извиниться перед Лаевским в шуточном тоне, пожурить его, успокоить и сказать ему, что дуэль — остатки средневекового варварства, но что само провидение указало им на дуэль как на средство примирения: завтра оба они, прекраснейшие, величайшего ума люди, обменявшись выстрелами, оценят благородство друг друга и сделаются друзьями. Но Лаевский ни разу не встретился.

— Зачем я к нему пойду? — повторил Самойленко. — Не я его оскорбил, а он меня. Скажи на милость, за что он на меня набросился? Что я ему дурного сделал? Вхожу в гостиную и вдруг, здорово живешь: шпион! Вот те на! Ты скажи: с чего у вас началось? Что ты ему сказал?

— Я ему сказал, что его положение безвыходно. И я был прав. Только честные и мошенники могут найти выход из всякого положения, а тот, кто хочет в одно и то же время быть честным и мошенником, не имеет выхода. Однако, господа, уж 11 часов, а завтра нам рано вставать.

Внезапно налетел ветер; он поднял на набережной пыль, закружил ее вихрем, заревел и заглушил шум моря.

— Шквал! — сказал дьякон. — Надо идти, а то глаза запорошило.

Когда пошли, Самойленко вздохнул и сказал, придерживая фуражку:

— Должно быть, я не буду нынче спать.

— А ты не волнуйся, — засмеялся зоолог. — Можешь быть покоен, дуэль ничем не кончится. Лаевский великодушно в воздух выстрелит, он иначе не может, а я, должно быть, и совсем стрелять не буду. Попадать под суд из-за Лаевского, терять время — не стоит игра свеч. Кстати, какая ответственность полагается за дуэль?

— Арест, а в случае смерти противника заключение в крепости до трех лет.

— В Петропавловской?

— Нет, в военной, кажется.

— Хотя следовало бы проучить этого молодца! Позади на море сверкнула молния и на мгновение осветила крыши домов и горы. Около бульвара приятели разошлись. Когда доктор исчез в потемках и уже стихали его шаги, фон Корен крикнул ему:

— Как бы погода не помешала нам завтра!

— Чего доброго! А дал бы бог!

— Спокойной ночи!

— Что — ночь? Что ты говоришь?

За шумом ветра и моря и за раскатами грома трудно было расслышать.

— Ничего! — крикнул зоолог и поспешил домой.
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…в уме, подавленном тоской,

Теснится тяжких дум избыток;

Воспоминание безмолвно предо мной

Свой длинный развивает свиток.

И с отвращением читая жизнь мою,

Я трепещу и проклинаю,

И горько жалуюсь, и горько слезы лью,

Но строк печальных не смываю.

Пушкин.

Убьют ли его завтра утром или посмеются над ним, то есть оставят ему эту жизнь, он всё равно погиб. Убьет ли себя с отчаяния и стыда эта опозоренная женщина или будет влачить свое жалкое существование, она всё равно погибла…

Так думал Лаевский, сидя за столом поздно вечером и всё еще продолжая потирать руки. Окно вдруг отворилось и хлопнуло, в комнату ворвался сильный ветер, и бумаги полетели со стола. Лаевский запер окно и нагнулся, чтобы собрать с полу бумаги. Он чувствовал в своем теле что-то новое, какую-то неловкость, которой раньше не было, и не узнавал своих движений; ходил он несмело, тыча в стороны локтями и подергивая плечами, а когда сел за стол, то опять стал потирать руки. Тело его потеряло гибкость.

Накануне смерти надо писать к близким людям. Лаевский помнил об этом. Он взял перо и написал дрожащим почерком:

«Матушка!»

Он хотел написать матери, чтобы она во имя милосердного бога, в которого она верует, дала бы приют и согрела лаской несчастную, обесчещенную им женщину, одинокую, нищую и слабую, чтобы она забыла и простила всё, всё, всё и жертвою хотя отчасти искупила страшный грех сына; но он вспомнил, как его мать, полная, грузная старуха, в кружевном чепце, выходит утром из дома в сад, а за нею идет приживалка с болонкой, как мать кричит повелительным голосом на садовника и на прислугу и как гордо, надменно ее лицо, — он вспомнил об этом и зачеркнул написанное слово.

Во всех трех окнах ярко блеснула молния, и вслед за этим раздался оглушительный, раскатистый удар грома, сначала глухой, а потом грохочущий и с треском, и такой сильный, что зазвенели в окнах стекла. Лаевский встал, подошел к окну и припал лбом к стеклу. На дворе была сильная, красивая гроза. На горизонте молнии белыми лентами непрерывно бросались из туч в море и освещали на далекое пространство высокие черные волны. И справа, и слева, и, вероятно, также над домом сверкали молнии.

— Гроза! — прошептал Лаевский; он чувствовал желание молиться кому-нибудь или чему-нибудь, хотя бы молнии или тучам. — Милая гроза!

Он вспомнил, как в детстве во время грозы он с непокрытой головой выбегал в сад, а за ним гнались две беловолосые девочки с голубыми глазами, и их мочил дождь; они хохотали от восторга, но когда раздавался сильный удар грома, девочки доверчиво прижимались к мальчику, он крестился и спешил читать: «Свят, свят, свят…» О, куда вы ушли, в каком вы море утонули, зачатки прекрасной чистой жизни? Грозы уж он не боится и природы не любит, бога у него нет, все доверчивые девочки, каких он знал когда-либо, уже сгублены им и его сверстниками, в родном саду он за всю свою жизнь не посадил ни одного деревца и не вырастил ни одной травки, а живя среди живых, не спас ни одной мухи, а только разрушал, губил и лгал, лгал…

«Что в моем прошлом не порок?» — спрашивал он себя, стараясь уцепиться за какое-нибудь светлое воспоминание, как падающий в пропасть цепляется за кусты.

Гимназия? Университет? Но это обман. Он учился дурно и забыл то, чему его учили. Служение обществу? Это тоже обман, потому что на службе он ничего не делал, жалованье получал даром и служба его — это гнусное казнокрадство, за которое не отдают под суд.

Истина не нужна была ему, и он не искал ее, его совесть, околдованная пороком и ложью, спала или молчала; он, как чужой или нанятый с другой планеты, не участвовал в общей жизни людей, был равнодушен к их страданиям, идеям, религиям, знаниям, исканиям, борьбе, он не сказал людям ни одного доброго слова, не написал ни одной полезной, не пошлой строчки, не сделал людям ни на один грош, а только ел их хлеб, пил их вино, увозил их жен, жил их мыслями и, чтобы оправдать свою презренную, паразитную жизнь перед ними и самим собой, всегда старался придавать себе такой вид, как будто он выше и лучше их. Ложь, ложь и ложь…

Он ясно вспомнил то, что видел вечером в доме Мюридова, и ему было невыносимо жутко от омерзения и тоски. Кирилин и Ачмианов отвратительны, но ведь они продолжали то, что он начал; они его сообщники и ученики. У молодой, слабой женщины, которая доверяла ему больше, чем брату, он отнял мужа, круг знакомых и родину и завез ее сюда — в зной, в лихорадку и в скуку; изо дня в день она, как зеркало, должна была отражать в себе его праздность, порочность и ложь — и этим, только этим наполнялась ее жизнь, слабая, вялая, жалкая; потом он пресытился ею, возненавидел, но не хватило мужества бросить, и он старался всё крепче опутать ее лганьем, как паутиной… Остальное доделали эти люди.

Лаевский то садился у стола, то опять отходил к окну; он то тушил свечу, то опять зажигал ее. Он вслух проклинал себя, плакал, жаловался, просил прощения; несколько раз в отчаянии подбегал он к столу и писал: «Матушка!»

Кроме матери, у него не было никого родных и близких; но как могла помочь ему мать? И где она? Он хотел бежать к Надежде Федоровне, чтобы пасть к ее ногам, целовать ее руки и ноги, умолять о прощении, но она была его жертвой, и он боялся ее, точно она умерла.

— Погибла жизнь! — бормотал он, потирая руки. — Зачем же я еще жив, боже мой!..

Он столкнул с неба свою тусклую звезду, она закатилась, и след ее смешался с ночною тьмой; она уже не вернется на небо, потому что жизнь дается только один раз и не повторяется. Если бы можно было вернуть прошлые дни и годы, он ложь в них заменил бы правдой, праздность — трудом, скуку — радостью, он вернул бы чистоту тем, у кого взял ее, нашел бы бога и справедливость, но это так же невозможно, как закатившуюся звезду вернуть опять на небо. И оттого, что это невозможно, он приходил в отчаяние.

Когда прошла гроза, он сидел у открытого окна и покойно думал о том, что будет с ним. Фон Корен, вероятно, убьет его. Ясное, холодное миросозерцание этого человека допускает уничтожение хилых и негодных; если же оно изменит в решительную минуту, то помогут ему ненависть и чувство гадливости, какие возбуждает в нем Лаевский. Если же он промахнется, или для того, чтобы посмеяться над ненавистным противником, только ранит его, или выстрелит в воздух, то что тогда делать? Куда идти?

«Ехать в Петербург? — спрашивал себя Лаевский. — Но это значило бы снова начать старую жизнь, которую я проклинаю. И кто ищет спасения в перемене места, как перелетная птица, тот ничего не найдет, так как для него земля везде одинакова. Искать спасения в людях? В ком искать и как? Доброта и великодушие Самойленка так же мало спасительны, как смешливость дьякона или ненависть фон Корена. Спасения надо искать только в себе самом, а если не найдешь, то к чему терять время, надо убить себя, вот и всё…»

Послышался шум экипажа. Уже светало. Коляска проехала мимо, повернула и, скрипя колесами по мокрому песку, остановилась около дома. В коляске сидели двое.

— Погодите, я сейчас! — сказал им Лаевский в окно. — Я не сплю. Разве уже пора?

— Да. Четыре часа. Пока доедем…

Лаевский надел пальто и фуражку, взял в карман папирос и остановился в раздумье; ему казалось, что нужно было сделать еще что-то. На улице тихо разговаривали секунданты и фыркали лошади, и эти звуки в раннее сырое утро, когда все спят и чуть брезжит небо, наполнили душу Лаевского унынием, похожим на дурное предчувствие. Он постоял немного в раздумье и пошел в спальню.

Надежда Федоровна лежала в своей постели, вытянувшись, окутанная с головою в плед; она не двигалась и напоминала, особенно головою, египетскую мумию. Глядя на нее молча, Лаевский мысленно попросил у нее прощения и подумал, что если небо не пусто и в самом деле там есть бог, то он сохранит ее; если же бога нет, то пусть она погибнет, жить ей незачем.

Она вдруг вскочила и села в постели. Подняв свое бледное лицо и глядя с ужасом на Лаевского, она спросила:

— Это ты? Гроза прошла?

— Прошла.

Она вспомнила, положила обе руки на голову и вздрогнула всем телом.

— Как мне тяжело! — проговорила она. — Если б ты знал, как мне тяжело! Я ждала, — продолжала она, жмурясь, — что ты убьешь меня или прогонишь из дому под дождь и грозу, а ты медлишь… медлишь…

Он порывисто и крепко обнял ее, осыпал поцелуями ее колени и руки, потом, когда она что-то бормотала ему и вздрагивала от воспоминаний, он пригладил ее волосы и, всматриваясь ей в лицо, понял, что эта несчастная, порочная женщина для него единственный близкий, родной и незаменимый человек.

Когда он, выйдя из дому, садился в коляску, ему хотелось вернуться домой живым.
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Дьякон встал, оделся, взял свою толстую суковатую палку и тихо вышел из дому. Было темно, и дьякон в первые минуты, когда пошел по улице, не видел даже своей белой палки; на небе не было ни одной звезды, и походило на то, что опять будет дождь. Пахло мокрым песком и морем.

«Пожалуй, не напали бы чеченцы», — думал дьякон, слушая, как его палка стучала о мостовую и как звонко и одиноко раздавался в ночной тишине этот стук.

Выйдя за город, он стал видеть и дорогу и свою палку; на черном небе кое-где показались мутные пятна и скоро выглянула одна звезда и робко заморгала своим одним глазом. Дьякон шел по высокому каменистому берегу и не видел моря; оно засыпало внизу, и невидимые волны его лениво и тяжело ударялись о берег и точно вздыхали: уф! И как медленно! Ударилась одна волна, дьякон успел сосчитать восемь шагов, тогда ударилась другая, через шесть шагов третья. Так же точно не было ничего видно, и в потемках слышался ленивый, сонный шум моря, слышалось бесконечно далекое, невообразимое время, когда бог носился над хаосом.

Дьякону стало жутко. Он подумал о том, как бы бог не наказал его за то, что он водит компанию с неверующими и даже идет смотреть на их дуэль. Дуэль будет пустяковая, бескровная, смешная, но, как бы то ни было, она — зрелище языческое и присутствовать на ней духовному лицу совсем неприлично. Он остановился и подумал: не вернуться ли? Но сильное, беспокойное любопытство взяло верх над сомнениями, и он пошел дальше.

«Они хотя неверующие, но добрые люди и спасутся», — успокаивал он себя. — Обязательно спасутся! — сказал он вслух, закуривая папиросу.

Какою мерою нужно измерять достоинства людей, чтобы судить о них справедливо? Дьякон вспомнил своего врага, инспектора духовного училища, который и в бога веровал, и на дуэлях не дрался, и жил в целомудрии, но когда-то кормил дьякона хлебом с песком и однажды едва не оторвал ему уха. Если человеческая жизнь сложилась так немудро, что этого жестокого и нечестного инспектора, кравшего казенную муку, все уважали и молились в училище о здравии его и спасении, то справедливо ли сторониться таких людей, как фон Корен и Лаевский, только потому, что они неверующие? Дьякон стал решать этот вопрос, но ему вспомнилось, какая смешная фигура была сегодня у Самойленка, и это прервало течение его мыслей. Сколько завтра будет смеху! Дьякон воображал, как он засядет под куст и будет подсматривать, а когда завтра за обедом фон Корен начнет хвастать, то он, дьякон, со смехом станет рассказывать ему все подробности дуэли.

«Откуда вы всё знаете?» — спросит зоолог. — «То-то вот и есть. Дома сидел, а знаю».

Хорошо бы описать дуэль в смешном виде. Тесть будет читать и смеяться, тестя же кашей не корми, а только расскажи или напиши ему что-нибудь смешное.

Открылась долина Желтой речки. От дождя речка стала шире и злее и уж она не ворчала, как прежде, а ревела. Начинался рассвет. Серое тусклое утро, и облака, бежавшие на запад, чтобы догнать грозовую тучу, и горы, опоясанные туманом, и мокрые деревья — всё показалось дьякону некрасивым и сердитым. Он умылся из ручья, прочел утренние молитвы, и захотелось ему чаю и горячих пышек со сметаной, которые каждое утро подают у тестя к столу. Вспомнилась ему дьяконица и «Невозвратное», которое она играет на фортепиано. Что она за женщина? Дьякона познакомили, сосватали и женили на ней в одну неделю; пожил он с нею меньше месяца и его командировали сюда, так что он и не разобрал до сих пор, что она за человек. А всё-таки без нее скучновато.

«Надо ей письмишко написать»… — думал он.

Флаг на духане размок от дождя и повис, и сам духан с мокрой крышей казался темнее и ниже, чем он был раньше. Около дверей стояла арба; Кербалай, каких-то два абхазца и молодая татарка в шароварах, должно быть жена или дочь Кербалая, выносили из духана мешки с чем-то и клали их в арбу на кукурузовую солому. Около арбы, опустив головы, стояла пара ослов. Уложив мешки, абхазцы и татарка стали накрывать их сверху соломой, а Кербалай принялся поспешно запрягать ослов. «Контрабанда, пожалуй», — подумал дьякон.

Вот поваленное дерево с высохшими иглами, вот черное пятно от костра. Припомнился пикник со всеми его подробностями, огонь, пение абхазцев, сладкие мечты об архиерействе и крестном ходе… Черная речка от дождя стала чернее и шире. Дьякон осторожно прошел по жидкому мостику, до которого уже дохватывали грязные волны своими гривами, и взобрался по лесенке в сушильню.

«Славная голова! — думал он, растягиваясь на соломе и вспоминая о фон Корене. — Хорошая голова, дай бог здоровья. Только в нем жестокость есть…»

За что он ненавидит Лаевского, а тот его? За что они будут драться на дуэли? Если бы они с детства знали такую нужду, как дьякон, если бы они воспитывались в среде невежественных, черствых сердцем, алчных до наживы, попрекающих куском хлеба, грубых и неотесанных в обращении, плюющих на пол и отрыгивающих за обедом и во время молитвы, если бы они с детства не были избалованы хорошей обстановкой жизни и избранным кругом людей, то как бы они ухватились друг за друга, как бы охотно прощали взаимно недостатки и ценили бы то, что есть в каждом из них. Ведь даже внешне порядочных людей так мало на свете! Правда, Лаевский шалый, распущенный, странный, но ведь он не украдет, не плюнет громко на пол, не попрекнет жену: «лопаешь, а работать не хочешь», не станет бить ребенка вожжами или кормить своих слуг вонючей солониной — неужели этого недостаточно, чтобы относиться к нему снисходительно? К тому же, ведь он первый страдает от своих недостатков, как больной от своих ран. Вместо того, чтобы от скуки и по какому-то недоразумению искать друг в друге вырождения, вымирания, наследственности и прочего, что мало понятно, не лучше ли им спуститься пониже и направить ненависть и гнев туда, где стоном гудят целые улицы от грубого невежества, алчности, попреков, нечистоты, ругани, женского визга…

Послышался стук экипажа и прервал мысли дьякона. Он выглянул в дверь и увидел коляску, а в ней троих: Лаевского, Шешковского и начальника почтово-телеграфной конторы.

— Стоп! — сказал Шешковский.

Все трое вылезли из коляски и посмотрели друг на друга.

— Их еще нет, — сказал Шешковский, стряхивая с себя грязь. — Что ж? Пока суд да дело, пойдем поищем удобного места. Здесь повернуться негде.

Они пошли дальше вверх по реке и скоро скрылись из виду. Кучер-татарин сел в коляску, склонил голову на плечо и заснул. Подождав минут десять, дьякон вышел из сушильни и, снявши черную шляпу, чтобы его не заметили, приседая и оглядываясь, стал пробираться по берегу меж кустами и полосами кукурузы; с деревьев и с кустов сыпались на него крупные капли, трава и кукуруза были мокры.

— Срамота! — бормотал он, подбирая свои мокрые и грязные фалды. — Знал бы, не пошел.

Скоро он услышал голоса и увидел людей. Лаевский, засунув руки в рукава и согнувшись, быстро ходил взад и вперед по небольшой поляне; его секунданты стояли у самого берега и крутили папиросы.

«Странно… — подумал дьякон, не узнавая походки Лаевского. — Будто старик».

— Как это невежливо с их стороны! — сказал почтовый чиновник, глядя на часы. — Может быть, по-ученому, и хорошо опаздывать, но, по-моему, это свинство.

Шешковский, толстый человек с черной бородой, прислушался и сказал:

— Едут!
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— Первый раз в жизни вижу! Как славно! — сказал фон Корен, показываясь на поляне и протягивая обе руки к востоку. — Посмотрите: зеленые лучи!

На востоке из-за гор вытянулись два зеленых луча, и это, в самом деле, было красиво. Восходило солнце.

— Здравствуйте! — продолжал зоолог, кивнув головой секундантам Лаевского. — Я не опоздал?

За ним шли его секунданты, два очень молодых офицера одинакового роста, Бойко и Говоровский, в белых кителях, и тощий, нелюдимый доктор Устимович, который в одной руке нес узел с чем-то, а другую заложил назад; по обыкновению, вдоль спины у него была вытянута трость. Положив узел на землю и ни с кем не здороваясь, он отправил и другую руку за спину и зашагал по поляне.

Лаевский чувствовал утомление и неловкость человека, который, быть может, скоро умрет и поэтому обращает на себя общее внимание. Ему хотелось, чтобы его поскорее убили или же отвезли домой. Восход солнца он видел теперь первый раз в жизни; это раннее утро, зеленые лучи, сырость и люди в мокрых сапогах казались ему лишними в его жизни, ненужными и стесняли его; всё это не имело никакой связи с пережитою ночью, с его мыслями и с чувством вины, и потому он охотно бы ушел, не дожидаясь дуэли.

Фон Корен был заметно возбужден и старался скрыть это, делая вид, что его больше всего интересуют зеленые лучи. Секунданты были смущены и переглядывались друг с другом, как бы спрашивая, зачем они тут и что им делать.

— Я полагаю, господа, что идти дальше нам незачем, — сказал Шешковский. — И здесь ладно.

— Да, конечно, — согласился фон Корен.

Наступило молчание. Устимович, шагая, вдруг круто повернул к Лаевскому и сказал вполголоса, дыша ему в лицо:

— Вам, вероятно, еще не успели сообщить моих условий. Каждая сторона платит мне по 15 рублей, а в случае смерти одного из противников оставшийся в живых платит все 30.

Лаевский был раньше знаком с этим человеком, но только теперь в первый раз отчетливо увидел его тусклые глаза, жесткие усы и тощую, чахоточную шею: ростовщик, а не доктор! Дыхание его имело неприятный, говяжий запах.

«Каких только людей не бывает на свете», — подумал Лаевский и ответил:

— Хорошо.

Доктор кивнул головой и опять зашагал, и видно было, что ему вовсе не нужны были деньги, а спрашивал он их просто из ненависти. Все чувствовали, что пора уже начинать или кончать то, что уже начато, но не начинали и не кончали, а ходили, стояли и курили. Молодые офицеры, которые первый раз в жизни присутствовали на дуэли и теперь плохо верили в эту штатскую, по их мнению, ненужную дуэль, внимательно осматривали свои кителя и поглаживали рукава. Шешковский подошел к ним и сказал тихо:

— Господа, мы должны употребить все усилия, чтобы эта дуэль не состоялась. Нужно помирить их.

Он покраснел и продолжал:

— Вчера у меня был Кирилин и жаловался, что Лаевский застал его вчера с Надеждой Федоровной и всякая штука.

— Да, нам тоже это известно, — сказал Бойко.

— Ну, вот видите ли… У Лаевского дрожат руки и всякая штука… Он и пистолета теперь не поднимет. Драться с ним так же нечеловечно, как с пьяным или с тифозным. Если примирение не состоится, то надо, господа, хоть отложить дуэль, что ли… Такая чертовщина, что не глядел бы.

— Вы поговорите с фон Кореном.

— Я правил дуэли не знаю, чёрт их подери совсем, и знать не желаю; может быть, он подумает, что Лаевский струсил и меня подослал к нему. А, впрочем, как ему угодно, я поговорю.

Шешковский нерешительно, слегка прихрамывая, точно отсидел ногу, направился к фон Корену, и, пока он шел и покрякивал, вся его фигура дышала ленью.

— Вот что я должен вам сказать, сударь мой, — начал он, внимательно рассматривая цветы на рубахе зоолога. — Это конфиденциально… Я правил дуэли не знаю, чёрт их побери совсем, и знать не желаю и рассуждаю не как секундант и всякая штука, а как человек и всё.

— Да. Ну?

— Когда секунданты предлагают мириться, то их обыкновенно не слушают, смотрят, как на формальность. Самолюбие и всё. Но я прошу вас покорнейше обратить внимание на Ивана Андреича. Он сегодня не в нормальном состоянии, так сказать, не в своем уме и жалок. У него произошло несчастие. Терпеть я не могу сплетен, — Шешковский покраснел и оглянулся, — но ввиду дуэли я нахожу нужным сообщить вам. Вчера вечером он в доме Мюридова застал свою мадам с… одним господином.

— Какая гадость! — пробормотал зоолог; он побледнел, поморщился и громко сплюнул: — Тьфу!

Нижняя губа у него задрожала; он отошел от Шешковского, не желая дальше слушать, и, как будто нечаянно попробовал чего-то горького, опять громко сплюнул и с ненавистью первый раз за всё утро взглянул на Лаевского. Его возбуждение и неловкость прошли, он встряхнул головой и сказал громко:

— Господа, что же это мы ждем, спрашивается? Почему не начинаем?

Шешковский переглянулся с офицерами и пожал плечами.

— Господа! — сказал он громко, ни к кому не обращаясь. — Господа! Мы предлагаем вам помириться!

— Покончим скорее с формальностями, — сказал фон Корен. — О примирении уже говорили. Теперь еще какая следующая формальность? Поскорее бы, господа, а то время не ждет.

— Но мы всё-таки настаиваем на примирении, — сказал Шешковский виноватым голосом, как человек, который вынужден вмешиваться в чужие дела; он покраснел, приложил руку к сердцу и продолжал: — Господа, мы не видим причинной связи между оскорблением и дуэлью. У обиды, какую мы иногда по слабости человеческой наносим друг другу, и у дуэли нет ничего общего. Вы люди университетские и образованные и, конечно, сами видите в дуэли одну только устарелую, пустую формальность и всякая штука. Мы так на нее и смотрим, иначе бы не поехали, так как не можем допустить, чтобы в нашем присутствии люди стреляли друг в друга и всё. — Шешковский вытер с лица пот и продолжал: — Покончите же, господа, ваше недоразумение, подайте друг другу руки и поедем домой пить мировую. Честное слово, господа!

Фон Корен молчал. Лаевский, заметив, что на него смотрят, сказал:

— Я ничего не имею против Николая Васильича. Если он находит, что я виноват, то я готов извиниться перед ним.

Фон Корен обиделся.

— Очевидно, господа, — сказал он, — вам угодно, чтобы г. Лаевский вернулся домой великодушным и рыцарем, но я не могу доставить вам и ему этого удовольствия. И не было надобности вставать рано и ехать из города за десять верст для того только, чтобы пить мировую, закусывать и объяснять мне, что дуэль устарелая формальность. Дуэль есть дуэль, и не следует делать ее глупее и фальшивее, чем она есть на самом деле. Я желаю драться!

Наступило молчание. Офицер Бойко достал из ящика два пистолета: один подали фон Корену, другой Лаевскому, и затем произошло замешательство, которое ненадолго развеселило зоолога и секундантов. Оказалось, что из всех присутствовавших ни один не был на дуэли ни разу в жизни и никто не знал точно, как нужно становиться и что должны говорить и делать секунданты. Но потом Бойко вспомнил и, улыбаясь, стал объяснять.

— Господа, кто помнит, как описано у Лермонтова? — спросил фон Корен смеясь. — У Тургенева также Базаров стрелялся с кем-то там…

— К чему тут помнить? — сказал нетерпеливо Устимович, останавливаясь. — Отмерьте расстояние — вот и всё.

И он раза три шагнул, как бы показывая, как надо отмеривать. Бойко отсчитал шаги, а его товарищ обнажил шашку и поцарапал землю на крайних пунктах, чтобы обозначить барьер.

Противники, при всеобщем молчании, заняли свои места.

«Кроты», — вспомнил дьякон, сидевший в кустах.

Что-то говорил Шешковский, что-то объяснял опять Бойко, но Лаевский не слышал или, вернее, слышал, но не понимал. Он, когда настало для этого время, взвел курок и поднял тяжелый, холодный пистолет дулом вверх. Он забыл расстегнуть пальто, и у него сильно сжимало в плече и под мышкой, и рука поднималась с такою неловкостью, как будто рукав был сшит из жести. Он вспомнил свою вчерашнюю ненависть к смуглому лбу и курчавым волосам и подумал, что даже вчера, в минуту сильной ненависти и гнева, он не смог бы выстрелить в человека. Боясь, чтобы пуля как-нибудь невзначай не попала в фон Корена, он поднимал пистолет всё выше и выше и чувствовал, что это слишком показное великодушие не деликатно и не великодушно, но иначе не умел и не мог. Глядя на бледное, насмешливо улыбавшееся лицо фон Корена, который, очевидно, с самого начала был уверен, что его противник выстрелит в воздух, Лаевский думал, что сейчас, слава богу, всё кончится и что вот только нужно надавить покрепче собачку…

Сильно отдало в плечо, раздался выстрел и в горах ответило эхо: пах-тах!

И фон Корен взвел курок и посмотрел в сторону Устимовича, который по-прежнему шагал, заложив руки назад и не обращая ни на что внимания.

— Доктор, — сказал зоолог, — будьте добры, не ходите, как маятник. У меня от вас мелькает в глазах.

Доктор остановился. Фон Корен стал прицеливаться в Лаевского.

«Кончено!» — подумал Лаевский.

Дуло пистолета, направленное прямо в лицо, выражение ненависти и презрения в позе и во всей фигуре фон Корена, и это убийство, которое сейчас совершит порядочный человек среди бела дня в присутствии порядочных людей, и эта тишина, и неизвестная сила, заставляющая Лаевского стоять, а не бежать, — как всё это таинственно, и непонятно, и страшно! Время, пока фон Корен прицеливался, показалось Лаевскому длиннее ночи. Он умоляюще взглянул на секундантов; они не шевелились и были бледны.

«Скорее же стреляй!» — думал Лаевский и чувствовал, что его бледное, дрожащее, жалкое лицо должно возбуждать в фон Корене еще большую ненависть.

«Я его сейчас убью, — думал фон Корен, прицеливаясь в лоб и уже ощущая пальцем собачку. — Да, конечно, убью…»

— Он убьет его! — послышался вдруг отчаянный крик где-то очень близко.

Тотчас же раздался выстрел. Увидев, что Лаевский стоит на месте, а не упал, все посмотрели в ту сторону, откуда послышался крик, и увидели дьякона. Он, бледный, с мокрыми, прилипшими ко лбу и к щекам волосами, весь мокрый и грязный, стоял на том берегу в кукурузе, как-то странно улыбался и махал мокрой шляпой. Шешковский засмеялся от радости, заплакал и отошел в сторону…

 

XX

 

Немного погодя фон Корен и дьякон сошлись около мостика. Дьякон был взволнован, тяжело дышал и избегал смотреть в глаза. Ему было стыдно и за свой страх, и за свою грязную, мокрую одёжу.

— Мне показалось, что вы хотели его убить… — бормотал он. — Как это противно природе человеческой! До какой степени это противоестественно!

— Как вы сюда попали, однако? — спросил зоолог.

— Не спрашивайте! — махнул рукой дьякон. — Нечистый попутал: иди да иди… Вот и пошел, и чуть в кукурузе не помер от страха. Но теперь, слава богу, слава богу… Я весьма вами доволен, — бормотал дьякон. — И наш дедка-тарантул будет доволен… Смеху-то, смеху! А только я прошу вас убедительно, никому не говорите, что я был тут, а то мне, пожалуй, влетит в загривок от начальства. Скажут: дьякон секундантом был.

— Господа! — сказал фон Корен. — Дьякон просит вас никому не говорить, что вы видели его здесь. Могут выйти неприятности.

— Как это противно природе человеческой! — вздохнул дьякон. — Извините меня великодушно, но у вас такое было лицо, что я думал, что вы непременно его убьете.

— У меня было сильное искушение прикончить этого мерзавца, — сказал фон Корен, — но вы крикнули мне под руку, и я промахнулся. Вся эта процедура, однако, противна с непривычки и утомила меня, дьякон. Я ужасно ослабел. Поедемте…

— Нет, уж дозвольте мне пешком идти. Мне просохнуть надо, а то я измок и прозяб.

— Ну, как знаете, — сказал томным голосом ослабевший зоолог, садясь в коляску и закрывая глаза. — Как знаете…

Пока ходили около экипажей и усаживались, Кербалай стоял у дороги и, взявшись обеими руками за живот, низко кланялся и показывал зубы; он думал, что господа приехали наслаждаться природой и пить чай, и не понимал, почему это они садятся в экипажи. При общем безмолвии поезд тронулся, и около духана остался один только дьякон.

— Ходил духан, пил чай, — сказал он Кербалаю. — Мой хочет кушать.

Кербалай хорошо говорил по-русски, но дьякон думал, что татарин скорее поймет его, если он будет говорить с ним на ломаном русском языке.

— Яичницу жарил, сыр давал…

— Иди, иди, поп, — сказал Кербалай, кланяясь. — Всё дам… И сыр есть, и вино есть… Кушай, чего хочешь.

— Как по-татарски — бог? — спрашивал дьякон, входя в духан.

— Твой бог и мой бог всё равно, — сказал Кербалай, не поняв его. — Бог у всех один, а только люди разные. Которые русские, которые турки или которые английски — всяких людей много, а бог один.

— Хорошо-с. Если все народы поклоняются единому богу, то почему же вы, мусульмане, смотрите на христиан как на вековечных врагов своих?

— Зачем сердишься? — сказал Кербалай, хватаясь обеими руками за живот. — Ты поп, я мусульман, ты говоришь — кушать хочу, я даю… Только богатый разбирает, какой бог твой, какой мой, а для бедного всё равно. Кушай, пожалуйста.

Пока в духане происходил богословский разговор, Лаевский ехал домой и вспоминал, как жутко ему было ехать на рассвете, когда дорога, скалы и горы были мокры и темны и неизвестное будущее представлялось страшным, как пропасть, у которой не видно дна, а теперь дождевые капли, висевшие на траве и на камнях, сверкали от солнца, как алмазы, природа радостно улыбалась, и страшное будущее оставалось позади. Он посматривал на угрюмое, заплаканное лицо Шешковского и вперед на две коляски, в которых сидели фон Корен, его секунданты и доктор, и ему казалось, как будто они все возвращались из кладбища, где только что похоронили тяжелого, невыносимого человека, который мешал всем жить.

«Всё кончено», — думал он о своем прошлом, осторожно поглаживая пальцами шею.

У него в правой стороне шеи, около воротничка, вздулась небольшая опухоль, длиною и толщиною с мизинец, и чувствовалась боль, как будто кто провел по шее утюгом. Это контузила пуля.

Затем, когда он приехал домой, для него потянулся длинный, странный, сладкий и туманный, как забытье, день. Он, как выпущенный из тюрьмы или больницы, всматривался в давно знакомые предметы и удивлялся, что столы, окна, стулья, свет и море возбуждают в нем живую, детскую радость, какой он давно-давно уже не испытывал. Бледная и сильно похудевшая Надежда Федоровна не понимала его кроткого голоса и странной походки; она торопилась рассказать ему всё, что с нею было… Ей казалось, что он, вероятно, плохо слышит и не понимает ее и что если он всё узнает, то проклянет ее и убьет, а он слушал ее, гладил ей лицо и волоса, смотрел ей в глаза и говорил:

— У меня нет никого, кроме тебя…

Потом они долго сидели в палисаднике, прижавшись друг к другу, и молчали, или же, мечтая вслух о своей будущей счастливой жизни, говорили короткие, отрывистые фразы, и ему казалось, что он никогда раньше не говорил так длинно и красиво.
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Прошло три месяца с лишним.

Наступил день, назначенный фон Кореном для отъезда. С раннего утра шел крупный, холодный дождь, дул норд-остовый ветер и на море развело сильную волну. Говорили, что в такую погоду пароход едва ли зайдет на рейд. По расписанию он должен был прийти в десятом часу утра, но фон Корен, выходивший на набережную в полдень и после обеда, не увидел в бинокль ничего, кроме серых волн и дождя, застилавшего горизонт.

К концу дня дождь перестал и ветер начал заметно стихать. Фон Корен уже помирился с мыслью, что ему сегодня не уехать, и сел играть с Самойленком в шахматы; но когда стемнело, денщик доложил, что на море показались огни и что видели ракету.

Фон Корен заторопился. Он надел сумочку через плечо, поцеловался с Самойленком и с дьяконом, без всякой надобности обошел все комнаты, простился с денщиком и с кухаркой и вышел на улицу с таким чувством, как будто забыл что-то у доктора или у себя на квартире. На улице шел он рядом с Самойленком, за ними дьякон с ящиком, а позади всех денщик с двумя чемоданами. Только Самойленко и денщик различали тусклые огоньки на море, остальные же смотрели в потемки и ничего не видели. Пароход остановился далеко от берега.

— Скорее, скорее, — торопился фон Корен. — Я боюсь, что он уйдет!

Проходя мимо трехоконного домика, в который перебрался Лаевский вскоре после дуэли, фон Корен не удержался и заглянул в окно. Лаевский, согнувшись, сидел за столом, спиною к окну и писал.

— Я удивляюсь, — тихо сказал зоолог. — Как он скрутил себя!

— Да, удивления достойно, — вздохнул Самойленко. — Так с утра до вечера сидит, всё сидит и работает. Долги хочет выплатить. А живет, брат, хуже нищего!

Прошло полминуты в молчании. Зоолог, доктор и дьякон стояли у окна и всё смотрели на Лаевского.

— Так и не уехал отсюда, бедняга, — сказал Самойленко. — А помнишь, как он хлопотал?

— Да, сильно он скрутил себя, — повторил фон Корен. — Его свадьба, эта целодневная работа из-за куска хлеба, какое-то новое выражение на его лице и даже его походка — всё это до такой степени необыкновенно, что я и не знаю, как назвать это, — зоолог взял Самойленко за рукав и продолжал с волнением в голосе: — Ты передай ему и его жене, что когда я уезжал, я удивлялся им, желал всего хорошего… и попроси его, чтобы он, если это можно, не поминал меня лихом. Он меня знает. Он знает, что если бы я мог тогда предвидеть эту перемену, то я мог бы стать его лучшим другом.

— Ты зайди к нему, простись.

— Нет. Это неудобно.

— Отчего? Бог знает, может, больше уж никогда не увидишься с ним.

Зоолог подумал и сказал:

— Это правда.

Самойленко тихо постучал пальцем в окно. Лаевский вздрогнул и оглянулся.

— Ваня, Николай Васильич желает с тобой проститься, — сказал Самойленко. — Он сейчас уезжает.

Лаевский встал из-за стола и пошел в сени, чтобы отворить дверь. Самойленко, фон Корен и дьякон вошли в дом.

— Я на одну минутку, — начал зоолог, снимая в сенях калоши и уже жалея, что он уступил чувству и вошел сюда без приглашения. «Я как будто навязываюсь, — подумал он, — а это глупо». — Простите, что я беспокою вас, — сказал он, входя за Лаевским в его комнату, — но я сейчас уезжаю, и меня потянуло к вам. Бог знает, увидимся ли когда еще.

— Очень рад… Покорнейше прошу, — сказал Лаевский и неловко подставил гостям стулья, точно желая загородить им дорогу, и остановился посреди комнаты, потирая руки.

«Напрасно я не оставил свидетелей на улице», — подумал фон Корен и сказал твердо: — Не поминайте меня лихом, Иван Андреич. Забыть прошлого, конечно, нельзя, оно слишком грустно, и я не затем пришел сюда, чтобы извиняться или уверять, что я не виноват. Я действовал искренно и не изменил своих убеждений с тех пор… Правда, как вижу теперь к великой моей радости, я ошибся относительно вас, но ведь спотыкаются и на ровной дороге, и такова уж человеческая судьба: если не ошибаешься в главном, то будешь ошибаться в частностях. Никто не знает настоящей правды.

— Да, никто не знает правды… — сказал Лаевский.

— Ну, прощайте… Дай бог вам всего хорошего.

Фон Корен подал Лаевскому руку; тот пожал ее и поклонился.

— Не поминайте же лихом, — сказал фон Корен. — Поклонитесь вашей жене и скажите ей, что я очень жалел, что не мог проститься с ней.

— Она дома.

Лаевский подошел к двери и сказал в другую комнату:

— Надя, Николай Васильевич желает с тобой проститься.

Вошла Надежда Федоровна; она остановилась около двери и робко взглянула на гостей. Лицо у нее было виноватое и испуганное, и руки она держала, как гимназистка, которой делают выговор.

— Я сейчас уезжаю, Надежда Федоровна, — сказал фон Корен, — и пришел проститься.

Она нерешительно протянула ему руку, а Лаевский поклонился.

«Как они, однако, оба жалки! — подумал фон Корен. — Не дешево достается им эта жизнь». — Я буду в Москве и в Петербурге, — спросил он, — не нужно ли вам что-нибудь прислать оттуда?

— Что же? — сказала Надежда Федоровна и встревоженно переглянулась с мужем. — Кажется, ничего…

— Да, ничего… — сказал Лаевский, потирая руки. — Кланяйтесь.

Фон Корен не знал, что еще можно и нужно сказать, а раньше, когда входил, то думал, что скажет очень много хорошего, теплого и значительного. Он молча пожал руки Лаевскому и его жене и вышел от них с тяжелым чувством.

— Какие люди! — говорил дьякон вполголоса, идя сзади. — Боже мой, какие люди! Воистину десница божия насадила виноград сей! Господи, господи! Один победил тысячи, а другой тьмы. Николай Васильич, — сказал он восторженно, — знайте, что сегодня вы победили величайшего из врагов человеческих — гордость!

— Полно, дьякон! Какие мы с ним победители? Победители орлами смотрят, а он жалок, робок, забит, кланяется, как китайский болванчик, а мне… мне грустно.

Сзади послышались шаги. Это догонял Лаевский, чтобы проводить. На пристани стоял денщик с двумя чемоданами, а несколько поодаль — четыре гребца.

— Однако, подувает… брр! — сказал Самойленко. — В море, должно быть, теперь штормяга — ой, ой! Не в пору ты едешь, Коля.

— Я не боюсь морской болезни.

— Не в том… Не опрокинули бы тебя эти дураки. Следовало бы на агентской шлюпке доехать. Где агентская шлюпка? — крикнул он гребцам.

— Ушла, ваше превосходительство.

— А таможенная?

— Тоже ушла.


— Отчего же не доложили? — рассердился Самойленко. — Остолопы!

— Всё равно, не волнуйся… — сказал фон Корен. — Ну, прощай. Храни вас бог.

Самойленко обнял фон Корена и перекрестил его три раза.

— Не забывай же, Коля… Пиши… Будущей весной ждать будем.

— Прощайте, дьякон, — сказал фон Корен, пожимая дьякону руку. — Спасибо вам за компанию и за хорошие разговоры. Насчет экспедиции подумайте.

— Да, господи, хоть на край света! — засмеялся дьякон. — Разве я против?

Фон Корен узнал в потемках Лаевского и молча протянул ему руку. Гребцы уже стояли внизу и придерживали лодку, которая билась о сваи, хотя мол загораживал ее от большой зыби. Фон Корен спустился по трапу, прыгнул в лодку и сел у руля.

— Пиши! — крикнул ему Самойленко. — Здоровье береги!

«Никто не знает настоящей правды», — думал Лаевский, поднимая воротник своего пальто и засовывая руки в рукава.

Лодка бойко обогнула пристань и вышла на простор. Она исчезла в волнах, но тотчас же из глубокой ямы скользнула на высокий холм, так что можно было различить и людей, и даже весла. Лодка прошла сажени три, и ее отбросило назад сажени на две.

— Пиши! — крикнул Самойленко. — Понесла тебя нелегкая в такую погоду!

«Да, никто не знает настоящей правды…» — думал Лаевский, с тоскою глядя на беспокойное темное море.

«Лодку бросает назад, — думал он, — делает она два шага вперед и шаг назад, но гребцы упрямы, машут неутомимо веслами и не боятся высоких волн. Лодка идет всё вперед и вперед, вот уж ее и не видно, а пройдет с полчаса, и гребцы ясно увидят пароходные огни, а через час будут уже у пароходного трапа. Так и в жизни… В поисках за правдой люди делают два шага вперед, шаг назад. Страдания, ошибки и скука жизни бросают их назад, но жажда правды и упрямая воля гонят вперед и вперед. И кто знает? Быть может, доплывут до настоящей правды…»

— Проща-а-ай! — крикнул Самойленко.

— Не видать и не слыхать, — сказал дьякон. — Счастливой дороги!

Стал накрапывать дождь.

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

6. РАССКАЗ НЕИВЕСТНОГО ЧЕЛОВЕКА

 

I

 

По причинам, о которых не время теперь говорить подробно, я должен был поступить в лакеи к одному петербургскому чиновнику, по фамилии Орлову. Было ему около тридцати пяти лет и звали его Георгием Иванычем.

К этому Орлову поступил я ради его отца, известного государственного человека, которого считал я серьезным врагом своего дела. Я рассчитывал, что, живя у сына, по разговорам, которые услышу, и по бумагам и запискам, какие буду находить на столе, я в подробности изучу планы и намерения отца.

Обыкновенно часов в одиннадцать утра в моей лакейской трещал электрический звонок, давая мне знать, что проснулся барин. Когда я с вычищенным платьем и сапогами приходил в спальню, Георгий Иваныч сидел неподвижно в постели, не заспанный, а скорее утомленный сном, и глядел в одну точку, не выказывая по поводу своего пробуждения никакого удовольствия. Я помогал ему одеваться, а он неохотно подчинялся мне, молча и не замечая моего присутствия; потом, с мокрою от умыванья головой и пахнущий свежими духами, он шел в столовую пить кофе. Он сидел за столом, пил кофе и перелистывал газеты, а я и горничная Поля почтительно стояли у двери и смотрели на него. Два взрослых человека должны были с самым серьезным вниманием смотреть, как третий пьет кофе и грызет сухарики. Это, по всей вероятности, смешно и дико, но я не видел для себя ничего унизительного в том, что приходилось стоять около двери, хотя был таким же дворянином и образованным человеком, как сам Орлов.

У меня тогда начиналась чахотка, а с нею еще кое-что, пожалуй, поважнее чахотки. Не знаю, под влиянием ли болезни, или начинавшейся перемены мировоззрения, которой я тогда не замечал, мною изо дня в день овладевала страстная, раздражающая жажда обыкновенной, обывательской жизни. Мне хотелось душевного покоя, здоровья, хорошего воздуха, сытости. Я становился мечтателем и, как мечтатель, не знал, что собственно мне нужно. То мне хотелось уйти в монастырь, сидеть там по целым дням у окошка и смотреть на деревья и поля; то я воображал, как я покупаю десятин пять земли и живу помещиком; то я давал себе слово, что займусь наукой и непременно сделаюсь профессором какого-нибудь провинциального университета. Я — отставной лейтенант нашего флота; мне грезилось море, наша эскадра и корвет, на котором я совершил кругосветное плавание. Мне хотелось еще раз испытать то невыразимое чувство, когда, гуляя в тропическом лесу или глядя на закат солнца в Бенгальском заливе, замираешь от восторга и в то же время грустишь по родине. Мне снились горы, женщины, музыка, и с любопытством, как мальчик, я всматривался в лица, вслушивался в голоса. И когда я стоял у двери и смотрел, как Орлов пьет кофе, я чувствовал себя не лакеем, а человеком, которому интересно всё на свете, даже Орлов.

Наружность у Орлова была петербургская: узкие плечи, длинная талия, впалые виски, глаза неопределенного цвета и скудная, тускло окрашенная растительность на голове, бороде и усах. Лицо у него было холеное, потертое и неприятное. Особенно неприятно оно было, когда он задумывался или спал. Описывать обыкновенную наружность едва ли и следует; к тому же Петербург — не Испания, наружность мужчин здесь не имеет большого значения даже в любовных делах и нужна только представительным лакеям и кучерам. Заговорил же я о лице и волосах Орлова потому только, что в его наружности было нечто, о чем стоит упомянуть, а именно: когда Орлов брался за газету или книгу, какая бы она ни была, или же встречался с людьми, кто бы они ни были, то глаза его начинали иронически улыбаться и все лицо принимало выражение легкой, не злой насмешки. Перед тем, как прочесть что-нибудь или услышать, у него всякий раз была уже наготове ирония, точно щит у дикаря. Это была ирония привычная, старой закваски, и в последнее время она показывалась на лице уже безо всякого участия воли, вероятно, а как бы по рефлексу. Но об этом после.

В первом часу он с выражением иронии брал свой портфель, набитый бумагами, и уезжал на службу. Обедал он не дома и возвращался после восьми. Я зажигал в кабинете лампу и свечи, а он садился в кресло, протягивал ноги на стул и, развалившись таким образом, начинал читать. Почти каждый день он привозил с собой или ему присылали из магазинов новые книги, и у меня в лакейской в углах и под моею кроватью лежало множество книг на трех языках, не считая русского, уже прочитанных и брошенных. Читал он с необыкновенною быстротой. Говорят: скажи мне, что ты читаешь, и я скажу тебе, кто ты. Это, быть может, и правда, но судить об Орлове по тем книгам, какие он читал, положительно нельзя. То была какая-то каша. И философия, и французские романы, и политическая экономия, и финансы, и новые поэты, и издания «Посредника», — и всё он прочитывал одинаково быстро и всё с тем же ироническим выражением глаз.

После десяти он тщательно одевался, часто во фрак, очень редко в свой камер-юнкерский мундир, и уезжал из дому. Возвращался под утро.

Жили мы с ним тихо и мирно и никаких недоразумений у нас не было. Обыкновенно он не замечал моего присутствия, и когда говорил со мною, то на лице у него не было иронического выражения, — очевидно, не считал меня человеком.

Только один раз я видел его сердитым. Однажды — это было через неделю после того, как я поступил к нему, — он вернулся с какого-то обеда часов в девять; лицо у него было капризное, утомленное. Когда я шел за ним в кабинет, чтобы зажечь там свечи, он сказал мне:

— У нас в комнатах чем-то воняет.

— Нет, воздух чист, — ответил я.

— А я тебе говорю, что воняет, — повторил он раздраженно.

— Я каждый день отворяю форточки.

— Не рассуждай, болван! — крикнул он.

Я обиделся и хотел возражать, и бог знает, чем бы это кончилось, если бы не вмешалась Поля, знавшая своего барина лучше, чем я.

— В самом деле, какой дурной запах! — сказала она, поднимая брови. — Откуда бы это? Степан, отвори в гостиной форточки и затопи камин.

Она заахала, засуетилась и пошла ходить по всем комнатам, шурша своими юбками и шипя в пульверизатор. А Орлов все был не в духе; он, видимо, сдерживая себя, чтобы не сердиться громко, сидел за столом и быстро писал письмо. Написавши несколько строк, он сердито фыркнул и порвал письмо, потом начал снова писать.

— Чёрт их возьми! — пробормотал он. — Хотят, чтоб я имел чудовищную память!

Наконец письмо было написано; он встал из-за стола и сказал, обращаясь ко мне:

— Ты поедешь на Знаменскую и отдашь это письмо Зинаиде Федоровне Красновской в собственные руки. Но сначала спроси у швейцара, не вернулся ли муж, то есть господин Красновский. Если он вернулся, то письма не отдавай и поезжай назад. Постой!.. В случае, если она спросит, есть ли кто-нибудь у меня, то ты скажешь ей, что с восьми часов у меня сидят два каких-то господина и что-то пишут.

Я поехал на Знаменскую. Швейцар сказал мне, что господин Красновский еще не вернулись, и я отправился на третий этаж. Мне отворил дверь высокий, толстый, бурый лакей с черными бакенами и сонно, вяло и грубо, как только лакей может разговаривать с лакеем, спросил меня, что мне нужно. Не успел я ответить, как в переднюю из залы быстро вошла дама в черном платье. Она прищурила на меня глаза.

— Зинаида Федоровна дома? — спросил я.

— Это я, — сказала дама.

— Письмо от Георгия Иваныча.

Она нетерпеливо распечатала письмо и, держа его в обеих руках и показывая мне свои кольца с брильянтами, стала читать. Я разглядел белое лицо с мягкими линиями, выдающийся вперед подбородок, длинные, темные ресницы. На вид я мог дать этой даме не больше двадцати пяти лет.

— Кланяйтесь и благодарите, — сказала она, кончив читать. — Есть кто-нибудь у Георгия Иваныча? — спросила она мягко, радостно и как бы стыдясь своего недоверия.

— Какие-то два господина, — ответил я. — Что-то пишут.

— Кланяйтесь и благодарите, — повторила она и, склонив голову набок и читая на ходу письмо, бесшумно вышла.

Я тогда встречал мало женщин, и эта дама, которую я видел мельком, произвела на меня впечатление. Возвращаясь домой пешком, я вспоминал ее лицо и запах тонких духов, и мечтал. Когда я вернулся, Орлова уже не было дома.

 

II

 

Итак, с хозяином мы жили тихо и мирно, но все-таки то нечистое и оскорбительное, чего я так боялся, поступая в лакеи, было налицо и давало себя чувствовать каждый день. Я не ладил с Полей. Это была хорошо упитанная, избалованная тварь, обожавшая Орлова за то, что он барин, и презиравшая меня за то, что я лакей. Вероятно, с точки зрения настоящего лакея или повара, она была обольстительна: румяные щеки, вздернутый нос, прищуренные глаза и полнота тела, переходящая уже в пухлость. Она пудрилась, красила брови и губы, затягивалась в корсет и носила турнюр и браслетку из монет. Походка у нее была мелкая, подпрыгивающая; когда она ходила, то вертела или, как говорится, дрыгала плечами и задом. Шуршанье ее юбок, треск корсета и звон браслета и этот хамский запах губной помады, туалетного уксуса и духов, украденных у барина, возбуждали во мне, когда я по утрам убирал с нею комнаты, такое чувство, как будто я делал вместе с нею что-то мерзкое.

Оттого ли, что я не воровал вместе с нею или не изъявлял никакого желания стать ее любовником, что, вероятно, оскорбляло ее, или, быть может, оттого, что она чуяла во мне чужого человека, она возненавидела меня с первого же дня. Моя неумелость, не лакейская наружность и моя болезнь представлялись ей жалкими и вызывали в ней чувство гадливости. Я тогда сильно кашлял и, случалось, по ночам мешал ей спать, так как ее и мою комнату отделяла одна только деревянная перегородка, и каждое утро она говорила мне:

— Ты опять не давал мне спать. В больнице тебе лежать, а не у господ жить.

Она так искренно верила, что я не человек, а нечто стоящее неизмеримо ниже ее, что, подобно римским матронам, которые не стыдились купаться в присутствии рабов, при мне иногда ходила в одной сорочке.

Однажды за обедом (мы каждый день получали из трактира суп и жаркое), когда у меня было прекрасное мечтательное настроение, я спросил:

— Поля, вы в бога веруете?

— А то как же!

— Стало быть, вы веруете, — продолжал я, — что будет страшный суд и что мы дадим ответ богу за каждый свой дурной поступок?

Она ничего не ответила и только сделала презрительную гримасу, и, глядя в этот раз на ее сытые, холодные глаза, я понял, что у этой цельной, вполне законченной натуры не было ни бога, ни совести, ни законов, и что если бы мне понадобилось убить, поджечь или украсть, то за деньги я не мог бы найти лучшего сообщника.

В необычной обстановке, да еще при моей непривычке к ты и к постоянному лганью (говорить «барина нет дома», когда он дома), мне в первую неделю жилось у Орлова не легко. В лакейском фраке я чувствовал себя, как в латах. Но потом привык. Как настоящий лакей, я прислуживал, убирал комнаты, бегал и ездил, исполняя всякие поручения. Когда Орлову не хотелось ехать на свидание к Зинаиде Федоровне или когда он забывал, что обещал быть у нее, я ездил на Знаменскую, отдавал там письмо в собственные руки и лгал. И в результате выходило совсем не то, что я ожидал, поступая в лакеи; всякий день этой моей новой жизни оказывался пропащим и для меня, и для моего дела, так как Орлов никогда не говорил о своем отце, его гости — тоже, и о деятельности известного государственного человека я знал только то, что удавалось мне, как и раньше, добывать из газет и переписки с товарищами. Сотни записок и бумаг, которые я находил в кабинете и читал, не имели даже отдаленного отношения к тому, что я искал. Орлов был совершенно равнодушен к громкой деятельности своего отца и имел такой вид, как будто не слыхал о ней или как будто отец у него давно умер.

 

III

 

По четвергам у нас бывали гости.

Я заказывал в ресторане кусок ростбифа и говорил в телефон Елисееву, чтобы прислали нам икры, сыру, устриц и проч. Покупал игральных карт. Поля уже с утра приготовляла чайную посуду и сервировку для ужина. Сказать по правде, эта маленькая деятельность несколько разнообразила нашу праздную жизнь, и четверги для нас были самыми интересными днями.

Гостей приходило только трое. Самым солидным и, пожалуй, самым интересным был гость по фамилии Пекарский, высокий, худощавый человек, лет сорока пяти, с длинным, горбатым носом, с большою черною бородой и с лысиной. Глаза у него были большие, навыкате, и выражение лица серьезное, вдумчивое, как у греческого философа. Служил он в управлении железной дороги и в банке, был юрисконсультом при каком-то важном казенном учреждении и состоял в деловых отношениях со множеством частных лиц как опекун, председатель конкурса и т. п. Имел он чин совсем небольшой и скромно называл себя присяжным поверенным, но влияние у него было громадное. Его визитной карточки или записки достаточно было, чтобы вас принял не в очередь знаменитый доктор, директор дороги или важный чиновник; говорили, что по его протекции можно было получить должность даже четвертого класса и замять какое угодно неприятное дело. Считался он очень умным человеком, но это был какой-то особенный, странный ум. Он мог в одно мгновение помножить в уме 213 на 373 или перевести стерлинги на марки без помощи карандаша и табличек, превосходно знал железнодорожное дело и финансы, и во всем, что касалось администрации, для него не существовало тайн; по гражданским делам, как говорили, это был искуснейший адвокат, и тягаться с ним было нелегко. Но этому необыкновенному уму было совершенно непонятно многое, что знает даже иной глупый человек. Так, он решительно не мог понять, почему это люди скучают, плачут, стреляются и даже других убивают, почему они волнуются по поводу вещей и событий, которые их лично не касаются, и почему они смеются, когда читают Гоголя или Щедрина… Все отвлеченное, исчезающее в области мысли и чувства, было для него непонятно и скучно, как музыка для того, кто не имеет слуха. На людей смотрел он только с деловой точки зрения и делил их на способных и неспособных. Иного деления у него не существовало. Честность и порядочность составляют лишь признак способности. Кутить, играть в карты и развратничать можно, но так, чтобы это не мешало делу. Веровать в бога не умно, но религия должна быть охраняема, так как для народа необходимо сдерживающее начало, иначе он не будет работать. Наказания нужны только для устрашения. На дачу выезжать незачем, так как и в городе хорошо. И так далее. Он был вдов и детей не имел, но жизнь вел на широкую, семейную ногу и платил за квартиру три тысячи в год.

Другой гость, Кукушкин, действительный статский советник из молодых, был небольшого роста и отличался в высшей степени неприятным выражением, какое придавала ему несоразмерность его толстого, пухлого туловища с маленьким, худощавым лицом. Губы у него были сердечком и стриженые усики имели такой вид, как будто были приклеены лаком. Это был человек с манерами ящерицы. Он не входил, а как-то вползал, мелко семеня ногами, покачиваясь и хихикая, а когда смеялся, то скалил зубы. Он был чиновником особых поручений при ком-то и ничего не делал, хотя получал большое содержание, особенно летом, когда для него изобретали разные командировки. Это был карьерист не до мозга костей, а глубже, до последней капли крови, и притом карьерист мелкий, неуверенный в себе, строивший свою карьеру на одних лишь подачках. За какой-нибудь иностранный крестик или за то, чтобы в газетах напечатали, что он присутствовал на панихиде или на молебне вместе с прочими высокопоставленными особами, он готов был идти на какое угодно унижение, клянчить, льстить, обещать. Из трусости он льстил Орлову и Пекарскому, потому что считал их сильными людями, льстил Поле и мне, потому что мы служили у влиятельного человека. Всякий раз, когда я снимал с него шубу, он хихикал и спрашивал меня: «Степан, ты женат?» — и затем следовали скабрёзные пошлости — знак особого ко мне внимания. Кукушкин льстил слабостям Орлова, его испорченности, сытости; чтобы понравиться ему, он прикидывался злым насмешником и безбожником, критиковал вместе с ним тех, перед кем в другом месте рабски ханжил. Когда за ужином говорили о женщинах и о любви, он прикидывался утонченным и изысканным развратником. Вообще, надо заметить, петербургские жуиры любят поговорить о своих необыкновенных вкусах. Иной действительный статский советник из молодых превосходно довольствуется ласками своей кухарки или какой-нибудь несчастной, гуляющей по Невскому, но послушать его, так он заражен всеми пороками Востока и Запада, состоит почетным членом целого десятка тайных предосудительных обществ и уже на замечании у полиции. Кукушкин врал про себя бессовестно, и ему не то чтобы не верили, а как-то мимо ушей пропускали все его небылицы.

Третий гость — Грузин, сын почтенного ученого генерала, ровесник Орлова, длинноволосый и подслеповатый блондин, в золотых очках. Мне припоминаются его длинные, бледные пальцы, как у пианиста; да и во всей его фигуре было что-то музыкантское, виртуозное. Такие фигуры в оркестрах играют первую скрипку. Он кашлял и страдал мигренью, вообще казался болезненным и слабеньким. Вероятно, дома его раздевали и одевали, как ребенка. Он кончил в училище правоведения и служил сначала по судебному ведомству, потом перевели его в сенат, отсюда он ушел и по протекции получил место в министерстве государственных имуществ и скоро опять ушел. В мое время он служил в отделении Орлова, был у него столоначальником, но поговаривал, что скоро перейдет опять в судебное ведомство. К службе и к своим перекочевкам с места на место он относился с редким легкомыслием, и когда при нем серьезно говорили о чинах, орденах, окладах, то он добродушно улыбался и повторял афоризм Пруткова: «Только на государственной службе познаешь истину!» У него была маленькая жена со сморщенным лицом, очень ревнивая, и пятеро тощеньких детей; жене он изменял, детей любил, только когда видел их, а в общем относился к семье довольно равнодушно и подшучивал над ней. Жил он с семьей в долг, занимая где и у кого попало, при всяком удобном случае, не пропуская даже своих начальников и швейцаров. Это была натура рыхлая, ленивая до полного равнодушия к себе и плывшая по течению неизвестно куда и зачем. Куда его вели, туда и шел. Вели его в какой-нибудь притон — он шел, ставили перед ним вино — пил, не ставили — не пил; бранили при нем жен — и он бранил свою, уверяя, что она испортила ему жизнь, а когда хвалили, то он тоже хвалил и искренно говорил: «Я ее, бедную, очень люблю». Шубы у него не было и носил он всегда плед, от которого пахло детской. Когда за ужином, о чем-то задумавшись, он катал шарики из хлеба и пил много красного вина, то, странное дело, я бывал почти уверен, что в нем сидит что-то, что он, вероятно, сам чувствует в себе смутно, но за суетой и пошлостями не успевает понять и оценить. Он немножко играл на рояле. Бывало, сядет за рояль, возьмет два-три аккорда и запоет тихо:

 

Что день грядущий мне готовит?

 

но тотчас же, точно испугавшись, встанет и уйдет подальше от рояля.

Гости обыкновенно сходились к десяти часам. Они играли в кабинете Орлова в карты, а я и Поля подавали им чай. Тут только я мог, как следует, постигнуть всю сладость лакейства. Стоять в продолжение четырех-пяти часов около двери, следить за тем, чтобы не было пустых стаканов, переменять пепельницы, подбегать к столу, чтобы поднять оброненный мелок или карту, а главное, стоять, ждать, быть внимательным и не сметь ни говорить, ни кашлять, ни улыбаться, это, уверяю вас, тяжелее самого тяжелого крестьянского труда. Я когда-то стаивал на вахте по четыре часа в бурные зимние ночи и нахожу, что вахта несравненно легче.

Играли в карты часов до двух, иногда до трех и потом, потягиваясь, шли в столовую ужинать или, как говорил Орлов, подзакусить. За ужином разговоры. Начиналось обыкновенно с того, что Орлов со смеющимися глазами заводил речь о каком-нибудь знакомом, о недавно прочитанной книге, о новом назначении или проекте; льстивый Кукушкин подхватывал в тон, и начиналась, по тогдашнему моему настроению, препротивная музыка. Ирония Орлова и его друзей не знала пределов и не щадила никого и ничего. Говорили о религии

— ирония, говорили о философии, о смысле и целях жизни — ирония, поднимал ли кто вопрос о народе — ирония. В Петербурге есть особая порода людей, которые специально занимаются тем, что вышучивают каждое явление жизни; они не могут пройти даже мимо голодного или самоубийцы без того, чтобы не сказать пошлости. Но Орлов и его приятели не шутили и не вышучивали, а говорили с иронией. Они говорили, что бога нет и со смертью личность исчезает совершенно; бессмертные существуют только во французской академии. Истинного блага нет и не может быть, так как наличность его обусловлена человеческим совершенством, а последнее есть логическая нелепость. Россия такая же скучная и убогая страна, как Персия. Интеллигенция безнадежна; по мнению Пекарского, она в громадном большинстве состоит из людей неспособных и никуда не годных. Народ же спился, обленился, изворовался и вырождается. Науки у нас нет, литература неуклюжа, торговля держится на мошенничестве: «не обманешь — не продашь». И всё в таком роде, и всё смешно.

От вина к концу ужина становились веселее и переходили к веселым разговорам. Подсмеивались над семейною жизнью Грузина, над победами Кукушкина или над Пекарским, у которого будто бы в расходной книжке была одна страничка с заголовком: На дела благотворительности и другая — На физиологические потребности. Говорили, что нет верных жен; нет такой жены, от которой, при некотором навыке, нельзя было бы добиться ласок, не выходя из гостиной, в то время, когда рядом в кабинете сидит муж. Девочки-подростки развращены и уже знают все. Орлов хранит у себя письмо одной четырнадцатилетней гимназистки: она, возвращаясь из гимназии, «замарьяжила на Невском офицерика», который будто бы увел ее к себе и отпустил только поздно вечером, а она поспешила написать об этом подруге, чтобы поделиться восторгами. Говорили, что чистоты нравов не было никогда и нет ее, очевидно, она не нужна; человечество до сих пор прекрасно обходилось без нее. Вред же от так называемого разврата несомненно преувеличен. Извращение, предусмотренное в нашем уставе о наказаниях, не мешало Диогену быть философом и учителем; Цезарь и Цицерон были развратники и в то же время великие люди. Старик Катон женился на молоденькой и все-таки продолжал считаться суровым постником и блюстителем нравов.

В три или четыре часа гости расходились или уезжали вместе за город или на Офицерскую к какой-то Варваре Осиповне, а я уходил к себе в лакейскую и долго не мог уснуть от головной боли и кашля.

 

IV

 

Недели через три после того, как я поступил к Орлову, помнится, в воскресенье утром, кто-то позвонил. Был одиннадцатый час, и Орлов еще спал. Я пошел отворить. Можете себе представить мое изумление: за дверью на площадке лестницы стояла дама с вуалью.

— Георгий Иваныч встал? — спросила она.

И по голосу я узнал Зинаиду Федоровну, к которой я носил письма на Знаменскую. Не помню, успел ли и сумел ли я ответить ей, — я был смущен ее появлением. Да и не нужен ей был мой ответ. В одно мгновение она шмыгнула мимо меня и, наполнив переднюю ароматом своих духов, которые я до сих пор еще прекрасно помню, ушла в комнаты, и шаги ее затихли. По крайней мере, с полчаса потом ничего не было слышно. Но опять кто-то позвонил. На этот раз какая-то расфранченная девушка, по-видимому, горничная из богатого дома, и наш швейцар, оба запыхавшись, внесли два чемодана и багажную корзину.

— Это Зинаиде Федоровне, — сказала девушка.

И ушла, не сказав больше ни слова. Все это было таинственно и вызывало у Поли, благоговевшей перед барскими шалостями, хитрую усмешку; она как будто хотела сказать: «Вот какие мы!» — и все время ходила на цыпочках. Наконец, послышались шаги; Зинаида Федоровна быстро вошла в переднюю и, увидев меня в дверях моей лакейской, сказала:

— Степан, дайте Георгию Иванычу одеться.

Когда я вошел к Орлову с платьем и сапогами, он сидел на кровати, свесив ноги на медвежий мех. Вся его фигура выражала смущение. Меня он не замечал и моим лакейским мнением не интересовался; очевидно, был смущен и конфузился перед самим собой, перед своим «внутренним оком». Одевался, умывался и потом возился он со щетками и гребенками молча и не спеша, как будто давая себе время обдумать свое положение и сообразить, и даже по спине его заметно было, что он смущен и недоволен собой.

Пили они кофе вдвоем. Зинаида Федоровна налила из кофейника себе и Орлову, потом поставила локти на стол и засмеялась.

— Мне все еще не верится, — сказала она. — Когда долго путешествуешь и потом приедешь в отель, то все еще не верится, что уже не надо ехать. Приятно легко вздохнуть.

С выражением девочки, которой очень хочется шалить, она легко вздохнула и опять засмеялась.

— Вы мне простите, — сказал Орлов, кивнув на газеты. — Читать за кофе — это моя непобедимая привычка. Но я умею делать два дела разом: и читать, и слушать.

— Читайте, читайте… Ваши привычки и ваша свобода останутся при вас. Но отчего у вас постная физиономия? Вы всегда бываете таким по утрам или только сегодня? Вы не рады?

— Напротив. Но я, признаюсь, немножко ошеломлен.

— Отчего? Вы имели время приготовиться к моему нашествию. Я каждый день угрожала вам.

— Да, но я не ожидал, что вы приведете вашу угрозу в исполнение именно сегодня.

— И я сама не ожидала, но это лучше. Лучше, мой друг. Вырвать больной зуб сразу и — конец.

— Да, конечно.

— Ах, милый мой! — сказала она, зажмуривая глаза. — Все хорошо, что хорошо кончается, но, прежде чем кончилось хорошо, сколько было горя! Вы не смотрите, что я смеюсь; я рада, счастлива, но мне плакать хочется больше, чем смеяться. Вчера я выдержала целую баталию, — продолжала она по-французски. — Только один бог знает, как мне было тяжело. Но я смеюсь, потому что мне не верится. Мне кажется, что сижу я с вами и пью кофе не наяву, а во сне.

Затем она, продолжая говорить по-французски, рассказала, как вчера разошлась с мужем, и ее глаза то наполнялись слезами, то смеялись и с восхищением смотрели на Орлова. Она рассказала, что муж давно уже подозревал ее, но избегал объяснений; очень часто бывали ссоры, и обыкновенно в самый разгар их он внезапно умолкал и уходил к себе в кабинет, чтобы вдруг в запальчивости не высказать своих подозрений и чтобы она сама не начала объясняться. Зинаида же Федоровна чувствовала себя виноватой, ничтожной, неспособной на смелый, серьезный шаг, и от этого с каждым днем все сильнее ненавидела себя и мужа и мучилась, как в аду. Но вчера, во время ссоры, когда он закричал плачущим голосом: «Когда же все это кончится, боже мой?» — и ушел к себе в кабинет, она погналась за ним, как кошка за мышью, и, мешая ему затворить за собою дверь, крикнула, что ненавидит его всею душой. Тогда он впустил ее в кабинет, и она высказала ему все и призналась, что любит другого, что этот другой ее настоящий, самый законный муж, и она считает долгом совести сегодня же переехать к нему, несмотря ни на что, хотя бы в нее стреляли из пушек.

— В вас сильно бьется романтическая жилка, — перебил ее Орлов, не отрывая глаз от газеты.

Она засмеялась и продолжала рассказывать, не дотрагиваясь до своего кофе. Щеки ее разгорелись, это ее смущало немного, и она конфузливо поглядывала на меня и на Полю. Из ее дальнейшего рассказа я узнал, что муж ответил ей попреками, угрозами и в конце концов слезами, и вернее было бы сказать, что не она, а он выдержал баталию.

— Да, мой друг, пока нервы мои были подняты, все шло прекрасно, — рассказывала она, — но как только наступила ночь, я пала духом. Вы, Жорж, не верите в бога, а я немножко верую и боюсь возмездия. Бог требует от нас терпения, великодушия, самопожертвования, а я вот отказываюсь терпеть и хочу устроить жизнь на свой лад. Хорошо ли это? А вдруг это с точки зрения бога нехорошо? В два часа ночи муж вошел ко мне и говорит: «Вы не посмеете уйти. Я вытребую вас со скандалом через полицию». А немного погодя гляжу, он опять в дверях, как тень. «Пощадите меня. Ваше бегство может повредить мне по службе». Эти слова подействовали на меня грубо, я точно заржавела от них, подумала, что это уже начинается возмездие, и стала дрожать от страха и плакать. Мне казалось, что на меня обвалится потолок, что меня сейчас поведут в полицию, что вы меня разлюбите, — одним словом, бог знает что! Уйду, думаю, в монастырь или куда-нибудь в сиделки, откажусь от счастья, но тут вспоминаю, что вы меня любите и что я не вправе распоряжаться собой без вашего ведома, и все у меня в голове начинает путаться, и я в отчаянии, не знаю, что думать и делать. Но взошло солнышко, и я опять повеселела. Дождалась утра и прикатила к вам. Ах, как замучилась, милый мой! Подряд две ночи не спала!

Она была утомлена и возбуждена. Ей хотелось в одно и то же время и спать, и без конца говорить, и смеяться, и плакать, и ехать в ресторан завтракать, чтобы почувствовать себя на свободе.

— У тебя уютная квартира, но боюсь, для двоих она будет мала, — говорила она после кофе, быстро обходя все комнаты. — Какую ты дашь мне комнату? Мне нравится вот эта, потому что она рядом с твоим кабинетом.

Во втором часу она переоделась в комнате рядом с кабинетом, которую стала после этого называть своею, и уехала с Орловым завтракать. Обедали они тоже в ресторане, а в длинный промежуток между завтраком и обедом ездили по магазинам. Я до позднего вечера отворял приказчикам и посыльным из магазинов и принимал от них разные покупки. Привезли между прочим великолепное трюмо, туалет, кровать и роскошный чайный сервиз, который был нам не нужен. Привезли целое семейство медных кастрюлей, которые мы поставили рядком на полке в нашей пустой холодной кухне. Когда мы разворачивали чайный сервиз, то у Поли разгорелись глаза, и она раза три взглянула на меня с ненавистью и со страхом, что, быть может, не она, а я первый украду одну из этих грациозных чашечек. Привезли дамский письменный стол, очень дорогой, но неудобный. Очевидно, Зинаида Федоровна имела намерение засесть у нас крепко, по-хозяйски.

Вернулась она с Орловым часу в десятом. Полная горделивого сознания, что ею совершено что-то смелое и необыкновенное, страстно любящая и, как казалось ей, страстно любимая, томная, предвкушающая крепкий и счастливый сон, Зинаида Федоровна упивалась новою жизнью. От избытка счастья она крепко сжимала себе руки, уверяла, что все прекрасно, и клялась, что будет любить вечно, и эти клятвы и наивная, почти детская уверенность, что ее тоже крепко любят и будут любить вечно, молодили ее лет на пять. Она говорила милый вздор и смеялась над собой.

— Нет выше блага, как свобода! — говорила она, заставляя себя сказать что-нибудь серьезное и значительное. — Ведь какая, подумаешь, нелепость! Мы не даем никакой цены своему собственному мнению, даже если оно умно, но дрожим перед мнением разных глупцов. Я боялась чужого мнения до последней минуты, но как только послушалась самоё себя и решила жить по-своему, глаза у меня открылись, я победила свой глупый страх и теперь счастлива и всем желаю такого счастья.

Но тотчас же порядок мыслей у нее обрывался и она говорила о новой квартире, об обоях, лошадях, о путешествии в Швейцарию и Италию. Орлов же был утомлен поездкой по ресторанам и магазинам и продолжал испытывать то смущение перед самим собой, какое я заметил у него утром. Он улыбался, но больше из вежливости, чем от удовольствия, и когда она говорила о чем-нибудь серьезно, то он иронически соглашался: «О, да!»

— Степан, найдите поскорее хорошего повара, — обратилась она ко мне.

— Не следует торопиться с кухней, — сказал Орлов, холодно поглядев на меня. — Надо сначала перебраться на новую квартиру.

Он никогда не держал у себя ни кухни, ни лошадей, потому что, как выражался, не любил «заводить у себя нечистоту», и меня и Полю терпел в своей квартире только по необходимости. Так называемый семейный очаг с его обыкновенными радостями и дрязгами оскорблял его вкусы, как пошлость; быть беременной или иметь детей и говорить о них — это дурной тон, мещанство. И для меня теперь представлялось крайне любопытным, как уживутся в одной квартире эти два существа — она, домовитая и хозяйственная, со своими медными кастрюлями и с мечтами о хорошем поваре и лошадях, и он, часто говоривший своим приятелям, что в квартире порядочного, чистоплотного человека, как на военном корабле, не должно быть ничего лишнего — ни женщин, ни детей, ни тряпок, ни кухонной посуды…

 

V

 

Затем я расскажу вам, что происходило в ближайший четверг. В этот день Орлов и Зинаида Федоровна обедали у Контана или Донона. Вернулся домой только один Орлов, а Зинаида Федоровна уехала, как я узнал потом, на Петербургскую сторону к своей старой гувернантке, чтобы переждать у нее время, пока у нас будут гости. Орлову не хотелось показывать ее своим приятелям. Это понял я утром за кофе, когда он стал уверять ее, что ради ее спокойствия необходимо отменить четверги.

Гости, как обыкновенно, прибыли почти в одно время.

— И барыня дома? — спросил у меня шёпотом Кукушкин.

— Никак нет, — ответил я.

Он вошел с хитрыми, маслеными глазами, таинственно улыбаясь и потирая с мороза руки.

— Честь имею поздравить, — сказал он Орлову, дрожа всем телом от льстивого, угодливого смеха. — Желаю вам плодитися и размножатися, аки кедры ливанстие.

Гости отправились в спальню и поострили там насчет женских туфель, ковра между обеими постелями и серой блузы, которая висела на спинке кровати. Им было весело оттого, что упрямец, презиравший в любви все обыкновенное, попался вдруг в женские сети так просто и обыкновенно.

— Чему посмеяхомся, тому же и послужиша, — несколько раз повторил Кукушкин, имевший, кстати сказать, неприятную претензию щеголять церковно-славянскими текстами. — Тише! — зашептал он, поднося палец к губам, когда из спальни перешли в комнату рядом с кабинетом. — Тссс! Здесь Маргарита мечтает о своем Фаусте.

И покатился со смеху, как будто сказал что-то ужасно смешное. Я вглядывался в Грузина, ожидая, что его музыкальная душа не выдержит этого смеха, но я ошибся. Его доброе, худощавое лицо сияло от удовольствия. Когда садились играть в карты, он, картавя и захлебываясь от смеха, говорил, что Жоржиньке для полноты семейного счастья остается теперь только завести черешневый чубук и гитару. Пекарский солидно посмеивался, но по его сосредоточенному выражению видно было, что новая любовная история Орлова была ему неприятна. Он не понимал, что собственно произошло.

— Но как же муж? — спросил он с недоумением, когда уже сыграли три робера.

— Не знаю, — ответил Орлов.

Пекарский расчесал пальцами свою большую бороду и задумался, и молчал потом до самого ужина. Когда сели ужинать, он сказал медленно, растягивая каждое слово:

— Вообще, извини, я вас обоих не понимаю. Вы могли влюбляться друг в друга и нарушать седьмую заповедь, сколько угодно, — это я понимаю. Да, это мне понятно. Но зачем посвящать в свои тайны мужа? Разве это нужно?

— А разве это не все равно?

— Гм… — задумался Пекарский. — Так вот что я тебе скажу, друг мой любезный, — продолжал он с видимым напряжением мысли, — если я когда-нибудь женюсь во второй раз и тебе вздумается наставить мне рога, то делай это так, чтобы я не заметил. Гораздо честнее обманывать человека, чем портить ему порядок жизни и репутацию. Я понимаю. Вы оба думаете, что, живя открыто, вы поступаете необыкновенно честно и либерально, но с этим… как это называется?.. с этим романтизмом согласиться я не могу.

Орлов ничего не ответил. Он был не в духе и ему не хотелось говорить. Пекарский, продолжая недоумевать, постучал пальцами по столу, подумал и сказал:

— Я все-таки вас обоих не понимаю. Ты не студент и она не швейка. Оба вы люди со средствами. Полагаю, ты мог бы устроить для нее отдельную квартиру.

— Нет, не мог бы. Почитай-ка Тургенева.

— Зачем мне его читать? Я уже читал.

— Тургенев в своих произведениях учит, чтобы всякая возвышенная, честно мыслящая девица уходила с любимым мужчиною на край света и служила бы его идее, — сказал Орлов, иронически щуря глаза. — Край света — это licentia poëtica; весь свет со всеми своими краями помещается в квартире любимого мужчины. Поэтому не жить с женщиной, которая тебя любит, в одной квартире — значит отказывать ей в ее высоком назначении и не разделять ее идеалов. Да, душа моя, Тургенев писал, а я вот теперь за него кашу расхлебывай.

— Причем тут Тургенев, не понимаю, — сказал тихо Грузин и пожал плечами. — А помните, Жоржинька, как он в «Трех встречах» идет поздно вечером где-то в Италии и вдруг слышит: Vieni pensando a me segretamente! — запел Грузин. — Хорошо!

— Но ведь она не насильно к тебе переехала, — сказал Пекарский. — Ты сам этого захотел.

— Ну, вот еще! Я не только не хотел, но даже не мог думать, что это когда-нибудь случится. Когда она говорила, что переедет ко мне, то я думал, что она мило шутит.

Все засмеялись.

— Я не мог хотеть этого, — продолжал Орлов таким тоном, как будто его вынуждали оправдываться. — Я не тургеневский герой, и если мне когда-нибудь понадобится освобождать Болгарию, то я не понуждаюсь в дамском обществе. На любовь я прежде всего смотрю как на потребность моего организма, низменную и враждебную моему духу; ее нужно удовлетворять с рассуждением или же совсем отказаться от нее, иначе она внесет в твою жизнь такие же нечистые элементы, как она сама. Чтобы она была наслаждением, а не мучением, я стараюсь делать ее красивой и обставлять множеством иллюзий. Я не поеду к женщине, если заранее не уверен, что она будет красива, увлекательна; и сам я не поеду к ней, если я не в ударе. И лишь при таких условиях нам удается обмануть друг друга и нам кажется, что мы любим и что мы счастливы. Но могу ли я хотеть медных кастрюлей и нечесаной головы или чтобы меня видели, когда я не умыт и не в духе? Зинаида Федоровна в простоте сердца хочет заставить меня полюбить то, от чего я прятался всю свою жизнь.

Она хочет, чтобы у меня в квартире пахло кухней и судомойками; ей нужно с шумом перебираться на новую квартиру, разъезжать на своих лошадях, ей нужно считать мое белье и заботиться о моем здоровье; ей нужно каждую минуту вмешиваться в мою личную жизнь и следить за каждым моим шагом, и в то же время искренно уверять, что мои привычки и свобода останутся при мне. Она убеждена, что мы, как молодожены, в самом скором времени совершим путешествие, то есть она хочет неотлучно находиться при мне и в купе, и в отелях, а между тем в дороге я люблю читать и терпеть не могу разговаривать.

— А ты сделай ей внушение, — сказал Пекарский.

— Как? Ты думаешь, она поймет меня? Помилуй, мы мыслим так различно! По ее мнению, уйти от папаши и мамаши или от мужа к любимому мужчине — это верх гражданского мужества, а по-моему это — ребячество. Полюбить, сойтись с мужчиной — это значит начать новую жизнь, а по-моему это ничего не значит. Любовь и мужчина составляют главную суть ее жизни, и, быть может, в этом отношении работает в ней философия бессознательного; изволь-ка убедить ее, что любовь есть только простая потребность, как пища и одежда, что мир вовсе не погибает от того, что мужья и жены плохи, что можно быть развратником, обольстителем и в то же время гениальным и благородным человеком, и с другой стороны — можно отказываться от наслаждений любви и в то же время быть глупым, злым животным. Современный культурный человек, стоящий даже внизу, например, французский рабочий, тратит в день на обед 10 су, на вино к обеду 5 су и на женщину от 5 до 10 су, а свой ум и нервы он целиком отдает работе. Зинаида же Федоровна отдает любви не су, а всю свою душу. Я, пожалуй, сделаю ей внушение, а она в ответ искренно завопиет, что я погубил ее, что у нее в жизни ничего больше не осталось.

— Ты ей ничего не говори, — сказал Пекарский, — а просто найми для нее отдельную квартиру. Вот и всё.

— Это легко говорить…

Немного помолчали.

— Но она мила, — сказал Кукушкин. — Она прелестна. Такие женщины воображают, что будут любить вечно, и отдаются с пафосом.

— Но надо иметь голову на плечах, — сказал Орлов, — надо рассуждать. Все опыты, известные нам из повседневной жизни и занесенные на скрижали бесчисленных романов и драм, единогласно подтверждают, что всякие адюльтеры и сожительства у порядочных людей, какова бы ни была любовь вначале, не продолжаются дольше двух, а много — трех лет. Это она должна знать. А потому все эти переезды, кастрюли и надежды на вечные любовь и согласие — ничего больше, как желание одурачить себя и меня. Она и мила, и прелестна, — кто спорит? Но она перевернула телегу моей жизни; то, что до сих пор я считал пустяком и вздором, она вынуждает меня возводить на степень серьезного вопроса, я служу идолу, которого никогда не считал богом. Она и мила, и прелестна, но почему-то теперь, когда я еду со службы домой, у меня бывает нехорошо на душе, как будто я жду, что встречу у себя дома какое-то неудобство, вроде печников, которые разобрали все печи и навалили горы кирпича. Одним словом, за любовь я отдаю уже не су, а часть своего покоя и своих нервов. А это скверно.

— И она не слышит этого злодея! — вздохнул Кукушкин. — Милостивый государь, — сказал он театрально, — я освобожу вас от тяжелой обязанности любить это прелестное создание! Я отобью у вас Зинаиду Федоровну!

— Можете… — сказал небрежно Орлов.

С полминуты Кукушкин смеялся тонким голоском и дрожал всем телом, потом проговорил:

— Смотрите, я не шучу! Не извольте потом разыгрывать Отелло!

Все стали говорить о неутомимости Кукушкина в любовных делах, как он неотразим для женщин и опасен для мужей и как на том свете черти будут поджаривать его на угольях за беспутную жизнь. Он молчал и щурил глаза и, когда называли знакомых дам, грозил мизинцем — нельзя-де выдавать чужих тайн. Орлов вдруг посмотрел на часы.

Гости поняли и стали собираться. Помню, Грузин, охмелевший от вина, одевался в этот раз томительно долго. Он надел свое пальто, похожее на те капоты, какие шьют детям в небогатых семьях, поднял воротник и стал что-то длинно рассказывать; потом, видя, что его не слушают, перекинул через плечо свой плед, от которого пахло детской, и с виноватым, умоляющим лицом попросил меня отыскать его шапку.

— Жоржинька, ангел мой! — сказал он нежно. — Голубчик, послушайтесь меня, поедемте сейчас за город!

— Поезжайте, а мне нельзя. Я теперь на женатом положении.

— Она славная, не рассердится. Начальник добрый мой, поедем! Погода великолепная, метелица, морозик… Честное слово, вам встряхнуться надо, а то вы не в духе, чёрт вас знает…

Орлов потянулся, зевнул и посмотрел на Пекарского.

— Ты поедешь? — спросил он в раздумье.

— Не знаю. Пожалуй.

— Разве напиться, а? Ну, ладно, поеду, — решил Орлов после некоторого колебания. — Погодите, схожу за деньгами.

Он пошел в кабинет, а за ним поплелся Грузин, волоча за собою плед. Через минуту оба вернулись в переднюю. Пьяненький и очень довольный Грузин комкал в руке десятирублевую бумажку.

— Завтра сочтемся, — говорил он. — А она добрая, не рассердится… Она у меня Лизочку крестила, я люблю ее, бедную. Ах, милый человек! — радостно засмеялся он вдруг и припал лбом к спине Пекарского. — Ах, Пекарский, душа моя! Адвокатиссимус, сухарь сухарем, а женщин небось любит…

— Прибавьте: толстых, — сказал Орлов, надевая шубу. — Однако поедемте, а то, гляди, на пороге встретится.

— Vieni pensando a me segretamente! — запел Грузин.

Наконец, уехали. Орлов дома не ночевал и вернулся на другой день к обеду.

 

VI

 

У Зинаиды Федоровны пропали золотые часики, подаренные ей когда-то отцом. Эта пропажа удивила и испугала ее. Полдня она ходила по всем комнатам, растерянно оглядывая столы и окна, но часы как в воду канули.

Вскоре после этого, дня через три, Зинаида Федоровна, вернувшись откуда-то, забыла в передней свой кошелек. К счастью для меня, в этот раз не я помогал ей раздеваться, а Поля. Когда хватились кошелька, то в передней его уже не оказалось.

— Странно! — недоумевала Зинаида Федоровна. — Я отлично помню, вынула его из кармана, чтобы заплатить извозчику… и потом положила здесь около зеркала. Чудеса!

Я не крал, но мною овладело такое чувство, как будто я украл и меня поймали. У меня даже слезы выступили. Когда садились обедать, Зинаида Федоровна сказала Орлову по-французски:

— У нас завелись духи. Я сегодня потеряла в передней кошелек, а сейчас, гляжу, он лежит у меня на столе. Но духи не бескорыстно устроили такой фокус. Взяли себе за работу золотую монету и двадцать рублей.

— То у вас часы пропадают, то деньги… — сказал Орлов. — Отчего со мною никогда не бывает ничего подобного?

Через минуту Зинаида Федоровна уже не помнила про фокус, который устроили духи, и со смехом рассказывала, как она на прошлой неделе заказала себе почтовой бумаги, но забыла сообщить свой новый адрес, и магазин послал бумагу на старую квартиру к мужу, который должен был заплатить по счету двенадцать рублей. И вдруг она остановила свой взгляд на Поле и пристально посмотрела на нее. При этом она покраснела и смутилась до такой степени, что заговорила о чем-то другом.

Когда я принес в кабинет кофе, Орлов стоял около камина спиной к огню, а она сидела в кресле против него.

— Я вовсе не в дурном настроении, — говорила она по-французски. — Но я теперь стала соображать и мне все понятно. Я могу назвать вам день и даже час, когда она украла у меня часы. А кошелек? Тут не может быть никаких сомнений. О! — засмеялась она, принимая от меня кофе. — Теперь я понимаю, отчего я так часто теряю свои платки и перчатки. Как хочешь, завтра я отпущу эту сороку на волю и пошлю Степана за своею Софьей. Та не воровка, и у нее не такой… отталкивающий вид.

— Вы не в духе. Завтра вы будете в другом настроении и поймете, что нельзя гнать человека только потому, что вы подозреваете его в чем-то.

— Я не подозреваю, а уверена, — сказала Зинаида Федоровна. — Пока я подозревала этого пролетария с несчастным лицом, вашего лакея, я ни слова не говорила. Обидно, Жорж, что вы мне не верите.

— Если мы с вами различно думаем о каком-нибудь предмете, то это не значит, что я вам не верю. Пусть вы правы, — сказал Орлов, оборачиваясь к огню и бросая туда папиросу, — но волноваться все-таки не следует. Вообще, признаться, я не ожидал, что мое маленькое хозяйство будет причинять вам столько серьезных забот и волнений. Пропала золотая монета, ну, и бог с ней, возьмите у меня их хоть сотню, но менять порядок, брать с улицы новую горничную, ждать, когда она привыкнет, — все это длинно, скучно и не в моем характере. Теперешняя наша горничная, правда, толста и, быть может, имеет слабость к перчаткам и платкам, но зато она вполне прилична, дисциплинированна и не визжит, когда ее щиплет Кукушкин.

— Одним словом, вы не можете с ней расстаться… Так и скажите.

— Вы ревнуете?

— Да, я ревную! — сказала решительно Зинаида Федоровна.

— Благодарю.

— Да, я ревную! — повторила она, и на глазах у нее заблестели слезы. — Нет, это не ревность, а что-то хуже… я затрудняюсь назвать. — Она взяла себя за виски и продолжала с увлечением: — Вы, мужчины, бываете так гадки! Это ужасно!

— Ничего я не вижу тут ужасного.

— Я не видела, не знаю, но говорят, что вы, мужчины, еще в детстве начинаете с горничными и потом уже по привычке не чувствуете никакого отвращения. Я не знаю, не знаю, но я даже читала… Жорж, ты, конечно, прав, — сказала она, подходя к Орлову и меняя свой тон на ласковый и умоляющий, — в самом деле, я сегодня не в духе. Но ты пойми, я не могу иначе. Она мне противна, и я боюсь ее. Мне тяжело ее видеть.

— Неужели нельзя быть выше этих мелочей? — сказал Орлов, пожимая в недоумении плечами и отходя от камина. — Ведь нет ничего проще: не замечайте ее, и она не будет противна, и не понадобится вам из пустяка делать целую драму.

Я вышел из кабинета и не знаю, какой ответ получил Орлов. Как бы то ни было, Поля осталась у нас. После этого Зинаида Федоровна ни за чем уже не обращалась к ней и, видимо, старалась обходиться без ее услуг; когда Поля подавала ей что-нибудь или даже только проходила мимо, звеня своим браслетом и треща юбками, то она вздрагивала.

Я думаю, что если бы Грузин или Пекарский попросили Орлова рассчитать Полю, то он сделал бы это без малейшего колебания, не утруждая себя никакими объяснениями; он был сговорчив, как все равнодушные люди. Но в отношениях своих к Зинаиде Федоровне он почему-то даже в мелочах проявлял упрямство, доходившее подчас до самодурства. Так уж я и знал: если что понравилось Зинаиде Федоровне, то наверное не понравится ему. Когда она, вернувшись из магазина, спешила похвалиться перед ним обновками, то он мельком взглядывал на них и холодно говорил, что чем больше в квартире лишних вещей, тем меньше воздуха. Случалось, уже надевши фрак, чтобы идти куда-нибудь, и уже простившись с Зинаидою Федоровной, он вдруг из упрямства оставался дома. Мне казалось тогда, что он оставался дома для того только, чтобы чувствовать себя несчастным.

— Почему же вы остались? — говорила Зинаида Федоровна с напускною досадой и в то же время сияя от удовольствия. — Почему? Вы привыкли по вечерам не сидеть дома, и я не хочу, чтобы вы ради меня изменяли вашим привычкам. Поезжайте, пожалуйста, если не хотите, чтобы я чувствовала себя виноватой.

— А разве вас винит кто-нибудь? — говорил Орлов.

С видом жертвы он разваливался у себя в кабинете в кресле и, заслонив глаза рукой, брался за книгу. Но скоро книга валилась из рук, он грузно поворачивался в кресле и опять заслонял глаза, как от солнца. Теперь уж ему было досадно, что он не ушел.

— Можно войти? — говорила Зинаида Федоровна, нерешительно входя в кабинет. — Вы читаете? А я соскучилась и пришла на одну минутку… взглянуть.

Помню, в один из вечеров она вошла так же вот нерешительно и некстати и опустилась на ковер у ног Орлова, и по ее робким, мягким движениям видно было, что она не понимала его настроения и боялась.

— А вы все читаете… — начала она вкрадчиво, видимо, желая польстить ему. — Знаете, Жорж, в чем еще тайна вашего успеха? Вы очень образованны и умны. Это у вас какая книга?

Орлов ответил. Прошло в молчании несколько минут, показавшихся мне очень длинными. Я стоял в гостиной, откуда наблюдал обоих, и боялся закашлять.

— Я хотела что-то сказать вам… — проговорила тихо Зинаида Федоровна и засмеялась. — Сказать? Вы, пожалуй, станете смеяться и назовете это самообольщением. Видите ли, мне ужасно, ужасно хочется думать, что вы сегодня остались дома ради меня… чтобы этот вечер провести вместе. Да? Можно так думать?

— Думайте, — сказал Орлов, заслоняя глаза. — Истинно счастливый человек тот, кто думает не только о том, что есть, но даже и о том, чего нет.

— Вы сказали что-то длинное, я не совсем поняла. То есть вы хотите сказать, что счастливые люди живут воображением? Да, это правда. Я люблю по вечерам сидеть в вашем кабинете и уноситься мыслями далеко, далеко… Приятно бывает помечтать. Давайте, Жорж, мечтать вслух!

— Я в институте не был, не проходил этой науки.

— Вы не в духе? — спросила Зинаида Федоровна, беря Орлова за руку. — Скажите — отчего? — Когда вы бываете такой, я боюсь. Не поймешь, голова у вас болит или вы сердитесь на меня…

Прошло в молчании еще несколько длинных минут.

— Отчего вы переменились? — сказала она тихо. — Отчего вы не бываете уже так нежны и веселы, как на Знаменской? Прожила я у вас почти месяц, но мне кажется, мы еще не начинали жить и ни о чем еще не поговорили как следует. Вы всякий раз отвечаете мне шуточками или холодно и длинно, как учитель. И в шуточках ваших что-то холодное… Отчего вы перестали говорить со мной серьезно?

— Я всегда говорю серьезно.

— Ну, вот давайте говорить. Ради бога, Жорж… Давайте?

— Давайте. Но о чем?

— Будем говорить о нашей жизни, о будущем… — сказала мечтательно Зинаида Федоровна. — Я все строю планы жизни, все строю — и мне так хорошо! Жорж, я начну с вопроса: когда вы оставите вашу службу?..

— Это зачем же? — спросил Орлов, отнимая руку от лба.

— С вашими взглядами нельзя служить. Вы там не на месте.

— Мои взгляды? — спросил Орлов. — Мои взгляды? По убеждениям и по натуре я обыкновенный чиновник, щедринский герой. Вы принимаете меня за кого-то другого, смею вас уверить.

— Опять шуточки, Жорж!

— Нисколько. Служба не удовлетворяет меня, быть может, но все же для меня она лучше, чем что-нибудь другое. Там я привык, там люди такие же, как я; там я не лишний во всяком случае и чувствую себя сносно.

— Вы ненавидите службу, и вам она претит.

— Да? Если я подам в отставку, стану мечтать вслух и унесусь в иной мир, то, вы думаете, этот мир будет мне менее ненавистен, чем служба?

— Чтобы противоречить мне, вы готовы даже клеветать на себя, — обиделась Зинаида Федоровна и встала. — Я жалею, что начала этот разговор.

— Что же вы сердитесь? Ведь я не сержусь, что вы не служите. Каждый живет, как хочет.

— Да разве вы живете, как хотите? Разве вы свободны? Писать всю жизнь бумаги, которые противны вашим убеждениям, — продолжала Зинаида Федоровна, в отчаянии всплескивая руками, — подчиняться, поздравлять начальство с Новым годом, потом карты, карты и карты, а главное, служить порядкам, которые не могут быть вам симпатичны, — нет, Жорж, нет! Не шутите так грубо. Это ужасно. Вы идейный человек и должны служить только идее.

— Право, вы принимаете меня за кого-то другого, — вздохнул Орлов.

— Скажите просто, что вы не хотите со мной говорить. Я вам противна, вот и всё, — проговорила сквозь слезы Зинаида Федоровна.

— Вот что, моя милая, — сказал Орлов наставительно, поднимаясь в кресле. — Вы сами изволили заметить, человек я умный и образованный, а ученого учить — только портить. Все идеи, малые и великие, которые вы имеете в виду, называя меня идейным человеком, мне хорошо известны. Стало быть, если службу и карты я предпочитаю этим идеям, то, вероятно, имею на то основание. Это раз. Во-вторых, вы, насколько мне известно, никогда не служили и суждения свои о государственной службе можете черпать только из анекдотов и плохих повестей. Поэтому нам не мешало бы условиться раз навсегда: не говорить о том, что нам давно уже известно, или о том, что не входит в круг нашей компетенции.

— Зачем вы со мной так говорите? — проговорила Зинаида Федоровна, отступая назад, как бы в ужасе. — Зачем? Жорж, опомнитесь бога ради!

Голос ее дрогнул и оборвался; она, по-видимому, хотела задержать слезы, но вдруг зарыдала.

— Жорж, дорогой мой, я погибаю! — сказала она по-французски, быстро опускаясь перед Орловым и кладя голову ему на колени. — Я измучилась, утомилась и не могу больше, не могу… В детстве ненавистная, развратная мачеха, потом муж, а теперь вы… вы… Вы на мою безумную любовь отвечаете иронией и холодом… И эта страшная, наглая горничная! — продолжала она, рыдая. — Да, да, я вижу: я вам не жена, не друг, а женщина, которую вы не уважаете за то, что она стала вашею любовницей… Я убью себя!

Я не ожидал, что эти слова и этот плач произведут на Орлова такое сильное впечатление. Он покраснел, беспокойно задвигался в кресле, и на лице его вместо иронии показался тупой, мальчишеский страх.

— Дорогая моя, вы меня не поняли, клянусь вам, — растерянно забормотал он, трогая ее за волосы и плечи. — Простите меня, умоляю вас. Я был неправ и… ненавижу себя.

— Я оскорбляю вас своими жалобами и нытьем… Вы честный, великодушный… редкий человек, я сознаю это каждую минуту, но меня все дни мучила тоска…

Зинаида Федоровна порывисто обняла Орлова и поцеловала его в щеку.

— Только не плачьте, пожалуйста, — проговорил он.

— Нет, нет… Я уже наплакалась и мне легко.

— Что касается горничной, то завтра же ее не будет, — сказал он, всё еще беспокойно двигаясь в кресле.

— Нет, она должна остаться, Жорж! Слышите? Я уже не боюсь ее… Надо быть выше мелочей и не думать глупостей. Вы правы! Вы — редкий… необыкновенный человек!

Скоро она перестала плакать. С невысохшими слезинками на ресницах, сидя на коленях у Орлова, она вполголоса рассказывала ему что-то трогательное, похожее на воспоминания детства и юности, и гладила его рукой по лицу, целовала и внимательно рассматривала его руки с кольцами и брелоки на цепочке. Она увлекалась и своим рассказом, и близостью любимого человека, и оттого, вероятно, что недавние слезы очистили и освежили ее душу, голос ее звучал необыкновенно чисто и искренно. А Орлов играл ее каштановыми волосами и целовал ее руки, беззвучно прикасаясь к ним губами.

Затем пили в кабинете чай и Зинаида Федоровна читала вслух какие-то письма. В первом часу пошли спать.

В эту ночь у меня сильно болел бок, и я до самого утра не мог согреться и уснуть. Мне слышно было, как Орлов прошел из спальни к себе в кабинет. Просидев там около часа, он позвонил. От боли и утомления я забыл о всех порядках и приличиях в свете и отправился в кабинет в одном нижнем белье и босой. Орлов в халате и в шапочке стоял в дверях и ждал меня.

— Когда тебя зовут, ты должен являться одетым, — сказал он строго. — Подай другие свечи.

Я хотел извиниться, но вдруг сильно закашлялся и, чтобы не упасть, ухватился одною рукой за косяк.

— Вы больны? — спросил Орлов.

Кажется, за все время нашего знакомства это он в первый раз сказал мне вы. Бог его знает, почему. Вероятно, в нижнем белье и с лицом, искаженным от кашля, я плохо играл свою роль и мало походил на лакея.

— Если вы больны, то зачем же вы служите? — сказал он.

— Чтобы не умереть с голода, — ответил я.

— Как все это в сущности пакостно! — тихо проговорил он, идя к своему столу.

Пока я, накинув на себя сюртук, вставлял и зажигал новые свечи, он сидел около стола и, протянув ноги на кресло, обрезывал книгу.

Оставил я его углубленным в чтение, и книга уже не валилась у него из рук, как вечером.
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Теперь, когда я пишу эти строки, мою руку удерживает воспитанный во мне с детства страх — показаться чувствительным и смешным; когда мне хочется ласкать и говорить нежности, я не умею быть искренним. Вот именно от этого страха и с непривычки я никак не могу выразить с полной ясностью, что происходило тогда в моей душе.

Я не был влюблен в Зинаиду Федоровну, но в обыкновенном человеческом чувстве, какое я питал к ней, было гораздо больше молодого, свежего и радостного, чем в любви Орлова.

Работая по утрам сапожною щеткой или веником, я с замиранием сердца ждал, когда наконец услышу ее голос и шаги. Стоять и смотреть на нее, когда она пила кофе и потом завтракала, подавать ей в передней шубку и надевать на ее маленькие ножки калоши, причем она опиралась о мое плечо, потом ждать, когда снизу позвонит мне швейцар, встречать ее в дверях, розовую, холодную, попудренную снегом, слушать отрывистые восклицания насчет мороза или извозчика, — если б вы знали, как всё это было для меня важно! Мне хотелось влюбиться, иметь свою семью, хотелось, чтобы у моей будущей жены было именно такое лицо, такой голос. Я мечтал и за обедом, и на улице, когда меня посылали куда-нибудь, и ночью, когда не спал. Орлов брезгливо отбрасывал от себя женские тряпки, детей, кухню, медные кастрюли, а я подбирал всё это и бережно лелеял в своих мечтах, любил, просил у судьбы, и мне грезились жена, детская, тропинки в саду, домик…

Я знал, что если бы я полюбил ее, то не посмел бы рассчитывать на такое чудо, как взаимность, но это соображение меня не беспокоило. В моем скромном, тихом чувстве, похожем на обыкновенную привязанность, не было ни ревности к Орлову, ни даже зависти, так как я понимал, что личное счастье для такого калеки, как я, возможно только в мечтах.

Когда Зинаида Федоровна по ночам, поджидая своего Жоржа, неподвижно глядела в книгу, не перелистывая страниц, или когда вздрагивала и бледнела оттого, что через комнату проходила Поля, я страдал вместе с нею и мне приходило в голову — разрезать поскорее этот тяжелый нарыв, сделать поскорее так, чтобы она узнала всё то, что говорилось здесь в четверги за ужином, но — как это сделать? Всё чаще и чаще мне приходилось видеть слезы. В первые недели она смеялась и пела свою песенку, даже когда Орлова не было дома, но уже на другой месяц у нас в квартире была унылая тишина, нарушаемая только по четвергам.

Она льстила Орлову и, чтобы добиться от него неискренней улыбки или поцелуя, стояла перед ним на коленях, ласкалась, как собачонка. Проходя мимо зеркала, даже когда у нее на душе было очень тяжело, она не могла удержаться, чтобы не взглянуть на себя и не поправить прически. Мне казалось странным, что она всё еще продолжала интересоваться нарядами и приходить в восторг от своих покупок. Это как-то не шло к ее искренней печали. Она следила за модой и шила себе дорогие платья. Для кого и для чего? Мне особенно памятно одно новое платье, которое стоило четыреста рублей. За лишнее, ненужное платье отдавать четыреста рублей, когда наши поденщицы за свой каторжный труд получают по двугривенному в день на своих харчах и когда венецианским и брюссельским кружевницам платят только по полуфранку в день в расчете, что остальное они добудут развратом; и мне было странно, что Зинаида Федоровна не сознает этого, мне было досадно. Но стоило ей только уйти из дому, как я всё извинял, всё объяснял и ждал, когда позвонит мне снизу швейцар.

Относилась она ко мне, как к лакею, существу низшему. Можно гладить собаку и в то же время не замечать ее; мне приказывали, задавали вопросы, но не замечали моего присутствия. Хозяева считали неприличным говорить со мной больше, чем это принято; если б я, прислуживая за обедом, вмешался в разговор или засмеялся, то меня наверное сочли бы сумасшедшим и дали бы мне расчет. Но все же Зинаида Федоровна благоволила ко мне. Когда она посылала меня куда-нибудь или объясняла, как обращаться с новою лампой, или что-нибудь вроде, то лицо у нее было необыкновенно ясное, доброе и приветливое, и глаза смотрели мне прямо в лицо. При этом мне всякий раз казалось, что она с благодарностью вспоминает, как я носил ей письма на Знаменскую. Когда она звонила, то Поля, считавшая меня ее фаворитом и ненавидевшая меня за это, говорила с язвительною усмешкой:

— Иди, тебя твоя зовет.

Зинаида Федоровна относилась ко мне как к существу низшему и не подозревала, что если кто и был в доме унижен, так это только она одна. Она не знала, что я, лакей, страдал за нее и раз двадцать на день спрашивал себя, что ожидает ее впереди и чем всё это кончится. Дела с каждым днем заметно становились хуже. После того вечера, когда говорили о службе, Орлов, не любивший слез, стал видимо бояться и избегать разговоров; когда Зинаида Федоровна начинала спорить или умолять, или собиралась заплакать, то он под благовидным предлогом уходил к себе в кабинет или вовсе из дому. Он всё реже и реже ночевал дома и еще реже обедал; по четвергам он уже сам просил своих приятелей, чтоб они увезли его куда-нибудь. Зинаида Федоровна по-прежнему мечтала о своей кухне, о новой квартире и путешествии за границу, но мечты оставались мечтами. Обед приносили из ресторана, квартирного вопроса Орлов просил не поднимать впредь до возвращения из-за границы, а о путешествии говорил, что нельзя ехать раньше, чем у него отрастут длинные волосы, так как таскаться по отелям и служить идее нельзя без длинных волос.

В довершение всего, к нам в отсутствие Орлова стал наведываться по вечерам Кукушкин. В поведении его не было ничего особенного, но я всё никак не мог забыть того разговора, когда он собирался отбить у Орлова Зинаиду Федоровну. Его поили чаем и красным вином, а он хихикал и, желая сказать приятное, уверял, что гражданский брак во всех отношениях выше церковного и что в сущности все порядочные люди должны прийти теперь к Зинаиде Федоровне и поклониться ей в ножки.
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Рождественские святки прошли скучно, в смутных ожиданиях чего-то недоброго. Накануне Нового года за утренним кофе Орлов неожиданно объявил, что начальство посылает его с особыми полномочиями к сенатору, ревизующему какую-то губернию.

— Не хочется ехать, да не придумаешь отговорки! — сказал он с досадой. — Надо ехать, ничего не поделаешь.

От такой новости у Зинаиды Федоровны мгновенно покраснели глаза.

— Надолго? — спросила она.

— Дней на пять.

— Я, признаться, рада, что ты едешь, — сказала она, подумав. — Развлечешься. Влюбишься в кого-нибудь дорогой и потом мне расскажешь.

Она при всяком удобном случае старалась дать понять Орлову, что она его нисколько не стесняет и что он может располагать собою, как хочет, и эта нехитрая, шитая белыми нитками политика никого не обманывала и только лишний раз напоминала Орлову, что он не свободен.

— Я поеду сегодня вечером, — сказал он и стал читать газеты.

Зинаида Федоровна собиралась проводить его на вокзал, но он отговорил ее, сказавши, что он уезжает не в Америку и не на пять лет, а только всего на пять дней, даже меньше.

В восьмом часу происходило прощание. Он обнял ее одною рукой и поцеловал в лоб и в губы.

— Будь умницей, не скучай без меня, — проговорил он ласковым, сердечным тоном, который и меня тронул. — Храни тебя создатель.

Она жадно вглядывалась в его лицо, чтобы покрепче запечатлеть в памяти дорогие черты, потом грациозно обвила его шею руками и положила голову ему на грудь.

— Прости мне наши недоразумения, — сказала она по-французски. — Муж и жена не могут не ссориться, если любят, а я люблю тебя до сумасшествия. Не забывай… Телеграфируй почаще и подробнее.

Орлов поцеловал ее еще раз и, не сказав ни слова, вышел в смущении. Когда уже за дверью щелкнул замок, он остановился на средине лестницы в раздумье и взглянул наверх. Мне казалось, что если бы сверху в это время донесся хоть один звук, то он вернулся бы. Но было тихо. Он поправил на себе шинель и стал нерешительно спускаться вниз.

У подъезда давно уже ждали извозчики. Орлов сел на одного, я с двумя чемоданами на другого. Был сильный мороз, и на перекрестках дымились костры. От быстрой езды холодный ветер щипал мне лицо и руки, захватывало дух, и я, закрыв глаза, думал: какая она великолепная женщина! Как она любит! Даже ненужные вещи собирают теперь по дворам и продают их с благотворительною целью, и битое стекло считается хорошим товаром, но такая драгоценность, такая редкость, как любовь изящной, молодой, неглупой и порядочной женщины, пропадает совершенно даром. Один старинный социолог смотрел на всякую дурную страсть как на силу, которую при уменье можно направить к добру, а у нас и благородная, красивая страсть зарождается и потом вымирает как бессилие, никуда не направленная, не понятая или опошленная. Почему это?

Извозчики неожиданно остановились. Я открыл глаза и увидел, что мы стоим на Сергиевской, около большого дома, где жил Пекарский. Орлов вышел из саней и скрылся в подъезде. Минут через пять в дверях показался лакей Пекарского, без шапки, и крикнул мне, сердясь на мороз:

— Глухой, что ли? Отпусти извозчиков и ступай наверх. Зовут!

Ничего не понимая, я отправился во второй этаж. Я и раньше бывал в квартире Пекарского, то есть стоял в передней и смотрел в залу, и после сырой, мрачной улицы она всякий раз поражала меня блеском своих картинных рам, бронзы и дорогой мебели. Теперь в этом блеске я увидел Грузина, Кукушкина и немного погодя Орлова.

— Вот что, Степан, — сказал он, подходя ко мне. — Я проживу здесь до пятницы или субботы. Если будут письма и телеграммы, то каждый день приноси их сюда. Дома, конечно, скажешь, что я уехал и велел кланяться. Ступай с богом.

Когда я вернулся домой, Зинаида Федоровна лежала в гостиной на софе и ела грушу. Горела только одна свеча, вставленная в канделябру.

— Не опоздали к поезду? — спросила Зинаида Федоровна.

— Никак нет. Приказали кланяться.

Я пошел к себе в лакейскую и тоже лег. Делать было нечего и читать не хотелось. Я не удивлялся и не возмущался, а только напрягал мысль, чтобы понять, для чего понадобился этот обман. Ведь так только подростки обманывают своих любовниц. Неужели он, много читающий и рассуждающий человек, не мог придумать чего-нибудь поумнее? Признаюсь, я был неплохого мнения об его уме. Я думал, что если бы ему понадобилось обмануть своего министра или другого сильного человека, то он употребил бы на это много энергии и искусства, тут же, чтобы обмануть женщину, сгодилось очевидно то, что первое пришло в голову; удастся обман — хорошо, не удастся — беда не велика, можно будет солгать во второй раз так же просто и скоро, не ломая головы.

В полночь, когда в верхнем этаже над нами, встречая Новый год, задвигали стульями и прокричали ура, Зинаида Федоровна позвонила мне из комнаты, что рядом с кабинетом. Она, вялая от долгого лежанья, сидела за столом и писала что-то на клочке бумаги.

— Нужно отправить телеграмму, — сказала она и улыбнулась. — Поезжайте скорее на вокзал и попросите послать вслед.

Выйдя затем на улицу, я прочел на клочке: «С Новым годом, с новым счастьем. Скорей телеграфируй, скучаю ужасно. Прошла целая вечность. Жалею, что нельзя послать по телеграфу тысячу поцелуев и самое сердце. Будь весел, радость моя. Зина».

Я послал эту телеграмму и на другой день утром отдал расписку.
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Хуже всего, что Орлов необдуманно посвятил в тайну своего обмана также и Полю, приказав ей принести сорочки на Сергиевскую. После этого она со злорадством и с непостижимою для меня ненавистью смотрела на Зинаиду Федоровну и не переставала у себя в комнате и в передней фыркать от удовольствия.

— Зажилась, пора и честь знать! — говорила она с восторгом. — Самой бы надо понимать…

Она уже нюхом чуяла, что Зинаиде Федоровне осталось у нас не долго жить, и, чтобы не упустить времени, тащила всё, что попадалось на глаза, — флаконы, черепаховые шпильки, платки, ботинки. На другой день нового года Зинаида Федоровна позвала меня в свою комнату и сообщила мне вполголоса, что у нее пропало черное платье. И потом ходила по всем комнатам, бледная, с испуганным и негодующим лицом и разговаривала сама с собой:

— Каково? Нет, каково? Ведь это неслыханная дерзость!

За обедом она хотела налить себе супу, но не могла, — дрожали руки. И губы у нее дрожали. Она беспомощно поглядывала на суп и пирожки, ожидая, когда уймется дрожь, и вдруг не выдержала и посмотрела на Полю.

— Вы, Поля, можете выйти отсюда, — сказала она. — Достаточно одного Степана.

— Ничего-с, постою-с, — ответила Поля.

— Незачем вам тут стоять. Вы уходите отсюда совсем… совсем! — продолжала Зинаида Федоровна, вставая в сильном волнении. — Можете искать себе другое место. Сейчас же уходите!

— Без приказания барина я не могу уйти. Они меня нанимали. Как они прикажут, так и будет.

— Я тоже приказываю вам! Я тут хозяйка! — сказала Зинаида Федоровна и вся покраснела.

— Может, вы и хозяйка, но рассчитать меня может только барин. Они меня нанимали.

— Вы не смеете оставаться здесь ни одной минуты! — крикнула Зинаида Федоровна и ударила ножом по тарелке. — Вы воровка! Слышите?

Зинаида Федоровна бросила на стол салфетку и быстро, с жалким, страдальческим лицом, вышла из столовой. Поля, громко рыдая и что-то причитывая, тоже вышла. Суп и рябчик остыли. И почему-то теперь вся эта ресторанная роскошь, бывшая на столе, показалась мне скудною, воровскою, похожею на Полю. Самый жалкий и преступный вид имели два пирожка на тарелочке. «Сегодня нас унесут обратно в ресторан, — как бы говорили они, — а завтра опять подадут к обеду какому-нибудь чиновнику или знаменитой певице».

— Важная барыня, подумаешь! — доносилось до моего слуха из комнаты Поли. — Если бы я захотела, давно бы такою же барыней была, да стыд есть! Посмотрим, кто из нас первая уйдет! Да!

Позвонила Зинаида Федоровна. Она сидела у себя в комнате, в углу, с таким выражением, как будто ее посадили в угол в наказание.

— Телеграммы не приносили? — спросила она.

— Никак нет.

— Справьтесь у швейцара, может быть, есть телеграмма. Да не уходите из дому, — сказала она мне вслед, — мне страшно оставаться одной.

Потом мне почти каждый час приходилось бегать вниз к швейцару и спрашивать, нет ли телеграммы. Что за жуткое время, должен признаться! Зинаида Федоровна, чтобы не видеть Поли, обедала и пила чай у себя в комнате, тут же и спала на коротком диване, похожем на букву Э, и сама убирала за собой постель. В первые дни носил телеграммы я, но, не получая ответа, она перестала верить мне и сама ездила на телеграф. Глядя на нее, я тоже с нетерпением ждал телеграммы. Я надеялся, что он придумает какую-нибудь ложь, например, распорядится, чтобы ей послали телеграмму с какой-нибудь станции. Если он слишком заигрался в карты, думал я, или успел уже увлечься другою женщиной, то, конечно, напомнят ему о нас и Грузин, и Кукушкин. Но напрасно мы ожидали. Раз пять на день я входил к Зинаиде Федоровне с тем, чтобы рассказать ей всю правду, но она глядела, как коза, плечи у нее были опущены, губы шевелились, и я уходил назад, не сказав ни слова. Сострадание и жалость отнимали у меня все мужество. Поля, как ни в чем не бывало, веселая и довольная, убирала кабинет барина, спальню, рылась в шкапах и стучала посудой, а проходя мимо двери Зинаиды Федоровны, напевала что-то и кашляла. Ей нравилось, что от нее прятались. Вечером она уходила куда-то, а часа в два или три звонилась, и я должен был отворять ей и выслушивать замечания насчет своего кашля. Тотчас же слышался другой звонок, я бежал к комнате, что рядом с кабинетом, и Зинаида Федоровна, просунув в дверь голову, спрашивала: «Кто это звонил?» А сама смотрела мне на руки — нет ли в них телеграммы.

Когда наконец в субботу позвонили снизу и на лестнице послышался знакомый голос, она до такой степени обрадовалась, что зарыдала; она бросилась к нему навстречу, обняла его, целовала ему грудь и рукава, говорила что-то такое, чего нельзя было понять. Швейцар внес чемоданы, послышался веселый голос Поли. Точно кто на каникулы приехал!

— Отчего ты не телеграфировал? — говорила Зинаида Федоровна, тяжело дыша от радости. — Отчего? Я измучилась, я едва пережила это время… О, боже мой!

— Очень просто! Мы с сенатором в первый же день поехали в Москву, я не получал твоих телеграмм, — сказал Орлов. — После обеда я, душа моя, дам тебе самый подробный отчет, а теперь спать, спать и спать… Замаялся в вагоне.

Видно было, что он не спал всю ночь: вероятно, играл в карты и много пил. Зинаида Федоровна уложила его в постель, и все мы потом до самого вечера ходили на цыпочках. Обед прошел вполне благополучно, но когда ушли в кабинет пить кофе, началось объяснение. Зинаида Федоровна заговорила о чем-то быстро, вполголоса, она говорила по-французски, и речь ее журчала, как ручей, потом послышался громкий вздох Орлова и его голос.

— Боже мой! — сказал он по-французски. — Неужели у вас нет новостей посвежее, чем эта вечная песня о злодейке горничной?

— Но, милый, она меня обокрала и наговорила мне дерзостей.

— Но отчего она меня не обкрадывает и не говорит мне дерзостей? Отчего я никогда не замечаю ни горничных, ни дворников, ни лакеев? Милая моя, вы просто капризничаете и не хотите иметь характера… Я даже подозреваю, что вы беременны. Когда я предлагал вам уволить ее, вы потребовали, чтобы она осталась, а теперь хотите, чтобы я прогнал ее. А я в таких случаях тоже упрямый человек: на каприз я отвечаю тоже капризом. Вы хотите, чтобы она ушла, ну, а я вот хочу, чтобы она осталась. Это единственный способ излечить вас от нервов.

— Ну, будет, будет! — сказала испуганно Зинаида Федоровна, — Перестанем говорить об этом… Отложим до завтра. Теперь расскажи мне о Москве… Что в Москве?

 

X

 

На другой день — это было 7 января, день Иоанна Крестителя — Орлов после завтрака надел черный фрак и орден, чтобы ехать к отцу поздравлять его с ангелом. Нужно было ехать к двум часам, а когда он кончил одеваться, была только половина второго. Как употребить эти полчаса? Он ходил по гостиной и декламировал поздравительные стихи, которые читал когда-то в детстве отцу и матери. Тут же сидела Зинаида Федоровна, собравшаяся ехать к портнихе или в магазин, и слушала его с улыбкой. Не знаю, с чего у них начался разговор, но когда я принес Орлову перчатки, он стоял перед Зинаидою Федоровной и с капризным, умоляющим лицом говорил ей:

— Ради бога, ради всего святого, не говорите вы о том, что уже известно всем и каждому! И что за несчастная способность у наших умных, мыслящих дам говорить с глубокомысленным видом и с азартом о том, что давно уже набило оскомину даже гимназистам. Ах, если бы вы исключили из нашей супружеской программы все эти серьезные вопросы! Как бы одолжили!

— Мы, женщины, не можем сметь свое суждение иметь.

— Я даю вам полную свободу, будьте либеральны и цитируйте каких угодно авторов, но сделайте мне уступку, не трактуйте в моем присутствии только о двух вещах: о зловредности высшего света и о ненормальностях брака. Поймите же вы, наконец. Высший свет бранят всегда, чтобы противупоставить его тому свету, где живут купцы, попы, мещане и мужики, разные там Сидоры и Никиты. Оба света мне противны, но если бы мне предложили выбирать по совести между тем и другим, то я, не задумываясь, выбрал бы высший, и это не было бы ложью и кривляньем, так как все мои вкусы на его стороне. Наш свет и пошл, и пуст, но зато мы с вами хоть порядочно говорим по-французски, кое-что почитываем и не толкаем друг друга под микитки, даже когда сильно ссоримся, а у Сидоров, Никит и у их степенств — потрафляем, таперича, чтоб тебе повылазило, и полная разнузданность кабацких нравов и идолопоклонство.

— Мужик и купец кормят вас.

— Да, ну так что же? Это рекомендует с дурной стороны не меня только, но и их также. Они кормят меня и ломают передо мною шапку, значит, у них не хватает ума и честности поступать иначе. Я никого не браню и не хвалю, а только хочу сказать: высший свет и низший — оба лучше. Сердцем и умом я против обоих, но вкусы мои на стороне первого. Ну-с, что же касается теперь ненормальностей брака, — продолжал Орлов, взглянув на часы, — то пора вам понять, что никаких ненормальностей нет, а есть пока только неопределенные требования к браку. Что вы хотите от брака? В законном и незаконном сожительстве, во всех союзах и сожительствах, хороших и дурных, — одна и та же сущность. Вы, дамы, живете только для одной этой сущности, она для вас всё, без нее ваше существование не имело бы для вас смысла. Вам ничего не нужно, кроме сущности, вы и берете ее, но с тех пор, как вы начитались повестей, вам стало стыдно брать, и вы мечетесь из стороны в сторону, меняете, очертя голову, мужчин и, чтобы оправдать эту сумятицу, заговорили о ненормальностях брака. Раз вы не можете и не хотите устранить сущности, самого главного вашего врага, вашего сатану, раз вы продолжаете рабски служить ему, то какие тут могут быть серьезные разговоры? Всё, что вы ни скажете мне, будет вздор и кривлянье. Не поверю я вам.

Я пошел узнать у швейцара, есть ли извозчик, и когда вернулся, то застал уже ссору. Как выражаются моряки, ветер крепчал.

— Вы, я вижу, хотите сегодня поразить меня вашим цинизмом, — говорила Зинаида Федоровна, ходя в сильном волнении по гостиной. — Мне отвратительно вас слушать. Я чиста перед богом и людьми, и мне не в чем раскаиваться. Я ушла от мужа к вам и горжусь этим. Горжусь, клянусь вам моею честью!

— Ну, и прекрасно.

— Если вы честный, порядочный человек, то вы тоже должны гордиться моим поступком. Он возвышает меня и вас над тысячами людей, которые хотели бы поступить так же, как я, но не решаются из малодушия или мелких расчетов. Но вы не порядочны. Вы боитесь свободы и насмехаетесь над честным порывом из страха, чтобы какой-нибудь невежда не заподозрил, что вы честный человек. Вы боитесь показывать меня своим знакомым, для вас нет выше наказания, как ехать вместе со мною по улице… Что? Разве это не правда? Почему вы до сих пор не представили меня вашему отцу и вашей кузине? Почему? Нет, мне это надоело, наконец! — крикнула Зинаида Федоровна и топнула ногой. — Я требую того, что мне принадлежит по праву. Извольте представить меня вашему отцу!

— Если он вам нужен, то представьтесь ему сами. Он принимает ежедневно по утрам от десяти до половины одиннадцатого.

— Как вы низки! — сказала Зинаида Федоровна, в отчаянии ломая руки. — Если даже вы не искренни и говорите не то, что думаете, то за одну эту жестокость можно возненавидеть вас. О, как вы низки!

— Мы всё ходим вокруг да около и никак не договоримся до настоящей сути. Вся суть в том, что вы ошиблись и не хотите в этом сознаться вслух. Вы воображали, что я герой и что у меня какие-то необычайные идеи и идеалы, а на поверку-то вышло, что я самый заурядный чиновник, картежник и не имею пристрастия ни к каким идеям. Я достойный отпрыск того самого гнилого света, из которого вы бежали, возмущенная его пустотой и пошлостью. Сознайтесь же и будьте справедливы: негодуйте не на меня, а на себя, так как ошиблись вы, а не я.

— Да, я сознаюсь: я ошиблась!

— Вот и прекрасно. До главного договорились, слава богу. Теперь слушайте дальше, если угодно.

Возвыситься до вас я не могу, так как слишком испорчен; унизиться до меня вы тоже не можете, так как высоки слишком. Остается, стало быть, одно…

— Что? — быстро спросила Зинаида Федоровна, притаив дыхание и ставши вдруг бледною, как бумага.

— Остается позвать на помощь логику…

— Георгий, за что вы меня мучаете? — сказала Зинаида Федоровна вдруг по-русски, надтреснувшим голосом. — За что? Поймите мои страдания…

Орлов, испугавшийся слез, быстро пошел в кабинет и, не знаю зачем, — желал ли он причинить ей лишнюю боль, или вспомнил, что это практикуется в подобных случаях, — запер за собою дверь на ключ. Она вскрикнула и побежала за ним вдогонку, шурша платьем.

— Это что значит? — спросила она, стучась в дверь. — Это… это что значит? — повторила она тонким, обрывающимся от негодования голосом. — А, вы вот как? Так знайте же, я ненавижу, презираю вас! Между нами всё уже кончено! Всё!

Послышался истерический плач, с хохотом. В гостиной что-то небольшое упало со стола и разбилось. Орлов пробрался из кабинета в переднюю через другую дверь и, трусливо оглядываясь, быстро надел шинель и цилиндр и вышел.

Прошло полчаса, потом час, а она всё плакала. Я вспомнил, что у нее нет ни отца, ни матери, ни родных, что здесь она живет между человеком, который ее ненавидит, и Полей, которая ее обкрадывает, — и какою безотрадною представилась мне ее жизнь! Я, сам не знаю зачем, пошел к ней в гостиную. Она, слабая, беспомощная, с прекрасными волосами, казавшаяся мне образцом нежности и изящества, мучилась как больная; она лежала на кушетке, пряча лицо, и вздрагивала всем телом.

— Сударыня, не прикажете ли сходить за доктором? — спросил я тихо.

— Нет, не нужно… пустяки, — сказала она и посмотрела на меня заплаканными глазами. — У меня немножко голова болит… Благодарю.

Я вышел. А вечером она писала письмо за письмом и посылала меня то к Пекарскому, то к Кукушкину, то к Грузину и, наконец, куда мне угодно, лишь бы только я поскорее нашел Орлова и отдал ему письмо. Когда я всякий раз возвращался обратно с письмом, она бранила меня, умоляла, совала мне в руку деньги — точно в горячке. И ночью она не спала, а сидела в гостиной и разговаривала сама с собой.

На другой день Орлов вернулся к обеду, и они помирились.

В первый четверг после этого Орлов жаловался своим приятелям на невыносимо тяжелую жизнь; он много курил и говорил с раздражением:

— Это не жизнь, а инквизиция. Слезы, вопли, умные разговоры, просьбы о прощении, опять слезы и вопли, а в итоге — у меня нет теперь собственной квартиры, я замучился и ее замучил. Неужели придется жить так еще месяц или два? Неужели? А ведь это возможно!

— А ты с ней поговори, — сказал Пекарский.

— Пробовал, но не могу. Можно смело говорить какую угодно правду человеку самостоятельному, рассуждающему, а ведь тут имеешь дело с существом, у которого ни воли, ни характера, ни логики. Я не выношу слез, они меня обезоруживают. Когда она плачет, то я готов клясться в вечной любви и сам плакать.

Пекарский не понял, почесал в раздумье свой широкий лоб и сказал:

— Право, нанял бы ты ей отдельную квартиру. Ведь это так просто!

— Ей нужен я, а не квартира. Да что говорить? — вздохнул Орлов. — Я слышу только бесконечные разговоры, но не вижу выхода из своего положения. Вот уж воистину без вины виноват! Не назывался груздем, а полезай в кузов. Всю свою жизнь открещивался от роли героя, всегда терпеть не мог тургеневские романы и вдруг, словно на смех, попал в самые настоящие герои. Уверяю честным словом, что я вовсе не герой, привожу тому неопровержимые доказательства, но мне не верят. Почему не верят? Должно быть, в самом деле у меня в физиономии есть что-нибудь геройское.

— А вы поезжайте ревизовать губернии, — сказал Кукушкин со смехом.

— Да только это и остается.

Через неделю после этого разговора Орлов объявил, что его опять командируют к сенатору, и в тот же день вечером уехал со своими чемоданами к Пекарскому.
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На пороге стоял старик лет шестидесяти, в длинной до земли шубе и в бобровой шапке.

— Дома Георгий Иваныч? — спросил он.

Сначала я подумал, что это один из ростовщиков, кредиторов Грузина, которые иногда хаживали к Орлову за мелкими получками, но когда он вошел в переднюю и распахнул шубу, я увидал густые брови и характерно сжатые губы, которые я так хорошо изучил по фотографиям, и два ряда звезд на форменном фраке. Я узнал его: это был отец Орлова, известный государственный человек.

Я ответил ему, что Георгия Иваныча нет дома. Старик крепко сжал губы и в раздумье поглядел в сторону, показывая мне свой сухой, беззубый профиль.

— Я оставлю записку, — сказал он. — Проводи меня.

Он оставил в передней калоши и, не снимая своей длинной, тяжелой шубы, пошел в кабинет. Тут он сел в кресло перед письменным столом и, прежде чем взяться за перо, минуты три думал о чем-то, заслонив глаза рукою, как от солнца, — точь в точь, как это делал его сын, когда бывал не в духе. Лицо у него было грустное, задумчивое, с выражением той покорности, какую мне приходилось видеть на лицах только у людей старых и религиозных. Я стоял позади, глядел на его лысину и на ямку в затылке, и для меня было ясно как день, что этот слабый, больной старик теперь в моих руках. Ведь во всей квартире, кроме меня и моего врага, не было ни души. Стоило бы мне только употребить немножко физической силы, потом сорвать часы, чтобы замаскировать цели, и уйти черным ходом, и я получил бы неизмеримо больше, чем мог рассчитывать, когда поступал в лакеи. Я думал: едва ли когда представится мне более счастливый случай. Но вместо того, чтобы действовать, я совершенно равнодушно посматривал то на лысину, то на мех и покойно размышлял об отношениях этого человека к своему единственному сыну и о том, что людям, избалованным богатством и властью, вероятно, не хочется умирать…

— Ты давно служишь у моего сына? — спросил он, выводя на бумаге крупные буквы.

— Третий месяц, ваше высокопревосходительство.

Он кончил писать и встал. У меня еще оставалось время. Я торопил себя и сжимал кулаки, стараясь выдавить из своей души хотя каплю прежней ненависти; я вспоминал, каким страстным, упрямым и неутомимым врагом я был еще так недавно… Но трудно зажечь спичку о рыхлый камень. Старое, грустное лицо и холодный блеск звезд вызывали во мне только мелкие, дешевые и ненужные мысли о бренности всего земного, о скорой смерти…

— Прощай, братец! — сказал старик, надел шапку и вышел.

Нельзя уже было сомневаться: во мне произошла перемена, я стал другим. Чтобы проверить себя, я начал вспоминать, но тотчас же мне стало жутко, как будто я нечаянно заглянул в темный, сырой угол. Вспомнил я своих товарищей и знакомых, и первая мысль моя была о том, как я теперь покраснею и растеряюсь, когда встречу кого-нибудь из них. Кто же я теперь такой? О чем мне думать и что делать? Куда идти? Для чего я живу?

Ничего я не понимал и ясно сознавал только одно: надо поскорее укладывать свой багаж и уходить. До посещения старика мое лакейство имело еще смысл, теперь же оно было смешно. Слезы капали у меня в раскрытый чемодан, было нестерпимо грустно, но как хотелось жить! Я готов был обнять и вместить в свою короткую жизнь все, доступное человеку. Мне хотелось и говорить, и читать, и стучать молотом где-нибудь в большом заводе, и стоять на вахте, и пахать. Меня тянуло и на Невский, и в поле, и в море — всюду, куда хватало мое воображение. Когда вернулась Зинаида Федоровна, я бросился отворять ей и с особенною нежностью снял с нее шубу. В последний раз!

Кроме старика, в этот день приходило к нам еще двое. Вечером, когда совсем уже стемнело, неожиданно пришел Грузин, чтобы взять для Орлова какие-то бумаги. Он открыл стол, достал нужные бумаги и, свернув их в трубку, приказал мне положить в передней около его шапки, а сам пошел к Зинаиде Федоровне. Она лежала в гостиной на софе, подложив руки под голову. Прошло уже пять или шесть дней, как Орлов уехал на ревизию, и никому не было известно, когда он вернется, но она уже не посылала телеграмм и не ожидала их. Поли, которая все еще жила у нас, она как будто не замечала. «Пусть!» — читал я на ее бесстрастном, очень бледном лице. Ей уже, как Орлову, из упрямства хотелось быть несчастной; она назло себе и всему на свете по целым дням лежала неподвижно на софе, желая себе только одного дурного и ожидая только дурное. Вероятно, она воображала себе возвращение Орлова и неизбежные ссоры с ним, потом его охлаждение, измены, потом как они разойдутся, и эти мучительные мысли доставляли ей, быть может, удовольствие. Но что бы она сказала, если бы вдруг узнала настоящую правду?

— Я вас люблю, кума, — говорил Грузин, здороваясь и целуя ей руку — Вы такая добрая! А Жоржинька-то уехал, — солгал он. — Уехал, злодей!

Он со вздохом сел и нежно погладил ее по руке.

— Позвольте, голубка, посидеть у вас часок, — сказал он. — Домой мне идти не хочется, а к Биршовым еще рано. Сегодня у Биршовых день рождения их Кати. Славная девочка!

Я подал ему стакан чаю и графинчик с коньяком. Он медленно, с видимою неохотой выпил чай и, возвращая мне стакан, спросил робко:

— А нет ли у вас, дружок, чего-нибудь… закусить? Я еще не обедал.

У нас ничего не было. Я сходил в ресторан и принес ему обыкновенный рублевый обед.

— За ваше здоровье, голубчик! — сказал он Зинаиде Федоровне и выпил рюмку водки. — Моя маленькая, ваша крестница, кланяется вам. Бедняжка, у нее золотушка! Ах, дети, дети! — вздохнул он. — Что ни говорите, кума, а приятно быть отцом. Жоржиньке непонятно это чувство.

Он еще выпил. Тощий, бледный, с салфеткой на груди, точно в передничке, он с жадностью ел и, поднимая брови, виновато поглядывал то на Зинаиду Федоровну, то на меня, как мальчик. Казалось, что если бы я не дал ему рябчика или желе, то он заплакал бы. Утолив голод, он повеселел и стал со смехом рассказывать что-то о семье Биршовых, но, заметив, что это скучно и что Зинаида Федоровна не смеется, замолчал. И как-то вдруг стало скучно. После обеда оба сидели в гостиной при свете одной только лампы и молчали: ему тяжело было лгать, а она хотела спросить его о чем-то, но не решалась. Так прошло с полчаса. Грузин поглядел на часы.

— А пожалуй, что мне и пора.

— Нет, посидите… Нам поговорить надо.

Опять помолчали. Он сел за рояль, тронул один клавиш, потом заиграл и тихо запел: «Что день грядущий мне готовит?» — но по обыкновению тотчас же встал и встряхнул головой.

— Сыграйте, кум, что-нибудь, — попросила Зинаида Федоровна.

— Что же? — спросил он, пожав плечами. — Я всё уже перезабыл. Давно бросил.

Глядя на потолок, как бы припоминая, он с чудесным выражением сыграл две пьесы Чайковского, так тепло, так умно! Лицо у него было такое, как всегда — не умное и не глупое, и мне казалось просто чудом, что человек, которого я привык видеть среди самой низменной, нечистой обстановки, был способен на такой высокий и недосягаемый для меня подъем чувства, на такую чистоту. Зинаида Федоровна раскраснелась и в волнении стала ходить по гостиной.

— А вот погодите, кума, если вспомню, я сыграю вам одну штучку, — сказал он. — Я слышал, как ее играли на виолончели.

Сначала робко и подбирая, затем с уверенностью он заиграл «Лебединую песню» Сен-Санса. Сыграл и повторил.

— Мило, ведь? — сказал он.

Взволнованная Зинаида Федоровна остановилась около него и спросила:

— Кум, скажите мне искренно, по-дружески: что вы обо мне думаете?

— Что же сказать? — проговорил он, поднимая брови. — Я люблю вас и думаю о вас одно только хорошее. Если же вы хотите, чтоб я говорил вообще по интересующему вас вопросу, — продолжал он, вытирая себе рукав около локтя и хмурясь, — то, милая, знаете ли… Свободно следовать влечениям своего сердца — это не всегда дает хорошим людям счастье. Чтобы чувствовать себя свободным и в то же время счастливым, мне кажется, надо не скрывать от себя, что жизнь жестока, груба и беспощадна в своем консерватизме, и надо отвечать ей тем, чего она стоит, то есть быть так же, как она, грубым и беспощадным в своих стремлениях к свободе. Я так думаю.

— Куда мне! — печально улыбнулась Зинаида Федоровна. — Я уже утомилась, кум. Я так утомилась, что не пошевельну пальцем для своего спасения.

— Ступайте, кума, в монастырь.

Это он сказал шутя, но после его слов у Зинаиды Федоровны, а потом и у него самого на глазах заблестели слезы.

— Ну-с, — сказал он, — сидели-сидели, да поехали. Прощайте, кумушка милая. Дай бог вам здоровья.

Он поцеловал ей обе руки и, нежно погладив их, сказал, что непременно побывает еще на днях. Надевая в передней свое пальто, похожее на детский капотик, он долго шарил в карманах, чтобы дать мне на чай, но ничего не нашел.

— Прощай, голубчик! — сказал он грустно и вышел.

Никогда не забуду того настроения, какое оставил после себя этот человек. Зинаида Федоровна все еще продолжала в волнении ходить по гостиной. Не лежала, а ходила — уж одно это хорошо. Я хотел воспользоваться этим настроением, чтоб откровенно поговорить с ней и тотчас уйти, но едва я успел проводить Грузина, как послышался звонок. Это пришел Кукушкин.

— Дома Георгий Иваныч? — спросил он. — Вернулся? Ты говоришь: нет? Экая жалость! В таком случае, пойду поцелую хозяйке ручку и — вон. Зинаида Федоровна, можно? — крикнул он. — Я хочу вам ручку поцеловать. Извините, что так поздно.

Он просидел в гостиной не долго, не больше десяти минут, но мне казалось, что он сидит уже давно и никогда не уйдет. Я кусал себе губы от негодования и досады и уже ненавидел Зинаиду Федоровну. «Почему она не гонит его от себя?» — возмущался я, хотя было очевидно, что она скучала с ним.

Когда я подавал ему шубу, он в знак особого ко мне расположения спросил меня, как это я могу обходиться без жены.

— Но, я думаю, ты не зеваешь, — сказал он, смеясь.

— У тебя с Полей, должно быть, тут шуры-амуры… Шалун!

Несмотря на свой житейский опыт, я тогда мало знал людей, и очень возможно, что я часто преувеличивал ничтожное и вовсе не замечал важного. Мне показалось, что Кукушкин хихикает и льстит мне не даром: уж не надеется ли он, что я, как лакей, буду болтать всюду по чужим лакейским и кухням о том, что он бывает у нас но вечерам, когда нет Орлова, и просиживает с Зинаидой Федоровной до поздней ночи? А когда мои сплетни дойдут до ушей его знакомых, он будет конфузливо опускать глаза и грозить мизинцем. И разве сам он, — думал я, глядя на его маленькое, медовое лицо, — не будет сегодня же за картами делать вид и, пожалуй, проговариваться, что он уже отбил у Орлова Зинаиду Федоровну?

Та ненависть, которой так недоставало мне в полдень, когда приходил старик, теперь овладела мной. Кукушкин вышел наконец, и я, прислушиваясь к шарканью его кожаных калош, чувствовал сильное желание послать ему вдогонку на прощанье какое-нибудь грубое ругательство, но сдержал себя. А когда шаги затихли на лестнице, я вернулся в переднюю и, сам не зная, что делаю, схватил сверток бумаг, забытый Грузиным, и опрометью побежал вниз. Без пальто и без шапки я выбежал на улицу. Было не холодно, но шел крупный снег и дул ветер.

— Ваше превосходительство! — крикнул я, догоняя Кукушкина. — Ваше превосходительство!

Он остановился около фонаря и оглянулся с недоумением.

— Ваше превосходительство! — проговорил я, задыхаясь. — Ваше превосходительство!

И, не придумав, что сказать, я раза два ударил его бумажным свертком по лицу. Ничего не понимая и даже не удивляясь, — до такой степени я ошеломил его, — он прислонился спиной к фонарю и заслонил руками лицо. В это время мимо проходил какой-то военный доктор и видел, как я бил человека, но только с недоумением посмотрел на нас и пошел дальше.

Мне стало стыдно, и я побежал обратно в дом.
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С мокрою от снега головой и запыхавшись, я прибежал в лакейскую и тотчас же сбросил фрак, надел пиджак и пальто и вынес свой чемодан в переднюю. Бежать! Но, прежде чем уйти, я поскорее сел и стал писать Орлову:

«Оставляю вам свой фальшивый паспорт, — начал я, — прошу оставить его себе на память, фальшивый человек, господин петербургский чиновник!

Вкрасться в дом под чужим именем, наблюдать из-под лакейской маски интимную жизнь, всё видеть и слышать, чтобы потом непрошенно изобличить во лжи, — всё это, скажете вы, похоже на воровство. Да, но мне теперь не до благородства. Я пережил десятки ваших ужинов и обедов, когда вы говорили и делали, что хотели, а я должен был слушать, видеть и молчать, — я не хочу подарить вам этого. К тому же, если около вас нет живой души, которая осмелилась бы говорить вам правду и не льстить, то пусть хоть лакей Степан умоет вам вашу великолепную физиономию».

Это начало мне не понравилось, но исправлять мне не хотелось. Да и не всё ли равно?

Большие окна с темными портьерами, постель, скомканный фрак на полу и мокрые следы от моих ног смотрели сурово и печально. И тишина была какая-то особенная.

Вероятно, оттого, что я выбегал на улицу без шапки и калош, у меня поднялся сильный жар. Горело лицо, ломили ноги… Тяжелую голову клонило к столу, а в мыслях было какое-то раздвоение, когда кажется, что за каждою мыслью в мозгу движется ее тень.

«Я болен, слаб, нравственно угнетен, — продолжал я, — я не могу писать вам, как бы хотел. В первую минуту у меня было желание оскорбить и унизить вас, но теперь мне не кажется, что я имею на это право. Вы и я — оба упали и оба уже никогда не встанем, и мое письмо, если бы даже оно было красноречиво, сильно и страшно, все-таки походило бы на стук по гробовой крышке: как ни стучи — не разбудишь! Никакие усилия уже не могут согреть вашей проклятой холодной крови, и это вы знаете лучше, чем я. Зачем же писать? Но голова и сердце горят, я продолжаю писать, почему-то волнуюсь, как будто это письмо может еще спасти вас и меня. От жара мысли не вяжутся в голове и перо как-то бессмысленно скрипит по бумаге, но вопрос, который я хочу задать вам, стоит передо мной ясно, как огненный.

Отчего я раньше времени ослабел и упал, объяснить не трудно. Я, подобно библейскому силачу, поднял на себя Газские ворота, чтобы отнести их на вершину горы, но только когда уже изнемог, когда во мне навеки погасли молодость и здоровье, я заметил, что эти ворота мне не по плечам и что я обманул себя. К тому же у меня была непрерывная, жестокая боль. Я испытал голод, холод, болезни, лишение свободы; личного счастья я не знал и не знаю, приюта у меня нет, воспоминания мои тяжки и совесть моя часто боится их. Но отчего вы-то упали, вы? Какие роковые, дьявольские причины помешали вашей жизни развернуться полным весенним цветом, отчего вы, не успев начать жить, поторопились сбросить с себя образ и подобие божие и превратились в трусливое животное, которое лает и этим лаем пугает других оттого, что само боится? Вы боитесь жизни, боитесь, как азиат, тот самый, который по целым дням сидит на перине и курит кальян. Да, вы много читаете, и на вас ловко сидит европейский фрак, но все же, с какою нежною, чисто азиатскою, ханскою заботливостью вы оберегаете себя от голода, холода, физического напряжения, — от боли и беспокойства, как рано ваша душа спряталась в халат, какого труса разыграли вы перед действительною жизнью и природой, с которою борется всякий здоровый и нормальный человек. Как вам мягко, уютно, тепло, удобно — и как скучно! Да, бывает убийственно, беспросветно скучно как в одиночной тюрьме, но вы стараетесь спрятаться и от этого врага: вы по восьми часов в сутки играете в карты.

А ваша ирония? О, как хорошо я ее понимаю! Живая, свободная, бодрая мысль пытлива и властна; для ленивого, праздного ума она невыносима. Чтобы она не тревожила вашего покоя, вы, подобно тысячам ваших сверстников, поспешили смолоду поставить ее в рамки; вы вооружились ироническим отношением к жизни, или как хотите называйте, и сдержанная, припугнутая мысль не смеет прыгнуть через тот палисадник, который вы поставили ей, и когда вы глумитесь над идеями, которые якобы все вам известны, то вы похожи на дезертира, который позорно бежит с поля битвы, но, чтобы заглушить стыд, смеется над войной и над храбростью. Цинизм заглушает боль. В какой-то повести Достоевского старик топчет ногами портрет своей любимой дочери, потому что он перед нею неправ, а вы гадко и пошловато посмеиваетесь над идеями добра и правды, потому что уже не в силах вернуться к ним. Всякий искренний и правдивый намек на ваше падение страшен вам, и вы нарочно окружаете себя людьми, которые умеют только льстить вашим слабостям. И недаром, недаром вы так боитесь слез!

Кстати, ваши отношения к женщине. Бесстыдство мы унаследовали с плотью и кровью и в бесстыдстве воспитаны, но ведь на то мы и люди, чтобы побеждать в себе зверя. С возмужалостью, когда вам стали известны все идеи, вы не могли не увидеть правды; вы ее знали, но вы не пошли за ней, а испугались ее и, чтобы обмануть свою совесть, стали громко уверять себя, что виноваты не вы, а сама женщина, что она так же низменна, как и ваши отношения к ней. Разве холодные, скабрёзные анекдоты, лошадиный смех, все ваши бесчисленные теории о сущности, неопределенных требованиях к браку, о десяти су, которые платит женщине французский рабочий, ваши вечные ссылки на бабью логику, лживость, слабость и проч., — разве все это не похоже на желание во что бы то ни стало пригнуть женщину низко к грязи, чтобы она и ваши отношения к ней стояли на одном уровне? Вы — слабый, несчастный, несимпатичный человек».

В гостиной заиграла на рояле Зинаида Федоровна, стараясь вспомнить пьесу Сен-Санса, которую играл Грузин. Я пошел и лег на постель, но, вспомнив, что мне пора уходить, поднялся через силу и с тяжелою, горячею головой опять пошел к столу.

«Но вот вопрос, — продолжал я. — Отчего мы утомились? Отчего мы, вначале такие страстные, смелые, благородные, верующие, к 30—35 годам становимся уже полными банкротами? Отчего один гаснет в чахотке, другой пускает пулю в лоб, третий ищет забвения в водке, картах, четвертый, чтобы заглушить страх и тоску, цинически топчет ногами портрет своей чистой, прекрасной молодости? Отчего мы, упавши раз, уже не стараемся подняться и, потерявши одно, не ищем другого? Отчего?

Разбойник, висевший на кресте, сумел вернуть себе жизненную радость и смелую, осуществимую надежду, хотя, быть может, ему оставалось жить не больше часа. У вас впереди еще длинные годы, и я, вероятно, умру не так скоро, как кажется. Что если бы чудом настоящее оказалось сном, страшным кошмаром, и мы проснулись бы обновленные, чистые, сильные, гордые своею правдой?.. Сладкие мечты жгут меня, и едва дышу от волнения. Мне страшно хочется жить, хочется, чтобы наша жизнь была свята, высока и торжественна, как свод небесный. Будем жить! Солнце не восходит два раза в день, и жизнь дается не дважды, — хватайтесь же цепко за остатки вашей жизни и спасайте их…»

Больше я не написал ни одного слова. Мыслей было много в голове, но все они расплывались и не укладывались в строки. Не окончив письма, я подписал свое звание, имя и фамилию и пошел в кабинет. Было темно. Я нащупал стол и положил письмо. Должно быть, в потемках я натыкался на мебель и производил шум.

— Кто там? — послышался тревожный голос из гостиной.

И тотчас же на столе часы нежно пробили час ночи.
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В потемках я, по крайней мере, с полминуты царапал дверь, нащупывая ее, потом медленно отворил и вошел в гостиную. Зинаида Федоровна лежала на кушетке и, поднявшись на локоть, глядела мне навстречу. Не решаясь заговорить, я медленно прошел мимо, и она проводила меня взглядом. Я постоял немного в зале и опять прошел мимо, и она посмотрела на меня внимательно и с недоумением, даже со страхом. Наконец, я остановился и проговорил через силу:

— Он не вернется!

Она быстро встала на ноги и смотрела на меня, не понимая.

— Он не вернется! — повторил я, и у меня страшно застучало сердце. — Он не вернется, потому что не уезжал из Петербурга. Он живет у Пекарского.

Она поняла и поверила мне — это я видел по ее внезапной бледности и по тому, как она вдруг скрестила на груди руки со страхом и мольбой. В мгновение в ее памяти промелькнуло ее недавнее прошлое, она сообразила и с неумолимою ясностью увидела всю правду. Но в то же время она вспомнила, что я лакей, низшее существо… Проходимец с всклокоченными волосами, с красным от жара лицом, быть может, пьяный, в каком-то пошлом пальто, грубо вмешался в ее интимную жизнь, и это оскорбило ее. Она сказала мне сурово:

— Вас не спрашивают. Подите отсюда прочь.

— О, верьте мне! — сказал я с увлечением, протягивая к ней руки. — Я не лакей, я такой же свободный, как и вы!

Я назвал себя и быстро, быстро, чтобы она не перебила меня или не ушла к себе, объяснил, кто я и зачем тут живу. Это новое открытие поразило ее сильнее, чем первое. У нее ранее была все-таки надежда, что лакей солгал или ошибся или сказал глупость, теперь же, после моего признания, у нее не оставалось никаких сомнений. По выражению ее несчастных глаз и лица, которое вдруг стало некрасиво, потому что постарело и потеряло свою мягкость, я видел, что ей нестерпимо тяжело, что я не к добру начал этот разговор; но я продолжал с увлечением:

— Сенатор и ревизия были придуманы, чтобы обмануть вас. В январе он так же, как и теперь, никуда не уезжал, а жил у Пекарского, и я виделся с ним каждый день и участвовал в обмане. Вами тяготились, ваше присутствие здесь ненавидели, над вами смеялись… Если бы вы могли подслушать, как он и его друзья здесь издевались над вами и вашею любовью, то вы не остались бы здесь ни одной минуты! Бегите отсюда! Бегите!

— Ну, что ж? — проговорила она дрожащим голосом и провела рукой по волосам. — Ну, что ж? Пусть.

Глаза ее были полны слез, губы дрожали, и все лицо было поразительно бледно и дышало гневом. Грубая, мелкая ложь Орлова возмущала ее и казалась ей презренною, смешною; она улыбалась, и мне не нравилась эта ее улыбка.

— Ну, что ж? — повторила она и опять провела рукой по волосам. — Пусть. Он воображает, что я умру от унижения, а мне… смешно. Напрасно он прячется. — Она отошла от рояля и сказала, пожав плечами: — Напрасно… Было бы проще объясниться, чем прятаться и скитаться по чужим квартирам. У меня есть глаза, я сама давно уже видела… и только ждала его приезда, чтоб окончательно объясниться.

Потом она села в кресло около стола и, склонивши голову на ручку дивана, горько заплакала. В гостиной горела одна только свеча в канделябре, и около кресел, где она сидела, было темно, но я видел, как вздрагивали ее голова и плечи и как волосы, выбиваясь из прически, закрывали шею, лицо, руки… В ее тихом, ровном плаче, не истерическом, обыкновенном женском плаче слышались оскорбление, униженная гордость, обида и то безысходное, безнадежное, чего нельзя уже исправить и к чему нельзя привыкнуть. В моей взволнованной, страдающей душе ее плач отзывался эхом; я уже забыл про свою болезнь и про все на свете, ходил по гостиной и бормотал растерянно:

— Что же это за жизнь?.. О, нельзя так жить! Нельзя! Это — безумие, преступление, а не жизнь!

— Какое унижение! — говорила она сквозь плач. — Жить вместе… улыбаться мне в то время, как я ему в тягость, смешна… О, какое унижение!

Она приподняла голову и, глядя на меня заплаканными глазами сквозь волосы, мокрые от слез, и поправляя эти волосы, мешавшие ей смотреть на меня, спросила:

— Они смеялись?

— Этим людям были смешны и вы, и ваша любовь, и Тургенев, которого вы будто бы начитались. И если мы оба сейчас умрем с отчаяния, то это им будет тоже смешно. Они сочинят смешной анекдот и будут рассказывать его на вашей панихиде. Да что о них говорить? — сказал я с нетерпением. — Надо бежать отсюда. Я не могу оставаться здесь дольше ни одной минуты.

Она опять заплакала, а я отошел к роялю и сел.

— Что же мы ждем? — спросил я уныло. — Уже третий час.

— Ничего я не жду, — сказала она. — Я пропала.

— Зачем говорить так? Давайте-ка лучше обдумаем вместе, что нам делать. Ни вам, ни мне уже нельзя оставаться здесь… Куда вы намерены ехать отсюда?

Вдруг в передней раздался звонок. У меня ёкнуло сердце. Уж не Орлов ли это, которому пожаловался на меня Кукушкин? Как мы с ним встретимся? Я пошел отворять. Это была Поля. Она вошла, стряхнула в передней со своего бурнуса снег и, не сказав мне ни слова, отправилась к себе. Когда я вернулся в гостиную, Зинаида Федоровна, бледная, как мертвец, стояла среди комнаты и большими глазами смотрела мне навстречу.

— Кто это пришел? — спросила она тихо.

— Поля, — отвечал я.

Она провела рукой по волосам и в изнеможении закрыла глаза.

— Я сейчас уеду отсюда, — сказала она. — Вы будете добры, проводите меня на Петербургскую сторону. Теперь который час?

— Без четверти три.
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Когда мы немного погодя вышли из дому, на улице было темно и безлюдно. Шел мокрый снег, и влажный ветер хлестал по лицу. Помнится, тогда было начало марта, стояла оттепель и уже несколько дней извозчики ездили на колесах. Под впечатлением черной лестницы, холода, ночных потемок и дворника в тулупе, который опросил нас, прежде чем выпустил за ворота, Зинаида Федоровна совсем ослабела и пала духом. Когда мы сели в пролетку и накрылись верхом, она, дрожа всем телом, торопливо заговорила о том, как она мне благодарна.

— Я не сомневаюсь в вашем доброжелательстве, но мне стыдно, что вы беспокоитесь… — бормотала она. — О, я понимаю, понимаю… Когда сегодня был Грузин, я чувствовала, что он лжет и что-то скрывает. Ну, что ж? Пусть. Но все-таки мне совестно, что вы так беспокоитесь.

У нее оставались еще сомнения. Чтобы окончательно рассеять их, я приказал извозчику ехать по Сергиевской; остановивши его у подъезда Пекарского, я вылез из пролетки и позвонил. Когда вышел швейцар, я громко, чтобы могла слышать Зинаида Федоровна, спросил, дома ли Георгий Иваныч.

— Дома, — ответил он. — С полчаса как приехал. Должно, уж спит. А тебе что?

Зинаида Федоровна не выдержала и высунулась из пролетки.

— А давно Георгий Иванович живет здесь? — спросила она.

— Уже третью неделю.

— И никуда не уезжал?

— Никуда, — ответил швейцар и посмотрел на меня с удивлением.

— Передай ему завтра пораньше, — сказал я, — что к нему из Варшавы сестра приехала. Прощай.

Затем мы поехали дальше. В пролетке не было фартука, и снег валил на нас хлопьями, и ветер, особенно на Неве, пронизывал до костей. Мне стало казаться, что мы давно уже едем, давно страдаем и что я давно уже слышу, как дрожит дыхание у Зинаиды Федоровны. Я мельком, в каком-то полубреду, точно засыпая, оглянулся на свою странную, бестолковую жизнь, и вспомнилась мне почему-то мелодрама «Парижские нищие», которую я раза два видел в детстве. И почему-то, когда я, чтобы встряхнуться от этого полубреда, выглянул из-под верха и увидел рассвет, все образы прошлого, все туманные мысли вдруг слились у меня в одну ясную, крепкую мысль: я и Зинаида Федоровна погибли уже безвозвратно. Это была уверенность, как будто синее холодное небо содержало в себе пророчество, но через мгновение я думал уже о другом и верил в другое.

— Что же я теперь? — говорила Зинаида Федоров на голосом, сиплым от холода и сырости. — Куда мне идти, что делать? Грузин сказал: ступайте в монастырь. О, я пошла бы! Переменила бы одежду, свое лицо, имя, мысли… всё, всё, и спряталась бы навеки. Но меня не пустят в монастырь. Я беременна.

— Мы завтра поедем с вами за границу, — сказал я.

— Нельзя это. Муж не даст мне паспорта.

— Я провезу вас без паспорта.

Извозчик остановился около двухэтажного деревянного дома, выкрашенного в темный цвет. Я позвонил. Принимая от меня небольшую легкую корзинку, — единственный багаж, который мы взяли с собой, — Зинаида Федоровна как-то кисло улыбнулась и сказала:

— Это мои bijoux…

Но она так ослабела, что была не в силах держать эти bijoux. Нам долго не отворяли. После третьего или четвертого звонка в окнах замелькал свет и послышались шаги, кашель, шёпот; наконец, щелкнул замок и в дверях показалась полная баба с красным, испуганным лицом. Позади ее, на некотором расстоянии, стояла маленькая худенькая старушка с стрижеными седыми волосами, в белой кофточке и со свечой в руках. Зинаида Федоровна вбежала в сени и бросилась к этой старушке на шею.

— Нина, я обманута! — громко зарыдала она. — Я обманута грубо, гадко! Нина! Нина!

Я отдал бабе корзинку. Дверь заперли, но все еще слышались рыдания и крик: «Нина!» Я сел в пролетку и приказал извозчику ехать не спеша к Невскому. Нужно было подумать и о своем ночлеге.

На другой день, перед вечером, я был у Зинаиды Федоровны. Она сильно изменилась. На ее бледном, сильно похудевшем лице не было уже и следа слез, и выражение было другое. Не знаю, оттого ли, что я видел ее теперь при другой обстановке, далеко не роскошной, и что отношения наши были уже иные, или, быть может, сильное горе положило уже на нее свою печать, она не казалась теперь такою изящною и нарядною, как всегда; фигура у нее стала как будто мельче, в движениях, в походке, в ее лице я заметил излишнюю нервность, порывистость, как будто она спешила, и не было прежней мягкости даже в ее улыбке. Я был одет теперь в дорогую пару, которую купил себе днем. Она окинула взглядом прежде всего эту пару и шляпу в моей руке, потом остановила нетерпеливый, испытующий взгляд на моем лице, как бы изучая его.

— Ваше превращение мне все еще кажется каким-то чудом, — сказала она. — Извините, я с таким любопытством осматриваю вас. Ведь вы необыкновенный человек.

Я рассказал ей еще раз, кто я и зачем жил у Орлова, и рассказывал об этом дольше и подробнее, чем вчера. Она слушала с большим вниманием и, не дав мне кончить, проговорила:

— Там у меня все уже кончено. Знаете, я не выдержала и написала письмо. Вот ответ.

На листке, который она подала мне, почерком Орлова было написано: «Я не стану оправдываться. Но согласитесь: ошиблись вы, а не я. Желаю счастья и прошу поскорее забыть уважающего вас Г. О.

P. S. Посылаю ваши вещи».

Сундуки и корзины, присланные Орловым, стояли тут же в гостиной и среди них находился также и мой жалкий чемодан.

— Значит… — сказала Зинаида Федоровна и не договорила.

Мы помолчали. Она взяла записку и минуты две держала ее перед глазами, и в это время лицо ее приняло то самое надменное, презрительное и гордое, черствое выражение, какое у нее было вчера в начале нашего объяснения; на глазах у нее выступили слезы, не робкие, не горькие, а гордые, сердитые слезы.

— Слушайте, — сказала она, порывисто поднимаясь и отходя к окну, чтобы я не видел ее лица. — Я решила так: завтра же уеду с вами за границу.

— И прекрасно. Я готов ехать хоть сегодня.

— Вербуйте меня. Вы читали Бальзака? — спросила она вдруг, обернувшись. — Читали? Его роман «Père Goriot» кончается тем, что герой глядит с вершины холма на Париж и грозит этому городу: «Теперь мы разделаемся!» — и после этого начинает новую жизнь. Так и я, когда из вагона взгляну в последний раз на Петербург, то скажу ему: «Теперь мы разделаемся!»

И, сказавши это, она улыбнулась этой своей шутке и почему-то вздрогнула всем телом.
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В Венеции у меня начались плевритические боли. Вероятно, я простудился вечером, когда мы с вокзала плыли в Hôtel Bauer. Пришлось с первого же дня лечь в постель и пролежать недели две. Каждое утро, пока я был болен, приходила ко мне из своего номера Зинаида Федоровна, чтобы вместе пить кофе, и потом читала мне вслух французские и русские книги, которых мы много накупили в Вене. Эти книги были мне давно уже знакомы или же не интересны, но около меня звучал милый, добрый голос, так что в сущности содержание всех их для меня сводилось к одному: я не одинок. Она уходила гулять, возвращалась в своем светло-сером платье, в легкой соломенной шляпе, веселая, согретая весенним солнцем, и, севши у постели, нагнувшись низко к моему лицу, рассказывала что-нибудь про Венецию или читала эти книги — и мне было хорошо.

Ночью мне было холодно, больно и скучно, но днем я упивался жизнью, — лучшего выражения не придумаешь. Яркое, горячее солнце, бьющее в открытые окна и в дверь на балконе, крики внизу, плесканье весел, звон колоколов, раскатистый гром пушки в полдень и чувство полной, полной свободы делали со мной чудеса; я чувствовал на своих боках сильные, широкие крылья, которые уносили меня бог весть куда. А какая прелесть, сколько порой радости от мысли, что с моею жизнью теперь идет рядом другая жизнь, что я слуга, сторож, друг, необходимый спутник существа молодого, красивого и богатого, но слабого, оскорбленного, одинокого! Даже болеть приятно, когда знаешь, что есть люди, которые ждут твоего выздоровления как праздника. Раз я слышал, как она за дверью шепталась с моим доктором, и потом вошла ко мне с заплаканными глазами, — это плохой знак, — но я был растроган, и у меня стало на душе необыкновенно легко.

Но вот мне позволили выходить на балкон. Солнце и легкий ветерок с моря нежат и ласкают мое больное тело. Я смотрю вниз на давно знакомые гондолы, которые плывут с женственною грацией, плавно и величаво, как будто живут и чувствуют всю роскошь этой оригинальной, обаятельной культуры. Пахнет морем. Где-то играют на струнах и поют в два голоса. Как хорошо! Как не похоже на ту петербургскую ночь, когда шел мокрый снег и так грубо бил по лицу! Вот, если взглянуть прямо через канал, то видно взморье и на горизонте на просторе солнце рябит по воде так ярко, что больно смотреть. Тянет душу туда, к родному, хорошему морю, которому я отдал свою молодость. Жить хочется! Жить и — больше ничего!

Через две недели я стал ходить, куда мне угодно. Я любил сидеть на солнышке, слушать гондольера, не понимать и по целым часам смотреть на домик, где, говорят, жила Дездемона, — наивный, грустный домик с девственным выражением, легкий, как кружево, до того легкий, что, кажется, его можно сдвинуть с места одною рукой. Я подолгу стоял у могилы Кановы и не отрывал глаз с печального льва. А в дворце дожей меня все манило к тому углу, где замазали черною краской несчастного Марино Фальеро. Хорошо быть художником, поэтом, драматургом, думал я, но если это недоступно для меня, то хотя бы удариться в мистицизм! Эх, к этому безмятежному спокойствию и удовлетворению, какое наполняет душу, хотя бы кусочек какой-нибудь веры.

Вечером ели устриц, пили вино, катались. Помню, наша черная гондола тихо качается на одном месте, под ней чуть слышно хлюпает вода. Там и сям дрожат и колышатся отражения звезд и прибрежных огней. Недалеко от нас в гондоле, увешанной цветными фонарями, которые отражаются в воде, сидят какие-то люди и поют. Звук гитар, скрипок, мандолин, мужские и женские голоса раздаются в потемках, и Зинаида Федоровна, бледная, с серьезным, почти суровым лицом, сидит рядом со мной, крепко стиснув губы и руки. Она думает о чем-то и не пошевельнет даже бровью, и не слышит меня. Лицо, поза и неподвижный, ничего не выражающий взгляд, и до невероятного унылые, жуткие и, как снег, холодные воспоминания, а кругом гондолы, огни, музыка, песня с энергическим страстным вскриком: «Jam-mo!.. Jam-mo!..», — какие житейские контрасты! Когда она сидела таким образом, стиснув руки, окаменелая, скорбная, мне представлялось, что оба мы участвуем в каком-то романе, в старинном вкусе, под названием «Злосчастная», «Покинутая» или что-нибудь вроде. Оба мы: она — злосчастная, брошенная, а я — верный, преданный друг, мечтатель и, если угодно, лишний человек, неудачник, неспособный уже ни на что, как только кашлять и мечтать, да, пожалуй, еще жертвовать собой… но кому и на что нужны теперь мои жертвы? Да и чем жертвовать, спрашивается?

После вечерней прогулки мы каждый раз пили чай в ее номере и разговаривали. Мы не боялись трогать старых, еще не заживших ран, — напротив, я почему-то даже испытывал удовольствие, когда рассказывал ей о своей жизни у Орлова или откровенно касался отношений, которые мне были известны и не могли быть от меня скрыты.

— Минутами я вас ненавидел, — говорил я. — Когда он капризничал, снисходил и лгал, то меня поражало, как это вы ничего не видите, не понимаете, когда всё так ясно. Целуете ему руки, стоите на коленях, льстите…

— Когда я… целовала руки и стояла на коленях, я любила… — говорила она, краснея.

— Неужели было так трудно разгадать его? Хорош сфинкс! Сфинкс — камер-юнкер! Я ни в чем вас не упрекаю, храни бог, — продолжал я, чувствуя, что я грубоват, что у меня нет светскости и той деликатности, которая так нужна, когда имеешь дело с чужою душой; раньше, до знакомства с ней, я не замечал в себе этого недостатка. — Но как вы могли не угадать? — повторял я, но уже тише и неувереннее.

— Вы хотите сказать, что презираете мое прошлое, и вы правы, — говорила она в сильном волнении. — Вы принадлежите к особенному разряду людей, которых нельзя мерить на обыкновенный аршин, ваши нравственные требования отличаются исключительною строгостью, и, я понимаю, вы не можете прощать; я понимаю вас и, если иной раз я противоречу, то это не значит, что я иначе смотрю на вещи, чем вы; говорю я прежний вздор просто оттого, что еще не успела износить своих старых платьев и предрассудков. Я сама ненавижу и презираю свое прошлое, и Орлова, и свою любовь… Какая это любовь? Теперь даже смешно все это, — говорила она, подходя к окну и глядя вниз на канал. — Все эти любви только туманят совесть и сбивают с толку. Смысл жизни только в одном — в борьбе. Наступить каблуком на подлую змеиную голову и чтобы она — крак! Вот в чем смысл. В этом одном, или же вовсе нет смысла.

Я рассказывал ей длинные истории из своего прошлого и описывал свои в самом деле изумительные похождения. Но о той перемене, какая произошла во мне, я не обмолвился ни одним словом. Она с большим вниманием слушала меня всякий раз и в интересных местах потирала руки, как будто с досадой, что ей не удалось еще пережить такие же приключения, страхи и радости, но вдруг задумывалась, уходила в себя, и я уже видел по ее лицу, что она не слушает меня.

Я закрывал окна, выходящие на канал, и спрашивал: не затопить ли камин?

— Нет, бог с ним. Мне не холодно, — говорила она, вяло улыбаясь, — я только ослабела вся. Знаете, мне кажется, что за последнее время я страшно поумнела. У меня теперь необыкновенные, оригинальные мысли. Когда я, например, думаю о прошлом, о своей тогдашней жизни… ну, о людях вообще, то все это сливается у меня в одно — в образ моей мачехи. Грубая, наглая, бездушная, фальшивая, развратная и к тому же еще морфинистка. Отец, слабый и бесхарактерный, женился на моей матери из-за денег и вогнал ее в чахотку, а эту вот свою вторую жену, мою мачеху, любил страстно, без памяти… Натерпелась я! Ну, да что говорить! Так вот все, говорю я, сливается в один образ… И мне досадно: зачем мачеха умерла? Хотелось бы теперь встретиться с ней!…

— Зачем?

— Так, не знаю… — отвечала она со смехом, красиво встряхивая головой. — Спокойной ночи. Выздоравливайте. Как только поправитесь, займемся нашими делами… Пора.

Когда я, уже простившись, брался за ручку двери, она говорила:

— Как думаете? Поля все еще живет у него?

— Вероятно.

И я уходил к себе. Так мы прожили целый месяц. В один пасмурный полдень, когда оба мы стояли у окна в моем номере и молча глядели на тучи, которые надвигались с моря, и на посиневший канал и ожидали, что сейчас хлынет дождь, и когда уж узкая, густая полоса дождя, как марля, закрыла взморье, нам обоим вдруг стало скучно. В тот же день мы уехали во Флоренцию.
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Дело происходило уже осенью, в Ницце. Однажды утром, когда я зашел к ней в номер, она сидела в кресле, положив ногу на ногу, сгорбившись, осунувшись, закрыв лицо руками, и плакала горько, навзрыд, и ее длинные, непричесанные волосы падали ей на колени. Впечатление чудного, удивительного моря, которое я только что видел, про которое хотел рассказать, вдруг оставило меня, и сердце мое сжалось от боли.

— О чем вы? — спросил я; она отняла одну руку от лица и махнула мне, чтоб я вышел. — Ну, о чем вы? — повторил я, и в первый раз за все время нашего знакомства поцеловал у нее руку.

— Нет, нет, ничего! — проговорила она быстро. — Ах, ничего, ничего… Уйдите… Видите, я не одета.

Я вышел в страшном смущении. Покой и беспечальное настроение, в каком я так долго находился, были отравлены состраданием. Мне страстно хотелось пасть к ее ногам, умолять, чтобы она не плакала в одиночку, а делилась бы со мной своим горем, и ровный шум моря заворчал в моих ушах уже как мрачное пророчество, и я видел впереди новые слезы, новые скорби и потери. О чем, о чем она плачет? — спрашивал я, вспоминая ее лицо и страдальческий взгляд. Я вспомнил, что она беременна. Она старалась скрыть свое положение и от людей, и от себя самой. Дома она ходила в просторной блузе или в кофточке с преувеличенно пышными складками на груди, а уходя куда-нибудь, затягивалась в корсет так сильно, что два раза во время прогулок с ней случались обмороки. Со мной она никогда не говорила о своей беременности, и однажды, когда я заикнулся, что ей не мешало бы посоветоваться с доктором, она вся покраснела и не сказала ни слова.

Когда я потом вошел к ней, она была уже одета и причесана.

— Полно, полно! — сказал я, видя, что она готова опять заплакать. — Давайте-ка лучше пойдем к морю и потолкуем.

— Не могу я говорить. Простите, я теперь в таком настроении, когда хочется быть одной. И, пожалуйста, Владимир Иванович, когда в другой раз захотите войти ко мне, то предварительно постучите в дверь.

Это «предварительно» прозвучало как-то особенно, не по-женски. Я вышел. Возвращалось проклятое, петербургское настроение, и все мои мечты свернулись и сжались, как листья от жара. Я чувствовал, что я опять одинок, что близости между нами нет. Я для нее то же, что вот для этой пальмы паутина, которая повисла на ней случайно и которую сорвет и унесет ветер. Я прогулялся по скверу, где играла музыка, зашел в казино; тут я оглядывал разодетых, сильно пахнущих, женщин, и каждая взглядывала на меня так, как будто хотела сказать: «Ты одинок, и прекрасно…» Потом я вышел на террасу и долго глядел на море. Вдали на горизонте ни одного паруса, на левом берегу в лиловатой мгле горы, сады, башни, дома, на всем играет солнце, но все чуждо, равнодушно, путаница какая-то.
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Она по-прежнему приходила ко мне по утрам пить кофе, но мы уже не обедали вместе; ей, как она говорила, не хотелось есть, и питалась она только кофе, чаем и разными пустяками, вроде апельсинов и карамели.

И разговоров у нас по вечерам уже не было. Не знаю, почему так. После того, как я застал ее в слезах, она стала относиться ко мне как-то слегка, подчас небрежно, даже с иронией, и называла меня почему-то «сударь мой». То, что раньше казалось ей страшным, удивительным, героическим и что возбуждало в ней зависть и восторг, теперь не трогало ее вовсе, и обыкновенно, выслушав меня, она слегка потягивалась и говорила:

— Да, было дело под Полтавой, сударь мой, было.

Случалось даже, что я не встречался с ней по целым дням. Бывало, постучишься робко и виновато в ее дверь — ответа нет; постучишься еще раз — молчание… Стоишь около двери и слушаешь; но вот мимо проходит горничная и холодно заявляет: «madame est partie». Затем ходишь по коридору гостиницы, ходишь, ходишь… Какие-то англичане, полногрудые дамы, гарсоны во фраках… И когда я долго смотрю на длинный полосатый ковер, который тянется через весь коридор, мне приходит на мысль, что в жизни этой женщины я играю странную, вероятно, фальшивую роль и что уже не в моих силах изменить эту роль; я бегу к себе в номер, падаю на постель и думаю, думаю и не могу ничего придумать, и для меня ясно только, что мне хочется жить, и что чем некрасивее, суше и черствее становится ее лицо, тем она ближе ко мне и тем сильнее и больней я чувствую наше родство. Пусть я — «сударь мой», пусть этот легкий, пренебрежительный тон, пусть что угодно, но только не оставляй меня, мое сокровище. Мне теперь страшно одному.

Потом я опять выхожу в коридор, с тревогой прислушиваюсь… Я не обедаю, не замечаю, как наступает вечер. Наконец, часу в одиннадцатом слышатся знакомые шаги и на повороте около лестницы показывается Зинаида Федоровна.

— Прогуливаетесь? — спрашивает она, проходя мимо. — Вы бы лучше шли наружу… Спокойной ночи!

— Но разве мы уже не увидимся сегодня?

— Уже поздно, кажется. Впрочем, как хотите.

— Скажите, где вы были? — спрашиваю я, входя за нею в номер.

— Где? В Монте-Карло, — она достает из кармана штук десять золотых монет и говорит: — Вот, сударь мой. Выиграла. Это в рулетку.

— Ну, вы не станете играть.

— Отчего же? Я и завтра опять поеду.

Я воображал, как она с нехорошим болезненным лицом, беременная, сильно затянутая, стоит около игорного стола в толпе кокоток, выживших из ума старух, которые жмутся у золота, как мухи у меда, вспоминал, что она уезжала в Монте-Карло почему-то тайно от меня…

— Я не верю вам, — сказал я однажды. — Вы не поедете туда.

— Не волнуйтесь. Много я не могу проиграть.

— Дело не в проигрыше, — сказал я с досадой. — Разве вам не приходило на мысль, когда вы там играли, что блеск золота, все эти женщины, старые и молодые, крупье, вся обстановка, что все это — подлая, гнусная насмешка над трудом рабочего, над кровавым потом?

— Если не играть, то что же тут делать? — спросила она. — И труд рабочего, и кровавый пот — это красноречие вы отложите до другого раза, а теперь, раз вы начали, то позвольте мне продолжать; позвольте мне поставить ребром вопрос: что мне тут делать и что я буду делать?

— Что делать? — сказал я, пожав плечами. — На этот вопрос нельзя ответить сразу.

— Я прошу ответа по совести, Владимир Иваныч, — сказала она, и лицо ее стало сердитым. — Раз я решилась задать вам этот вопрос, то не для того, чтобы слышать общие фразы. Я вас спрашиваю, — продолжала она, стуча ладонью по столу, как бы отбивая такт, — что я должна здесь делать? И не только здесь, в Ницце, но вообще?

Я молчал и смотрел в окно на море. Сердце у меня страшно забилось.

— Владимир Иваныч, — сказала она тихо и прерывисто дыша; ей тяжело было говорить. — Владимир Иваныч, если вы сами не верите в дело, если вы уже не думаете вернуться к нему, то зачем… зачем вы тащили меня из Петербурга? Зачем обещали и зачем возбудили во мне сумасшедшие надежды? Убеждения ваши изменились, вы стали другим человеком, и никто не винит вас в этом — убеждения не всегда в нашей власти, но… но, Владимир Иваныч, бога ради, зачем вы неискренни? — продолжала она тихо, подходя ко мне. — Когда я все эти месяцы мечтала вслух, бредила, восхищалась своими планами, перестраивала свою жизнь на новый лад, то почему вы не говорили мне правды, а молчали или поощряли рассказами и держали себя так, как будто вполне сочувствовали мне? Почему? Для чего это было нужно?

— Трудно сознаваться в своем банкротстве, — проговорил я, оборачиваясь, но не глядя на нее. — Да, я не верю, утомился, пал духом… Тяжело быть искренним, страшно тяжело, и я молчал. Не дай бог никому пережить то, что я пережил.

Мне показалось, что я сейчас заплачу, и я замолчал.

— Владимир Иваныч, — сказала она и взяла меня за обе руки. — Вы много пережили и испытали, знаете больше, чем я; подумайте серьезно и скажите: что мне делать? Научите меня. Если вы сами уже не в силах идти и вести за собой других, то по крайней мере укажите, куда мне идти. Согласитесь, ведь я живой, чувствующий и рассуждающий человек. Попасть в ложное положение… играть какую-то нелепую роль… мне это тяжело. Я не упрекаю, не обвиняю вас, а только прошу.

Принесли чай.

— Ну, что же? — спросила Зинаида Федоровна, подавая мне стакан. — Что вы мне скажете?

— Не только свету, что в окне, — ответил я. — И кроме меня есть люди, Зинаида Федоровна.

— Так вот укажите мне их, — живо сказала она. — Я об этом только и прошу вас.

— И еще я хочу сказать, — продолжал я. — Служить идее можно не в одном каком-нибудь поприще. Если ошиблись, изверились в одном, то можно отыскать другое. Мир идей широк и неисчерпаем.

— Мир идей! — проговорила она и насмешливо поглядела мне в лицо. — Так уж лучше мы перестанем… Что уж тут…

Она покраснела.

— Мир идей! — повторила она и отбросила салфетку в сторону, и лицо ее приняло негодующее, брезгливое выражение. — Все эти ваши прекрасные идеи, я вижу, сводятся к одному неизбежному, необходимому шагу: я должна сделаться вашею любовницей. Вот что нужно. Носиться с идеями и не быть любовницей честнейшего, идейнейшего человека — значит не понимать идей. Надо начинать с этого… то есть с любовницы, а остальное само приложится.

— Вы раздражены, Зинаида Федоровна, — сказал я.

— Нет, я искренна! — крикнула она, тяжело дыша. — Я искренна!

— Вы искренни, быть может, но вы заблуждаетесь, и мне больно слушать вас.

— Я заблуждаюсь! — засмеялась она. — Кто бы говорил, да не вы, сударь мой. Пусть я покажусь вам неделикатной, жестокой, но куда ни шло: вы любите меня? Ведь любите?

Я пожал плечами.

— Да, пожимайте плечами! — продолжала она насмешливо. — Когда вы были больны, я слышала, как вы бредили, потом постоянно эти обожающие глаза, вздохи, благонамеренные разговоры о близости, духовном родстве… Но, главное, почему вы до сих пор были не искренни? Почему вы скрывали то, что есть, а говорили о том, чего нет? Сказали бы с самого начала, какие собственно идеи заставили вас вытащить меня из Петербурга, так бы уж я и знала. Отравилась бы тогда, как хотела, и не было бы теперь этой нудной комедии… Э, да что говорить! — она махнула на меня рукой и села.

— Вы говорите таким тоном, как будто подозреваете во мне бесчестные намерения, — обиделся я.

— Ну, да уж ладно. Что уж тут. Я не намерения подозреваю в вас, а то, что у вас никаких намерений не было. Будь они у вас, я бы уж знала их. Кроме идей и любви, у вас ничего не было. Теперь идеи и любовь, а в перспективе — я любовница. Таков уж порядок вещей и в жизни, и в романах… Вот вы бранили его, — сказала она и ударила ладонью по столу, — а ведь поневоле с ним согласишься. Недаром он презирает все эти идеи.

— Он не презирает идей, а боится их, — крикнул я. — Он трус и лжец.

— Ну, да уж ладно! Он трус, лжец и обманул меня, а вы? Извините за откровенность: вы кто? Он обманул и бросил меня на произвол судьбы в Петербурге, а вы обманули и бросили меня здесь. Но тот хоть идей не приплетал к обману, а вы…

— Бога ради, зачем вы это говорите? — ужаснулся я, ломая руки и быстро подходя к ней. — Нет, Зинаида Федоровна, нет, это цинизм, нельзя так отчаиваться, выслушайте меня, — продолжал я, ухватившись за мысль, которая вдруг неясно блеснула у меня в голове и, казалось, могла еще спасти нас обоих. — Слушайте меня. Я испытал на своем веку много, так много, что теперь при воспоминании голова кружится, и я теперь крепко понял мозгом, своей изболевшей душой, что назначение человека или ни в чем, или только в одном — в самоотверженной любви к ближнему. Вот куда мы должны идти и в чем наше назначение! Вот моя вера!

Дальше я хотел говорить о милосердии, о всепрощении, но голос мой вдруг зазвучал неискренно, и я смутился.

— Мне жить хочется! — проговорил я искренно. — Жить, жить! Я хочу мира, тишины, хочу тепла, вот этого моря, вашей близости. О, как бы я хотел внушить и вам эту страстную жажду жизни! Вы только что говорили про любовь, но для меня было бы довольно и одной близости вашей, вашего голоса, выражения лица…

Она покраснела и сказала быстро, чтобы помешать мне говорить:

— Вы любите жизнь, а я ее ненавижу. Стало быть, дороги у нас разные.

Она налила себе чаю, но не дотронулась до него, пошла в спальню и легла.

— Я полагаю, нам бы лучше прекратить этот разговор, — сказала она мне оттуда. — Для меня всё уже кончено и ничего мне не нужно… Что ж тут разговаривать еще!

— Нет, не все кончено!

— Ну, да ладно!.. Знаю я! Надоело… Будет.

Я постоял, прошелся из угла в угол и вышел в коридор. Когда потом, поздно ночью, я подошел к ее двери и прислушался, мне явственно послышался плач.

На другой день утром лакей, подавая мне платье, сообщил с улыбкой, что госпожа из 13-го номера родит. Я кое-как оделся и, замирая от ужаса, поспешил к Зинаиде Федоровне. В ее номере находились доктор, акушерка и пожилая русская дама из Харькова, которую звали Дарьей Михайловной. Пахло эфирными каплями. Едва я переступил порог, как из комнаты, где лежала она, послышался тихий, жалобный стон, и точно это ветер донес мне его из России, я вспомнил Орлова, его иронию, Полю, Неву, снег хлопьями, потом пролетку без фартука, пророчество, какое я прочел на холодном утреннем небе, и отчаянный крик: «Нина! Нина!»

— Вы сходите к ней, — сказала дама.

Я вошел к Зинаиде Федоровне с таким чувством, как будто я был отцом ребенка. Она лежала с закрытыми глазами, худая, бледная, в белом чепчике с кружевами. Помню, два выражения были на ее лице: одно равнодушное, холодное, вялое, другое детское и беспомощное, какое придавал ей белый чепчик. Она не слышала, как я вошел, или, быть может, слышала, но не обратила на меня внимания. Я стоял, смотрел на нее и ждал.

Но вот лицо ее покривилось от боли, она открыла глаза и стала глядеть в потолок, как бы соображая, что с ней… На ее лице выразилось отвращение.

— Гадко, — прошептала она.

— Зинаида Федоровна, — позвал я слабо.

Она равнодушно, вяло поглядела на меня и закрыла глаза. Я постоял немного и вышел.

Ночью Дарья Михайловна сообщила мне, что родилась девочка, но что роженица в опасном положении; потом по коридору бегали, был шум. Опять приходила ко мне Дарья Михайловна и с отчаянным лицом, ломая руки, говорила:

— О, это ужасно! Доктор подозревает, что она приняла яд! О, как нехорошо ведут себя здесь русские!

А на другой день в полдень Зинаида Федоровна скончалась.

 

XVIII

 

Прошло два года. Обстоятельства изменились, я опять поехал в Петербург и мог жить тут, уже не скрываясь. Я уже не боялся быть и казаться чувствительным и весь ушел в отеческое или, вернее, идолопоклонническое чувство, какое возбуждала во мне Соня, дочь Зинаиды Федоровны. Я кормил ее из своих рук, купал, укладывал спать, не сводил с нее глаз по целым ночам и вскрикивал, когда мне казалось, что нянька ее сейчас уронит. Моя жажда обыкновенной обывательской жизни с течением времени становилась все сильнее и раздражительнее, но широкие мечты остановились около Сони, как будто нашли в ней, наконец, именно то, что мне нужно было. Я любил эту девочку безумно. В ней я видел продолжение своей жизни, и мне не то чтобы казалось, а я чувствовал, почти веровал, что когда, наконец, я сброшу с себя длинное, костлявое, бородатое тело, то буду жить в этих голубых глазках, в белокурых шелковых волосиках и в этих пухлых, розовых ручонках, которые так любовно гладят меня по лицу и обнимают мою шею.

Судьба Сони пугала меня. Отцом ее был Орлов, в метрическом свидетельстве она называлась Красновскою, а единственный человек, который знал об ее существовании и для которого оно было интересно, то есть я, уже дотягивал свою песню. Нужно было подумать о ней серьезно.

На другой же день по приезде в Петербург я отправился к Орлову. Отворил мне толстый старик с рыжими бакенами и без усов, по-видимому, немец. Поля, убиравшая в гостиной, не узнала меня, но зато Орлов узнал тотчас же.

— А, господин крамольник! — сказал он, оглядывая меня с любопытством и смеясь. — Какими судьбами?

Он нисколько не изменился: все то же холеное, неприятное лицо, та же ирония. И на столе, как в прежнее время, лежала какая-то новая книга с заложенным в нее ножом из слоновой кости. Очевидно, читал до моего прихода. Он усадил меня, предложил сигару и с деликатностью, свойственною только отлично воспитанным людям, скрывая неприятное чувство, какое возбуждали в нем мое лицо и моя тощая фигура, заметил вскользь, что я нисколько не изменился и что меня легко узнать, несмотря даже на то, что я оброс бородою. Поговорили о погоде, о Париже. Чтобы поскорее отделаться от тяжелого неизбежного вопроса, который томил и его, и меня, он спросил:

— Зинаида Федоровна умерла?

— Да, умерла, — ответил я.

— От родов?

— Да, от родов. Доктор подозревал другую причину смерти, но… и для вас, и для меня покойнее думать, что она умерла от родов.

Он вздохнул из приличия и помолчал. Пролетел тихий ангел.

— Так-с. А у меня все по-старому, никаких особенных перемен, — живо заговорил он, заметив, что я оглядываю кабинет. — Отец, как вы знаете, в отставке и уже на покое, я все там же. Пекарского помните? Он все такой же. Грузин в прошлом году умер от дифтерита… Ну-с, Кукушкин жив и частенько вспоминает о вас. Кстати, — продолжал Орлов, застенчиво опуская глаза, — когда Кукушкин узнал, кто вы, то стал везде рассказывать, что вы будто учинили на него нападение, хотели его убить… и он едва спасся.

Я промолчал.

— Старые слуги не забывают своих господ… Это очень мило с вашей стороны, — пошутил Орлов. — Однако, не хотите ли вина или кофе? Я прикажу сварить.

— Нет, благодарю. Я к вам по очень важному делу, Георгий Иваныч.

— Я не охотник до важных дел, но вам рад служить. Что прикажете?

— Видите ли, — начал я, волнуясь, — со мной в настоящее время находится здесь дочь покойной Зинаиды Федоровны… До сих пор я занимался ее воспитанием, но, как видите, не сегодня-завтра я превращусь в звук пустой. Мне хотелось бы умереть с мыслью, что она пристроена.

Орлов слегка покраснел, нахмурился и сурово, мельком взглянул на меня. На него неприятно подействовало не столько «важное дело», как слова мои о превращении в звук пустой, о смерти.

— Да, об этом надо подумать, — сказал он, заслоняя глаза, как от солнца. — Благодарю вас. Вы говорите: девочка?

— Да, девочка. Чудная девочка!

— Так. Это, конечно, не мопс, а человек… понятно, надо серьезно подумать. Я готов принять участие и… и очень обязан вам.

Он встал, прошелся, кусая ногти, и остановился перед картиной.

— Об этом надо подумать, — сказал он глухо, стоя ко мне спиной. — Я сегодня побываю у Пекарского и попрошу его съездить к Красновскому. Думаю, что Красновский не будет долго ломаться и согласится взять эту девочку.

— Но, простите, я не знаю, при чем тут Красновский, — сказал я, тоже вставая и подходя к картине в другом конце кабинета.

— Но, ведь она носит его фамилию, надеюсь! — сказал Орлов.

— Да, он, быть может, обязан по закону принять к себе этого ребенка, я не знаю, но я пришел к вам, Георгий Иваныч, не для того, чтоб говорить о законах.

— Да, да, вы правы, — живо согласился он. — Я, кажется, говорю вздор. Но вы не волнуйтесь. Мы все это обсудим ко взаимному удовольствию. Не одно, так другое, не другое, так третье, а так или иначе этот щекотливый вопрос будет решен. Пекарский все устроит. Вы будете добры, оставите мне свой адрес, и я сообщу вам немедленно то решение, к какому мы придем. Вы где живете?

Орлов записал мой адрес, вздохнул и сказал с улыбкой:

— Что за комиссия, создатель, быть малой дочери отцом! Но Пекарский все устроит. Это «вумный» мужчина. А вы долго прожили в Париже?

— Месяца два.

Мы помолчали. Орлов, очевидно, боялся, что я опять заговорю о девочке, и, чтобы отвлечь мое внимание в другую сторону, сказал:

— Вы, вероятно, уже забыли про свое письмо. А я берегу его. Ваше тогдашнее настроение я понимаю и, признаться, уважаю это письмо. Проклятая, холодная кровь, азиат, лошадиный смех — это мило и характерно, — продолжал он, иронически улыбаясь. — И основная мысль, пожалуй, близка к правде, хотя можно было бы спорить без конца. То есть, — замялся он, — спорить не с самою мыслью, а с вашим отношением к вопросу, с вашим, так сказать, темпераментом. Да, моя жизнь ненормальна, испорчена, не годится ни к чему, и начать новую жизнь мне мешает трусость, — тут вы совершенно правы. Но что вы так близко принимаете это к сердцу, волнуетесь и приходите в отчаяние, — это не резон, тут вы совсем неправы.

— Живой человек не может не волноваться и не отчаиваться, когда видит, как погибает сам и вокруг гибнут другие.

— Кто говорит! Я вовсе не проповедую равнодушия, а хочу только объективного отношения к жизни. Чем объективнее, тем меньше риску впасть в ошибку. Надо смотреть в корень и искать в каждом явлении причину всех причин. Мы ослабели, опустились, пали наконец, наше поколение всплошную состоит из неврастеников и нытиков, мы только и знаем, что толкуем об усталости и переутомлении, но виноваты в том не вы и не я: мы слишком мелки, чтобы от нашего произвола могла зависеть судьба целого поколения. Тут, надо думать, причины большие, общие, имеющие с точки зрения биологической свой солидный raison d’être. Мы неврастеники, кисляи, отступники, но, быть может, это нужно и полезно для тех поколений, которые будут жить после нас. Ни единый волос не падает с головы без воли отца небесного, — другими словами, в природе и в человеческой среде ничто не творится так себе. Все обоснованно и необходимо. А если так, то чего же нам особенно беспокоиться и писать отчаянные письма?

— Так-то так, — сказал я, подумав. — Я верю, следующим поколениям будет легче и видней; к их услугам будет наш опыт. Но ведь хочется жить независимо от будущих поколений и не только для них. Жизнь дается один раз, и хочется прожить ее бодро, осмысленно, красиво. Хочется играть видную, самостоятельную, благородную роль, хочется делать историю, чтобы те же поколения не имели права сказать про каждого из нас: то было ничтожество или еще хуже того… Я верю и в целесообразность, и в необходимость того, что происходит вокруг, но какое мне дело до этой необходимости, зачем пропадать моему «я»?

— Ну, что делать! — вздохнул Орлов, поднимаясь и как бы давая понять, что разговор наш уже кончен.

Я взялся за шапку.

— Только полчаса посидели, а сколько вопросов решили, подумаешь! — говорил Орлов, провожая меня до передней. — Так я позабочусь о том… Сегодня же повидаюсь с Пекарским. Будьте без сумления.

Он остановился в ожидании, пока я оденусь, и видимо чувствовал удовольствие от того, что я сейчас уйду.

— Георгий Иваныч, возвратите мне мое письмо, — сказал я.

— Слушаю-с.

Он пошел в кабинет и через минуту вернулся с письмом. Я поблагодарил и вышел.

На другой день я получил от него записку. Он поздравлял меня с благополучным решением вопроса. У Пекарского есть знакомая дама, писал он, которая держит пансион, что-то вроде детского сада, куда принимаются даже очень маленькие дети. На даму можно положиться вполне, но прежде чем входить с нею в соглашение, не мешает переговорить с Красновским — этого требует формальность. Советовал мне немедленно отправиться к Пекарскому и кстати прихватить с собою метрическое свидетельство, если таковое имеется. «Примите уверение в искреннем уважении и преданности вашего покорного слуги…»

Я читал это письмо, а Соня сидела на столе и смотрела на меня внимательно, не мигая, как будто знала, что решается ее участь.

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

7. ВОЛОДЯ БОЛЬШОЙ И ВОЛОДЯ МАЛЕНЬКИЙ

 

— Пустите меня, я хочу сама править! Я сяду рядом с ямщиком! — говорила громко Софья Львовна. — Ямщик, погоди, я сяду с тобой на козлы.

Она стояла в санях, а ее муж Владимир Никитич и друг детства Владимир Михайлыч держали ее за руки, чтобы она не упала. Тройка неслась быстро.

— Я говорил, не следовало давать ей коньяку, — шепнул с досадой Владимир Никитич своему спутнику. — Экий ты, право!

Полковник знал по опыту, что у таких женщин, как его жена Софья Львовна, вслед за бурною, немножко пьяною веселостью обыкновенно наступает истерический смех и потом плач. Он боялся, что теперь, когда они приедут домой, ему, вместо того чтобы спать, придется возиться с компрессами и каплями.

— Тпрр! — кричала Софья Львовна. — Я хочу править!

Она была искренно весела и торжествовала. В последние два месяца, с самого дня свадьбы, ее томила мысль, что она вышла за полковника Ягича по расчету и, как говорится, par dépit; сегодня же в загородном ресторане она убедилась наконец, что любит его страстно. Несмотря на свои пятьдесят четыре года, он был так строен, ловок, гибок, так мило каламбурил и подпевал цыганкам. Право, теперь старики в тысячу раз интереснее молодых, и похоже на то, как будто старость и молодость поменялись своими ролями. Полковник старше ее отца на два года, но может ли это обстоятельство иметь какое-нибудь значение, если, говоря по совести, жизненной силы, бодрости и свежести в нем неизмеримо больше, чем в ней самой, хотя ей только двадцать три года?

«О, мой милый! — думала она. — Чудный!»

В ресторане она также убедилась, что от прежнего чувства в ее душе не осталось даже искры. К другу детства Владимиру Михайлычу, или, попросту, Володе, которого она еще вчера любила до сумасбродства, до отчаяния, теперь она чувствовала себя совершенно равнодушной. Сегодня весь вечер он казался ей вялым, сонным, неинтересным, ничтожным, и его хладнокровие, с каким он обыкновенно уклоняется от платежа по ресторанным счетам, на этот раз возмутило ее, и она едва удержалась, чтобы не сказать ему: «Если вы бедный, то сидите дома». Платил один только полковник.

Оттого, быть может, что в глазах у нее мелькали деревья, телеграфные столбы и сугробы, самые разнообразные мысли приходили ей в голову. Она думала: по счету в ресторане уплачено сто двадцать и цыганам — сто, и завтра она, если захочет, может бросить на ветер хоть тысячу рублей, а два месяца назад, до свадьбы, у нее не было и трех рублей собственных, и за каждым пустяком приходилось обращаться к отцу. Какая перемена в жизни!

Мысли у нее путались, и она вспоминала, как полковник Ягич, ее теперешний муж, когда ей было лет десять, ухаживал за тетей, и все в доме говорили, что он погубил ее, и в самом деле тетя часто выходила к обеду с заплаканными глазами и все куда-то уезжала, и говорили про нее, что она, бедняжка, не находит себе места. Он был тогда очень красив и имел необычайный успех у женщин, так что его знал весь город, и рассказывали про него, будто он каждый день ездил с визитами к своим поклонницам, как доктор к больным. И теперь, даже несмотря на седину, морщины и очки, иногда его худощавое лицо, особенно в профиль, кажется прекрасным.

Отец Софьи Львовны был военным доктором и служил когда-то в одном полку с Ягичем. Отец Володи тоже был военным доктором и тоже служил когда-то в одном полку с ее отцом и с Ягичем. Несмотря на любовные приключения, часто очень сложные и беспокойные, Володя учился прекрасно; он кончил курс в университете с большим успехом и теперь избрал своею специальностью иностранную литературу и, как говорят, пишет диссертацию. Живет он в казармах, у своего отца, военного доктора, и не имеет собственных денег, хотя ему уже тридцать лет. В детстве Софья Львовна и он жили в разных квартирах, но под одною крышей, и он часто приходил к ней играть, и их вместе учили танцевать и говорить по-французски; но когда он вырос и сделался стройным, очень красивым юношей, она стала стыдиться его, потом полюбила безумно и любила до последнего времени, пока не вышла за Ягича. Он тоже имел необыкновенный успех у женщин, чуть ли не с четырнадцати лет, и дамы, которые для него изменяли своим мужьям, оправдывались тем, что Володя маленький. Про него недавно кто-то рассказывал, будто бы он, когда был студентом, жил в номерах, поближе к университету, и всякий раз, бывало, как постучишься к нему, то слышались за дверью его шаги и затем извинение вполголоса: «Pardon, je ne suis pas seul». Ягич приходил от него в восторг и благословлял его на дальнейшее, как Державин Пушкина, и, по-видимому, любил его. Оба они по целым часам молча играли на бильярде или в пикет, и если Ягич ехал куда-нибудь на тройке, то брал с собою и Володю, и в тайны своей диссертации Володя посвящал только одного Ягича. В первое время, когда полковник был помоложе, они часто попадали в положение соперников, но никогда не ревновали друг к другу. В обществе, где они бывали вместе, Ягича прозвали Володей большим, а его друга — Володей маленьким.

В санях, кроме Володи большого, Володи маленького и Софьи Львовны, находилась еще одна особа — Маргарита Александровна, или, как ее все звали, Рита, кузина госпожи Ягич, девушка уже за тридцать, очень бледная, с черными бровями, в pince-nez, курившая папиросы без передышки, даже на сильном морозе; всегда у нее на груди и на коленях был пепел. Она говорила в нос, растягивая каждое слово, была холодна, могла пить ликеры и коньяк, сколько угодно, и не пьянела, и двусмысленные анекдоты рассказывала вяло, безвкусно. Дома она от утра до вечера читала толстые журналы, обсыпая их пеплом, или кушала мороженые яблоки.

— Соня, перестань беситься, — сказала она нараспев. — Право, глупо даже.

В виду заставы тройка понеслась тише, замелькали дома и люди, и Софья Львовна присмирела, прижалась к мужу и вся отдалась своим мыслям. Володя маленький сидел против. Теперь уже к веселым, легким мыслям стали примешиваться и мрачные. Она думала: этому человеку, который сидит против, было известно, что она его любила, и он, конечно, верил разговорам, что она вышла за полковника par dépit. Она еще ни разу не признавалась ему в любви и не хотела, чтобы он знал, и скрывала свое чувство, но по лицу его видно было, что он превосходно понимал ее — и самолюбие ее страдало. Но в ее положении унизительнее всего было то, что после свадьбы этот Володя маленький вдруг стал обращать на нее внимание, чего раньше никогда не бывало, просиживал с ней по целым часам молча или болтая о пустяках, и теперь в санях, не разговаривая с нею, он слегка наступал ей на ногу и пожимал руку; очевидно, ему того только и нужно было, чтобы она вышла замуж; и очевидно было, что он презирает ее и что она возбуждает в нем интерес лишь известного свойства, как дурная и непорядочная женщина. И когда в ее душе торжество и любовь к мужу мешались с чувством унижения и оскорбленной гордости, то ею овладевал задор и хотелось тогда сесть на козлы и кричать, подсвистывать…

Как раз в то самое время, когда проезжали мимо женского монастыря, раздался удар большого тысячепудового колокола. Рита перекрестилась.

— В этом монастыре наша Оля, — сказала Софья Львовна и тоже перекрестилась и вздрогнула.

— Зачем она пошла в монастырь? — спросил полковник.

— Par dépit, — сердито ответила Рита, очевидно намекая на брак Софьи Львовны с Ягичем. — Теперь в моде это par dépit. Вызов всему свету. Была хохотушка, отчаянная кокетка, любила только балы да кавалеров и вдруг — на, поди! Удивила!

— Это неправда, — сказал Володя маленький, опуская воротник шубы и показывая свое красивое лицо. — Тут не par dépit, а сплошной ужас, если хотите. Ее брата, Дмитрия, сослали в каторжные работы,

218 и теперь неизвестно, где он. А мать умерла с горя.

Он опять поднял воротник.

— И хорошо сделала Оля, — добавил он глухо. — Жить на положении воспитанницы, да еще с таким золотом, как Софья Львовна, — тоже подумать надо!

Софья Львовна услышала в его голосе презрительный тон и хотела сказать ему дерзость, но промолчала. Ею опять овладел тот же задор; она поднялась на ноги и крикнула плачущим голосом:

— Я хочу к утрене! Ямщик, назад! Я хочу Олю видеть!

Повернули назад. Звон монастырского колокола был густой, и, как казалось Софье Львовне, что-то в нем напоминало об Оле и ее жизни. Зазвонили и в других церквах. Когда ямщик осадил тройку, Софья Львовна выскочила из саней и одна, без провожатого, быстро пошла к воротам.

— Скорей, пожалуйста! — крикнул ей муж. — Уже поздно!

Она прошла темными воротами, потом по аллее, которая вела от ворот к главной церкви, и снежок хрустел у нее под ногами, и звон раздавался уже над самою головой и, казалось, проникал во все ее существо. Вот церковная дверь, три ступеньки вниз, затем притвор с изображениями святых по обе стороны, запахло можжевельником и ладаном, опять дверь, и темная фигурка отворяет ее и кланяется низко-низко… В церкви служба еще не начиналась. Одна монашенка ходила около иконостаса и зажигала свечи на ставниках, другая зажигала паникадило. Там и сям, ближе к колоннам и боковым приделам, стояли неподвижно черные фигуры. «Значит, как они стоят теперь, так уж не сойдут до самого утра», — подумала Софья Львовна, и ей показалось тут темно, холодно, скучно, — скучнее, чем на кладбище. Она с чувством скуки поглядела на неподвижные, застывшие фигуры, и вдруг сердце у нее сжалось. Почему-то в одной из монашенок, небольшого роста, с худенькими плечами и с черною косынкой на голове она узнала Олю, хотя Оля, когда уходила в монастырь, была полная и как будто повыше. Нерешительно, сильно волнуясь отчего-то, Софья Львовна подошла к послушнице и через плечо поглядела ей в лицо, и узнала Олю.

— Оля! — сказала она и всплеснула руками, и уж не могла говорить от волнения. — Оля!

Монашенка тотчас же узнала ее, удивленно подняла брови, и ее бледное, недавно умытое, чистое лицо и даже, как показалось, ее белый платочек, который виден был из-под косынки, просияли от радости.

— Вот господь чудо послал, — сказала она и тоже всплеснула своими худыми, бледными ручками.

Софья Львовна крепко обняла ее и поцеловала, и боялась при этом, чтобы от нее не пахло вином.

— А мы сейчас ехали мимо и вспомнили про тебя, — говорила она, запыхавшись, как от быстрой ходьбы. — Какая ты бледная, господи! Я… я очень рада тебя видеть. Ну, что? Как? Скучаешь?

Софья Львовна оглянулась на других монахинь и продолжала уже тихим голосом:

— У нас столько перемен… Ты знаешь, я замуж вышла за Ягича, Владимира Никитича. Ты его помнишь, наверное… Я очень счастлива с ним.

— Ну, слава богу. А папа твой здоров?

— Здоров. Часто про тебя вспоминает. Ты же, Оля, приходи к нам на праздниках. Слышишь?

— Приду, — сказала Оля и усмехнулась. — Я на второй день приду.

Софья Львовна, сама не зная отчего, заплакала и минутку плакала молча, потом вытерла глаза и сказала:

— Рита будет очень жалеть, что тебя не видела. Она тоже с нами. И Володя тут. Они около ворот. Как бы они были рады, если бы ты повидалась с ними! Пойдем к ним, ведь служба еще не начиналась.

— Пойдем, — согласилась Оля.

Она перекрестилась три раза и вместе с Софьей Львовной пошла к выходу.

— Так ты говоришь, Сонечка, счастлива? — спросила она, когда вышли за ворота.

— Очень.

— Ну, слава богу.

Володя большой и Володя маленький, увидев монашенку, вышли из саней и почтительно поздоровались; оба были заметно тронуты, что у нее бледное лицо и черное монашеское платье, и обоим было приятно, что она вспомнила про них и пришла поздороваться.

Чтобы ей не было холодно, Софья Львовна окутала ее в плед и прикрыла одною полой своей шубы. Недавние слезы облегчили и прояснили ей душу, и она была рада, что эта шумная, беспокойная и в сущности нечистая ночь неожиданно кончилась так чисто и кротко. И чтобы удержать подольше около себя Олю, она предложила:

— Давайте ее прокатим! Оля, садись, мы немножко.

Мужчины ожидали, что монашенка откажется, — святые на тройках не ездят, — но к их удивлению она согласилась и села в сани. И когда тройка помчалась к заставе, все молчали и только старались, чтобы ей было удобно и тепло, и каждый думал о том, какая она была прежде и какая теперь. Лицо у нее теперь было бесстрастное, мало выразительное, холодное и бледное, прозрачное, будто в жилах ее текла вода, а не кровь. А года два-три назад она была полной, румяной, говорила о женихах, хохотала от малейшего пустяка…

Около заставы тройка повернула назад; когда она минут через десять остановилась около монастыря, Оля вышла из саней. На колокольне уже перезванивали.

— Спаси вас господи, — сказала Оля и низко, по-монашески поклонилась.

— Так ты же приходи, Оля.

— Приду, приду.

Она быстро пошла и скоро исчезла в темных воротах. И после этого почему-то, когда тройка поехала дальше, стало грустно-грустно. Все молчали. Софья Львовна почувствовала во всем теле слабость и пала духом; то, что она заставила монашенку сесть в сани и прокатиться на тройке, в нетрезвой компании, казалось ей уже глупым, бестактным и похожим на кощунство; вместе с хмелем у нее прошло и желание обманывать себя, и для нее уже ясно было, что мужа своего она не любит и любить не может, что все вздор и глупость. Она вышла из расчета, потому что он, по выражению ее институтских подруг, безумно богат и потому что ей страшно было оставаться в старых девах, как Рита, и потому, что надоел отец-доктор и хотелось досадить Володе маленькому. Если бы она могла предположить, когда выходила, что это так тяжело, жутко и безобразно, то она ни за какие блага в свете не согласилась бы венчаться. Но теперь беды не поправишь. Надо мириться.

Приехали домой. Ложась в теплую мягкую постель и укрываясь одеялом, Софья Львовна вспомнила темный притвор, запах ладана и фигуры у колонн, и ей было жутко от мысли, что эти фигуры будут стоять неподвижно все время, пока она будет спать. Утреня будет длинная-длинная, потом часы, потом обедня, молебен…

«Но ведь бог есть, наверное есть, и я непременно должна умереть, значит, надо рано или поздно подумать о душе, о вечной жизни, как Оля. Оля теперь спасена, она решила для себя все вопросы… Но если бога нет? Тогда пропала ее жизнь. То есть как пропала? Почему пропала?»

А через минуту в голову опять лезет мысль:

«Бог есть, смерть непременно придет, надо о душе подумать. Если Оля сию минуту увидит свою смерть, то ей не будет страшно. Она готова. А главное, она уже решила для себя вопрос жизни. Бог есть… да… Но неужели нет другого выхода, как только идти в монастырь? Ведь идти в монастырь — значит отречься от жизни, погубить ее…»

Софье Львовне становилось немножко страшно; она спрятала голову под подушку.

— Не надо об этом думать, — шептала она. — Не надо…

Ягич ходил в соседней комнате по ковру, мягко звеня шпорами, и о чем-то думал. Софье Львовне пришла мысль, что этот человек близок и дорог ей только в одном: его тоже зовут Владимиром. Она села на постель и позвала нежно:

— Володя!

— Что тебе? — отозвался муж.

— Ничего.

Она опять легла. Послышался звон, быть может, тот же самый монастырский, припомнились ей опять притвор и темные фигуры, забродили в голове мысли о боге и неизбежной смерти, и она укрылась с головой, чтобы не слышать звона; она сообразила, что прежде чем наступят старость и смерть, будет еще тянуться длинная-длинная жизнь, и изо дня в день придется считаться с близостью нелюбимого человека, который вот пришел уже в спальню и ложится спать, и придется душить в себе безнадежную любовь к другому — молодому, обаятельному и, как казалось ей, необыкновенному. Она взглянула на мужа и хотела пожелать ему доброй ночи, но вместо этого вдруг заплакала. Ей было досадно на себя.

— Ну, начинается музыка! — проговорил Ягич, делая ударение на зы.

Она успокоилась, но поздно, только к десятому часу утра; она перестала плакать и дрожать всем телом, но зато у ней начиналась сильная головная боль. Ягич торопился к поздней обедне и в соседней комнате ворчал на денщика, который помогал ему одеваться. Он вошел в спальню раз, мягко звеня шпорами, и взял что-то, потом в другой раз — уже в эполетах и орденах, чуть-чуть прихрамывая от ревматизма, и Софье Львовне показалось почему-то, что он ходит и смотрит как хищник.

Она слышала, как Ягич позвонил у телефона.

— Будьте добры, соедините с Васильевскими казармами! — сказал он; а через минуту: — Васильевские казармы? Пригласите, пожалуйста, к телефону доктора Салимовича… — И еще через минуту: — С кем говорю? Ты, Володя? Очень рад. Попроси, милый, отца приехать сейчас к нам, а то моя супруга сильно расклеилась после вчерашнего. Нет дома, говоришь? Гм… Благодарю. Прекрасно… премного обяжешь… Merci.

Ягич в третий раз вошел в спальню, нагнулся к жене, перекрестил ее, дал ей поцеловать свою руку (женщины, которые его любили, целовали ему руку, и он привык к этому) и сказал, что вернется к обеду. И вышел.

В двенадцатом часу горничная доложила, что пришли Владимир Михайлыч. Софья Львовна, пошатываясь от усталости и головной боли, быстро надела свой новый удивительный капот сиреневого цвета, с меховою обшивкой, наскоро кое-как причесалась; она чувствовала в своей душе невыразимую нежность и дрожала от радости и страха, что он может уйти. Ей бы только взглянуть на него.

Володя маленький пришел с визитом, как следует, во фраке и в белом галстуке. Когда в гостиную вошла Софья Львовна, он поцеловал у нее руку и искренно пожалел, что она нездорова. Потом, когда сели, похвалил ее капот.

— А меня расстроило вчерашнее свидание с Олей, — сказала она. — Сначала мне было жутко, но теперь я ей завидую. Она — несокрушимая скала, ее с места не сдвинешь; но неужели, Володя, у нее не было другого выхода? Неужели погребать себя заживо значит решать вопрос жизни? Ведь это смерть, а не жизнь.

При воспоминании об Оле на лице у Володи маленького показалось умиление.

— Вот вы, Володя, умный человек, — сказала Софья Львовна, — научите меня, чтобы я поступила точно так же, как она. Конечно, я неверующая и в монастырь не пошла бы, но ведь можно сделать что-нибудь равносильное. Мне не легко живется, — продолжала она, помолчав немного. — Научите же… Скажите мне что-нибудь убедительное. Хоть одно слово скажите.

— Одно слово? Извольте: тарарабумбия.

— Володя, за что вы меня презираете? — спросила она живо. — Вы говорите со мной каким-то особенным, простите, фатовским языком, как не говорят с друзьями и с порядочными женщинами. Вы имеете успех как ученый, вы любите науку, но отчего вы никогда не говорите со мной о науке? Отчего? Я недостойна?

Володя маленький досадливо поморщился и сказал:


— Отчего это вам так вдруг науки захотелось? А, может, хотите конституции? Или, может, севрюжины с хреном?

— Ну, хорошо, я ничтожная, дрянная, беспринципная, недалекая женщина… У меня тьма, тьма ошибок, я психопатка, испорченная, и меня за это презирать надо. Но ведь вы, Володя, старше меня на десять лет, а муж старше меня на тридцать лет. Я росла на ваших глазах, и если бы вы захотели, то могли бы сделать из меня всё, что вам угодно, хоть ангела. Но вы… (голос у нее дрогнул) поступаете со мной ужасно. Ягич женился на мне, когда уже постарел, а вы…

— Ну, полно, полно, — сказал Володя, садясь поближе и целуя ей обе руки. — Предоставим Шопенгауэрам философствовать и доказывать всё, что им угодно, а сами будем целовать эти ручки.

— Вы меня презираете и если б вы знали, как я страдаю от этого! — сказала она нерешительно, заранее зная, что он ей не поверит. — А если б вы знали, как мне хочется измениться, начать новую жизнь! Я с восторгом думаю об этом, — проговорила она и в самом деле прослезилась от восторга. — Быть хорошим, честным, чистым человеком, не лгать, иметь цель в жизни.

— Ну, ну, ну, пожалуйста, не ломайтесь! Не люблю! — сказал Володя, и лицо его приняло капризное выражение. — Ей-богу, точно на сцене. Будем держать себя по-человечески.

Чтобы он не рассердился и не ушел, она стала оправдываться и в угоду ему насильно улыбнулась, и опять заговорила об Оле, и про то, как ей хочется решить вопрос своей жизни, стать человеком.

— Тара…ра…бумбия… — запел он вполголоса. — Тара…ра…бумбия!

И неожиданно взял ее за талию. А она, сама не зная, что делает, положила ему на плечи руки и минуту с восхищением, точно в чаду каком-то, смотрела на его умное, насмешливое лицо, лоб, глаза, прекрасную бороду…

— Ты сам давно знаешь, я люблю тебя, — созналась она ему и мучительно покраснела, и почувствовала, что у нее даже губы судорожно покривились от стыда. — Я тебя люблю. Зачем же ты меня мучаешь?

Она закрыла глаза и крепко поцеловала его в губы, и долго, пожалуй, с минуту, никак не могла кончить этого поцелуя, хотя знала, что это неприлично, что он сам может осудить ее, может войти прислуга…

— О, как ты меня мучаешь! — повторила она.

Когда через полчаса он, получивший то, что ему нужно было, сидел в столовой и закусывал, она стояла перед ним на коленях и с жадностью смотрела ему в лицо, и он говорил ей, что она похожа на собачку, которая ждет, чтоб ей бросили кусочек ветчины. Потом он посадил ее к себе на одно колено и, качая как ребенка, запел:

— Тара… рабумбия… Тара… рабумбия!

А когда он собрался уходить, она спрашивала его страстным голосом:

— Когда? Сегодня? Где?

И она протянула к его рту обе руки, как бы желая схватить ответ даже руками.

— Сегодня едва ли это удобно, — сказал он, подумав. — Вот разве завтра.

И они расстались. Перед обедом Софья Львовна поехала в монастырь к Оле, но там сказали ей, что Оля где-то по покойнике читает псалтирь. Из монастыря она поехала к отцу и тоже не застала дома, потом переменила извозчика и стала ездить по улицам и переулкам без всякой цели, и каталась так до вечера. И почему-то при этом вспоминалась ей та самая тетя с заплаканными глазами, которая не находила себе места.

А ночью опять катались на тройках и слушали цыган в загородном ресторане. И когда опять проезжали мимо монастыря, Софья Львовна вспоминала про Олю, и ей становилось жутко от мысли, что для девушек и женщин ее круга нет другого выхода, как не переставая кататься на тройках и лгать или же идти в монастырь, убивать плоть… А на другой день было свидание, и опять Софья Львовна ездила по городу одна на извозчике и вспоминала про тетю.

Через неделю Володя маленький бросил ее. И после этого жизнь пошла по-прежнему, такая же неинтересная, тоскливая и иногда даже мучительная. Полковник и Володя маленький играли подолгу на бильярде и в пикет, Рита безвкусно и вяло рассказывала анекдоты, Софья Львовна все ездила на извозчике и просила мужа, чтобы он покатал ее на тройке.

Заезжая почти каждый день в монастырь, она надоедала Оле, жаловалась ей на свои невыносимые страдания, плакала и при этом чувствовала, что в келью вместе с нею входило что-то нечистое, жалкое, поношенное, а Оля машинально, тоном заученного урока говорила ей, что всё это ничего, всё пройдет и бог простит.

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

8. БАБЬЕ ЦАРСТВО

 

I – Накануне

 

Вот толстый денежный пакет. Это из лесной дачи, от приказчика. Он пишет, что посылает полторы тысячи рублей, которые он отсудил у кого-то, выиграв дело во второй инстанции. Анна Акимовна не любила и боялась таких слов, как отсудил и выиграл дело. Она знала, что без правосудия нельзя, но почему-то, когда директор завода Назарыч или приказчик на даче, которые часто судились, выигрывали в пользу ее какое-нибудь дело, то ей всякий раз становилось жутко и как будто совестно. И теперь ей стало жутко и неловко, и захотелось отложить эти полторы тысячи куда-нибудь подальше, чтобы не видеть их.

Она думала с досадой: ее ровесницы, — а ей шел двадцать шестой год, — теперь хлопочут по хозяйству, утомились и крепко уснут, а завтра утром проснутся в праздничном настроении; многие из них давно уже повыходили замуж и имеют детей. Только она одна почему-то обязана, как старуха, сидеть за этими письмами, делать на них пометки, писать ответы, потом весь вечер до полуночи ничего не делать и ждать, когда захочется спать, а завтра весь день будут ее поздравлять и просить у ней, а послезавтра на заводе непременно случится какой-нибудь скандал, — побьют кого, или кто-нибудь умрет от водки, и ее почему-то будет мучить совесть; а после праздников Назарыч уволит за прогул человек двадцать, и все эти двадцать будут без шапок жаться около ее крыльца, и ей будет совестно выйти к ним, и их прогонят, как собак. И все знакомые будут говорить за глаза и писать ей в анонимных письмах, что она миллионерша, эксплоататорша, что она заедает чужой век и сосет у рабочих кровь.

Вот в стороне лежит пачка прочитанных и уже отложенных писем. Это от просителей. Тут голодные, пьяные, обремененные многочисленными семействами, больные, униженные, непризнанные… Анна Акимовна уже наметила на каждом письме, кому три рубля, кому пять; письма эти сегодня же пойдут в контору, и завтра там будет происходить выдача пособий, или, как говорят служащие, кормление зверей.

Раздадут по мелочам и 470 рублей — проценты с капитала, завещанного покойным Акимом Иванычем на нищих и убогих. Будет безобразная толкотня. От ворот до дверей конторы потянется гусем длинный ряд каких-то чужих людей со звериными лицами, в лохмотьях, озябших, голодных и уже пьяных, поминающих хриплыми голосами матушку-благодетельницу Анну Акимовну и ее родителей; задние будут напирать на передних, а передние — браниться нехорошими словами. Конторщик, которому прискучат шум, брань и причитывания, выскочит и даст кому-нибудь по уху ко всеобщему удовольствию. А свои люди, рабочие, не получившие к празднику ничего, кроме своего жалованья, и уже истратившие всё до копейки, будут стоять среди двора, смотреть и посмеиваться — одни завистливо, другие иронически.

«Купцы, а особенно купчихи больше любят нищих, чем своих рабочих, — подумала Анна Акимовна. — Это всегда так».

Взгляд ее упал на денежный пакет. Хорошо бы раздать завтра эти ненужные, противные деньги рабочим, но нельзя ничего давать рабочему даром, а то запросит в другой раз. Да и что значат эти полторы тысячи, если на заводе всех рабочих тысяча восемьсот с лишком, не считая их жен и детей? А то, пожалуй, выбрать одного из просителей, писавших эти письма, какого-нибудь несчастного, давно уже потерявшего надежду на лучшую жизнь, и отдать ему полторы тысячи. Бедняка ошеломят эти деньги, как гром, и, быть может, первый раз в жизни он почувствует себя счастливым. Эта мысль показалась Анне Акимовне оригинальной и забавной и развлекла ее. Она наудачу потянула из пачки одно письмо и прочла. Какой-то губернский секретарь Чаликов давно уже без места, болен и проживает в доме Гущина; жена в чахотке, пять малолетних дочерей. Гущинский четырехэтажный дом, в котором жил Чаликов, хорошо знала Анна Акимовна. Ах, нехороший, гнилой, нездоровый дом!

— Вот отдам этому Чаликову, — решила она. — Посылать не стану, лучше сама свезу, чтобы не было лишних разговоров. Да, — рассуждала она, пряча в карман полторы тысячи, — посмотрю и, пожалуй, девочек куда-нибудь пристрою.

Ей стало весело, она позвонила и приказала подавать лошадей.

Когда она садилась в сани, был седьмой час вечера. Окна во всех корпусах были ярко освещены, и оттого на громадном дворе казалось очень темно. У ворот и далеко в глубине двора, около складов и рабочих бараков горели электрические фонари.

Этих темных, угрюмых корпусов, складов и бараков, где жили рабочие, Анна Акимовна не любила и боялась. В главном корпусе после смерти отца она была только один раз. Высокие потолки с железными балками, множество громадных, быстро вертящихся колес, приводных ремней и рычагов, пронзительное шипение, визг стали, дребезжанье вагонеток, жесткое дыхание пара, бледные или багровые или черные от угольной пыли лица, мокрые от пота рубахи, блеск стали, меди и огня, запах масла и угля, и ветер, то очень горячий, то холодный, произвели на нее впечатление ада. Ей казалось, будто колеса, рычаги и горячие шипящие цилиндры стараются сорваться со своих связей, чтобы уничтожить людей, а люди, с озабоченными лицами, не слыша друг друга, бегают и суетятся около машин, стараясь остановить их страшное движение. Анне Акимовне что-то показывали и почтительно объясняли. Она помнит, как в кузнечном отделении вытащили из печи кусок раскаленного железа и как один старик с ремешком на голове, а другой — молодой, в синей блузе, с цепочкой на груди и с сердитым лицом, должно быть, из старших, ударили молотками по куску железа, и как брызнули во все стороны золотые искры, и как, немного погодя, гремели перед ней громадным куском листового железа; старик стоял навытяжку и улыбался, а молодой вытирал рукавом мокрое лицо и объяснял ей что-то. И она еще помнит, как в другом отделении старик с одним глазом пилил кусок железа, и сыпались железные опилки, и как рыжий, в темных очках и с дырами на рубахе, работал у токарного станка, делая что-то из куска стали; станок ревел и визжал и свистел, а Анну Акимовну тошнило от этого шума, и казалось, что у нее сверлят в ушах. Она глядела, слушала, не понимала, благосклонно улыбалась, и ей было стыдно. Кормиться и получать сотни тысяч от дела, которого не понимаешь и не можешь любить, — как это странно!

А в рабочих бараках она не была ни разу. Там, говорят, сырость, клопы, разврат, безначалие. Удивительное дело: на благоустройство бараков уходят ежегодно тысячи рублей, а положение рабочих, если верить анонимным письмам, с каждым годом становится все хуже и хуже…

«При отце было больше порядка, — думала Анна Акимовна, выезжая со двора, — потому что он сам был рабочий и знал, что нужно. Я же ничего не знаю и делаю одни глупости».

Ей опять стало скучно, и она была уже не рада, что поехала, и мысль о счастливце, на которого сваливаются с неба полторы тысячи, уже не казалась ей оригинальной и забавной. Ехать к какому-то Чаликову, когда дома постепенно разрушается и падает миллионное дело, и рабочие в бараках живут хуже арестантов, — это значит делать глупости и обманывать свою совесть. По шоссе и около него через поле, направляясь к городским огням, шли толпами рабочие из соседних фабрик — ситцевой и бумажной. В морозном воздухе раздавались смех и веселый говор. Анна Акимовна поглядела на женщин и малолетков, и ей вдруг захотелось простоты, грубости, тесноты. Она ясно представила себе то далекое время, когда ее звали Анюткой и когда она, маленькая, лежала под одним одеялом с матерью, а рядом, в другой комнате, стирала белье жилица-прачка, и из соседних квартир, сквозь тонкие стены, слышались смех, брань, детский плач, гармоника, жужжание токарных станков и швейных машин, а отец, Аким Иваныч, знавший почти все ремесла, не обращая никакого внимания на тесноту и шум, паял что-нибудь около печки или чертил или строгал. И ей захотелось стирать, гладить, бегать в лавку и кабак, как это она делала каждый день, когда жила с матерью. Ей бы рабочей быть, а не хозяйкой! Ее большой дом с люстрами и картинами, лакей Мишенька во фраке и с бархатными усиками, благолепная Варварушка и льстивая Агафьюшка, и эти молодые люди обоего пола, которые почти каждый день приходят к ней просить денег и перед которыми она почему-то всякий раз чувствует себя виноватой, и эти чиновники, доктора и дамы, благотворящие на ее счет, льстящие ей и презирающие ее втайне за низкое происхождение, — как все это уже прискучило и чуждо ей!

Вот железнодорожный переезд и застава; пошли дома вперемежку с огородами; вот, наконец, и широкая улица, где стоит знаменитый дом Гущина. На улице, обыкновенно тихой, теперь по случаю кануна праздника было большое движение. В трактирах и портерных шумели. Если бы проезжал теперь по улице кто-нибудь не здешний, живущий в центре города, то он заметил бы только грязных, пьяных и ругателей, но Анна Акимовна, жившая с детства в этих краях, узнавала теперь в толпе то своего покойного отца, то мать, то дядю. Отец был мягкая, расплывчатая душа, немножко фантазёр, беспечный и легкомысленный; у него не было пристрастия ни к деньгам, ни к почету, ни к власти; он говорил, что рабочему человеку некогда разбирать праздники и ходить в церковь; и если б не жена, то он, пожалуй, никогда бы не говел и в пост ел бы скоромное. А дядя, Иван Иваныч, наоборот, был кремень; во всем, что относилось к религии, политике и нравственности, он был крут и неумолим, и наблюдал не только за собой, но и за всеми служащими и знакомыми. Не дай бог, бывало, войти к нему в комнату и не перекреститься! Роскошные хоромы, в которых живет теперь Анна Акимовна, он держал запертыми и отпирал их только в большие праздники для важных гостей, а сам жил в конторе, в одной маленькой комнатке, уставленной образами. Он тяготел к старой вере и постоянно принимал у себя старообрядческих архиереев и попов, хотя был крещен и венчан, и жену свою похоронил по обряду православной церкви. Брата Акима, своего единственного наследника, он не любил за легкомыслие, которое называл простотой и глупостью, и за равнодушие к вере. Он держал его в черном теле, на положении рабочего, платил ему по 16 рублей в месяц. Аким говорил своему брату вы и в прощеные дни со всем своим семейством кланялся ему в ноги. Но года за три до своей смерти Иван Иваныч приблизил его к себе, простил и приказал нанять для Анютки гувернантку.

Ворота под домом Гущина темные, глубокие, вонючие; слышно, как около стен покашливают мужчины. Оставив сани на улице, Анна Акимовна вошла во двор и спросила тут, как пройти в 46-й номер к чиновнику Чаликову. Ее направили к крайней двери направо, в третий этаж. И во дворе, и около крайней двери, даже на лестнице был тот же противный запах, что и под воротами. В детстве, когда отец Анны Акимовны был простым рабочим, она живала в таких домах, и потом, когда обстоятельства изменились, часто посещала их в качестве благотворительницы; узкая каменная лестница с высокими ступенями, грязная, прерываемая в каждом этаже площадкою; засаленный фонарь в пролете; смрад, на площадках около дверей корыта, горшки, лохмотья, — всё это было знакомо ей уже давным-давно… Одна дверь была открыта, и в нее видно было, как на столах сидели портные-евреи в шапках и шили. На лестнице Анне Акимовне встречались люди, но ей и в голову не приходило, что ее могут обидеть. Рабочих и мужиков, трезвых и пьяных, она так же мало боялась, как своих интеллигентных знакомых.

В квартире № 46 сеней не было, и начиналась она с кухни. Обыкновенно в квартирах фабричных и мастеровых пахнет лаком, смолой, кожей, дымом, смотря по тому, чем занимается хозяин; квартиры же обедневших дворян и чиновников узнаются по промозглому запаху какой-то кислоты. Этот противный запах обдал Анну Акимовну и теперь, едва она переступила порог. В углу за столом сидел спиной к двери какой-то мужчина в черном сюртуке, должно быть, сам Чаликов, и с ним пять девочек. Старшей, широколицей и худенькой, с гребенкой в волосах, было на вид лет пятнадцать, а младшей, пухленькой, с волосами как у ежа, — не больше трех. Все шестеро ели. Около печи, с ухватом в руке, стояла маленькая, очень худая, с желтым лицом женщина в юбке и белой кофточке, беременная.

— Не ожидал я от тебя, Лизочка, что ты такая непослушная, — говорил мужчина с укоризной. — Ай, ай, как стыдно! Значит, ты хочешь, чтобы папочка тебя высек, да?

Увидев на пороге незнакомую даму, тощая женщина вздрогнула и оставила ухват.

— Василий Никитич! — окликнула она не сразу, глухим голосом, как будто не веря своим глазам.

Мужчина оглянулся и вскочил. Это был костлявый, узкоплечий человек, со впалыми висками и с плоскою грудью. Глаза у него были маленькие, глубокие, с темными кругами, нос длинный, птичий и немножко покривившийся вправо, рот широкий. Борода у него двоилась, усы он брил и от этого походил больше на выездного лакея, чем на чиновника.

— Здесь живет господин Чаликов? — спросила Анна Акимовна.

— Точно так-с, — строго ответил Чаликов, но тотчас же узнал Анну Акимовну и вскрикнул: — Госпожа Глаголева! Анна Акимовна! — и вдруг задохнулся и всплеснул руками, как бы от страшного испуга. — Благодетельница!

Со стоном он подбежал к ней и, мыча, как параличный, — на бороде у него была капуста, и пахло от него водкой, — припал лбом к муфте и как бы замер.

— Ручку! Ручку святую! — проговорил он, задыхаясь. — Сон! Прекрасный сон! Дети, разбудите меня!

Он повернул к столу и сказал рыдающим голосом, потрясая кулаками:

— Провидение услышало нас! Пришла наша избавительница, наш ангел! Мы спасены! Дети, на колени! На колени!

Госпожа Чаликова и девочки, кроме самой младшей, стали для чего-то быстро убирать со стола.

— Вы писали, что ваша жена очень больна, — сказала Анна Акимовна, и ей стало совестно и досадно.

«Полторы тысячи я ему не дам», — подумала она.

— Вот она, моя жена! — сказал Чаликов тонким женским голоском, как будто слезы ударили ему в голову. — Вот она, несчастная! Одною ногой в могиле! Но мы, сударыня, не ропщем. Лучше умереть, чем так жить. Умирай, несчастная!

«Что он ломается? — подумала Анна Акимовна с досадой. — Сейчас видно, что привык иметь дело с купцами».

— Говорите со мной, пожалуйста, по-человечески, — сказала она. — Я комедий не люблю.

— Да, сударыня, пятеро осиротевших детей вокруг гроба матери, при погребальных свечах — это комедия! Эх! — сказал Чаликов с горечью и отвернулся.

— Замолчи! — шепнула жена и дернула его за рукав. — У нас, сударыня, не прибрано, — сказала она, обращаясь к Анне Акимовне, — уж вы извините… Дело семейное, сами изволите знать. В тесноте, да не в обиде.

«Не дам я им полторы тысячи», — опять подумала Анна Акимовна.

И чтобы поскорее отделаться от этих людей и от кислого запаха, она уже достала портмонэ и решила оставить рублей 25 — не больше; но ей вдруг стало совестно, что она ехала так далеко и беспокоила людей из-за пустяков.

— Если вы дадите мне бумаги и чернил, то я сейчас напишу доктору, моему хорошему знакомому, чтобы он побывал у вас, — сказала она, краснея. — Доктор очень хороший. А на лекарства я вам оставлю.

Госпожа Чаликова бросилась стирать со стола.

— Здесь не чисто! Куда ты? — прошипел Чаликов, глядя на нее со злобой. — Проводи к жильцу! Пожалуйте, сударыня, к жильцу, осмелюсь просить вас, — обратился он к Анне Акимовне. — Там чисто.

— Осип Ильич не велел ходить в его комнату! — сказала строго одна из девочек.

Но Анну Акимовну уже повели из кухни через узкую проходную комнату, меж двух кроватей; видно было по расположению постелей, что на одной спали двое вдоль, а на другой — трое поперек. В следующей затем комнате жильца, в самом деле, было чисто. Опрятная постель с красным шерстяным одеялом, подушка в белой наволочке, даже башмачок для часов, стол, покрытый пенькового скатертью, а на нем чернильница молочного цвета, перья, бумага, фотографии в рамочках, все как следует, и другой стол, черный, на котором в порядке лежали часовые инструменты и разобранные часы. На стенах были развешаны молотки, клещи, буравчики, стамески, плоскозубцы и т. п., и висело трое стенных часов, которые тикали; одни часы громадные, с толстыми гирями, какие бывают в трактирах.

Принимаясь за письмо, Анна Акимовна увидела перед собой на столе портрет отца и свой портрет. Это ее удивило.

— Кто здесь у вас живет? — спросила она.

— Жилец, сударыня, Пименов. Он у вас на заводе служит.

— Да? А я думала, часовой мастер.

— Часами он занимается приватным образом, между делом. Любитель-с.

После некоторого молчания, когда слышно было только, как тикали часы и скрипело перо по бумаге, Чаликов вздохнул и сказал насмешливо, с негодованием:

— Правда говорится: из благородства да из чинов шубы себе не сошьешь. Кокарда на лбу и благородный титул, а кушать нечего. По-моему, если человек низкого звания помогает бедным, то он гораздо благороднее какого-нибудь Чаликова, который погряз в нищете и пороке.

Чтобы польстить Анне Акимовне, он сказал еще несколько фраз, обидных для своего благородства, и было ясно, что он унижал себя потому, что считал себя выше ее. Она между тем кончила письмо и запечатала. Письмо будет брошено, а деньги пойдут не на лечение, — это она знала, но все-таки положила на стол 25 рублей и, подумав, прибавила еще две красных бумажки. Тощая желтая рука госпожи Чаликовой, похожая на куриную лапку, мелькнула у нее перед глазами и сжала деньги в кулачок.

— Это вы изволили дать на лекарства, — сказал Чаликов дрогнувшим голосом, — но протяните руку помощи также мне… и детям, — добавил он и всхлипнул, — детям несчастным! Не за себя боюсь, за дочерей боюсь! Гидры разврата боюсь!

Стараясь открыть портмонэ, в котором испортился замочек, Анна Акимовна сконфузилась, покраснела. Ей было стыдно, что люди стоят перед ней, смотрят ей в руки и ждут и, вероятно, в глубине души смеются над ней. В это время кто-то вошел в кухню и застучал ногами, стряхивая снег.

— Жилец пришел, — сказала госпожа Чаликова.

Анна Акимовна еще больше сконфузилась. Ей не хотелось, чтобы кто-нибудь из заводских застал ее в этом смешном положении. Жилец, как нарочно, вошел в свою комнату в ту самую минуту, когда она, сломавши наконец замочек, подавала Чаликову несколько бумажек, а Чаликов мычал, как параличный, и искал губами, куда бы поцеловать ее. В жильце она узнала рабочего, который когда-то в кузнечном отделении гремел перед ней железным листом и давал ей объяснения. Очевидно, он пришел теперь прямо с завода: лицо у него было смуглое от копоти, и одна щека около носа запачкана сажей. Руки совсем черные, и блуза без пояса лоснилась от масляной грязи. Это был мужчина лет тридцати, среднего роста, черноволосый, плечистый и, по-видимому, очень сильный. Анна Акимовна с первого же взгляда определила в нем старшего, получающего не меньше 35 рублей в месяц, строгого, крикливого, бьющего рабочих по зубам, и это видно было по его манере стоять, по той позе, какую он невольно вдруг принял, увидев у себя в комнате даму, а главное потому, что у него были брюки навыпуск, карманы на груди и острая, красиво подстриженная бородка. Покойный отец, Аким Иваныч, был братом хозяина, а все-таки боялся старших, вроде этого жильца, и заискивал у них.

— Извините, мы без вас распорядились тут, — сказала Анна Акимовна.

Рабочий смотрел на нее с удивлением, конфузливо улыбался и молчал.

— Вы сударыня, погромче… — тихо сказал Чаликов. — Господин Пименов, когда приходят по вечерам с завода, бывают туги на ухо.

Но Анна Акимовна была уже рада, что ей тут больше нечего делать, кивнула головой и быстро вышла. Пименов пошел проводить ее.

— Вы давно у нас служите? — спросила она громко, не оборачиваясь к нему.

— С девяти лет. Я еще при вашем дяденьке определился.

— Как, однако, давно! Вот дядя и отец знали всех служащих, а я почти никого не знаю. Я вас видела и раньше, но не знала, что ваша фамилия Пименов.

Анна Акимовна чувствовала желание оправдаться перед ним, сделать вид, что давала она сейчас деньги не серьезно, а шутя.

— Ох, эта бедность! — вздохнула она. — Творим мы добрые дела и в праздники, и в будни, а все толку нет. Мне кажется, что помогать таким, как этот Чаликов, бесполезно.

— Конечно, бесполезно, — согласился Пименов. — Сколько ни дайте, все пропьет. А теперь всю ночь муж и жена будут отнимать друг у дружки и драться, — добавил он и засмеялся.

— Да, надо сознаться, наша филантропия бесполезна, скучна и смешна. Но ведь тоже, согласитесь, нельзя сидеть сложа руки, надо делать что-нибудь. Например, что делать с Чаликовыми?

Она обернулась к Пименову и остановилась, ожидая от него ответа; он тоже остановился и медленно и молча пожал плечами. Очевидно, он знал, что делать с Чаликовыми, но это было так грубо и нечеловечно, что он не решался даже сказать. И Чаликовы были для него до такой степени не интересны и ничтожны, что через мгновение он уже не помнил о них; глядя в глаза Анне Акимовне, он улыбался от удовольствия, и выражение у него было такое, как будто ему снилось что-то очень хорошее. Анна Акимовна только теперь, стоя к нему близко, по его лицу, особенно по глазам, увидала, как он утомлен и как ему хочется спать.

«Вот ему бы дать те полторы тысячи!» — подумала она, но эта мысль почему-то показалась ей несообразной и оскорбительной для Пименова.

— У вас небось все тело болит от работы, а вы меня провожаете, — сказала она, спускаясь по лестнице. — Идите домой.

Но он не расслышал. Когда выходили на улицу, он забежал вперед, отстегнул у саней полсть и, подсаживая Анну Акимовну, сказал:

— Благополучно праздника встретить!

 

II – Утро

 

—Уж давно отзвонили! Наказание господне, и к шапочному разбору не поспеете! Вставайте!

— Две лошади бегут, бегут… — сказала Анна Акимовна и проснулась; перед ней со свечой в руках стояла ее горничная, рыжая Маша. — Что? Что тебе?

— Обедня уже отошла! — говорила Маша с отчаяньем. — Третий раз бужу! По мне хоть до вечера спите, но ведь сами приказали будить!

Анна Акимовна приподнялась на локоть и взглянула на окно. На дворе еще было совсем темно, и только нижний край оконной рамы белел от снега. Слышался густой низкий звон, но это звонили не в приходе, а где-то дальше. Часы на столике показывали три минуты седьмого.

— Хорошо, Маша… Через три минутки… — сказала Анна Акимовна умоляющим голосом и укрылась с головой.

Она представила себе снег у крыльца, сани, темное небо, толпу в церкви и запах можжевельника, и ей стало жутко, но она все-таки решила, что тотчас же встанет и поедет к ранней обедне. И пока она грелась в постели и боролась со сном, который, как нарочно, бывает удивительно сладок, когда не велят спать, и пока ей мерещился то громадный сад на горе, то гущинский дом, ее все время беспокоила мысль, что ей надо сию минуту вставать и ехать в церковь.

Но когда она встала, было уже совсем светло, и часы показывали половину десятого. За ночь навалило много нового снегу, деревья оделись в белое, и воздух был необыкновенно светел, прозрачен и нежен, так что когда Анна Акимовна поглядела в окно, то ей, прежде всего, захотелось вздохнуть глубоко-глубоко. А когда она умывалась, остаток давнего детского чувства, — радость, что сегодня Рождество, вдруг шевельнулась в ее груди, и после этого стало легко, свободно и чисто на душе, как будто и душа умылась или окунулась в белый снег. Вошла Маша, разряженная и крепко затянутая в корсет, и поздравила с праздником; потом она долго причесывала и помогала надевать платье. Запах и ощущение нового, пышного, прекрасного платья, его легкий шум и запах свежих духов возбуждали Анну Акимовну.

— Вот и святки, — сказала она весело Маше. — Теперь будем гадать.

— Мне летошний год вышло — за стариком быть. Три раза так выходило.

— Ну, бог милостив.

— А что ж, Анна Акимовна? Я так думаю, чем ни то ни се, ни два ни полтора, так уж лучше за старика, — сказала печально Маша и вздохнула. — Мне уж двадцать первый год пошел, не шутка.

Всем в доме было известно, что рыжая Маша была влюблена в лакея Мишеньку, и вот уже три года, как продолжалась эта глубокая, страстная, но безнадежная любовь.

— Ну, полно пустяки говорить, — утешила Анна Акимовна. — Мне скоро тридцать лет, а я всё собираюсь за молодого.

Пока хозяйка одевалась, Мишенька, в новом фраке и в лакированных ботинках, ходил по зале и гостиной и ждал, когда она выйдет, чтобы поздравить ее с праздником. Он ходил всегда как-то особенно, мягко и нежно ступая; глядя при этом на его ноги, руки и наклон головы, можно было подумать, что он это не просто ходит, а учится танцевать первую фигуру кадрили. Несмотря на свои тонкие бархатные усики и красивую, несколько даже шулерскую наружность, он был степенен, рассудителен и набожен, как старик. Молился он богу всегда с земными поклонами и любил кадить у себя в комнате ладаном. Богатых и знатных он уважал и благоговел пред ними, бедняков же и всякого рода просителей презирал всею силою своей лакейски-чистоплотной души. Под крахмальною сорочкой у него была еще фланелевая, которую он носил зимою и летом, крепко дорожа своим здоровьем; уши были заткнуты ватой.

Когда через залу проходила Анна Акимовна с Машей, он склонил голову вниз и несколько набок и сказал своим приятным, медовым голосом:

— Честь имею поздравить вас, Анна Акимовна, с высокоторжественным праздником Рождества Христова.

Анна Акимовна дала ему пять рублей, а бедная Маша обомлела. Его праздничный вид, поза, голос и то, что он сказал, поразили ее своею красотой и изяществом; продолжая идти за своею барышней, она уже ни о чем не думала, ничего не видела и только улыбалась то блаженно, то горько.

Верхний этаж в доме назывался чистой, или благородной половиной и хоромами, нижнему же, где хозяйничала тетушка Татьяна Ивановна, было присвоено название торговой, стариковской, или просто бабьей половины. В первой принимали обыкновенно благородных и образованных, а во второй — кого попроще и личных знакомых тетушки. Красивая, полная, здоровая, еще молодая и свежая, чувствуя на себе роскошное платье, от которого, казалось ей, во все стороны шло сияние, Анна Акимовна спустилась в нижний этаж. Тут ее встретили упреками, что она, образованная, бога забыла, проспала обедню и не приходила вниз разговляться, и все всплескивали руками и искренно говорили, что она красивая, необыкновенная, и она верила этому, смеялась, целовалась и совала кому рубль, кому три или пять, смотря по человеку. Ей нравилось внизу. Куда ни взглянешь — киоты, образа, лампады, портреты духовных особ, пахнет монахами, в кухне стучат ножами, и уже понесся по всем комнатам запах чего-то скоромного, очень вкусного. Желтые крашеные полы сияют, и от дверей к передним углам идут дорожками узкие ковры с ярко-синими полосами, а солнце так и режет в окна.

В столовой сидят какие-то чужие старушки; в комнате Варварушки тоже старушки и с ними глухонемая девица, которая все стыдится чего-то и говорит: «блы, блы…» Две тощенькие девочки, взятые из приюта на праздники, подошли к Анне Акимовне, чтобы поцеловать ручку, и остановились перед ней, пораженные роскошью ее платья; она заметила, что одна из девочек косенькая, и среди легкого праздничного настроения у нее вдруг болезненно сжалось сердце от мысли, что этою девочкой будут пренебрегать женихи и она никогда не выйдет замуж. В комнате у кухарки Агафьюшки за самоваром сидело человек пять громадных мужиков в новых рубахах, но это были не рабочие с завода, а кухонная родня. Увидев Анну Акимовну, мужики вскочили с мест и из приличия перестали жевать, хотя у всех были полные рты; в комнату вошел из кухни повар Степан, в белом колпаке и с ножом в руке, и поздравил; пришли дворники в валенках и тоже поздравили. Выглянул водовоз с сосульками на бороде, но не посмел войти.

Анна Акимовна ходила по комнатам, а за нею весь штат: тетушка, Варварушка, Никандровна, швейка Марфа Петровна, нижняя Маша. Варварушка, худая, тонкая, высокая, выше всех в доме, одетая во все черное, пахнущая кипарисом и кофеем, в каждой комнате крестилась на образа и кланялась в пояс, и при взгляде на нее почему-то всякий раз приходило на память, что она уже приготовила себе к смертному часу саван и что в том же сундуке, где лежит этот саван, спрятаны также ее выигрышные билеты.

— Ты, Анютинька, будь милостива ради праздника, — сказала она, отворяя дверь в кухню. — Прости его, уж бог с ним! Ну их!

Среди кухни на коленях стоял кучер Пантелей, уволенный за пьянство еще в ноябре. Это был добрый человек, но во хмелю он бывал буен и никак не мог уснуть, а всё ходил в корпуса и кричал там угрожающим тоном: «Мне все известно!» Теперь по его брыластому, опухшему лицу и по глазам, налитым кровью, видно было, что с ноября до праздника он пил не переставая.

— Простите, Анна Акимовна! — проговорил он хриплым голосом, стукнув лбом о пол и показывая свой бычий затылок.

— Тебя тетушка уволила, у нее и проси.

— Что тетушка? — говорила тетушка, входя в кухню и тяжело дыша; она была очень толста, и на ее груди могли бы поместиться самовар и поднос с чашками. — Что там еще тетушка? Ты тут хозяйка, ты и распоряжайся, а по мне их, подлецов, хоть бы вовсе не было. Ну, вставай, боров! — крикнула она на Пантелея, не вытерпев. — Пошел с глаз! Последний раз тебя прощаю, а случится опять грех — не проси милости!

Затем пошли в столовую пить кофе. Но едва сели за стол, как опрометью вбежала нижняя Маша и проговорила с ужасом: «Певчие!» — и побежала назад. Послышались сморканье, низкий басовый кашель и шум шагов, похожий на то, как будто в переднюю около залы вводили подкованных лошадей. На полминуты все затихло… Певчие вскрикнули внезапно и так громко, что все вздрогнули. Пока они пели, приехал богаделенский батюшка, а с ним дьякон и дьячок. Надевая епитрахиль, батюшка медленно рассказал, что ночью, когда звонили к утрене, шел снег и было не холодно, а к утру мороз стал крепчать, бог с ним, и теперь, должно быть, градусов двадцать.

— Многие однако утверждают, что зима для человека здоровее, чем лето, — сказал дьякон, но тотчас же придал своему лицу суровое выражение и запел вслед за священником: «Рождество твое, Христе боже наш…»

Вскоре приехал батюшка из чернорабочей больницы с дьячком, потом сестры из общины, дети из приюта, и пение слышалось почти непрерывно. Пели, закусывали и уходили.

Пришли с поздравлением служащие на заводе, человек двадцать. Тут были одни только старшие: механики, их помощники, модельщики, бухгалтер и проч., — все благообразные, в новых черных сюртуках. Всё это были молодцы, точно на подбор, каждый знал себе цену, то есть знал, что, потеряй он сегодня место, завтра же его с удовольствием пригласят на другой завод. По-видимому, тетушку они любили, так как держали себя при ней свободно и даже курили, а бухгалтер, когда толпой подходили к закуске, взял ее за широкую талию. Развязны они были отчасти и оттого, быть может, что Варварушка, имевшая при стариках большую власть и следившая за нравственностью служащих, теперь не имела в доме никакого значения, а, быть может, и оттого, что многие из них еще помнили время, когда тетушка Татьяна Ивановна, которую братья держали в строгости, была одета простою бабой, на манер Агафьюшки, и когда Анна Акимовна бегала по двору около корпусов и все звали ее Анюткой.

Служащие кушали, говорили и посматривали с недоумением на Анну Акимовну: как она выросла, как похорошела! Но эта изящная, воспитанная гувернантками и учителями девушка была уже чужая для них, непонятная, и они невольно держались больше около тетушки, которая говорила им ты, угощала их непрерывно и, чокаясь с ними, уже выпила две рюмки рябиновой. Анна Акимовна всегда боялась, чтобы не подумали про нее, что она гордая, выскочка или ворона в павлиньих перьях; и теперь, пока служащие толпились около закуски, она не выходила из столовой и вмешивалась в разговор. У своего вчерашнего знакомого Пименова она спросила:

— Отчего у вас в комнате так много часов?

— Я в починку беру, — ответил он. — Занимаюсь этак между делом, по праздникам, или когда не спится.

— Значит, если у меня испортятся часы, то я могу отдать вам их в починку? — спросила Анна Акимовна, смеясь.

— Что ж? Я с удовольствием, — сказал Пименов, и на лице его выразилось умиление, когда она, сама не зная зачем, отцепила от корсажа свои великолепные часики и подала ему: он молча осмотрел их и возвратил. — Что ж? Я с удовольствием, — повторил он. — Я уже не починяю карманных часов. У меня зрение слабое, и доктор запретил мне заниматься мелкой работой. Но для вас я могу сделать исключение.

— Доктора врут, — сказал бухгалтер; все засмеялись. — Ты не верь им, — продолжал он, польщенный этим смехом. — В прошлом году, в посту, из барабана зуб выскочил и угораздил прямо в старика Калмыкова, в голову, так что мозг видать было, и доктор сказал, что помрет; одначе, до сих пор жив и работает, только после этой штуки заикаться стал.

— Врут-то, врут доктора, да не очень, — вздохнула тетушка. — Петр Андреич покойничек потерял глаза. Так же вот, как ты, день-деньской работал на заводе около горячей печки и ослеп. Глаза не любят жара. Ну, да что толковать? — встрепенулась она. — Пойдем выпьем! С праздничком вас поздравляю, голубчики мои. Ни с кем не пью, а с вами выпью, грешница. Дай бог!

Анне Акимовне казалось, что Пименов после вчерашнего презирает ее как филантропку, но очарован ею как женщиной. Она смотрела на него и находила, что он держится очень мило и одет прилично. Правда, у сюртука немного рукава коротки и, кажется, талия высокая и брюки не модные, не широкие, но зато галстук повязан со вкусом и небрежно, и не так ярок, как у других. И, по-видимому, он добродушный человек, так как покорно кушает всё, что кладет ему на тарелку тетушка. Она вспомнила, какой он был вчера черный и как ему хотелось спать, и это воспоминание почему-то растрогало ее.

Когда служащие собрались уходить, Анна Акимовна подала Пименову руку, ей хотелось сказать ему, чтоб он как-нибудь запросто пришел посидеть, но не сумела: как-то язык не послушался; и чтобы не подумали, что Пименов ей понравился, она и товарищам его подала руку.

Затем пришли ученики той школы, где она была попечительницей. Все они были острижены и одеты в однообразные серые блузы. Учитель, — высокий, еще безусый молодой человек с красными пятнами на лице, — заметно волнуясь, выстроил учеников в ряды; мальчики запели стройно, но резкими, неприятными голосами. Директор завода, Назарыч, лысый, остроглазый старовер, никогда не ладил с учителями, но этого, который теперь суетливо помахивал рукой, он презирал и ненавидел, сам не зная за что. Он обращался с ним высокомерно и грубо, задерживал жалованье и вмешивался в преподавание, и, чтобы окончательно выжить его, недели за две до праздника определил в школу сторожем дальнего родственника своей жены, пьяного мужика, который не слушался учителя и при учениках говорил ему дерзости.

Анне Акимовне все это было известно, но помочь она не могла, так как сама боялась Назарыча. Теперь ей хотелось, по крайней мере, обласкать учителя, сказать ему, что она им очень довольна, но когда после пения он стал сильно конфузиться и извиняться в чем-то, и когда тетушка, говоря ему ты, фамильярно потащила его к столу, ей стало скучно и неловко, и она, приказав дать детям гостинцев, пошла к себе наверх.

— В этих праздничных порядках в сущности много жестокого, — сказала она немного погодя, как бы про себя, глядя в окно на мальчиков, как они толпою шли от дома к воротам и на ходу, пожимаясь от холода, надевали свои шубы и пальто. — В праздники хочется отдыхать, сидеть дома с родными, а бедные мальчики, учитель, служащие обязаны почему-то идти по морозу, потом поздравлять, выражать свое почтение, конфузиться…

Мишенька, стоявший тут же в зале у дверей и слышавший это, сказал:

— Не от нас это пошло, не нами и кончится. Конечно, я необразованный человек, Анна Акимовна, но так понимаю, бедные должны всегда почитать богатых. Сказано: бог шельму метит. В острогах, в ночлежных домах и в кабаках всегда только одни бедные, а порядочные люди, заметьте, всегда богатые. Про богатых сказано: бездна бездну призывает.

— Вы, Миша, всегда выражаетесь как-то скучно и непонятно, — сказала Анна Акимовна и пошла в другой конец залы.

Был только двенадцатый час в начале. Тишина громадных комнат, нарушаемая только изредка пением, доносившимся из нижнего этажа, нагоняла зевоту. Бронза, альбомы и картины на стенах, изображавшие море с корабликами, луг с коровками и рейнские виды, были до такой степени не новы, что взгляд только скользил по ним и не замечал их. Праздничное настроение стало уже прискучать. Анна Акимовна по-прежнему чувствовала себя красивою, доброю и необыкновенною, но уже ей казалось, что это никому не нужно; казалось ей, что и это дорогое платье она надела неизвестно для кого и для чего. И ее уже, как это бывало во все праздники, стали томить одиночество и неотвязная мысль, что ее красота, здоровье, богатство — один лишь обман, так как она лишняя на этом свете, никому она не нужна, никто ее не любит. Она прошлась по всем комнатам, напевая и поглядывая в окна. Остановившись в зале, она не могла удержаться, чтобы не заговорить с Мишенькой.

— Не знаю, Миша, что вы о себе думаете, — сказала она и вздохнула. — Право, за это даже бог накажет.

— Вы о чем-с?

— Вы знаете, о чем. Извините, что я вмешиваюсь в ваши личные дела, но мне кажется, вы сами из упрямства портите себе жизнь. Согласитесь, вам теперь как раз самая пора жениться, а она девушка прекрасная, достойная. Лучше ее вы никогда не найдете. Красавица, умная, кроткая, преданная… А наружность!.. Принадлежи она к нашему или высшему кругу, в нее влюблялись бы за одни чудные рыжие волосы. Посмотрите, как у нее волосы подходят к цвету лица. Ах, боже мой, вы ничего не понимаете и сами не знаете, что вам нужно, — сказала с горечью Анна Акимовна, и слезы выступили у нее на глазах. — Бедная девочка, мне ее так жалко! Я знаю, вы хотите взять с деньгами, но я вам уже говорила: я за Машей дам приданое.

Свою будущую супругу Мишенька рисовал в воображении не иначе, как в виде высокой, полной, солидной и благочестивой женщины с походкой как у павы и почему-то непременно с длинною шалью на плечах, а Маша худа и тонка, стянута в корсет, и походка у нее мелкая, а главное, она была слишком соблазнительна и подчас сильно нравилась Мишеньке, но это, по его мнению, годилось не для брака, а лишь для дурного поведения. Когда Анна Акимовна пообещала дать приданое, то он некоторое время колебался; но как-то бедный студент в коричневом пальто поверх мундира, приходивший к Анне Акимовне с письмом, не мог удержаться и, восхищенный, обнял Машу внизу около вешалок, и она слегка вскрикнула; Мишенька, стоя наверху на лестнице, видел это и с той поры стал питать к Маше брезгливое чувство. Бедный студент! Кто знает, если бы ее обнял богатый студент или офицер, то последствия были бы другие…

— Отчего же вы не хотите? — спрашивала Анна Акимовна. — Чего вам еще нужно?

Мишенька молчал и неподвижно глядел на кресло, подняв брови.

— Вы любите другую?

Молчание. Вошла рыжая Маша с письмами и визитными карточками на подносе. Догадавшись, что разговор шел о ней, она покраснела до слез.

— Почтальоны приходили, — пробормотала она. — И там пришел какой-то чиновник Чаликов и дожидается внизу. Говорит, что вы приказали ему зачем-то прийти сегодня.

— Какая наглость! — рассердилась Анна Акимовна. — Я ему ничего не приказывала. Скажите, чтоб он убирался, меня дома нет!

Послышался звонок. Это были священники из своего прихода; их всегда принимали в благородной половине, то есть наверху. Вслед за попами пришли с визитом директор завода Назарыч и фабричный доктор, потом Мишенька доложил об инспекторе народных училищ. Прием визитеров начался.

Когда выпадали свободные минутки, Анна Акимовна садилась в гостиной в глубокое кресло и, закрыв глаза, думала о том, что одиночество ее вполне естественно, так как она не вышла замуж и никогда не выйдет. Но в этом не она виновата. Сама судьба из простой рабочей обстановки, где, если верить воспоминаниям, ей было так удобно и по себе, бросила ее в эти громадные комнаты, где она никак не может придумать, что с собой делать, и не может понять, для чего пред ней мелькает так много людей; то, что происходило теперь, казалось ей ничтожным, ненужным, так как ни на одну минуту не давало ей счастья и не могло дать.

«Вот влюбиться бы, — думала она, потягиваясь, и от одной этой мысли у нее около сердца становилось тепло. — И от завода избавиться бы…» — мечтала она, воображая, как с ее совести сваливаются все эти тяжелые корпуса, бараки, школа… Затем она вспомнила отца и подумала, что если бы он жил дольше, то, наверное, выдал бы ее за простого человека, например, за Пименова. Приказал бы ей выходить за него — вот и все. И это было бы хорошо: завод тогда попал бы в настоящие руки.

Она представила себе его курчавую голову, смелый профиль, тонкие, насмешливые губы и силу, страшную силу в его плечах, руках, в груди и то умиление, с каким он сегодня рассматривал ее часики.

— Что ж? — проговорила она. — И ничего бы… Я бы вышла.

— Анна Акимовна! — позвал ее Мишенька, неслышно войдя в гостиную.

— Как вы меня испугали! — сказала она, вздрогнув всем телом. — Что вам?

— Анна Акимовна! — повторил он, прикладывая руку к сердцу и поднимая брови. — Вы — моя госпожа и благодетельница, и вы одна только можете наставлять меня насчет брака, так как вы для меня всё равно, что мать родная… Но прикажите, чтобы внизу не смеялись и не дразнили. Проходу не дают!

— А как они вас дразнят?

— Говорят: Машенькин Мишенька.

— Фуй, какой вздор! — возмутилась Анна Акимовна. — Как вы все глупы! Какой вы глупый, Миша! Как вы надоели мне! Я вас видеть не хочу!

 

III – Обед

 

Как и в прошлом году, последние приехали с визитом действительный статский советник Крылин и известный адвокат Лысевич. Приехали они, когда на дворе становилось уже темно. Крылин, старик за 60 лет, с широким ртом и с седыми бакенами около ушей, похожий лицом на рысь, был в мундире с аннинскою лентой и в белых штанах. Он долго держал руку Анны Акимовны в своих обеих руках, глядел ей пристально в лицо, шевелил губами и наконец сказал с расстановкой, в одну ноту:

— Я уважал вашего дядюшку… и батюшку, и пользовался их расположением. Теперь считаю приятным долгом, как видите, поздравить их уважаемую наследницу… несмотря на болезнь и на значительное расстояние… И весьма рад видеть вас в добром здоровье.

Присяжный поверенный Лысевич, высокий красивый блондин, с легкого проседью в висках и бороде, отличается необыкновенно изящными манерами. Он входит с перевальцем, кланяется будто нехотя и, разговаривая, поводит плечами, и всё это с ленивою грацией, как застоявшийся избалованный конь. Он сыт, чрезвычайно здоров и богат; раз даже выиграл сорок тысяч, но скрыл это от своих знакомых. Любит хорошо покушать, особенно сыры, трюфели, тертую редьку с конопляным маслом, а в Париже, по его словам, он ел жареные немытые кишки. Говорит он складно, плавно, без запинки, и лишь из кокетства иной раз позволит себе запнуться и щёлкнуть пальцами, как бы подбирая слово. Во всё то, что ему приходится говорить на суде, он давно уже не верит или, быть может, и верит, но не придает этому никакой цены, — всё это давно уже известно, старо, обыкновенно… Он верит в одно только оригинальное и необыденное. Прописная мораль в оригинальной форме вызывает у него слезы. Обе записные книжки у него исписаны необыкновенными выражениями, которые он вычитывает у разных авторов, и когда ему нужно бывает отыскать какое-нибудь выражение, то он нервно роется в обеих книжках и обыкновенно не находит. Еще покойный Аким Иваныч в веселую минуту из тщеславия пригласил его в поверенные по делам завода и назначил ему двенадцать тысяч жалованья. Все заводские дела заключались в двух-трех мелких взысканиях, которые Лысевич поручал своим помощникам.

Анна Акимовна знала, что на заводе ему нечего делать, но отказать ему не могла: не хватало мужества, да и привыкла к нему. Он называл себя ее юрисконсультом, а свое жалованье, за которым он присылал аккуратно каждое первое число, — суровою прозой. Анне Акимовне было известно, что когда после смерти отца продавали ее лес на шпалы, то Лысевич зажил на этой продаже больше пятнадцати тысяч и поделился с Назарычем. Узнавши об этом обмане, Анна Акимовна горько заплакала, но потом привыкла.

Поздравив и поцеловав обе руки, он смерил ее взглядом и поморщился.

— Не надо! — сказал он с искренним огорчением. — Я говорил, милая, не надо!

— Вы о чем, Виктор Николаич?

— Я говорил: не надо полнеть. В вашем роду у всех несчастная наклонность к полноте. Не надо, — повторил он умоляющим голосом и поцеловал руку. — Вы такая хорошая! Вы такая славная! Вот, ваше превосходительство, — обратился он к Крылину, — рекомендую: единственная в свете женщина, которую я когда-либо серьезно любил.

— Это неудивительно. Быть в ваши годы знакомым с Анной Акимовной и не любить ее — это невозможно.

— Я ее обожаю! — продолжал адвокат совершенно искренно, но со своею обычною ленивою грацией. — Я люблю, но не потому, что я мужчина, а она женщина; когда я с ней, то кажется, что она какого-то третьего пола, а я четвертого, и мы уносимся вместе в область тончайших цветовых оттенков и там сливаемся в спектр. Лучше всех определяет подобные отношения Leconte de Lisle. У него есть одно превосходное место, удивительное место.

Лысевич порылся в одной книжке, потом в другой и, не найдя изречения, успокоился. Стали говорить о погоде, об опере, о том, что скоро приедет Дузе. Анна Акимовна вспомнила, что Лысевич и, кажется, Крылин в прошлом году обедали у нее, и теперь, когда они собрались уходить, она искренно и умоляющим голосом стала доказывать им, что так как они уже больше никуда не поедут с визитом, то должны остаться у нее пообедать. После некоторого колебания гости согласились.

Кроме обеда, состоящего из щей, поросенка, гуся с яблоками и проч., на кухне в большие праздники готовили еще так называемый французский или поварской обед, на случай, если кто из гостей в верхнем этаже пожелает откушать. Когда в столовой застучали посудой, Лысевич стал проявлять заметное возбуждение; он потирал руки, поводил плечами, жмурился и с чувством рассказывал о том, какие обеды когда-то задавали старики и какой чудесный матлот из налимов умеет готовить здешний повар, — не матлот, а откровение! Он предвкушал обед, уже ел его мысленно и наслаждался. Когда же Анна Акимовна повела его под руку в столовую и он, наконец, выпил рюмку водки и положил себе и рот кусочек семги, то даже замурлыкал от удовольствия. Жевал он громко, противно, издавая носом какие-то звуки, и глаза его при этом становились масляными и алчными.

Закуска была роскошная. Были, между прочим, свежие белые грибы в сметане и соус провансаль из жареных устриц и раковых шеек, сильно сдобренный горькими пикулями. Самый обед состоял из праздничных, изысканных блюд, и вина были прекрасные. Мишенька прислуживал за столом с упоением. Когда он ставил на стол какое-нибудь новое кушанье и снимал с блестящей кастрюли крышку или наливал вино, то делал это с важностью профессора черной магии, и, глядя на его лицо и на походку, похожую на первую фигуру кадрили, адвокат несколько раз подумал: «Какой дурак!»

После третьего блюда Лысевич говорил, обращаясь к Анне Акимовне:

— Женщина fin de siècle, — я разумею молодую и, конечно, богатую, — должна быть независима, умна, изящна, интеллигентна, смела и немножко развратна. Развратна в меру, немножко, потому что, согласитесь, сытость есть уже утомление. Вы, милая моя, должны не прозябать, не жить, как все, а смаковать жизнь, а легкий разврат есть соус жизни. Заройтесь в цветы с одуряющим ароматом, задыхайтесь в мускусе, ешьте гашиш, а главное, любите, любите и любите… На первых порах я на вашем месте завел бы себе семерых мужчин, по числу дней в неделе, и одного назвал бы Понедельником, другого — Вторником, третьего — Средой и т. д., чтобы каждый знал свой день.

Этот разговор волновал Анну Акимовну. Она ничего не ела и только выпила рюмку вина.

— Дайте же мне, наконец, сказать! — говорила она. — Для себя лично я не понимаю любви без семьи. Я одинока, одинока, как месяц на небе, да еще с ущербом, и, что бы вы там ни говорили, я уверена, я чувствую, что этот ущерб можно пополнить только любовью в обыкновенном смысле. Мне кажется, что эта любовь определит мои обязанности, мой труд, осветит мое миросозерцание. Я хочу от любви мира моей душе, покоя, хочу подальше от мускуса и всех там спиритизмов и fin de siècle… одним словом, — смешалась она, — муж и дети.

— Замуж хотите? Что ж, и это можно, — согласился Лысевич. — Вам все нужно испытать: и замужество, и ревность, и сладость первой измены, и даже детей… Но торопитесь жить, торопитесь, милая, время уходит, не ждет.

— Вот возьму и выйду замуж! — сказала она, сердито глядя на его сытое, довольное лицо. — Выйду самым обыкновенным, самым пошлым образом и буду сиять от счастья. И, можете себе представить, выйду за простого рабочего человека, за какого-нибудь механика или чертежника.

— И это не дурно. Герцогиня Джосиана полюбила Гуинплена, и это ей позволяется, потому что она герцогиня; вам тоже все позволяется, потому что вы необыкновенная. Если, милая, захотите любить негра или арапа, то не стесняйтесь, выписывайте себе негра. Ни в чем себе не отказывайте. Вы должны быть так же смелы, как ваши желания. Не отставайте от них.

— Неужели меня так трудно понять? — спросила Анна Акимовна с изумлением, и глаза ее заблестели от слез. — Поймите же, у меня на руках громадное дело, две тысячи рабочих, за которых я должна ответить перед богом. Люди, которые работают на меня, слепнут и глохнут. Мне страшно жить, страшно! Я страдаю, а вы имеете жестокость говорить мне о каких-то неграх и… и улыбаетесь! — Анна Акимовна ударила кулаком по столу. — Продолжать жизнь, какую я теперь веду, или выйти за такого же праздного, неумелого человека, как я, было бы просто преступлением. Я не могу больше так жить, — сказала она горячо, — не могу!

— Как она хороша! — проговорил Лысевич, восхищаясь ею. — Бог мой, как она хороша! Но что же вы сердитесь, милая? Пусть я неправ, но неужели вы думаете, что если вы во имя идей, которые я, впрочем, глубоко уважаю, будете скучать и отказывать себе в жизненной радости, то рабочим станет от этого легче? Ничуть! Нет, разврат, разврат! — сказал он решительно. — Вам необходимо, вы обязаны быть развратной! Обмозгуйте это, милая, обмозгуйте!

Анна Акимовна была рада, что высказалась, и повеселела. Ей нравилось, что она так хорошо говорила и так честно и красиво мыслит, и она была уже уверена, что если бы, например, Пименов полюбил ее, то она пошла бы за него с удовольствием.

Мишенька стал наливать шампанское.

— Вы меня злите, Виктор Николаич, — сказала она, чокаясь с адвокатом. — Мне досадно, что вы даете советы, а сами совсем не знаете жизни. По-вашему, если механик или чертежник, то уж непременно мужик и невежа. А это умнейшие люди! Необыкновенные люди!

— Ваш батюшка и дядюшка… я их знал и уважал, — проговорил с расстановкой Крылин, который сидел, вытянувшись, как истукан, и все время, не переставая, ел, — были люди значительного ума и… и высоких душевных качеств.

— Ладно, знаем мы эти качества! — пробормотал адвокат и попросил позволения закурить.

Когда кончился обед, Крылина увели отдыхать. Лысевич докурил сигару и, покачиваясь от сытости, пошел за Анной Акимовной в ее кабинет. Укромные уголки с фотографиями, веерами на стенах и с неизбежным розовым или голубым фонарем среди потолка он не любил, как выражение вялого, неоригинального характера; к тому же, воспоминания о некоторых его романах, которых он теперь стыдился, были у него связаны с этим фонарем. Кабинет же Анны Акимовны с голыми стенами и безвкусною мебелью ему чрезвычайно нравился. Ему было мягко и уютно сидеть на турецком диване и поглядывать на Анну Акимовну, которая обыкновенно сидела на ковре перед камином и, охватив колени руками, глядела на огонь и о чем-то думала, и в это время ему казалось, что в ней играет мужицкая, староверская кровь.

Всякий раз после обеда, когда подавали кофе и ликеры, он оживлялся и рассказывал ей разные литературные новости. Говорил он витиевато, вдохновенно, сам увлекался своим рассказом, а она слушала его и всякий раз думала, что за такое удовольствие можно заплатить не двенадцать тысяч, а втрое больше, и прощала ему всё, что ей не нравилось в нем. Случалось, что он рассказывал ей содержание повестей и даже романов, и тогда два или три часа проходили незаметно, как минуты. Теперь он начал как-то кисло, расслабленным голосом и закрывши глаза.

— Я, милая, давно уж ничего не читал, — сказал он, когда она попросила его рассказать что-нибудь. — Впрочем, иногда читаю Жюля Верна.

— А я думала, что вы расскажете мне что-нибудь новенькое.

— Гм… новенькое, — сонно пробормотал Лысевич и еще глубже забился в угол дивана. — Вся новенькая литература, милая моя, для нас с вами не подходит. Конечно, она должна быть такою, какова она есть, и не признавать ее — значило бы не признавать естественного порядка вещей, и я признаю ее, но…

Лысевич, казалось, уснул. Но через минуту опять послышался его голос:

— Вся новенькая литература, на манер осеннего ветра в трубе, стонет и воет: «Ах, несчастный! ах, жизнь твою можно уподобить тюрьме! ах, как тебе в тюрьме темно и сыро! ах, ты непременно погибнешь, и нет тебе спасения!» Это прекрасно, но я предпочел бы литературу, которая учит, как бежать из тюрьмы. Из всех современных писателей я почитываю, впрочем, иногда одного Мопассана. — Лысевич открыл глаза. — Хороший писатель, превосходный писатель! — Лысевич задвигался на диване. — Удивительный художник! Страшный, чудовищный, сверхъестественный художник! — Лысевич встал с дивана и поднял кверху правую руку. — Мопассан! — сказал он в восторге. — Милая, читайте Мопассана! Одна страница его даст вам больше, чем все богатства земли! Что ни строка, то новый горизонт. Мягчайшие, нежнейшие движения души сменяются сильными, бурными ощущениями, ваша душа точно под давлением сорока тысяч атмосфер обращается в ничтожнейший кусочек какого-то вещества неопределенного, розоватого цвета, которое, как мне кажется, если бы можно было положить его на язык, дало бы терпкий, сладострастный вкус. Какое бешенство переходов, мотивов, мелодий! Вы покоитесь на ландышах и розах, и вдруг мысль, страшная, прекрасная, неотразимая мысль неожиданно налетает на вас, как локомотив, и обдает вас горячим паром и оглушает свистом. Читайте, читайте Мопассана! Милая, я этого требую!

Лысевич замахал руками и в сильном волнении прошелся из угла в угол.

— Нет, это невозможно! — проговорил он, как бы в отчаянии. — Последняя его вещь истомила меня, опьянила! Но я боюсь, что вы останетесь к ней равнодушны. Чтоб она увлекла вас, надо ее смаковать, медленно выжимать сок из каждой строчки, пить… Надо ее пить!

После длинного вступления, в котором было много таких слов, как демоническое сладострастие, сеть из тончайших нервов, самум, кристалл и т. п., он наконец стал рассказывать содержание романа. Рассказывал он уже не так вычурно, но очень подробно, приводя наизусть целые описания и разговоры; действующие лица романа восхищали его, и, характеризуя их, он становился в позы, менял выражение лица и голос, как настоящий актер. От восторга он хохотал то басом, то очень тонким голоском, всплескивал руками или хватал себя за голову с таким выражением, как будто она собиралась у него лопнуть. Анна Акимовна слушала с восхищением, хотя уже читала этот роман, и в передаче адвоката он казался ей во много раз красивее и сложнее, чем в книжке. Он обращал ее внимание на разные тонкости и подчеркивал счастливые выражения и глубокие мысли, но она видела только жизнь, жизнь, жизнь и самое себя, как будто была действующим лицом романа; у нее поднимало дух, и она сама, тоже хохоча и всплескивая руками, думала о том, что так жить нельзя, что нет надобности жить дурно, если можно жить прекрасно; она вспоминала свои слова и мысли за обедом и гордилась ими, и когда в воображении вдруг вырастал Пименов, то ей было весело и хотелось, чтобы он полюбил ее.

Кончивши рассказывать, Лысевич, изнеможенный, сел на диван.

— Какая вы славная! Какая хорошая! — начал он немного погодя слабым голосом, точно больной. — Я, милая, счастлив около вас, но все-таки зачем мне сорок два года, а не тридцать? Мои и ваши вкусы не совпадают: вы должны быть развратны, а я давно уже пережил этот фазис и хочу любви тончайшей, не материальной, как солнечный луч, то есть, с точки зрения женщины ваших лет, я уже ни к чёрту не годен.

Он, по его словам, любил Тургенева, певца девственной любви, чистоты, молодости и грустной русской природы, но сам он любил девственную любовь не вблизи, а понаслышке, как нечто отвлеченное, существующее вне действительной жизни. Теперь он уверял себя, что Анну Акимовну он любит платонически, идеально, хотя сам не знал, что это значит. Но ему было хорошо, уютно, тепло, Анна Акимовна казалась очаровательною, оригинальною, и он думал, что приятное самочувствие, вызываемое в нем этого обстановкой, и есть именно то самое, что называется платоническою любовью.

Он припал щекой к ее руке и сказал тоном, каким обыкновенно ласкают маленьких детей:

— Дуся моя, а за что вы меня оштрафовали?

— Как? Когда?

— Я к празднику не получил от вас наградных.

Раньше Анне Акимовне ни разу не приходилось слышать, чтобы адвокату к праздникам посылались наградные, и теперь она находилась в затруднении: сколько ему дать? А дать было нужно, так как он ждал, хотя смотрел на нее глазами, полными любви.

— Должно быть, Назарыч забыл, — сказала она. — Но это не поздно поправить.

Вдруг она вспомнила про вчерашние полторы тысячи, которые лежали у нее теперь в спальне, в туалетном столике. И когда она принесла эти несимпатичные деньги и подала их адвокату и он с ленивою грацией сунул их в боковой карман, то всё это произошло как-то мило и естественно. Неожиданное напоминание о наградных и эти полторы тысячи были к лицу адвокату.

— Merci, — сказал он и поцеловал ей палец.

Вошел Крылин с заспанным блаженным лицом, но уже без орденов.

Он и Лысевич посидели еще немного, выпили по стакану чаю и стали собираться. Анна Акимовна была немножко смущена… Она совершенно забыла, где служит Крылин и нужно ли давать ему деньги или нет, а если нужно, то теперь дать или послать в конверте.

— Где он служит? — шепнула она Лысевичу.

— А чёрт его знает, — пробормотал адвокат, зевая.

Она сообразила, что если Крылин бывал у дяди и отца и уважал их, то не даром: очевидно, делал добрые дела на их счет, служа в каком-нибудь благотворительном учреждении. Она, прощаясь, сунула ему в руку триста рублей; он как бы изумился и минуту молча смотрел на нее оловянными глазами, но потом как бы понял и сказал:

— Но квитанцию, многоуважаемая Анна Акимовна, вы можете получить не раньше нового года.

Лысевич совсем уже раскис и отяжелел и шатался, когда Мишенька надевал на него шубу. А спускаясь вниз, он имел вид совершенно расслабленного, и видно было, что как только он сядет в сани, то уснет тотчас же.

— Ваше превосходительство, — сказал он Крылину томно, останавливаясь среди лестницы, — не приходилось ли вам испытывать такое чувство, будто какая-то невидимая сила вытягивает вас в длину, вы все тянетесь-тянетесь и, наконец, обращаетесь в тончайшую проволоку? Субъективно это выражается в каком-то особенном сладострастном чувстве, которое ни с чем сравнить нельзя.

Анна Акимовна, стоя наверху, видела, как оба они дали Мишеньке по бумажке.

— Не забывайте! До свиданья! — крикнула она им и побежала к себе в спальню.

Она быстро сбросила платье, которое уже наскучило ей, надела капот и побежала вниз. И когда бежала но лестнице, то смеялась и стучала ногами, как мальчишка. Ей сильно хотелось шалить.

 

IV – Вечер

 

Тетушка в просторной ситцевой блузе, Варварушка и еще каких-то две старушки сидели в столовой и ужинали. Перед ними на столе лежали большой кусок солонины, окорок и разные соленые закуски, и от солонины, очень жирной и вкусной на вид, валил к потолку пар. В нижнем этаже виноградных вин не употребляли, но зато было много разного рода водок и наливок. Кухарка Агафьюшка, полная, белая, сытая, стояла у двери, скрестивши руки, и разговаривала со старухами, а кушанья подавала и принимала нижняя Маша, брюнетка с пунцовою лентой в волосах. Старухи были сыты еще с утра и за час до ужина пили чай со сладким сдобным пирогом, а потому ели теперь через силу, как бы по обязанности.

— Ох, матушки! — охнула тетушка, когда в столовую вдруг вбежала Анна Акимовна и села на стул рядом с ней. — Испугала до смерти!

В доме любили, когда Анна Акимовна бывала в духе и дурачилась; это всякий раз напоминало, что старики уже умерли, а старухи в доме не имеют уже никакой власти и каждый может жить как угодно, не боясь, что с него сурово взыщут. Только две незнакомые старухи покосились на Анну Акимовну с недоумением: она напевала, а за столом грех петь.

— Матушка наша, красавица, картина писаная! — начала слащаво причитывать Агафьюшка. — Алмаз наш драгоценный!.. Народу-то, народу нынче приезжало нашу королевну глядеть — господи, твоя воля! И генералы, и офицеры, и господа… Я в окно глядела-глядела, считала-считала, да и бросила.

— А по мне, они хоть бы вовсе не ездили, подлецы! — сказала тетушка; она с грустью поглядела на племянницу и добавила: — Только время провели сиротке моей бедной.

Анна Акимовна была голодна, так как с самого утра ничего не ела. Ей налили какой-то очень горькой настойки, она выпила и закусила солониной с горчицей и нашла, что это необыкновенно вкусно. Потом нижняя Маша подала индейку, моченые яблоки и крыжовник. И это тоже понравилось. Но только одно было неприятно: от изразцовой печки веяло жаром, было душно, и у всех разгорелись щеки. После ужина убрали со стола скатерть и поставили тарелки с мятными пряниками, орехами и изюмом.

— Садись и ты… чего там! — сказала тетушка кухарке.

Агафьюшка вздохнула и села за стол; перед ней Маша поставила тоже рюмку для наливки, и Анне Акимовне стало уже казаться, что одинаково, как от печки, так и от белой шеи Агафьюшки, веет жаром. Говорили все о том, как теперь трудно стало выходить замуж, что в прежнее время мужчины если не на красоту, то хоть на деньги льстились, а теперь не разберешь, что им нужно, и прежде оставались в девушках только горбатые и хромые, а теперь не берут даже красивых и богатых. Тетушка стала объяснять это безнравственностью и тем, что люди бога не боятся, но вдруг вспомнила, что ее брат Иван Иваныч и Варварушка — оба святой жизни — и бога боялись, а все же потихоньку детей рожали и отправляли в воспитательный дом; она спохватилась и перевела разговор на то, какой у нее когда-то женишок был, из заводских, и как она его любила, но ее насильно братья выдали за вдовца иконописца, который, слава богу, через два года помер. Нижняя Маша тоже подсела к столу и с таинственным видом рассказала, что вот уже неделя, как каждый день по утрам во дворе показывается какой-то неизвестный мужчина с черными усами и в пальто с барашковым воротником: войдет во двор, поглядит на окна большого дома и пойдет дальше — к корпусам; мужчина ничего себе, видный…

От всех этих разговоров Анне Акимовне почему-то вдруг захотелось замуж, захотелось сильно, до тоски; кажется, полжизни и все состояние отдала бы, только знать бы, что в верхнем этаже есть человек, который для нее ближе всех на свете, что он крепко любит ее и скучает по ней; и мысль об этой близости, восхитительной, невыразимой на словах, волновала ее душу. И инстинкт здоровья и молодости льстил ей и лгал, что настоящая поэзия жизни не пришла, а еще впереди, и она верила и, откинувшись на спинку стула (у нее распустились волосы при этом), стала смеяться, а глядя на нее, смеялись и остальные. И в столовой долго не умолкал беспричинный смех.

Доложили, что пришла ночевать Жужелица. Это была богомолка Паша, или Спиридоновна, маленькая худенькая женщина, лет пятидесяти, в черном платье и белом платочке, остроглазая, остроносая, с острым подбородком; глаза у нее были хитрые, ехидные, и глядела она с таким выражением, как будто всех насквозь видела. Губы у нее были сердечком. За ехидство и ненавистничество в купеческих домах ее прозвали Жужелицей.

Войдя в столовую, она, ни на кого не глядя, направилась к образам и запела альтом «Рождество твое», потом спела «Дева днесь», потом «Христос рождается», затем обернулась и пронизала всех взглядом.

— С праздничком! — сказала она и поцеловала в плечо Анну Акимовну. — Насилу, насилу добралась до вас, благодетели мои. — Она поцеловала в плечо тетушку. — Пошла я к вам еще утром, да по дороге к добрым людям заходила отдохнуть. «Останься да останься, Спиридоновна», — ан, и не видала, как вечер настал.

Так как она не употребляла мясного, то ей подали икры и семги. Она кушала, поглядывая на всех исподлобья, и водочки три рюмки выпила. Накушавшись, помолилась богу и поклонилась Анне Акимовне в ноги.

Как это было в прошлом и в третьем году, стали играть в короли, а вся прислуга, сколько ее было в двух этажах, столпилась в дверях, чтобы поглядеть на игру. Анне Акимовне показалось, что раза два в толпе баб и мужиков промелькнул и Мишенька с снисходительною улыбкой. Первая вышла в короли Жужелица, и Анна Акимовна-солдат платила ей дань, а потом тетушка стала королем, и Анна Акимовна попала в мужики, или «тютьки», что вызвало общий восторг, а Агафьюшка вышла в принцы и застыдилась от удовольствия. На другом конце стола составилась еще партия: обе Маши, Варварушка и швейка Марфа Петровна, которую разбудили нарочно для игры в короли, и лицо у нее было заспанное, злое.

Во время игры разговор шел о мужчинах, о том, как трудно теперь выйти за хорошего человека, и о том, какая доля лучше — девичья или вдовья.

— Девка ты красивая, здоровая, крепкая, — сказала Жужелица Анне Акимовне. — Только я никак не пойму, мать, для кого ты себя бережешь.

— Что же делать, если никто не берет?

— А, может, дала обет остаться в девах? — продолжала Жужелица, как бы не слыша. — Что ж, хорошее дело, оставайся… Оставайся, — повторила она, внимательно и ехидно глядя себе в карты. — Так, брат, оставайся… да… Только девы, преподобные-то эти самые, разный бывают, — вздохнула она и пошла с короля. — Ох, разные, мать! Одне, действительно, блюдут себя словно монашенки и ни синь пороха, а ежели какая и согрешит часом, то измучится вся, бедная, и осуждать грех. А вот другие девушки и в черных платьях ходят, и саваны себе шьют, а сами-то втихомолку старичков богатеньких любят. Да-а, канареечки мои. Иная шельма околдует старика и властвует над ним, голубушки мои, властвует, кружит его, кружит, а как набрала побольше денег да выигрышных билетов, так и заколдует до смерти.

В ответ на эти намеки Варварушка только вздохнула и поглядела на образ. На лице ее изобразилось христианское смирение.

— Есть у меня одна знакомая девушка такая, врагиня моя лютая, — продолжала Жужелица, оглядывая всех с торжеством. — Тоже всё вздыхает, да всё на образа смотрит, дьяволица. Когда она властвовала у одного старца, то, бывало, придешь к ней, а она даст тебе кусок и прикажет земные поклоны класть, и сама читает: «В рождестве девство сохранила еси»… В праздник даст кусок, а в будни попрекает. Ну, а теперь уж я натешусь над ней! Натешусь вволю, алмазныя!

Варварушка опять взглянула на образ и перекрестилась.

— Да, никто меня не берет, Спиридоновна, — сказала Анна Акимовна, чтобы переменить разговор. — Что поделаешь?

— Сама виновата, мать. Все ждешь благородных да образованных, а шла бы за своего брата-купца.

— Купца не нужно! — сказала тетушка и встревожилась. — Спаси, царица небесная! Благородный деньги твои промотает, да зато жалеть тебя будет, дурочка. А купец заведет такие строгости, что ты в своем же доме места себе не найдешь. Тебе приласкаться к нему хочется, а он купоны режет, а сядешь с ним есть, он тебя твоим же куском хлеба попрекает, деревенщина!.. Выходи за благородного.

Заговорили все сразу, громко перебивая друг друга, а тетушка стучала по столу щипцами для орехов, и красная, сердитая, говорила:

— Не надо купца, не надо! А заведешь в доме купца, пойду в богадельню!

— Тш… Тише! — крикнула Жужелица; когда все утихли, она прищурила один глаз и сказала: — Знаешь, что, Аннушка, ласточка моя? Выходить замуж по-настоящему, как все, тебе не к чему. Ты человек богатый, вольный, сама себе королева; но и в старых девках оставаться как будто, детка, не годится. Найду-ка я тебе, знаешь, какого-нибудь завалященького и простоватенького человечка, примешь ты для видимости закон и тогда — гуляй, Малашка! Ну, мужу сунешь там тысяч пять или десять, и пусть идет, откуда пришел, а ты дома сама себе госпожа, — кого хочешь, того любишь, и никто не может тебя осудить. И люби ты тогда своих благородных да образованных. Эх, не жизнь, а масляница! — Жужелица щелкнула пальцами и подсвистнула: — Гуляй, Малашка!

— А грех! — сказала тетушка.

— Ну, грех, — усмехнулась Жужелица. — Она образованная, понимает. Человека зарезать или старика околдовать — грех, это точно, а любить милого дружочка даже очень не грех. Да и что там, право! Никакого греха нет! Всё это богомолки выдумали, чтобы простой народ морочить. Я вот тоже везде говорю — грех да грех, а сама и не знаю, почему грех. — Жужелица выпила наливки и крякнула. — Гуляй, Малашка! — сказала она, обращаясь на этот раз, очевидно, к себе самой. — Тридцать лет, бабочки, думала всё о грехах, да боялась, а теперь вижу: прозевала, проворонила! Эх, дура я, дура! — вздохнула она. — Бабий век — короткий век, и каждым денечком дорожить бы надо. Красива ты, Аннушка, очень и богата, а уж как стукнет тридцать пять или сорок, только и веку твоего, пиши конец. Не слушай, брат, никого, живи, гуляй до сорока, а потом успеешь отмолить, — хватит времени поклоны бить, да саваны шить. Богу свечка, валяй и чёрту кочергу! Валяй всё в одно место! Ну, так как же? Хочешь облагодетельствовать человечка?

— Хочу, — засмеялась Анна Акимовна. — Мне теперь всё равно, я бы за простого пошла.

— Что ж, и хорошо бы! Ух, какого бы ты тогда себе молодца выбрала! — Жужелица зажмурилась и покачала головой. — Ух!

— Я и сама ей говорю: благородных не дождешься, так шла бы уж не за купца, а за кого попроще, — сказала тетушка. — По крайности, взяли бы мы себе в дом хозяина. А мало ли хороших людей? Хоть наших заводских взять. Все тверезые, степенные…

— А еще бы! — согласилась Жужелица. — Ребята славные. Хочешь, тетка, я Аннушку за Лебединского Василия посватаю?

— Ну, у Васи ноги длинные, — сказала тетушка серьезно. — Сухой очень. Виду нет.

В толпе около дверей засмеялись.

— Ну, за Пименова. Хочешь идти за Пименова? — спросила Жужелица у Анны Акимовны.

— Хорошо. Сватай за Пименова.

— Ей богу?

— Сватай! — сказала решительно Анна Акимовна и ударила по столу. — Честное слово пойду!

— Ей богу?

Анне Акимовне вдруг стало стыдно, что у нее горят щеки и что на нее все смотрят, она смешала на столе карты и побежала из комнаты, и когда бежала по лестнице и потом пришла наверх и села в гостиной у рояля, из нижнего этажа доносился гул, будто море шумело; вероятно, говорили про нее и про Пименова и, быть может, пользуясь ее отсутствием, Жужелица обижала Варварушку и уж, конечно, не стеснялась в выражениях.

Во всем верхнем этаже горела только одна лампа в зале, и ее слабый свет через дверь проникал в темную гостиную. Был десятый час, не больше. Анна Акимовна сыграла один вальс, потом другой, третий, — играла непрерывно. Она смотрела в темный угол за роялью, улыбалась, мысленно звала, и ей приходило в голову: не поехать ли сейчас в город к кому-нибудь, например, хоть к Лысевичу, и не рассказать ли ему, что происходит у нее теперь на душе? Ей хотелось говорить безумолку, смеяться, дурачиться, но темный угол за роялью угрюмо молчал, и кругом, во всех комнатах верхнего этажа, было тихо, безлюдно.

Она любила чувствительные романсы, но у нее был грубый, необработанный голос, и потому она только аккомпанировала, а пела чуть слышно, одним лишь дыханием. Она пела шёпотом романс за романсом, всё больше о любви, разлуке, утраченных надеждах, и воображала, как она протянет к нему руки и скажет с мольбой, со слезами: «Пименов, снимите с меня эту тяжесть!» И тогда, точно грехи ей простятся, станет на душе легко, радостно, наступит свободная и, быть может, счастливая жизнь. В тоске ожидания она склонилась к клавишам, и ей страстно захотелось, чтобы перемена в жизни произошла сейчас же, немедленно, и было страшно от мысли, что прежняя жизнь будет продолжаться еще некоторое время. Потом опять играла и пела чуть слышно, и кругом было тихо. Из нижнего этажа уже не доносился гул: должно быть, там легли спать. Давно уже пробило десять. Приближалась длинная, одинокая, скучная ночь.

Анна Акимовна прошлась по всем комнатам, полежала на диване, прочла у себя в кабинете письма, полученные вечером. Было двенадцать писем поздравительных и три анонимных, без подписи. В одном какой-то простой рабочий ужасным, едва разборчивым почерком жаловался на то, что в фабричной лавке продают рабочим горькое постное масло, от которого пахнет керосином; в другом — кто-то доносил почтительно, что Назарыч на последних торгах, покупая железо, взял от кого-то взятку в тысячу рублей; в третьем ее бранили за бесчеловечность.

Праздничное возбуждение уже проходило, и чтобы поддержать его, Анна Акимовна села опять за рояль и тихо заиграла один из новых вальсов, потом вспомнила, как умно и честно она мыслила и говорила сегодня за обедом. Поглядела она кругом на темные окна и стены с картинами, на слабый свет, который шел из залы, и вдруг нечаянно заплакала, и ей досадно стало, что она так одинока, что ей не с кем поговорить, посоветоваться. Чтобы подбодрить себя, она старалась нарисовать в воображении Пименова, но уже ничего не выходило.

Пробило двенадцать. Вошел Мишенька, уже не во фраке, а в пиджаке, и молча зажег две свечи; затем он вышел и через минуту вернулся с подносом, на котором была чашка с чаем.

— Что вы смеетесь? — спросила она, заметив на его лице улыбку.

— Я внизу был и слышал, как вы шутили насчет Пименова… — сказал он и прикрыл рукой смеющийся рот. — Посадить бы его давеча обедать с Виктором Николаевичем и с генералом, так он помер бы со страху. — У Мишеньки задрожали плечи от смеха. — Он и вилки, небось, держать не умеет.

Смех лакея, его слова, пиджак и усики произвели на Анну Акимовну впечатление нечистоты. Она закрыла глаза, чтобы не видеть его, и, сама того не желая, вообразила Пименова обедающего вместе с Лысевичем и Крылиным, и его робкая, неинтеллигентная фигура показалась ей жалкой, беспомощной, и она почувствовала отвращение. И только теперь, в первый раз за весь день, она поняла ясно, что все то, что она думала и говорила о Пименове и о браке с простым рабочим, — вздор, глупость и самодурство. Чтобы убедить себя в противном, преодолеть отвращение, она хотела вспомнить слова, какие говорила за обедом, но уже не могла сообразить; стыд за свои мысли и поступки, и страх, что она, быть может, сказала сегодня что-нибудь лишнее, и отвращение к своему малодушию смутили ее чрезвычайно. Она взяла свечу и быстро, как будто ее гнал кто-нибудь, сошла вниз, разбудила там Спиридоновну и стала уверять ее, что она пошутила. Потом пошла к себе в спальню. Рыжая Маша, дремавшая в кресле около постели, вскочила и стала поправлять подушки. Лицо у нее было утомленное, заспанное, и великолепные волосы сбились на одну сторону.

— Вечером опять приходил чиновник Чаликов, — сказала она, зевая, — да я не посмела докладывать. Уж очень пьяный. Говорит, что опять завтра придет.

— Что ему нужно от меня? — рассердилась Анна Акимовна и ударила гребенкой об пол. — Я не хочу его видеть! Не хочу!

Она решила, что у нее в жизни никого уже больше не осталось, кроме этого Чаликова, что он уже не перестанет преследовать ее и напоминать ей каждый день, как неинтересна и нелепа ее жизнь. Ведь она на то только и способна, чтобы помогать бедным. О, как это глупо!

Она легла, не раздеваясь, и зарыдала от стыда и скуки. Досаднее и глупее всего казалось ей то, что сегодняшние мечты насчет Пименова были честны, возвышенны, благородны, но в то же время она чувствовала, что Лысевич и даже Крылин для нее были ближе, чем Пименов и все рабочие, взятые вместе. Она думала теперь, что если бы можно было только что прожитый длинный день изобразить на картине, то всё дурное и пошлое, как, например, обед, слова адвоката, игра в короли, были бы правдой, мечты же и разговоры о Пименове выделялись бы из целого, как фальшивое место, как натяжка. И она думала также, что ей уже поздно мечтать о счастье, что всё уже для нее погибло и вернуться к той жизни, когда она спала с матерью под одним одеялом, или выдумать какую-нибудь новую, особенную жизнь уже невозможно.

Рыжая Маша стояла на коленях перед постелью и смотрела на нее печально, с недоумением, потом и сама заплакала и припала лицом к ее руке; и без слов было понятно, отчего ей так горько.

— Дуры мы с тобой, — говорила Анна Акимовна, плача и смеясь. — Дуры мы! Ах, какие мы дуры!

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

9. АННА НА ШЕЕ

 

I

 

После венчания не было даже лёгкой закуски; молодые выпили по бокалу, переоделись и поехали на вокзал. Вместо весёлого свадебного бала и ужина, вместо музыки и танцев — поездка на богомолье за двести вёрст. Многие одобрили это, говоря, что Модест Алексеич уже в чинах и не молод, и шумная свадьба могла бы, пожалуй, показаться не совсем приличной; да и скучно слушать музыку, когда чиновник 52 лет женится на девушке, которой едва минуло 18. Говорили также, что эту поездку в монастырь Модест Алексеич, как человек с правилами, затеял, собственно, для того, чтобы дать понять своей молодой жене, что и в браке он отдаёт первое место религии и нравственности.

Молодых провожали. Толпа сослуживцев и родных стояла с бокалами и ждала, когда пойдёт поезд, чтобы крикнуть ура, и Пётр Леонтьич, отец, в цилиндре, в учительском фраке, уже пьяный и уже очень бледный, всё тянулся к окну со своим бокалом и говорил умоляюще:

— Анюта! Аня! Аня, на одно слово!

Аня наклонялась к нему из окна, и он шептал ей что-то, обдавая её запахом винного перегара, дул в ухо — ничего нельзя было понять — и крестил ей лицо, грудь, руки; при этом дыхание у него дрожало и на глазах блестели слёзы. А братья Ани, Петя и Андрюша, гимназисты, дёргали его сзади за фрак и шептали сконфуженно:

— Папочка, будет… Папочка, не надо…

Когда поезд тронулся, Аня видела, как её отец побежал немножко за вагоном, пошатываясь и расплёскивая своё вино, и какое у него было жалкое, доброе, виноватое лицо.

— Ура-а-а! — кричал он.

Молодые остались одни. Модест Алексеич осмотрелся в купе, разложил вещи по полкам и сел против своей молодой жены, улыбаясь. Это был чиновник среднего роста, довольно полный, пухлый, очень сытый, с длинными бакенами и без усов, и его бритый, круглый, резко очерченный подбородок походил на пятку. Самое характерное в его лице было отсутствие усов, это свежевыбритое, голое место, которое постепенно переходило в жирные, дрожащие, как желе, щёки. Держался он солидно, движения у него были не быстрые, манеры мягкие.

— Не могу не припомнить теперь одного обстоятельства, — сказал он, улыбаясь. — Пять лет назад, когда Косоротов получил орден святыя Анны второй степени и пришёл благодарить, то его сиятельство выразился так: «Значит, у вас теперь три Анны: одна в петлице, две на шее». А надо сказать, что в то время к Косоротову только что вернулась его жена, особа сварливая и легкомысленная, которую звали Анной. Надеюсь, что когда я получу Анну второй степени, то его сиятельство не будет иметь повода сказать мне то же самое.

Он улыбался своими маленькими глазками. И она тоже улыбалась, волнуясь от мысли, что этот человек может каждую минуту поцеловать её своими полными, влажными губами и что она уже не имеет права отказать ему в этом. Мягкие движения его пухлого тела пугали её, ей было и страшно, и гадко. Он встал, не спеша снял с шеи орден, снял фрак и жилет и надел халат.

— Вот так, — сказал он, садясь рядом с Аней.

Она вспоминала, как мучительно было венчание, когда казалось ей, что и священник, и гости, и все в церкви глядели на неё печально: зачем, зачем она, такая милая, хорошая, выходит за этого пожилого, неинтересного господина? Ещё утром сегодня она была в восторге, что всё так хорошо устроилось, во время же венчания и теперь в вагоне чувствовала себя виноватой, обманутой и смешной. Вот она вышла за богатого, а денег у неё всё-таки не было, венчальное платье шили в долг, и, когда сегодня её провожали отец и братья, она по их лицам видела, что у них не было ни копейки. Будут ли они сегодня ужинать? А завтра? И ей почему-то казалось, что отец и мальчики сидят теперь без неё голодные и испытывают точно такую же тоску, какая была в первый вечер после похорон матери.

«О, как я несчастна! — думала она. — Зачем я так несчастна?»

С неловкостью человека солидного, не привыкшего обращаться с женщинами, Модест Алексеич трогал её за талию и похлопывал по плечу, а она думала о деньгах, о матери, об её смерти. Когда умерла мать, отец, Пётр Леонтьич, учитель чистописания и рисования в гимназии, запил, наступила нужда; у мальчиков не было сапог и калош, отца таскали к мировому, приходил судебный пристав и описывал мебель… Какой стыд! Аня должна была ухаживать за пьяным отцом, штопать братьям чулки, ходить на рынок, и, когда хвалили её красоту, молодость и изящные манеры, ей казалось, что весь свет видит её дешёвую шляпку и дырочки на ботинках, замазанные чернилами. А по ночам слёзы и неотвязчивая, беспокойная мысль, что скоро-скоро отца уволят из гимназии за слабость и что он не перенесёт этого и тоже умрёт, как мать. Но вот знакомые дамы засуетились и стали искать для Ани хорошего человека. Скоро нашёлся вот этот самый Модест Алексеич, не молодой и не красивый, но с деньгами. У него в банке тысяч сто и есть родовое имение, которое он отдаёт в аренду. Это человек с правилами и на хорошем счету у его сиятельства; ему ничего не стоит, как говорили Ане, взять у его сиятельства записочку к директору гимназии и даже к попечителю, чтобы Петра Леонтьича не увольняли…

Пока она вспоминала эти подробности, послышалась вдруг музыка, ворвавшаяся в окно вместе с шумом голосов. Это поезд остановился на полустанке. За платформой в толпе бойко играли на гармонике и на дешёвой визгливой скрипке, а из-за высоких берёз и тополей, из-за дач, залитых лунным светом, доносились звуки военного оркестра: должно быть, на дачах был танцевальный вечер. На платформе гуляли дачники и горожане, приезжавшие сюда в хорошую погоду подышать чистым воздухом. Был тут и Артынов, владелец всего этого дачного места, богач, высокий, полный брюнет, похожий лицом на армянина, с глазами навыкате и в странном костюме. На нём была рубаха, расстёгнутая на груди, и высокие сапоги со шпорами, и с плеч спускался чёрный плащ, тащившийся по земле, как шлейф. За ним, опустив свои острые морды, ходили две борзые.

У Ани ещё блестели на глазах слёзы, но она уже не помнила ни о матери, ни о деньгах, ни о своей свадьбе, а пожимала руки знакомым гимназистам и офицерам, весело смеялась и говорила быстро:

— Здравствуйте! Как поживаете?

Она вышла на площадку, под лунный свет, и стала так, чтобы видели её всю в новом великолепном платье и в шляпке.

— Зачем мы здесь стоим? — спросила она.

— Здесь разъезд, — ответили ей, — ожидают почтового поезда.

Заметив, что на неё смотрит Артынов, она кокетливо прищурила глаза и заговорила громко по-французски, и оттого, что её собственный голос звучал так прекрасно и что слышалась музыка и луна отражалась в пруде, и оттого, что на неё жадно и с любопытством смотрел Артынов, этот известный дон-жуан и баловник, и оттого, что всем было весело, она вдруг почувствовала радость, и, когда поезд тронулся и знакомые офицеры на прощанье сделали ей под козырёк, она уже напевала польку, звуки которой посылал ей вдогонку военный оркестр, гремевший где-то там за деревьями; и вернулась она в своё купе с таким чувством, как будто на полустанке её убедили, что она будет счастлива непременно, несмотря ни на что.

Молодые пробыли в монастыре два дня, потом вернулись в город. Жили они на казённой квартире. Когда Модест Алексеич уходил на службу, Аня играла на рояле, или плакала от скуки, или ложилась на кушетку и читала романы, и рассматривала модный журнал. За обедом Модест Алексеич ел очень много и говорил о политике, о назначениях, переводах и наградах, о том, что надо трудиться, что семейная жизнь есть не удовольствие, а долг, что копейка рубль бережёт и что выше всего на свете он ставит религию и нравственность. И, держа нож в кулаке, как меч, он говорил:

— Каждый человек должен иметь свои обязанности!

А Аня слушала его, боялась и не могла есть, и обыкновенно вставала из-за стола голодной. После обеда муж отдыхал и громко храпел, а она уходила к своим. Отец и мальчики посматривали на неё как-то особенно, как будто только что до её прихода осуждали её за то, что она вышла из-за денег, за нелюбимого, нудного, скучного человека; её шуршащее платье, браслетки и вообще дамский вид стесняли, оскорбляли их; в её присутствии они немножко конфузились и не знали, о чём говорить с ней; но всё же любили они её по-прежнему и ещё не привыкли обедать без неё. Она садилась и кушала с ними щи, кашу и картошку, жаренную на бараньем сале, от которого пахло свечкой. Пётр Леонтьич дрожащей рукой наливал из графинчика и выпивал быстро, с жадностью, с отвращением, потом выпивал другую рюмку, потом третью… Петя и Андрюша, худенькие, бледные мальчики с большими глазами, брали графинчик и говорили растерянно:

— Не надо, папочка… Довольно, папочка…

И Аня тоже тревожилась и умоляла его больше не пить, а он вдруг вспыхивал и стучал кулаком по столу.

— Я никому не позволю надзирать за мной! — кричал он. — Мальчишки! Девчонка! Я вас всех выгоню вон!

Но в голосе его слышались слабость, доброта, и никто его не боялся. После обеда обыкновенно он наряжался; бледный, с порезанным от бритья подбородком, вытягивая тощую шею, он целых полчаса стоял перед зеркалом и прихорашивался, то причёсываясь, то закручивая свои чёрные усы, прыскался духами, завязывал бантом галстук, потом надевал перчатки, цилиндр и уходил на частные уроки. А если был праздник, то он оставался дома и писал красками или играл на фисгармонии, которая шипела и рычала; он старался выдавить из неё стройные, гармоничные звуки и подпевал, или же сердился на мальчиков:

— Мерзавцы! Негодяи! Испортили инструмент!

По вечерам муж Ани играл в карты со своими сослуживцами, жившими с ним под одной крышей в казённом доме. Сходились во время карт жёны чиновников, некрасивые, безвкусно наряжённые, грубые, как кухарки, и в квартире начинались сплетни, такие же некрасивые и безвкусные, как сами чиновницы. Случалось, что Модест Алексеич ходил с Аней в театр. В антрактах он не отпускал её от себя ни на шаг, а ходил с ней под руку по коридорам и по фойе. Раскланявшись с кем-нибудь, он тотчас уже шептал Ане: «Статский советник… принят у его сиятельства…» или: «Со средствами… имеет свой дом…» Когда проходили мимо буфета, Ане очень хотелось чего-нибудь сладкого; она любила шоколад и яблочное пирожное, но денег у неё не было, а спросить у мужа она стеснялась. Он брал грушу, мял её пальцами и спрашивал нерешительно:

— Сколько стоит?

— Двадцать пять копеек.

— Однако! — говорил он и клал грушу на место; но так как было неловко отойти от буфета, ничего не купивши, то он требовал сельтерской воды и выпивал один всю бутылку, и слёзы выступали у него на глазах, и Аня ненавидела его в это время.

Или он, вдруг весь покраснев, говорил ей быстро:

— Поклонись этой старой даме!

— Но я с ней незнакома.

— Всё равно. Это супруга управляющего казённой палатой! Поклонись же, тебе говорю! — ворчал он настойчиво. — Голова у тебя не отвалится.

Аня кланялась, и голова у неё в самом деле не отваливалась, но было мучительно. Она делала всё, что хотел муж, и злилась на себя за то, что он обманул её, как последнюю дурочку. Выходила она за него только из-за денег, а между тем денег у неё теперь было меньше, чем до замужества. Прежде хоть отец давал двугривенные, а теперь — ни гроша. Брать тайно или просить она не могла, она боялась мужа, трепетала его. Ей казалось, что страх к этому человеку она носит в своей душе уже давно. Когда-то в детстве самой внушительной и страшной силой, надвигающейся как туча или локомотив, готовый задавить, ей всегда представлялся директор гимназии; другой такою же силой, о которой в семье всегда говорили и которую почему-то боялись, был его сиятельство; и был ещё десяток сил помельче, и между ними учителя гимназии с бритыми усами, строгие, неумолимые, и теперь вот, наконец, Модест Алексеич, человек с правилами, который даже лицом походил на директора. И в воображении Ани все эти силы сливались в одно и в виде одного страшного громадного белого медведя надвигались на слабых и виноватых, таких, как её отец, и она боялась сказать что-нибудь против, и натянуто улыбалась, и выражала притворное удовольствие, когда её грубо ласкали и оскверняли объятиями, наводившими на неё ужас.

Только один раз Пётр Леонтьич осмелился попросить у него пятьдесят рублей взаймы, чтобы заплатить какой-то очень неприятный долг, но какое это было страдание!

— Хорошо, я вам дам, — сказал Модест Алексеич, подумав, — но предупреждаю, что больше уже не буду помогать вам, пока вы не бросите пить. Для человека, состоящего на государственной службе, постыдна такая слабость. Не могу не напомнить вам общеизвестного факта, что многих способных людей погубила эта страсть, между тем как при воздержании они, быть может, могли бы со временем сделаться высокопоставленными людьми.

И потянулись длинные периоды: «по мере того»… «исходя из того положения»… «ввиду только что сказанного», а бедный Пётр Леонтьич страдал от унижения и испытывал сильное желание выпить.

И мальчики, приходившие к Ане в гости, обыкновенно в рваных сапогах и в поношенных брюках, тоже должны были выслушивать наставления.

— Каждый человек должен иметь свои обязанности! — говорил им Модест Алексеич.

А денег не давал. Но зато он дарил Ане кольца, браслеты и броши, говоря, что эти вещи хорошо иметь про чёрный день. И часто от отпирал её комод и делал ревизию: все ли вещи целы.

 

II

 

Наступила между тем зима. Ещё задолго до Рождества в местной газете было объявлено, что 29-го декабря в дворянском собрании «имеет быть» обычный зимний бал. Каждый вечер после карт Модест Алексеич, взволнованный, шептался с чиновницами, озабоченно поглядывая на Аню, и потом долго ходил из угла в угол, о чём-то думая. Наконец, как-то поздно вечером, он остановился перед Аней и сказал:

— Ты должна сшить себе бальное платье. Понимаешь? Только, пожалуйста, посоветуйся с Марьей Григорьевной и с Натальей Кузьминишной.

И дал ей сто рублей. Она взяла; но, заказывая бальное платье, ни с кем не советовалась, а поговорила только с отцом и постаралась вообразить себе, как бы оделась на бал её мать. Её покойная мать сама одевалась всегда по последней моде и всегда возилась с Аней и одевала её изящно, как куклу, и научила её говорить по-французски и превосходно танцевать мазурку (до замужества она пять лет прослужила в гувернантках). Аня так же, как мать, могла из старого платья сделать новое, мыть в бензине перчатки, брать напрокат bijoux и так же, как мать, умела щурить глаза, картавить, принимать красивые позы, приходить, когда нужно, в восторг, глядеть печально и загадочно. А от отца она унаследовала тёмный цвет волос и глаз, нервность и эту манеру всегда прихорашиваться.

Когда за полчаса до отъезда на бал Модест Алексеич вошёл к ней без сюртука, чтобы перед её трюмо надеть себе на шею орден, то, очарованный её красотой и блеском её свежего, воздушного наряда, самодовольно расчесал себе бакены и сказал:

— Вот ты у меня какая… вот ты какая! Анюта! — продолжал он, вдруг впадая в торжественный тон. — Я тебя осчастливил, а сегодня ты можешь осчастливить меня. Прошу тебя, представься супруге его сиятельства! Ради бога! Через неё я могу получить старшего докладчика!

Поехали на бал. Вот и дворянское собрание, и подъезд со швейцаром. Передняя с вешалками, шубы, снующие лакеи и декольтированные дамы, закрывающиеся веерами от сквозного ветра; пахнет светильным газом и солдатами. Когда Аня, идя вверх по лестнице под руку с мужем, услышала музыку и увидала в громадном зеркале всю себя, освещённую множеством огней, то в душе её проснулась радость и то самое предчувствие счастья, какое испытала она в лунный вечер на полустанке. Она шла гордая, самоуверенная, в первый раз чувствуя себя не девочкой, а дамой, и невольно походкою и манерами подражая своей покойной матери. И в первый раз в жизни она чувствовала себя богатой и свободной. Даже присутствие мужа не стесняло её, так как, перейдя порог собрания, она уже угадала инстинктом, что близость старого мужа нисколько не унижает её, а, наоборот, кладёт на неё печать пикантной таинственности, которая так нравится мужчинам. В большой зале уже гремел оркестр и начались танцы. После казённой квартиры, охваченная впечатлениями света, пестроты, музыки, шума, Аня окинула взглядом залу и подумала: «Ах, как хорошо!» и сразу отличила в толпе всех своих знакомых, всех, кого она раньше встречала на вечерах или на гуляньях, всех этих офицеров, учителей, адвокатов, чиновников, помещиков, его сиятельство, Артынова и дам высшего общества, разодетых, сильно декольтированных, красивых и безобразных, которые уже занимали свои позиции в избушках и павильонах благотворительного базара, чтобы начать торговлю в пользу бедных. Громадный офицер в эполетах — она познакомилась с ним на Старо-Киевской улице, когда была гимназисткой, а теперь не помнила его фамилии — точно из-под земли вырос и пригласил на вальс, и она отлетела от мужа, и ей уж казалось, будто она плыла на парусной лодке, в сильную бурю, а муж остался далеко на берегу… Она танцевала страстно, с увлечением и вальс, и польку, и кадриль, переходя с рук на руки, угорая от музыки и шума, мешая русский язык с французским, картавя, смеясь и не думая ни о муже, ни о ком и ни о чём. Она имела успех у мужчин, это было ясно, да иначе и быть не могло, она задыхалась от волнения, судорожно тискала в руках веер и хотела пить. Отец, Пётр Леонтьич, в помятом фраке, от которого пахло бензином, подошёл к ней, протягивая блюдечко с красным мороженым.

— Ты очаровательна сегодня, — говорил он, глядя на неё с восторгом, — и никогда ещё я так не жалел, что ты поспешила замуж… Зачем? Я знаю, ты сделала это ради нас, но… — он дрожащими руками вытащил пачечку денег и сказал: — Я сегодня получил с урока и могу отдать долг твоему мужу.

Она сунула ему в руки блюдечко и, подхваченная кем-то, унеслась далеко и мельком, через плечо своего кавалера, видела, как отец, скользя по паркету, обнял даму и понёсся с ней по зале.

«Как он мил, когда трезв!» — думала она.

Мазурку она танцевала с тем же громадным офицером; он важно и тяжело, словно туша в мундире, ходил, поводил плечами и грудью, притоптывал ногами еле-еле — ему страшно не хотелось танцевать, а она порхала около, дразня его своей красотой, своей открытой шеей; глаза её горели задором, движения были страстные, а он становился всё равнодушнее и протягивал к ней руки милостиво, как король.

— Браво, браво!.. — говорили в публике.

Но мало-помалу и громадного офицера прорвало; он оживился, заволновался и, уже поддавшись очарованию, вошёл в азарт и двигался легко, молодо, а она только поводила плечами и глядела лукаво, точно она уже была королева, а он раб, и в это время ей казалось, что на них смотрит вся зала, что все эти люди млеют и завидуют им. Едва громадный офицер успел поблагодарить её, как публика вдруг расступилась и мужчины вытянулись как-то странно, опустив руки… Это шёл к ней его сиятельство, во фраке с двумя звёздами. Да, его сиятельство шёл именно к ней, потому что глядел прямо на неё в упор и слащаво улыбался, и при этом жевал губами, что делал он всегда, когда видел хорошеньких женщин.

— Очень рад, очень рад… — начал он. — А я прикажу посадить вашего мужа на гауптвахту за то, что он до сих пор скрывал от нас такое сокровище. Я к вам с поручением от жены, — продолжал он, подавая ей руку, — Вы должны помочь нам… М-да… Нужно назначить вам премию за красоту… как в Америке… М-да… Американцы… Моя жена ждёт вас с нетерпением.

Он привёл её в избушку, к пожилой даме, у которой нижняя часть лица была несоразмерно велика, так что казалось, будто она во рту держала большой камень.

— Помогите нам, — сказала она в нос, нараспев. — Все хорошенькие женщины работают на благотворительном базаре, и только одна вы почему-то гуляете. Отчего вы не хотите нам помочь?

Она ушла, и Аня заняла её место около серебряного самовара с чашками. Тотчас же началась бойкая торговля. За чашку чаю Аня брала не меньше рубля, а громадного офицера заставила выпить три чашки. Подошёл Артынов, богач, с выпуклыми глазами, страдающий одышкой, но уже не в том странном костюме, в каком видела его Аня летом, а во фраке, как все. Не отрывая глаз с Ани, он выпил бокал шампанского и заплатил сто рублей, потом выпил чаю и дал ещё сто — и всё это молча, страдая астмой… Аня зазывала покупателей и брала с них деньги, уже глубоко убеждённая, что её улыбки и взгляды не доставляют этим людям ничего, кроме большого удовольствия. Она уже поняла, что она создана исключительно для этой шумной, блестящей, смеющейся жизни с музыкой, танцами, поклонниками, и давнишний страх её перед силой, которая надвигается и грозит задавить, казался ей смешным; никого она уже не боялась и только жалела, что нет матери, которая порадовалась бы теперь вместе с ней её успехам.

Пётр Леонтьич, уже бледный, но ещё крепко держась на ногах, подошёл к избушке и попросил рюмку коньяку. Аня покраснела, ожидая, что он скажет что-нибудь неподобающее (ей уже было стыдно, что у неё такой бедный, такой обыкновенный отец), но он выпил, выбросил из своей пачечки десять рублей и важно отошёл, не сказав ни слова. Немного погодя она видела, как он шёл в паре в grand rond и в этот раз он уже пошатывался и что-то выкрикивал, к великому конфузу своей дамы, и Аня вспомнила, как года три назад на балу он так же вот пошатывался и выкрикивал — и кончилось тем, что околоточный увёз его домой спать, а на другой день директор грозил уволить со службы. Как некстати было это воспоминание!

Когда в избушках потухли самовары и утомлённые благотворительницы сдали выручку пожилой даме с камнем во рту, Артынов повёл Аню под руку в залу, где был сервирован ужин для всех участвовавших в благотворительном базаре. Ужинало человек двадцать, не больше, но было очень шумно. Его сиятельство провозгласил тост: «В этой роскошной столовой будет уместно выпить за процветание дешёвых столовых, служивших предметом сегодняшнего базара». Бригадный генерал предложил выпить «за силу, перед которой пасует даже артиллерия», и всё потянулись чокаться с дамами. Было очень, очень весело!

Когда Аню провожали домой, то уже светало и кухарки шли на рынок. Радостная, пьяная, полная новых впечатлений, замученная, она разделась, повалилась в постель и тотчас же уснула…

Во втором часу дня её разбудила горничная и доложила, что приехал господин Артынов с визитом. Она быстро оделась и пошла в гостиную. Вскоре после Артынова приезжал его сиятельство благодарить за участие в благотворительном базаре. Он, глядя на неё слащаво и жуя, поцеловал ей ручку и попросил позволения бывать ещё и уехал, а она стояла среди гостиной, изумлённая, очарованная, не веря, что перемена в её жизни, удивительная перемена, произошла так скоро; и в это самое время вошёл её муж, Модест Алексеич… И перед ней также стоял он теперь с тем же заискивающим, сладким, холопски-почтительным выражением, какое она привыкла видеть у него в присутствии сильных и знатных; и с восторгом, с негодованием, с презрением, уже уверенная, что ей за это ничего не будет, она сказала, отчётливо выговаривая каждое слово:

— Подите прочь, болван!

После этого у Ани не было уже ни одного свободного дня, так как она принимала участие то в пикнике, то в прогулке, то в спектакле. Возвращалась она домой каждый день под утро и ложилась в гостиной на полу, и потом рассказывала всем трогательно, как она спит под цветами. Денег нужно было очень много, но она уже не боялась Модеста Алексеича и тратила его деньги, как свои; и она не просила, не требовала, а только посылала ему счета или записки: «выдать подателю сего 200 р.» или: «немедленно уплатить 100 р.»

На Пасхе Модест Алексеич получил Анну второй степени. Когда он пришёл благодарить, его сиятельство отложил в сторону газету и сел поглубже в кресло.

— Значит, у вас теперь три Анны, — сказал он, осматривая свои белые руки с розовыми ногтями, — одна в петлице, две на шее.


Модест Алексеич приложил два пальца к губам из осторожности, чтобы не рассмеяться громко, и сказал:

— Теперь остаётся ожидать появления на свет маленького Владимира. Осмелюсь просить ваше сиятельство в восприемники.

Он намекал на Владимира IV степени и уже воображал, как он будет всюду рассказывать об этом своём каламбуре, удачном по находчивости и смелости, и хотел сказать ещё что-нибудь такое же удачное, но его сиятельство вновь углубился в газету и кивнул головой…

А Аня всё каталась на тройках, ездила с Артыновым на охоту, играла в одноактных пьесах, ужинала, и всё реже и реже бывала у своих. Они обедали уже одни. Пётр Леонтьич запивал сильнее прежнего, денег не было, и фисгармонию давно уже продали за долг. Мальчики теперь не отпускали его одного на улицу и всё следили за ним, чтобы он не упал; и когда во время катанья на Старо-Киевской им встречалась Аня на паре с пристяжной на отлёте и с Артыновым на козлах вместо кучера, Пётр Леонтьич снимал цилиндр и собирался что-то крикнуть, а Петя и Андрюша брали его под руки и говорили умоляюще:

— Не надо, папочка… Будет, папочка…

 

---------------------------------------------------------

 

10. В ОВРАГЕ

 

I

 

Село Уклеево лежало в овраге, так что с шоссе и со станции железной дороги видны были только колокольня и трубы ситценабивных фабрик. Когда прохожие спрашивали, какое это село, то им говорили:

— Это то самое, где дьячок на похоронах всю икру съел.

Как-то на поминках у фабриканта Костюкова старик дьячок увидел среди закусок зернистую икру и стал есть ее с жадностью; его толкали, дергали за рукав, но он словно окоченел от наслаждения: ничего не чувствовал и только ел. Съел всю икру, а в банке было фунта четыре. И прошло уж много времени с тех пор, дьячок давно умер, а про икру всё помнили. Жизнь ли была так бедна здесь, или люди не умели подметить ничего, кроме этого неважного события, происшедшего десять лет назад, а только про село Уклеево ничего другого не рассказывали.

В нем не переводилась лихорадка и была топкая грязь даже летом, особенно под заборами, над которыми сгибались старые вербы, дававшие широкую тень. Здесь всегда пахло фабричными отбросами и уксусной кислотой, которую употребляли при выделке ситцев. Фабрики — три ситцевых и одна кожевенная — находились не в самом селе, а на краю и поодаль. Это были небольшие фабрики, и на всех их было занято около четырехсот рабочих, не больше. От кожевенной фабрики вода в речке часто становилась вонючей; отбросы заражали луг, крестьянский скот страдал от сибирской язвы, и фабрику приказано было закрыть. Она считалась закрытой, но работала тайно с ведома станового пристава и уездного врача, которым владелец платил по десяти рублей в месяц. Во всем селе было только два порядочных дома, каменных, крытых железом; в одном помещалось волостное правление, в другом, двухэтажном, как раз против церкви, жил Цыбукин, Григорий Петров, епифанский мещанин.

Григорий держал бакалейную лавочку, но это только для вида, на самом же деле торговал водкой, скотом, кожами, хлебом в зерне, свиньями, торговал чем придется, и когда, например, за границу требовались для дамских шляп сороки, то он наживал на каждой паре по тридцати копеек; он скупал лес на сруб, давал деньги в рост, вообще был старик оборотливый.

У него было два сына. Старший, Анисим, служил в полиции, в сыскном отделении, и редко бывал дома. Младший, Степан, пошел по торговой части и помогал отцу, но настоящей помощи от него не ждали, так как он был слаб здоровьем и глух; его жена Аксинья, красивая, стройная женщина, ходившая в праздники в шляпке и с зонтиком, рано вставала, поздно ложилась и весь день бегала, подобрав свои юбки и гремя ключами, то в амбар, то в погреб, то в лавку, и старик Цыбукин глядел на нее весело, глаза у него загорались, и в это время он жалел, что на ней женат не старший сын, а младший, глухой, который, очевидно, мало смыслил в женской красоте.

У старика всегда была склонность к семейной жизни, и он любил свое семейство больше всего на свете, особенно старшего сына-сыщика и невестку. Аксинья, едва вышла за глухого, как обнаружила необыкновенную деловитость и уже знала, кому можно отпустить в долг, кому нельзя, держала при себе ключи, не доверяя их даже мужу, щелкала на счетах, заглядывала лошадям в зубы, как мужик, и всё смеялась или покрикивала; и, что бы она ни делала, ни говорила, старик только умилялся и бормотал:

— Ай да невестушка! Ай да красавица, матушка…

Он был вдов, но через год после свадьбы сына не выдержал и сам женился. Ему нашли за тридцать верст от Уклеева девушку Варвару Николаевну из хорошего семейства, уже пожилую, но красивую, видную. Едва она поселилась в комнатке в верхнем этаже, как всё просветлело в доме, точно во все окна были вставлены новые стекла. Засветились лампадки, столы покрылись белыми как снег скатертями, на окнах и в палисаднике показались цветы с красными глазками, и уж за обедом ели не из одной миски, а перед каждым ставилась тарелка. Варвара Николаевна улыбалась приятно и ласково, и казалось, что в доме всё улыбается. И во двор, чего раньше никогда не было, стали заходить нищие, странники, богомолки; послышались под окнами жалобные, певучие голоса уклеевских баб и виноватый кашель слабых, испитых мужиков, уволенных с фабрики за пьянство. Варвара помогала деньгами, хлебом, старой одеждой, а потом, обжившись, стала потаскивать и из лавки. Раз глухой видел, как она унесла две осьмушки чаю, и это его смутило.

— Тут мамаша взяли две осьмушки чаю, — сообщил он потом отцу. — Куда это записать?

Старик ничего не ответил, а постоял, подумал, шевеля бровями, и пошел наверх к жене.

— Варварушка, ежели тебе, матушка, — сказал он ласково, — понадобится что в лавке, то ты бери. Бери себе на здоровье, не сомневайся.

И на другой день глухой, пробегая через двор, крикнул ей:

— Вы, мамаша, ежели что нужно, — берите!

В том, что она подавала милостыню, было что-то новое, что-то веселое и легкое, как в лампадках и красных цветочках. Когда в заговенье или в престольный праздник, который продолжался три дня, сбывали мужикам протухлую солонину с таким тяжким запахом, что трудно было стоять около бочки, и принимали от пьяных в заклад косы, шапки, женины платки, когда в грязи валялись фабричные, одурманенные плохой водкой, и грех, казалось, сгустившись, уже туманом стоял в воздухе, тогда становилось как-то легче при мысли, что там, в доме, есть тихая, опрятная женщина, которой нет дела ни до солонины, ни до водки; милостыня ее действовала в эти тягостные, туманные дни, как предохранительный клапан в машине.

Дни в доме Цыбукина проходили в заботах. Еще солнце не всходило, а Аксинья уже фыркала, умываясь в сенях, самовар кипел в кухне и гудел, предсказывая что-то недоброе. Старик Григорий Петров, одетый в длинный черный сюртук и ситцевые брюки, в высоких ярких сапогах, такой чистенький, маленький, похаживал по комнатам и постукивал каблучками, как свекор-батюшка в известной песне. Отпирали лавку. Когда становилось светло, подавали к крыльцу беговые дрожки и старик молодцевато садился на них, надвигая свой большой картуз до ушей, и, глядя на него, никто не сказал бы, что ему уже 56 лет. Его провожали жена и невестка, и в это время, когда на нем был хороший, чистый сюртук и в дрожки был запряжен громадный вороной жеребец, стоивший триста рублей, старик не любил, чтобы к нему подходили мужики со своими просьбами и жалобами; он ненавидел мужиков и брезговал ими, и если видел, что какой-нибудь мужик дожидается у ворот, то кричал гневно:

— Что стал там? Проходи дальше!

Или кричал, если то был нищий:

— Бог дасьть!

Он уезжал по делам; жена его, одетая в темное, в черном фартуке, убирала комнаты или помогала в кухне. Аксинья торговала в лавке, и слышно было во дворе, как звенели бутылки и деньги, как она смеялась или кричала и как сердились покупатели, которых она обижала; и в то же время было заметно, что там в лавке тайная торговля водкой уже идет. Глухой тоже сидел в лавке или, без шапки, заложив руки в карманы, ходил по улице и рассеянно поглядывал то на избы, то вверх на небо. Раз шесть в день в доме пили чай; раза четыре садились за стол есть. А вечером считали выручку и записывали, потом спали крепко.

В Уклееве все три ситцевые фабрики и квартиры фабрикантов Хрыминых Старших, Хрыминых Младших и Костюкова были соединены телефоном. Провели телефон и в волостное правление, но там он скоро перестал действовать, так как в нем завелись клопы и прусаки. Волостной старшина был малограмотен и в бумагах каждое слово писал с большой буквы, но когда испортился телефон, то он сказал:

— Да, теперь нам без телефона будет трудновато.

Хрымины Старшие постоянно судились с Младшими, иногда и Младшие ссорились между собою и начинали судиться, и тогда их фабрика не работала месяц, два, пока они опять не мирились, и это развлекало жителей Уклеева, так как по поводу каждой ссоры было много разговоров и сплетен. В праздники Костюков и Хрымины Младшие устраивали катанье, носились по Уклееву и давили телят. Аксинья, шурша накрахмаленными юбками, разодетая, прогуливалась на улице, около своей лавки; Младшие подхватывали ее и увозили как будто насильно. Тогда выезжал и старик Цыбукин, чтобы показать свою новую лошадь, и брал с собой Варвару.

Вечером, после катанья, когда ложились спать, во дворе у Младших играли на дорогой гармонике, и если была луна, то от звуков этих становилось на душе тревожно и радостно, и Уклеево уже не казалось ямой.

 

II

 

Старший сын Анисим приезжал домой очень редко, только в большие праздники, но зато часто присылал с земляками гостинцы и письма, написанные чьим-то чужим почерком, очень красивым, всякий раз на листе писчей бумаги в виде прошения. Письма были полны выражений, каких Анисим никогда не употреблял в разговоре: «Любезные папаша и мамаша, посылаю вам фунт цветочного чаю для удовлетворения вашей физической потребности».

Внизу каждого письма было нацарапано, точно испорченным пером: «Анисим Цыбукин», и под этим опять тем же превосходным почерком: «Агент».

Письма читались вслух по нескольку раз, и старик, растроганный, красный от волнения, говорил:

— Вот, не захотел дома жить, пошел по ученой части. Что ж, пускай! Кто к чему приставлен.

Как-то перед масленицей пошел сильный дождь с крупой; старик и Варвара подошли к окну, чтобы посмотреть, а глядь — Анисим едет в санях со станции. Его совсем не ждали. Он вошел в комнату беспокойный и чем-то встревоженный и таким оставался потом всё время; и держал себя как-то развязно. Не спешил уезжать, и похоже было, как будто его уволили со службы. Варвара была рада его приезду; она поглядывала на него как-то лукаво, вздыхала и покачивала головой.

— Как же это такое, батюшки? — говорила она. — Этих-тех, парню уже двадцать восьмой годочек пошел, а он всё холостой разгуливает, ох-тех-те…

Из другой комнаты ее тихая, ровная речь слышалась так: «Ох-тех-те». Она стала шептаться со стариком и с Аксиньей, и их лица тоже приняли лукавое и таинственное выражение, как у заговорщиков.

Решили женить Анисима.

— Ох-тех-те!.. Младшего брата давно оженили, — говорила Варвара, — а ты всё без пары, словно петух на базаре. По-каковски это? Этих-тех, оженишься, бог даст, там как хочешь, поедешь на службу, а жена останется дома помощницей-те. Без порядку-те живешь, парень, и все порядки, вижу, забыл. Ох-тех-те, грех один с вами, с городскими.

Когда Цыбукины женились, то для них, как для богатых, выбирали самых красивых невест. И для Анисима отыскали тоже красивую. Сам он имел неинтересную, незаметную наружность; при слабом, нездоровом сложении и при небольшом росте у него были полные, пухлые щеки, точно он надувал их; глаза не мигали, и взгляд был острый, бородка рыжая, жидкая, и, задумавшись, он всё совал ее в рот и кусал; и к тому же он часто выпивал, и это было заметно по его лицу и походке. Но когда ему сообщили, что для него уже есть невеста, очень красивая, то он сказал:

— Ну, да ведь и я тоже не кривой. Наше семейство Цыбукины, надо сказать, все красивые.

Под самым городом было село Торгуево. Одна половина его была недавно присоединена к городу, другая оставалась селом. В первой, в своем домике, проживала одна вдова; у нее была сестра, совсем бедная, ходившая на поденную работу, а у этой сестры была дочь Липа, девушка, ходившая тоже на поденку. О красоте Липы уже говорили в Торгуеве, и только смущала всех ее ужасная бедность; рассуждали так, что какой-нибудь пожилой или вдовец женится, не глядя на бедность, или возьмет ее к себе «так», а при ней и мать сыта будет. Варвара узнала о Липе от свах и съездила в Торгуево.

Потом в доме тетки были устроены смотрины, как следует, с закуской и вином, и Липа была в новом розовом платье, сшитом нарочно для смотрин, и пунцовая ленточка, точно пламень, светилась в ее волосах. Она была худенькая, слабая, бледная, с тонкими, нежными чертами, смуглая от работы на воздухе; грустная, робкая улыбка не сходила у нее с лица, и глаза смотрели по-детски — доверчиво и с любопытством.

Она была молода, еще девочка, с едва заметной грудью, но венчать было уже можно, так как года вышли. В самом деле она была красива, и одно только могло в ней не нравиться — это ее большие, мужские руки, которые теперь праздно висели, как две большие клешни.

— Нет приданого — и мы без внимания, — говорил старик тетке, — для сына нашего Степана мы взяли тоже из бедного семейства, а теперь не нахвалимся. Что в доме, что в деле — золотые руки.

Липа стояла у двери и как будто хотела сказать: «Делайте со мной, что хотите: я вам верю», а ее мать Прасковья, поденщица, пряталась в кухне и замирала от робости. Когда-то, еще в молодости, один купец, у которого она мыла полы, рассердившись, затопал на нее ногами, она сильно испугалась, обомлела, и на всю жизнь у нее в душе остался страх. А от страха всегда дрожали руки и ноги, дрожали щеки. Сидя в кухне, она старалась подслушать, о чем говорят гости, и всё крестилась, прижимая пальцы ко лбу и поглядывая на образ. Анисим, слегка пьяный, отворял дверь в кухню и говорил развязно:

— Что же это вы тут сидите, мамаша драгоценная? Нам без вас скучно.

А Прасковья, оробев, прижимая руки к своей тощей, исхудалой груди, отвечала:

— Что вы, помилуйте-с… Много вами довольны-с.

После смотрин назначили день свадьбы. Потом у себя дома Анисим всё ходил по комнатам и посвистывал или же, вдруг вспомнив о чем-то, задумывался и глядел в пол неподвижно, пронзительно, точно взглядом хотел проникнуть глубоко в землю. Он не выражал ни удовольствия от того, что женится, женится скоро, на Красной Горке, ни желания повидаться с невестой, а только посвистывал. И было очевидно, что женится он только потому, что этого хотят отец и мачеха, и потому, что в деревне такой уж обычай: сын женится, чтобы дома была помощница. Уезжая, он не торопился и держал себя вообще не так, как в прошлые свои приезды, — был как-то особенно развязен и говорил не то, что нужно.

 

III

 

В деревне Шикаловой жили портнихи, две сестры-хлыстовки. Им были заказаны к свадьбе обновы, и они часто приходили примеривать и подолгу пили чай.

Варваре сшили коричневое платье с черными кружевами и со стеклярусом, а Аксинье — светло-зеленое, с желтой грудью и со шлейфом. Когда портнихи кончили, то Цыбукин заплатил им не деньгами, а товаром из своей лавки, и они ушли от него грустные, держа в руках узелки со стеариновыми свечами и сардинами, которые были им совсем не нужны, и, выйдя из села в поле, сели на бугорок и стали плакать.

Анисим приехал за три дня до свадьбы, во всем новом. На нем были блестящие резиновые калоши и вместо галстука красный шнурок с шариками, и на плечах висело пальто, не надетое в рукава, тоже новое.

Степенно помолившись богу, он поздоровался с отцом и дал ему десять серебряных рублей и десять полтинников; и Варваре дал столько же, Аксинье — двадцать четвертаков. Главная прелесть этого подарка была именно в том, что все монеты, как на подбор, были новенькие и сверкали на солнце. Стараясь казаться степенным и серьезным, Анисим напрягал лицо и надувал щеки, и от него пахло вином; вероятно, на каждой станции выбегал к буфету. И опять была какая-то развязность, что-то лишнее в человеке. Потом Анисим и старик пили чай и закусывали, а Варвара перебирала в руках новенькие рубли и расспрашивала про земляков, живших в городе.

— Ничего, благодарить бога, живут хорошо, — говорил Анисим. — Только вот у Ивана Егорова происшествие в семейной жизни: померла его старуха Софья Никифоровна. От чахотки. Поминальный обед за упокой души заказывали у кондитера, по два с полтиной с персоны. И виноградное вино было. Которые мужики, наши земляки — и за них тоже по два с полтиной. Ничего не ели. Нешто мужик понимает соус!

— Два с полтиной! — сказал старик и покачал головой.

— А что же? Там не деревня. Зайдешь в ресторан подзакусить, спросишь того-другого, компания соберется, выпьешь — ан глядишь, уже рассвет, и пожалуйте по три или по четыре рубля с каждого. А когда с Самородовым, так тот любит, чтоб после всего кофий с коньяком, а коньяк по шести гривен рюмочка-с.

— И всё врет, — проговорил старик в восхищении. — И всё врет!

— И теперь всегда с Самородовым. Это тот самый Самородов, что вам мои письма пишет. Великолепно пишет. И если б рассказать, мамаша, — весело продолжал Анисим, обращаясь к Варваре, — какой человек есть этот самый Самородов, то вы не поверите. Мы его все Мухтаром зовем, так как он вроде армяшки — весь черный. Я его насквозь вижу, все дела его знаю вот как свои пять пальцев, мамаша, и он это чувствует и всё за мной ходит, не отстает, и нас теперь водой не разольешь. Ему как будто жутковато, но и без меня жить не может. Куда я, туда и он. У меня, мамаша, верный, правильный глаз. Глядишь на толкучке: мужик рубаху продает. — Стой, рубаха краденая! — И верно, так и выходит: рубаха краденая.

— Откуда же ты знаешь? — спросила Варвара.

— Ниоткуда, глаз у меня такой. Я не знаю, какая там рубаха, а только почему-то так меня и тянет к ней: краденая и всё тут. У нас в сыскном так уж и говорят: «Ну, Анисим пошел вальдшнепов стрелять!» Это значит — искать краденое. Да… Украсть всякий может, да вот как сберечь! Велика земля, а спрятать краденое негде.

— А в нашем селе у Гунторевых на прошлой неделе угнали барана и двух ярок, — сказала Варвара и вздохнула. — И поискать некому… Ох-тех-те…

— Что ж? Поискать можно. Это ничего, можно.

Подошел день свадьбы. Это был прохладный, но ясный, веселый апрельский день. Уже с раннего утра по Уклееву разъезжали, звеня колоколами, тройки и пары с разноцветными лентами на дугах и в гривах. В вербах шумели грачи, потревоженные этой ездой, и, надсаживаясь, не умолкая, пели скворцы, как будто радуясь, что у Цыбукиных свадьба.

В доме на столах уже были длинные рыбы, окорока и птицы с начинкой, коробки со шпротами, разные соленья и маринады и множество бутылок с водкой и винами, пахло копченой колбасой и прокисшими омарами. И около столов, постукивая каблучками и точа нож о нож, ходил старик. Варвару то и дело окликали, чего-нибудь требовали, и она с растерянным видом, тяжело дыша, бегала в кухню, где с рассвета работал повар от Костюкова и белая кухарка от Хрыминых Младших. Аксинья, завитая, без платья, в корсете, в новых скрипучих ботинках, носилась по двору как вихрь, и только мелькали ее голые колени и грудь. Было шумно, слышалась брань, божба; прохожие останавливались у настежь открытых ворот, и чувствовалось во всем, что готовится что-то необыкновенное.

— За невестой поехали!

Звонки заливались и замирали далеко за деревней… В третьем часу побежал народ: опять послышались звонки, везут невесту! Церковь была полна, горело паникадило, певчие, как пожелал того старик Цыбукин, пели по нотам. Блеск огней и яркие платья ослепили Липу, ей казалось, что певчие своими громкими голосами стучат по ее голове, как молотками; корсет, который она надела первый раз в жизни, и ботинки давили ее, и выражение у нее было такое, как будто она только что очнулась от обморока, — глядит и не понимает. Анисим, в черном сюртуке, с красным шнурком вместо галстука, задумался, глядя в одну точку, и когда певчие громко вскрикивали, быстро крестился. На душе у него было умиление, хотелось плакать. Эта церковь была знакома ему с раннего детства; когда-то покойная мать приносила его сюда приобщать, когда-то он пел на клиросе с мальчиками; ему так памятны каждый уголок, каждая икона. Его вот венчают, его нужно женить для порядка, но он уж не думал об этом, как-то не помнил, забыл совсем о свадьбе. Слезы мешали глядеть на иконы, давило под сердцем; он молился и просил у бога, чтобы несчастья, неминуемые, которые готовы уже разразиться над ним не сегодня-завтра, обошли бы его как-нибудь, как грозовые тучи в засуху обходят деревню, не дав ни одной капли дождя. И столько грехов уже наворочено в прошлом, столько грехов, так всё невылазно, непоправимо, что как-то даже несообразно просить о прощении. Но он просил и о прощении и даже всхлипнул громко, но никто не обратил на это внимания, так как подумали, что он выпивши.

Послышался тревожный детский плач:

— Милая мамка, унеси меня отсюда, касатка!

— Тише там! — крикнул священник.

Когда возвращались из церкви, то бежал вслед народ; около лавки, около ворот и во дворе под окнами тоже была толпа. Пришли бабы величать. Едва молодые переступили порог, как громко, изо всей силы, вскрикнули певчие, которые уже стояли в сенях со своими нотами; заиграла музыка, нарочно выписанная из города. Уже подносили донское шипучее в высоких бокалах, и подрядчик-плотник Елизаров, высокий, худощавый старик с такими густыми бровями, что глаза были едва видны, говорил, обращаясь к молодым:

— Анисим и ты, деточка, любите друг дружку, живите по-божески, деточки, и царица небесная вас не оставит. — Он припал к плечу старика и всхлипнул. — Григорий Петров, восплачем, восплачем от радости! — проговорил он тонким голоском и тотчас же вдруг захохотал и продолжал громко, басом: — Хо-хо-хо! И эта хороша у тебя невестка! Всё, значит, в ней на месте, всё гладенько, не громыхнет, вся механизма в исправности, винтов много.

Он был родом из Егорьевского уезда, но с молодых лет работал в Уклееве на фабриках и в уезде и прижился тут. Его давно уже знали старым, таким же вот тощим и длинным, и давно уже его звали Костылем. Быть может, оттого, что больше сорока лет ему приходилось заниматься на фабриках только ремонтом, — он о каждом человеке или вещи судил только со стороны прочности: не нужен ли ремонт. И прежде чем сесть за стол, он попробовал несколько стульев, прочны ли, и сига тоже потрогал.

После шипучего все стали садиться за стол. Гости говорили, двигая стульями. Пели в сенях певчие, играла музыка, и в это же время на дворе бабы величали, все в один голос, — и была какая-то ужасная, дикая смесь звуков, от которой кружилась голова.

Костыль вертелся на стуле и толкал соседей локтями, мешал говорить, и то плакал, то хохотал.

— Деточки, деточки, деточки… — бормотал он быстро. — Аксиньюшка-матушка, Варварушка, будем жить все в мире и согласии, топорики мои любезные…

Он пил мало и теперь опьянел от одной рюмки английской горькой. Эта отвратительная горькая, сделанная неизвестно из чего, одурманила всех, кто пил ее, точно ушибла. Стали заплетаться языки.

Тут было духовенство, приказчики с фабрик с женами, торговцы и трактирщики из других деревень. Волостной старшина и волостной писарь, служившие вместе уже четырнадцать лет и за всё это время не подписавшие ни одной бумаги, не отпустившие из волостного правления ни одного человека без того, чтобы не обмануть и не обидеть, сидели теперь рядом, оба толстые, сытые, и казалось, что они уже до такой степени пропитались неправдой, что даже кожа на лице у них была какая-то особенная, мошенническая. Жена писаря, женщина исхудалая, косая, привела с собой всех своих детей, и, точно хищная птица, косилась на тарелки, и хватала всё, что попадалось под руку, и прятала себе и детям в карманы.

Липа сидела окаменелая, всё с тем же выражением, как в церкви. Анисим, с тех пор как познакомился с ней, не проговорил с ней ни одного слова, так что до сих пор не знал, какой у нее голос; и теперь, сидя рядом, он всё молчал и пил английскую горькую, а когда охмелел, то заговорил, обращаясь к тетке, сидевшей напротив:

— У меня есть друг, по фамилии Самородов. Человек специальный. Личный почетный гражданин и может разговаривать. Но я его, тетенька, насквозь вижу, и он это чувствует. Позвольте с вами выпить за здоровье Самородова, тетенька!

Варвара ходила вокруг стола, угощая гостей, утомленная, растерянная, и, видимо, была довольна, что так много кушаний и всё так богато, — никто не осудит теперь. Зашло солнце, а обед продолжался; уже не понимали, что ели, что пили, нельзя было расслышать, что говорят, и только изредка, когда затихала музыка, ясно было слышно, как на дворе кричала какая-то баба:

— Насосались нашей крови, ироды, нет на вас погибели!

Вечером были танцы под музыку. Приехали Хрымины Младшие со своим вином, и один из них, когда танцевали кадриль, держал в обеих руках по бутылке, а во рту рюмку, и это всех смешило. Среди кадрили пускались вдруг вприсядку; зеленая Аксинья только мелькала, и от шлейфа ее дуло ветром. Кто-то оттоптал ей внизу оборку, и Костыль крикнул:

— Эй, внизу плинтус оторвали! Деточки!

У Аксиньи были серые наивные глаза, которые редко мигали, и на лице постоянно играла наивная улыбка. И в этих немигающих глазах, и в маленькой голове на длинной шее, и в ее стройности было что-то змеиное; зеленая, с желтой грудью, с улыбкой, она глядела, как весной из молодой ржи глядит на прохожего гадюка, вытянувшись и подняв голову. Хрымины держались с ней вольно, и заметно было очень, что со старшим из них она давно уже находилась в близких отношениях. А глухой ничего не понимал, не глядел на нее; он сидел, положив ногу на ногу, и ел орехи и раскусывал их так громко, что, казалось, стрелял из пистолета.

Но вот и сам старик Цыбукин вышел на средину и взмахнул платком, подавая знак, что и он тоже хочет плясать русскую, и по всему дому и во дворе в толпе пронесся гул одобрения:

— Сам вышел! Сам!

Плясала Варвара, а старик только помахивал платком и перебирал каблучками, но те, которые там, во дворе, нависая друг на друге, заглядывали в окна, были в восторге и на минуту простили ему всё — и его богатство, и обиды.

— Молодчина, Григорий Петров! — слышалось в толпе. — Так, старайся! Значит, еще можешь заниматься! Ха-ха!

Всё это кончилось поздно, во втором часу ночи. Анисим, пошатываясь, обходил на прощанье певчих и музыкантов и дарил каждому по новому полтиннику. И старик, не качаясь, а всё как-то ступая на одну ногу, провожал гостей и говорил каждому:

— Свадьба две тысячи стоила.

Когда расходились, у шикаловского трактирщика кто-то обменил хорошую поддевку на старую, и Анисим вдруг вспыхнул и стал кричать:

— Стой! Я сыщу сейчас! Я знаю, кто это украл! Стой!

Он выбежал на улицу, погнался за кем-то; его поймали, повели под руки домой и пихнули его, пьяного, красного от гнева, мокрого, в комнату, где тетка уже раздевала Липу, и заперли.

 

IV

 

Прошло пять дней. Анисим, собравшийся уезжать, пришел наверх к Варваре, чтобы проститься. У нее горели все лампадки, пахло ладаном, а сама она сидела у окна и вязала чулок из красной шерсти.

— Мало с нами пожил, — сказала она. — Заскучал небось? Ох-тех-те… Живем мы хорошо, всего у нас много, и свадьбу твою сыграли порядком, правильно; старик сказывал: две тысячи пошло. Одно слово, живем, как купцы, только вот скучно у нас. Уж очень народ обижаем. Сердце мое болит, дружок, обижаем как — и боже мой! Лошадь ли меняем, покупаем ли что, работника ли нанимаем — на всем обман. Обман и обман. Постное масло в лавке горькое, тухлое, у людей деготь лучше. Да нешто, скажи на милость, нельзя хорошим маслом торговать?

— Кто к чему приставлен, мамаша.

— Да ведь умирать надо? Ой-ой, право, поговорил бы ты с отцом!..

— А вы бы сами поговорили.

— Н-ну! Я ему свое, а он мне, как ты, в одно слово: кто к чему приставлен. На том свете так тебе и станут разбирать, кто к чему приставлен. У бога суд праведный.

— Конечно, никто не станет разбирать, — сказал Анисим и вздохнул. — Бога-то ведь, всё равно, нет, мамаша. Чего уж там разбирать!

Варвара посмотрела на него с удивлением, и засмеялась, и всплеснула руками. Оттого, что она так искренно удивилась его словам и смотрела на него как на чудака, он смутился.

— Бог, может, и есть, а только веры нет, — сказал он. — Когда меня венчали, мне было не по себе. Как вот возьмешь из-под курицы яйцо, а в нем цыпленок пищит, так во мне совесть вдруг запищала, и, пока меня венчали, я всё думал: есть бог! А как вышел из церкви — и ничего. Да и откуда мне знать, есть бог или нет? Нас с малолетства не тому учили, и младенец еще мать сосет, а его только одному и учат: кто к чему приставлен. Папаша ведь тоже в бога не верует. Вы как-то сказывали, что у Гунторева баранов угнали… Я нашел: это шикаловский мужик украл; он украл, а шкурки-то у папаши… Вот вам и вера!

Анисим подмигнул глазом и покачал головой.

— И старшина тоже не верит в бога, — продолжал он, — и писарь тоже, и дьячок тоже. А ежели они ходят в церковь и посты соблюдают, так это для того, чтобы люди про них худо не говорили, и на тот случай, что, может, и в самом деле страшный суд будет. Теперь так говорят, будто конец света пришел оттого, что народ ослабел, родителей не почитают и прочее. Это пустяки. Я так, мамаша, понимаю, что всё горе оттого, что совести мало в людях. Я вижу насквозь, мамаша, и понимаю. Ежели у человека рубаха краденая, я вижу. Человек сидит в трактире, и вам так кажется, будто он чай пьет и больше ничего, а я, чай-то чаем, вижу еще, что в нем совести нет. Так целый день ходишь — и ни одного человека с совестью. И вся причина, потому что не знают, есть бог или нет… Ну-с, мамаша, прощайте. Оставайтесь живы и здоровы, не поминайте лихом.

Анисим поклонился Варваре в ноги.

— Благодарим вас за всё, мамаша, — сказал он. — Нашему семейству от вас большая польза. Вы очень приличная женщина, и я вами много доволен.

Растроганный Анисим вышел, но опять вернулся и сказал:

— Меня Самородов впутал в одно дело: богат буду или пропаду. Ежели что случится, уж вы тогда, мамаша, утешьте моего родителя.

— Ну вот, что там! Ох-тех-те… Бог милостив. А ты бы, Анисим, этих-тех, жену бы свою приласкал, а то глядите друг на дружку надутые оба; хоть бы усмехнулись, право.

— Да какая-то она чудна́я… — сказал Анисим и вздохнул. — Не понимает ничего, молчит всё. Молода очень, пускай подрастет…

У крыльца уже стоял высокий, сытый, белый жеребец, запряженный в шарабан.

Старик Цыбукин разбежался, и сел молодцевато, и взял вожжи. Анисим поцеловался с Варварой, с Аксиньей и с братом. На крыльце стояла также Липа, стояла неподвижно и смотрела в сторону, как будто вышла не провожать, а так, неизвестно зачем. Анисим подошел к ней и прикоснулся губами к ее щеке слегка, чуть-чуть.

— Прощай, — сказал он.

И она, не поглядев на него, улыбнулась как-то странно; лицо у нее задрожало, и всем почему-то стало жаль ее. Анисим тоже сел с подскоком и подбоченился, так как считал себя красивым.

Когда выезжали из оврага наверх, то Анисим всё оглядывался назад, на село. Был теплый, ясный день. В первый раз выгнали скотину, и около стада ходили девушки и бабы, одетые по-праздничному. Бурый бык ревел, радуясь свободе, и рыл передними ногами землю. Всюду, и вверху, и внизу, пели жаворонки. Анисим оглядывался на церковь, стройную, беленькую — ее недавно побелили, — и вспомнил, как пять дней назад молился в ней; оглянулся на школу с зеленой крышей, на речку, в которой когда-то купался и удил рыбу, и радость колыхнулась в груди, и захотелось, чтобы вдруг из земли выросла стена и не пустила бы его дальше и он остался бы только с одним прошлым.

На станции подошли к буфету и выпили по рюмке хересу. Старик полез в карман за кошельком, чтобы заплатить.

— Я угощаю! — сказал Анисим.

Старик в умилении похлопал его по плечу и подмигнул буфетчику: вот-де какой у меня сын.

— Остался бы ты, Анисим, дома, при деле, — сказал он, — цены бы тебе не было! Я бы тебя, сынок, озолотил с головы до ног.

— Никак нельзя, папаша.

Херес был кисловатый, пахло от него сургучом, но выпили еще по рюмке.

Когда старик вернулся со станции, то в первую минуту не узнал своей младшей невестки. Как только муж выехал со двора, Липа изменилась, вдруг повеселела. Босая, в старой, поношенной юбке, засучив рукава до плеч, она мыла в сенях лестницу и пела тонким серебристым голоском, а когда выносила большую лохань с помоями и глядела на солнце со своей детской улыбкой, то было похоже, что это тоже жаворонок.

Старый работник, который проходил мимо крыльца, покачал головой и крякнул.

— Да и невестки же у тебя, Григорий Петров, бог тебе послал! — сказал он. — Не бабы, а чистый клад!

 

V

 

8 июля, в пятницу, Елизаров, по прозванию Костыль, и Липа возвращались из села Казанского, куда они ходили на богомолье, по случаю храмового праздника — Казанской божией матери. Далеко позади шла мать Липы Прасковья, которая всё отставала, так как была больна и задыхалась. Время было близко к вечеру.

— А-аа!.. — удивлялся Костыль, слушая Липу. — А-а!.. Ну-у?

— Я, Илья Макарыч, до варенья очень охотница, — говорила Липа. — Сяду себе в уголочке и всё чай пью с вареньем. Или с Варварой Николавной вместе пьем, а оне что-нибудь рассказывают чувствительное. У них варенья много — четыре банки. «Кушай, говорят, Липа, не сомневайся».

— А-аа!… Четыре банки!

— Богато живут. Чай с белой булкой; и говядины тоже сколько хочешь. Богато живут, только страшно у них, Илья Макарыч. И-и, как страшно!

— Чего ж тебе страшно, деточка? — спросил Костыль и оглянулся, чтобы посмотреть, далеко ли отстала Прасковья.

— Первое, как свадьбу сыграли, Анисима Григорьича боялась. Они ничего, не обижали, а только, как подойдут ко мне близко, так по всей по мне мороз, по всем косточкам. И ни одной ноченьки я не спала, всё тряслась и бога молила. А теперь Аксиньи боюсь, Илья Макарыч. Она ничего, всё усмехается, а только часом взглянет в окошко, а глазы у ней такие сердитые и горят зеленые, словно в хлеву у овцы. Хрымины Младшие ее сбивают: «У вашего старика, говорят, есть землица Бутёкино, десятин сорок, землица, говорят, с песочком и вода есть, так ты, говорят, Аксюша, построй от себе кирпичный завод, и мы в долю войдем». Кирпич теперь двадцать рублей тысяча. Дело спорое. Вчерась за обедом Аксинья и говорит старику: «Я, говорит, хочу в Бутёкине кирпичный завод ставить, буду сама себе купчиха». Говорит и усмехается. А Григорий Петрович с лица потемнели; видно, не понравилось. «Пока, говорят, я жив, нельзя врозь, надо всем вместе». А она глазами метнула, зубами заскриготела… Подали оладьи — не ест!

— А-аа!.. — удивился Костыль. — Не ест!

— И скажи, сделай милость, когда она спит! — продолжала Липа. — С полчасика поспит, а там вскочит, ходит, всё ходит, заглядывает: не сожгли б чего мужики, не украли б чего… Страшно с ней, Илья Макарыч! А Хрымины Младшие после свадьбы и спать не ложились, а поехали в город судиться; и народ болтает, будто через Аксинью всё. Два брата пообещались ей завод построить, а третий обижается, а фабрика с месяц стояла, и мой дяденька Прохор без работы по дворам корочки сбирал. Ты бы, говорю, дяденька, пока что, пахать пошел или дрова пилить, что срамиться! «Отбился, говорит, я от хрестианской работы, ничего, говорит, не умею, Липынька!..»

Около молодой осиновой рощицы остановились, чтобы отдохнуть, подождать Прасковью. Елизаров давно уже был подрядчиком, но не держал лошади, а ходил по всему уезду пешком, с одним мешочком, в котором были хлеб и лук, и шагал широко, размахивая руками. И идти с ним рядом было трудно.

У входа в рощу стоял межевой столб. Елизаров потрогал его: прочен ли. Подошла Прасковья, задыхаясь. Ее сморщенное, всегда испуганное лицо сияло счастьем: она была сегодня в церкви, как люди, потом ходила по ярмарке, пила там грушевый квас! С ней это бывало редко, и даже ей казалось теперь, будто она жила в свое удовольствие сегодня первый раз в жизни. Отдохнувши, все трое пошли рядом. Солнце уже заходило, и его лучи проникали сквозь рощу, светились на стволах. Впереди гулко раздавались голоса. Уклеевские девушки давно ушли вперед, но задержались тут в роще: вероятно, подбирали грибы.

— Эй, девки-и! — кричал Елизаров. — Эй, красотки!

В ответ слышался смех.

— Костыль идет! Костыль! Старый хрен!

И эхо тоже смеялось. Вот и роща осталась позади. Видны уже были верхушки фабричных труб, сверкнул крест на колокольне: это было село, «то самое, где дьячок на похоронах всю икру съел». Вот почти уже и дома; оставалось только спуститься в этот большой овраг. Липа и Прасковья, которые шли босиком, сели на траву, чтобы обуться; с ними сел и подрядчик. Если взглянуть сверху, то Уклеево со своими вербами, белой церковью и речкой казалось красивым, тихим, и мешали только крыши фабричные, выкрашенные из экономии в мрачный, дикий цвет. Видна была на той стороне по скату рожь — и копны, и снопы там, сям, точно раскиданные бурей, и только что скошенная, в рядах; и овес уже поспел и теперь на солнце отсвечивал, как перламутр. Была страда. Сегодня праздник, завтра, в субботу, убирать рожь, возить сено, а потом воскресенье, опять праздник; каждый день погромыхивал дальний гром; парило, похоже было на дождь, и, глядя теперь на поле, каждый думал о том, дал бы бог вовремя убраться с хлебом, и было весело и радостно, и непокойно на душе.

— Косари нынче до́роги, — сказала Прасковья. — Рубль сорок в день!

А с ярмарки из Казанского народ всё шел и шел; бабы, фабричные в новых картузах, нищие, ребята… То проезжала телега, поднимая пыль, и позади бежала непроданная лошадь, и точно была рада, что ее не продали, то вели за рога корову, которая упрямилась, то опять телега, а в ней пьяные мужики, свесив ноги. Одна старуха вела мальчика в большой шапке и в больших сапогах; мальчик изнемог от жары и тяжелых сапог, которые не давали его ногам сгибаться в коленях, но всё же изо всей силы, не переставая, дул в игрушечную трубу; уже спустились вниз и повернули в улицу, а трубу всё еще было слышно.

— А наши фабриканты что-то не в себе… — сказал Елизаров. — Беда! Костюков осерчал на меня. «Много, говорит, тесу пошло на карнизы». Как много? Сколько надо было, Василий Данилыч, столько, говорю, и пошло. Я его не с кашей ем, тес-то. «Как, говорит, ты можешь мне такие слова? Болван, такой-сякой! Не забывайся! Я, кричит, тебя подрядчиком сделал!» Эка, говорю, невидаль! Когда, говорю, не был в подрядчиках, всё равно каждый день чай пил. «Все, говорит, вы жулики…» Я смолчал. Мы на этом свете жулики, думаю, а вы на том свете будете жулики. Хо-хо-хо! На другой день отмяк. «Ты, говорит, на меня не гневайся, Макарыч, за мои слова. Ежели, говорит, я что лишнее, так ведь и то сказать, я купец первой гильдии, старше тебя, — ты смолчать должен». Вы, говорю, купец первой гильдии, а я плотник, это правильно. И святой Иосиф, говорю, был плотник. Дело наше праведное, богоугодное, а ежели, говорю, вам угодно быть старше, то сделайте милость, Василий Данилыч. А потом этого, после, значит, разговору, я и думаю: кто же старше? Купец первой гильдии или плотник? Стало быть, плотник, деточки!

Костыль подумал и добавил:

— Оно так, деточки. Кто трудится, кто терпит, тот и старше.

Солнце уже зашло, и над рекой, в церковной ограде и на полянах около фабрик поднимался густой туман, белый, как молоко. Теперь, когда быстро наступала темнота, мелькали внизу огни и когда казалось, что туман скрывает под собой бездонную пропасть, Липе и ее матери, которые родились нищими и готовы были прожить так до конца, отдавая другим всё, кроме своих испуганных, кротких душ, — быть может, им примерещилось на минуту, что в этом громадном, таинственном мире, в числе бесконечного ряда жизней и они сила, и они старше кого-то; им было хорошо сидеть здесь наверху, они счастливо улыбались и забыли о том, что возвращаться вниз все-таки надо.

Наконец вернулись домой. У ворот и около лавки сидели на земле косари. Обыкновенно свои уклеевские не шли к Цыбукину работать, и приходилось нанимать чужих, и теперь казалось в потемках, что сидят люди с длинными черными бородами. Лавка была отперта, и видно было в дверь, как глухой играл с мальчиком в шашки. Косари пели тихо, чуть слышно, или громко просили отдать им за вчерашний день, но им не платили, чтобы они не ушли до завтра. Старик Цыбукин, без сюртука, в жилетке, и Аксинья у крыльца под березой пили чай; и горела на столе лампа.

— Дедушка-а! — говорил за воротами косарь, как бы дразня. — Заплати хоть половину! Дедушка-а!

И тотчас же слышался смех, а потом опять пели чуть слышно… Костыль сел тоже чай пить.

— Были мы, значит, на ярмарке, — начал он рассказывать. — Гуляли, деточки, очень хорошо гуляли, слава тебе господи. И случай такой вышел, нехороший: кузнец Сашка купил табаку и дает полтинник, значит, купцу. А полтинник фальшивый, — продолжал Костыль и оглянулся; ему хотелось говорить шёпотом, но говорил он придушенным, сиплым голосом, и всем было слышно. — А полтинник, выходит, фальшивый. Спрашивают: где взял? А это, говорит, мне Анисим Цыбукин дал. Когда, говорит, я у него на свадьбе гулял… Кликнули урядника, повели… Гляди, Петрович, как бы чего не вышло, какого разговору…

— Дедушка-а! — дразнил всё тот же голос за воротами. — Дедушка-а!

Наступило молчание.

— Ах, деточки, деточки, деточки… — быстро забормотал Костыль и встал; его одолевала дремота. — Ну, спасибо за чай, за сахар, деточки. Пора и спать. Стал уж я трухлявый, балки во мне все подгнили. Хо-хо-хо!

И, уходя, он сказал:

— Умирать, должно, пора!

И всхлипнул. Старик Цыбукин на допил своего чаю, но еще посидел, подумал; и выражение у него было такое, будто он прислушивался к шагам Костыля, бывшего уже далеко на улице.

— А Сашка-кузнец, чай, наврал, — сказала Аксинья, угадав его мысли.

Он пошел в дом и немного погодя вернулся со свертком; развернул — и блеснули рубли, совершенно новые. Он взял один, попробовал на зуб, бросил на поднос; потом бросил другой…

— Рубли-то взаправду фальшивые… — проговорил он, глядя на Аксинью и точно недоумевая. — Это те… Анисим тогда привез, его подарок. Ты, дочка, возьми, — зашептал он и сунул ей в руки сверток, — возьми, брось в колодец… Ну их! И гляди, чтоб разговору не было. Чего бы не вышло… Убирай самовар, туши огонь…

Липа и Прасковья, сидевшие в сарае, видели, как один за другим погасли огни; только наверху у Варвары светились синие и красные лампадки, и оттуда веяло покоем, довольством и неведением. Прасковья никак не могла привыкнуть к тому, что ее дочь выдана за богатого, и когда приходила, то робко жалась в сенях, улыбалась просительно, и ей высылали чаю и сахару. И Липа тоже не могла привыкнуть, и после того, как уехал муж, спала не на своей кровати, а где придется — в кухне или сарае, и каждый день мыла полы или стирала, и ей казалось, что она на поденке. И теперь, вернувшись с богомолья, они пили чай в кухне с кухаркой, потом пошли в сарай и легли на полу между санями и стенкой. Было тут темно, пахло хомутами. Около дома погасли огни, потом слышно было, как глухой запирал лавку, как косари располагались на дворе спать. Далеко, у Хрыминых Младших, играли на дорогой гармонике… Прасковья и Липа стали засыпать.

И когда их разбудили чьи-то шаги, было уже светло от луны; у входа в сарай стояла Аксинья, держа в руках постель.

— Тут, пожалуй, прохладней… — проговорила она, потом вошла и легла почти у самого порога, и луна освещала ее всю.

Она не спала и тяжко вздыхала, разметавшись от жары, сбросив с себя почти всё — и при волшебном свете луны какое это было красивое, какое гордое животное! Прошло немного времени и послышались опять шаги: в дверях показался старик, весь белый.

— Аксинья! — позвал он. — Ты здесь, что ли?

— Ну! — отозвалась она сердито.

— Я тебе давеча сказал, чтоб бросила деньги в колодец. Ты бросила?

— Вот еще, добро в воду бросать! Я косарям отдала…

— Ах, боже мой! — проговорил старик в изумлении и в испуге. — Озорная ты баба… Ах, боже мой!

Он всплеснул руками и ушел и, пока шел, всё что-то приговаривал. А немного погодя Аксинья села и вздохнула тяжело, с досадой, потом встала и, забрав в охапку свою постель, вышла.

— И зачем ты отдала меня сюда, маменька! — проговорила Липа.

— Замуж идти нужно, дочка. Так уж не нами положено.

И чувство безутешной скорби готово было овладеть ими. Но казалось им, кто-то смотрит с высоты неба, из синевы, оттуда, где звезды, видит всё, что происходит в Уклееве, сторожит. И как ни велико зло, всё же ночь тиха и прекрасна, и всё же в божьем мире правда есть и будет, такая же тихая и прекрасная, и всё на земле только ждет, чтобы слиться с правдой, как лунный свет сливается с ночью.

И обе, успокоенные, прижавшись друг к другу, уснули.

 

VI

 

Давно уже пришло известие, что Анисима посадили в тюрьму за подделку и сбыт фальшивых денег. Прошли месяцы, прошло больше полугода, минула длинная зима, наступила весна, и к тому, что Анисим сидит в тюрьме, привыкли и в доме и в селе. И когда кто-нибудь проходил ночью мимо дома или лавки, то вспоминал, что Анисим сидит в тюрьме; и когда звонили на погосте, то почему-то тоже вспоминалось, что он сидит в тюрьме и ждет суда.

Казалось, будто тень легла на двор. Дом потемнел, крыша поржавела, дверь в лавке, обитая железом, тяжелая, выкрашенная в зеленый цвет, пожухла, или, как говорил глухой, «зашкорубла»; и сам старик Цыбукин потемнел как будто. Он давно уже не подстригал волос и бороды, оброс, уже садился в тарантас без подскока и не кричал нищим: «Бог дасьть!» Сила у него пошла на убыль, и это было заметно по всему. Уже и люди меньше боялись, и урядник составил в лавке протокол, хотя получал по-прежнему что следует; и три раза вызывали в город, чтобы судить за тайную торговлю вином, и дело всё откладывалось за неявкой свидетелей, и старик замучился.

Он часто ездил к сыну, нанимал кого-то, подавал кому-то прошения, пожертвовал куда-то хоругвь. Смотрителю тюрьмы, в которой сидел Анисим, он поднес серебряный подстаканник с надписью по эмали «душа меру знает» и с длинной ложечкой.

— Похлопотать-те, похлопотать-те путем некому, — говорила Варвара. — Ох-тех-те… Попросить бы кого из господ, написали бы главным начальникам… До суда бы хоть выпустили бы! Что парня томить-то!

Она тоже была огорчена, но пополнела, побелела, по-прежнему зажигала у себя лампадки и смотрела, чтобы в доме всё было чисто, и угощала гостей вареньем и яблочной пастилой. Глухой и Аксинья торговали в лавке. Затеяли новое дело — кирпичный завод в Бутёкине, и Аксинья ездила туда почти каждый день, в тарантасе; она сама правила и при встрече со знакомыми вытягивала шею, как змея из молодой ржи, и улыбалась наивно и загадочно. А Липа всё играла со своим ребенком, который родился у нее перед постом. Это был маленький ребеночек, тощенький, жалкенький, и было странно, что он кричит, смотрит и что его считают человеком и даже называют Никифором. Он лежал в люльке, а Липа отходила к двери и говорила кланяясь:

— Здравствуйте, Никифор Анисимыч!

И бежала к нему опрометью, и целовала. Потом отходила к двери, кланялась и опять:

— Здравствуйте, Никифор Анисимыч!

А он задирал свои красные ножки, и плач у него мешался со смехом, как у плотника Елизарова.

Наконец был назначен суд. Старик выехал дней за пять. Потом, слышно было, из села погнали мужиков, вызванных свидетелями; выехал и старый работник, получивший тоже повестку.

Суд был в четверг. Но прошло уже воскресенье, а старик всё не возвращался, и не было никаких известий. Во вторник перед вечером Варвара сидела у открытого окна и прислушивалась: не приедет ли старик. В соседней комнате Липа играла со своим ребенком. Она подбрасывала его на руках и говорила в восхищении:

— Ты вырастешь большо-ой, большой! Будешь ты мужи-ик, вместе на поденку пойдем! На поденку пойдем!

— Ну-у! — обиделась Варвара. — Какую там еще поденку выдумала, глупенькая? Он у нас купец будет!..

Липа запела тихо, но немного погодя забылась и опять:

— Вырастешь большой-ой, большой, мужи-ик будешь, вместе на поденку пойдем!

— Ну-у! Заладила!

Липа с Никифором на руках остановилась в дверях и спросила:

— Маменька, отчего я его так люблю? Отчего я его жалею так? — продолжала она дрогнувшим голосом, и глаза у нее заблестели от слез. — Кто он? Какой он из себе? Легкий, как перышко, как крошечка, а люблю его, люблю, как настоящего человека. Вот он ничего не может, не говорит, а я всё понимаю, чего он своими глазочками желает.

Варвара прислушалась: донесся шум вечернего поезда, подходившего к станции. Не приехал ли старик? Она уж не слышала и не понимала, о чем говорит Липа, не помнила, как шло время, а только дрожала вся, и это не от страха, а от сильного любопытства. Она видела, как прокатила телега быстро, с грохотом, полная мужиков. Это ехали со станции возвратившиеся свидетели. С телеги, когда она катила мимо лавки, спрыгнул старый работник и пошел во двор. Слышно было, как с ним во дворе поздоровались, спросили его о чем-то…

— Решение прав и всего состояния, — громко сказал он, — и в Сибирь, в каторжную работу на шесть лет.

Видно было, как из лавочки черным ходом вышла Аксинья; она только что отпускала керосин и в одной руке держала бутылку, в другой — лейку, и во рту у нее были серебряные деньги.

— А папаша где? — спросила она, шепелявя.

— На станции, — ответил работник. — «Ужо, говорит, будет потемней, тогда приеду».

И когда во дворе стало известно, что Анисим осужден в каторжные работы, кухарка в кухне вдруг заголосила, как по покойнике, думая, что этого требует приличие:

— И на кого ты нас покинул, Анисим Григорьич, соколик ясный…

Залаяли встревоженные собаки. Варвара подбежала к окошку и, заметавшись в тоске, стала кричать кухарке, изо всей силы напрягая голос:

— Бу-удет тебе, Степанида, бу-удет! Не томи, Христа ради!

Забыли поставить самовар, уже не соображали ни о чем. Только одна Липа никак не могла понять, в чем дело, и продолжала носиться с ребенком.

Когда приехал старик со станции, то его уж ни о чем не спрашивали. Он поздоровался, потом прошелся по всем комнатам молча; не ужинал.

— Похлопотать-те некому… — начала Варвара, когда они остались вдвоем. — Говорила я, чтоб господ попросить, — не послушали тогда… Прошение бы…

— Хлопотал я! — сказал старик и махнул рукой. — Как Анисима осудили, я к тому барину, что его защищал. «Ничего, говорит, теперь нельзя, поздно». И сам Анисим так говорит: поздно. А всё ж я, как вышел из суда, одного адвоката договорил; задаток ему дал… Погожу еще недельку, а там опять поеду. Что бог даст.

Старик опять молча прошелся по всем комнатам, и когда вернулся к Варваре, то сказал:

— Должно, нездоров я. В голове того… туманится. Мысли мутятся.

Он затворил дверь, чтобы не услышала Липа, и продолжал тихо:

— С деньгами у меня нехорошо. Помнишь, Анисим перед свадьбой на Фоминой привез мне новых рублей и полтинников? Сверточек-то один я тогда спрятал, а прочие какие я смешал со своими… И когда-то, царствие небесное, жив был дядя мой, Дмитрий Филатыч, всё, бывало, за товаром ездил то в Москву, то в Крым. Была у него жена, и эта самая жена, пока он, значит, за товаром ездил, с другими гуляла. Шестеро детей было. И вот, бывало, дяденька, как выпьет, то смеется: «Никак, говорит, я не разберу, где тут мои дети, а где чужие». Легкий характер, значит. Так и я теперь не разберу, какие у меня деньги настоящие и какие фальшивые. И кажется, что они все фальшивые.

— Ну вот, бог с тобой!

— Покупаю на вокзале билет, даю три рубля, и думается мне, будто они фальшивые. И страшно мне. Должно, нездоров.

— Что говорить, все под богом ходим…. Ох-тех-те… — проговорила Варвара и покачала головой. — Надо б об этом подумать бы, Петрович… Неровен час, что случится, человек ты немолодой. Помрешь, и гляди, без тебя б внучка не обидели. Ой, боюсь, обидят они Никифора, обидят! Отца, считай так, уже нет, мать молодая, глупая… Записал бы ты на него, на мальчишку-то, хоть землю, Бутёкино-то это, Петрович, право! Подумай! — продолжала убеждать Варвара. — Мальчик-то хорошенький, жалко! Вот завтра поезжай и напиши бумагу. Чего ждать?

— А я забыл про внучка-то… — сказал Цыбукин. — Надо поздороваться. Так ты говоришь: мальчик ничего? Ну, что ж, пускай растет. Дай бог!

Он отворил дверь и согнутым пальцем поманил к себе Липу. Она подошла к нему с ребенком на руках.

— Ты, Липынька, если что нужно, спрашивай, — сказал он. — И что захочешь, кушай, мы не жалеем, была бы здорова… — Он перекрестил ребенка. — И внучка береги. Сына нет, так внучек остался.

Слезы потекли у него по щекам; он всхлипнул и отошел. Немного погодя он лег спать и уснул крепко, после семи бессонных ночей.

 

VII

 

Старик уезжал ненадолго в город. Кто-то рассказал Аксинье, что он ездил к нотариусу, чтобы писать завещание, и что Бутёкино, то самое, на котором она жгла кирпич, он завещал внуку Никифору. Об этом ей сообщили утром, когда старик и Варвара сидели около крыльца под березой и пили чай. Она заперла лавку с улицы и со двора, собрала все ключи, какие у нее были, и швырнула их к ногам старика.

— Не стану я больше работать на вас! — крикнула она громко и вдруг зарыдала. — Выходит, я у вас не невестка, а работница! Весь народ смеется: «Гляди, говорят, Цыбукины какую себе работницу нашли!» Я у вас не нанималась! Я не нищая, не хамка какая, есть у меня отец и мать.

Она, не утирая слез, устремила на старика глаза, залитые слезами, злобные, косые от гнева; лицо и шея у нее были красны и напряжены, так как кричала она изо всей силы.

— Не желаю я больше служить! — продолжала она. — Замучилась! Как работа, как в лавке сидеть день-деньской, по ночам шмыгать за водкой — так это мне, а как землю дарить — так это каторжанке с ее чертенком! Она тут хозяйка, барыня, а я у ней прислуга! Всё отдайте ей, арестантке, пусть подавится, я уйду домой! Найдите себе другую дуру, ироды окаянные!

Старик ни разу в жизни не бранил и не наказывал детей и не допускал даже мысли, чтобы кто-нибудь из семейства мог говорить ему грубые слова или держать себя непочтительно; и теперь он очень испугался, побежал в дом и спрятался там за шкафом. А Варвара так оторопела, что не могла подняться с места, а только отмахивалась обеими руками, точно оборонялась от пчелы.

— Ой, что ж это, батюшки? — бормотала она в ужасе. — Что ж это она кричит? Ох-тех-те… Народ-то услышит! Потише бы… Ой, потише бы!

— Отдали каторжанке Бутёкино, — продолжала Аксинья кричать, — отдайте ей теперь всё, — мне от вас ничего не надо! Провались вы! Все вы тут одна шайка! Нагляделась я, будет с меня! Грабили и прохожих, и проезжих, разбойники, грабили старого и малого! А кто водку продавал без патента? А фальшивые деньги? Понабили себе сундуки фальшивыми деньгами — и теперь уж я не нужна стала!

Около настежь открытых ворот уже собралась толпа и смотрела во двор.

— Пускай народ глядит! — кричала Аксинья. — Я вас осрамлю! Вы у меня сгорите со срама! Вы у меня в ногах наваляетесь! Эй, Степан! — позвала она глухого. — Поедем в одну минуту домой! К моему отцу, к матери поедем, с арестантами я не хочу жить! Собирайся!

Во дворе на протянутых веревках висело белье; она срывала свои юбки и кофточки, еще мокрые, и бросала их на руки глухому. Потом, разъяренная, она металась по двору около белья, срывала всё, и то, что было не ее, бросала на землю и топтала.

— Ой, батюшки, уймите ее! — стонала Варвара. — Что же она такое? Отдайте ей Бутёкино, отдайте ради Христа небесного!

— Ну, ба-а-ба! — говорили у ворот. — Вот так ба-а-ба! Расходилась — страсть!

Аксинья вбежала в кухню, где в это время была стирка. Стирала одна Липа, а кухарка пошла на реку полоскать белье. От корыта и котла около плиты шел пар, и в кухне было душно и тускло от тумана. На полу была еще куча немытого белья, и около него на скамье, задирая свои красные ножки, лежал Никифор, так что если бы он упал, то не ушибся бы. Как раз, когда Аксинья вошла, Липа вынула из кучи ее сорочку и положила в корыто, и уже протянула руку к большому ковшу с кипятком, который стоял на столе…

— Отдай сюда! — проговорила Аксинья, глядя на нее с ненавистью, и выхватила из корыта сорочку. — Не твое это дело мое белье трогать! Ты арестантка и должна знать свое место, кто ты есть!

Липа глядела на нее, оторопев, и не понимала, но вдруг уловила взгляд, какой та бросила на ребенка, и вдруг поняла, и вся помертвела…

— Взяла мою землю, так вот же тебе! Сказавши это, Аксинья схватила ковш с кипятком и плеснула на Никифора.

После этого послышался крик, какого еще никогда не слыхали в Уклееве, и не верилось, что небольшое, слабое существо, как Липа, может кричать так. И на дворе вдруг стало тихо. Аксинья прошла в дом, молча, со своей прежней наивной улыбкой… Глухой всё ходил по двору, держа в охапке белье, потом стал развешивать его опять, молча, не спеша. И пока не вернулась кухарка с реки, никто не решался войти в кухню и взглянуть, что там.

 

VIII

 

Никифора свезли в земскую больницу, и к вечеру он умер там. Липа не стала дожидаться, когда за ней приедут, а завернула покойника в одеяльце и понесла домой.

Больница, новая, недавно построенная, с большими окнами, стояла высоко на горе; она вся светилась от заходившего солнца и, казалось, горела внутри. Внизу был поселок. Липа спустилась по дороге и, не доходя до поселка, села у маленького пруда. Какая-то женщина привела лошадь поить, и лошадь не пила.

— Чего же тебе еще? — говорила женщина тихо, в недоумении. — Чего же тебе?

Мальчик в красной рубахе, сидя у самой воды, мыл отцовские сапоги. И больше ни души не было видно ни в поселке, ни на горе.

— Не пьет… — сказала Липа, глядя на лошадь.

Но вот женщина и мальчик с сапогами ушли, и уже никого не было видно. Солнце легло спать и укрылось багряной золотой парчой, и длинные облака, красные и лиловые, сторожили его покой, протянувшись по небу. Где-то далеко, неизвестно где, кричала выпь, точно корова, запертая в сарае, заунывно и глухо. Крик этой таинственной птицы слышали каждую весну, но не знали, какая она и где живет. Наверху в больнице, у самого пруда в кустах, за поселком и кругом в поле заливались соловьи. Чьи-то года считала кукушка и всё сбивалась со счета, и опять начинала. В пруде сердито, надрываясь, перекликались лягушки, и даже можно было разобрать слова: «И ты такова! И ты такова!» Какой был шум! Казалось, что все эти твари кричали и пели нарочно, чтобы никто не спал в этот весенний вечер, чтобы все, даже сердитые лягушки, дорожили и наслаждались каждой минутой: ведь жизнь дается только один раз!

На небе светил серебряный полумесяц, было много звезд. Липа не помнила, как долго она сидела у пруда, но когда встала и пошла, то в поселке все уже спали и не было ни одного огня. До дома было, вероятно, верст двенадцать, но сил не хватало, не было соображения, как идти; месяц блестел то спереди, то справа, и кричала всё та же кукушка, уже осипшим голосом, со смехом, точно дразнила: ой, гляди, собьешься с дороги! Липа шла быстро, потеряла с головы платок… Она глядела на небо и думала о том, где теперь душа ее мальчика: идет ли следом за ней или носится там вверху, около звезд, и уже не думает о своей матери? О, как одиноко в поле ночью, среди этого пения, когда сам не можешь петь, среди непрерывных криков радости, когда сам не можешь радоваться, когда с неба смотрит месяц, тоже одинокий, которому всё равно — весна теперь или зима, живы люди или мертвы… Когда на душе горе, то тяжело без людей. Если бы с ней была мать, Прасковья, или Костыль, или кухарка, или какой-нибудь мужик!

— Бу-у! — кричала выпь. — Бу-у!

И вдруг ясно послышалась человеческая речь:

— Запрягай, Вавила!

Впереди, у самой дороги, горел костер; пламени уже не было, светились одни красные уголья. Слышно было, как жевали лошади. В потемках обозначились две подводы — одна с бочкой, другая пониже, с мешками, и два человека: один вел лошадь, чтобы запрягать, другой стоял около костра неподвижно, заложив назад руки. Заворчала около подводы собака. Тот, который вел лошадь, остановился и сказал:

— Словно кто идет по дороге.

— Шарик, молчи! — крикнул другой на собаку.

И по голосу можно было понять, что этот другой был старик. Липа остановилась и сказала:

— Бог в помощь!

Старик подошел к ней и ответил не сразу:

— Здравствуй!

— Ваша собачка не порвет, дедушка?

— Ничего, иди. Не тронет.

— Я в больнице была, — сказала Липа, помолчав. — Сыночек у меня там помер. Вот домой несу.

Должно быть, старику было неприятно слышать это, потому что он отошел и проговорил торопливо:

— Это ничего, милая. Божья воля. Копаешься, парень! — сказал он, обернувшись к спутнику. — Ты бы поживей.

— Твоей дуги нету, — сказал парень. — Не видать.

— Прямой ты Вавила.

Старик поднял уголек, раздул — осветились только его глаза и нос, потом, когда отыскали дугу, подошел с огнем к Липе и взглянул на нее; и взгляд его выражал сострадание и нежность.

— Ты мать, — сказал он. — Всякой матери свое дитё жалко.

И при этом вздохнул и покачал головой. Вавила бросил что-то на огонь, притоптал — и тотчас же стало очень темно; видение исчезло, и по-прежнему было только поле, небо со звездами, да шумели птицы, мешая друг другу спать. И коростель кричал, казалось, на том самом месте, где был костер.

Но прошла минута, и опять были видны и подводы, и старик, и длинный Вавила. Телеги скрипели, выезжая на дорогу.

— Вы святые? — спросила Липа у старика.

— Нет. Мы из Фирсанова.

— Ты давеча взглянул на меня, а сердце мое помягчило. И парень тихий. Я и подумала: это, должно, святые.

— Тебе далече ли?

— В Уклеево.

— Садись, подвезем до Кузьменок. Тебе там прямо, нам влево.

Вавила сел на подводу с бочкой, старик и Липа сели на другую. Поехали шагом, Вавила впереди.

— Мой сыночек весь день мучился, — сказала Липа. — Глядит своими глазочками и молчит, и хочет сказать и не может. Господи батюшка, царица небесная! Я с горя так всё и падала на пол. Стою и упаду возле кровати. И скажи мне, дедушка, зачем маленькому перед смертью мучиться? Когда мучается большой человек, мужик или женщина, то грехи прощаются, а зачем маленькому, когда у него нет грехов? Зачем?

— А кто ж его знает! — ответил старик.

Проехали с полчаса молча.

— Всего знать нельзя, зачем да как, — сказал старик. — Птице положено не четыре крыла, а два, потому что и на двух лететь способно; так и человеку положено знать не всё, а только половину или четверть. Сколько надо ему знать, чтоб прожить, столько и знает.

— Мне, дедушка, идти пешком легче. А теперь сердце трясется.

— Ничего. Сиди.

Старик зевнул и перекрестил рот.

— Ничего… — повторил он. — Твое горе с полгоря. Жизнь долгая — будет еще и хорошего, и дурного, всего будет. Велика матушка Россия! — сказал он и поглядел в обе стороны. — Я во всей России был и всё в ней видел, и ты моему слову верь, милая. Будет и хорошее, будет и дурное. Я ходоком в Сибирь ходил, и на Амуре был, и на Алтае, и в Сибирь переселился, землю там пахал, соскучился потом по матушке России и назад вернулся в родную деревню. Назад в Россию пешком шли; и помню, плывем мы на пароме, а я худой-худой, рваный весь, босой, озяб, сосу корку, а проезжий господин тут какой-то на пароме, — если помер, то царство ему небесное, — глядит на меня жалостно, слезы текут. «Эх, говорит, хлеб твой черный, дни твои черные…» А домой приехал, как говорится, ни кола, ни двора; баба была, да в Сибири осталась, закопали. Так, в батраках живу. А что ж? Скажу тебе: потом было и дурное, было и хорошее. Вот и помирать не хочется, милая, еще бы годочков двадцать пожил; значит, хорошего было больше. А велика матушка Россия! — сказал он и опять посмотрел в стороны и оглянулся.

— Дедушка, — спросила Липа, — когда человек помрет, то сколько дней его душа потом по земле ходит?

— А кто ж его знает! Вот спросим Вавилу — он в школу ходил. Теперь всему учат. Вавила! — позвал старик.

— А!

— Вавила, как человек помрет, сколько дней его душа по земле ходит?

Вавила остановил лошадь и тогда уж ответил:

— Девять дён. Мой дядя Кирилла помер, так его душа в избе нашей жила потом тринадцать дён.

— Почему ты знаешь?

— Тринадцать дён в печке стучало.

— Ну, ладно. Трогай, — сказал старик, и видно было, что ничему этому он не верил.

Около Кузьменок подводы свернули на шоссе, а Липа пошла дальше. Уже светало. Когда она спускалась в овраг, то уклеевские избы и церковь прятались в тумане. Было холодно, и казалось ей, что кричит всё та же кукушка.

Когда Липа вернулась домой, то скотины еще не выгоняли; все спали. Она сидела на крыльце и ждала. Первый вышел старик; он сразу, с первого взгляда понял, что произошло, и долго не мог выговорить ни слова и только чмокал губами.

— Эх, Липа, — проговорил он, — не уберегла ты внучка…

Разбудили Варвару. Она всплеснула руками и зарыдала и тотчас же стала убирать ребенка.

— И мальчик-то был хорошенечкий… — приговаривала она. — Ох-тех-те… Один был мальчик, и того не уберегла, глупенькая…

Служили панихиду утром и вечером. На другой день хоронили, и после похорон гости и духовенство ели много и с такою жадностью, как будто давно не ели. Липа прислуживала за столом, и батюшка, подняв вилку, на которой был соленый рыжик, сказал ей:

— Не горюйте о младенце. Таковых есть царствие небесное.

И только когда все разошлись, Липа поняла, как следует, что Никифора уже нет и не будет, поняла и зарыдала. И она не знала, в какую комнату идти ей, чтобы рыдать, так как чувствовала, что в этом доме после смерти мальчика ей уже нет места, что она тут ни при чем, лишняя; и другие это тоже чувствовали.

— Ну, что голосишь там? — крикнула вдруг Аксинья, показываясь в дверях; по случаю похорон она была одета во всё новое и напудрилась. — Замолчи!

Липа хотела перестать, но не могла, и зарыдала еще громче.

— Слышишь? — крикнула Аксинья и в сильном гневе топнула ногой. — Кому говорю? Пошла вон со двора, и чтоб ноги твоей тут не было, каторжанка! Вон!

— Ну, ну, ну!.. — засуетился старик. — Аксюта, угомонись, матушка… Плачет, понятное дело… дитё померло…

— Понятное дело… — передразнила его Аксинья. — Пускай переночует, а завтра чтобы и духу ее тут не было! Понятное дело!.. — передразнила она еще раз и, засмеявшись, направилась в лавку.

На другой день рано утром Липа ушла в Торгуево к матери.

 

IX

 

В настоящее время крыша на лавке и дверь выкрашены и блестят как новые, на окнах по-прежнему цветет веселенькая герань, и то, что происходило три года назад в доме и во дворе Цыбукина, уже почти забыто.

Хозяином считается, как и тогда, старик Григорий Петрович, на самом же деле всё перешло в руки Аксиньи; она и продает, и покупает, и без ее согласия ничего нельзя сделать. Кирпичный завод работает хорошо; оттого, что требуют кирпич на железную дорогу, цена его дошла до двадцати четырех рублей за тысячу; бабы и девки возят на станцию кирпич и нагружают вагоны и получают за это по четвертаку в день.

Аксинья вошла в долю с Хрымиными, и их фабрика теперь называется так: «Хрымины Младшие и Ко». Открыли около станции трактир, и уже играют на дорогой гармонике не на фабрике, а в этом трактире, и сюда часто ходит начальник почтового отделения, который тоже завел какую-то торговлю, и начальник станции тоже. Глухому Степану Хрымины Младшие подарили золотые часы, и он то и дело вынимает их из кармана и подносит к уху.

В селе говорят про Аксинью, что она забрала большую силу; и правда, когда она утром едет к себе на завод, с наивной улыбкой, красивая, счастливая, и когда потом распоряжается на заводе, то чувствуется в ней большая сила. Ее все боятся и дома, и в селе, и на заводе. Когда она приходит на почту, то начальник почтового отделения вскакивает и говорит ей:

— Покорнейше прошу садиться, Ксения Абрамовна!

Один помещик, щеголь, в поддевке из тонкого сукна и в высоких лакированных сапогах, уже пожилой, как-то, продавая ей лошадь, так увлекся разговором с ней, что уступил ей, сколько она пожелала. Он долго держал ее за руку и, глядя ей в ее веселые, лукавые, наивные глаза, говорил:

— Для такой женщины, как вы, Ксения Абрамовна, я готов сделать всякое удовольствие. Только скажите, когда мы можем увидеться, чтобы нам никто не помешал?

— Да когда вам угодно!

И после этого пожилой щеголь заезжает в лавочку почти каждый день, чтобы выпить пива. А пиво ужасное, горькое, как полынь. Помещик мотает головой, но пьет.

Старик Цыбукин уже не вмешивается в дела. Он не держит при себе денег, потому что никак не может отличить настоящих от фальшивых, но молчит, никому не говорит об этой своей слабости. Он стал как-то забывчив, и если не дать ему поесть, то сам он не спросит; уже привыкли обедать без него, и Варвара часто говорит:

— А наш вчерась опять лег не евши.

И говорит равнодушно, потому что привыкла. Почему-то и летом и зимой одинаково он ходит в шубе и только в очень жаркие дни не выходит, сидит дома. Обыкновенно, надевши шубу и подняв воротник, запахнувшись, он гуляет по деревне, по дороге на станцию, или сидит с утра до вечера на лавочке около церковных ворот. Сидит и не пошевельнется. Прохожие кланяются ему, но он не отвечает, так как по-прежнему не любит мужиков. Когда его спрашивают о чем-нибудь, то он отвечает вполне разумно и вежливо, но кратко.

В селе идут разговоры, будто невестка выгнала его из собственного дома и не дает ему есть и будто он кормится подаяниями; одни рады, другие жалеют.

Варвара еще больше пополнела и побелела, и по-прежнему творит добрые дела, и Аксинья не мешает ей. Варенья теперь так много, что его не успевают съедать до новых ягод; оно засахаривается, и Варвара чуть не плачет, не зная, что с ним делать.

Об Анисиме стали забывать. Как-то пришло от него письмо, написанное в стихах, на большом листе бумаги в виде прошения, всё тем же великолепным почерком. Очевидно, и его друг Самородов отбывал с ним вместе наказание. Под стихами была написана некрасивым, едва разборчивым почерком одна строчка: «Я всё болею тут, мне тяжко, помогите ради Христа».

Однажды — это было в ясный осенний день, перед вечером — старик Цыбукин сидел около церковных ворот, подняв воротник своей шубы, и виден был только его нос и козырек от фуражки. На другом конце длинной лавки сидел подрядчик Елизаров и рядом с ним школьный сторож Яков, старик лет семидесяти, без зубов. Костыль и сторож разговаривали.

— Дети должны кормить стариков, поить… чти отца твоего и мать, — говорил Яков с раздражением, — а она, невестка-то, выгнала свекра из цобственного дома. Старику ни поесть, ни попить — куда пойдет? Третий день не евши.

— Третий день! — удивился Костыль.

— Вот так сидит, всё молчит. Ослаб. А чего молчать? Подать в суд, — ее б в суде не похвалили.

— Кого в суде хвалили? — спросил Костыль, не расслышав.

— Чего?

— Баба ничего, старательная. В ихнем деле без этого нельзя… без греха то есть…

— Из цобственного дома, — продолжал Яков с раздражением. — Наживи свой дом, тогда и гони. Эка, нашлась какая, подумаешь! Я-аз-ва!

Цыбукин слушал и не шевелился.

— Собственный дом или чужой, всё равно, лишь бы тепло было да бабы не ругались… — сказал Костыль и засмеялся. — Когда в молодых летах был, я очень свою Настасью жалел. Бабочка была тихая. И, бывало, всё: «Купи, Макарыч, дом! Купи, Макарыч, дом! Купи, Макарыч, лошадь!» Умирала, а всё говорила: «Купи, Макарыч, себе дрожки-бегунцы, чтоб пеши не ходить». А я только пряники ей покупал, больше ничего.

— Муж-то глухой, глупый, — продолжал Яков, не слушая Костыля, — так, дурак-дураком, всё равно, что гусь. Нешто он может понимать? Ударь гуся по голове палкой — и то не поймет.

Костыль встал, чтобы идти домой на фабрику. Яков тоже встал, и оба пошли вместе, продолжая разговаривать. Когда они отошли шагов на пятьдесят, старик Цыбукин тоже встал и поплелся за ними, ступая нерешительно, точно по скользкому льду.

Село уже тонуло в вечерних сумерках, и солнце блестело только вверху на дороге, которая змеей бежала по скату снизу вверх. Возвращались старухи из леса и с ними ребята; несли корзины с волнушками и груздями. Шли бабы и девки толпой со станции, где они нагружали вагоны кирпичом, и носы и щеки под глазами у них были покрыты красной кирпичной пылью. Они пели. Впереди всех шла Липа и пела тонким голосом, и заливалась, глядя вверх на небо, точно торжествуя и восхищаясь, что день, слава богу, кончился и можно отдохнуть. В толпе была ее мать, поденщица Прасковья, которая шла с узелком в руке и, как всегда, тяжело дышала.

— Здравствуй, Макарыч! — сказала Липа, увидев Костыля. — Здравствуй, голубчик!

— Здравствуй, Липынька! — обрадовался Костыль. — Бабочки, девочки, полюбите богатого плотника! Хо-хо! Деточки мои, деточки (Костыль всхлипнул). Топорики мои любезные.

Костыль и Яков прошли дальше, и было слышно, как они разговаривали. Вот после них встретился толпе старик Цыбукин, и стало вдруг тихо-тихо. Липа и Прасковья немножко отстали, и, когда старик поравнялся с ними, Липа поклонилась низко и сказала:

— Здравствуйте, Григорий Петрович!

И мать тоже поклонилась. Старик остановился и, ничего не говоря, смотрел на обеих; губы у него дрожали и глаза были полны слез. Липа достала из узелка у матери кусок пирога с кашей и подала ему. Он взял и стал есть.

Солнце уже совсем зашло; блеск его погас и вверху на дороге. Становилось темно и прохладно. Липа и Прасковья пошли дальше и долго потом крестились.

 

---------------------------------------------------------


Notes

	[←1
] 

	Posrednik: i.e.- Tchertkov and others, publishers of Tolstoy, who issued good literature for peasants' reading.







	[←2
] 

	 title "The Two Volodyas": a literal translation would be "Big Volodya and Little Volodya"







	[←3
] 

	 sangfroid: coolness and composure.







	[←4
] 

	 make love: in the 19th century, making love meant declaring one's love, courting.







	[←5
] 

	 Pardon, je ne suis pas seul: Excuse me, I’m not alone.







	[←6
] 

	 Derchavin blessed Pushkin: in 1815 the aged poet Gabriel Derzhavin (1743-1816) heard Alexander Pushkin (1799-1837) recite.







	[←7
] 

	 thick magazines: the literary and intellectual magazines of the time.







	[←8
] 

	 tararaboomdeeay: the refrain of a song then popular in French.







	[←9
] 

	 Schopenhauer: German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1869).







	[←10
] 

	 title “A Woman's Kingdom”: a more accurate translation would be "A Kingdom of Women".







	[←11
] 

	situation: job.







	[←12
] 

	Old Believers: those who belonged to the schismatic branch of the Russian Orthodox Church, who did not accept the mid-17th century reforms; Old Believers were particularly common among the merchant class.







	[←13
] 

	asking forgiveness: it was the custom to ask forgiveness of everyone, particularly on the way to confession.







	[←14
] 

	red notes: 10-ruble notes were red.







	[←15
] 

	twenty degrees of frost: 13 degrees below zero F.







	[←16
] 

	uniform: all students and teachers wore uniforms.







	[←17
] 

	 actual civil councillor: 4th in rank on the Russian Civil Service Table of Ranks. 







	[←18
] 

	 barrister: lawyer. 







	[←19
] 

	Anna ribbon: the Order of St. Anne, second class, was worn on a ribbon around the neck; it was greatly prized in Russia.







	[←20
] 

	 Leconte de Lisle: French poet who lived 1818-1894.  







	[←21
] 

	 Duse: Eleonora Duse (1858-1924) was an Italian actress.







	[←22
] 

	 matelote: seasoned fish in red wine sauce.







	[←23
] 

	  third course: dessert. 







	[←24
] 

	  fin de siècle: end of the century. 







	[←25
] 

	 The Duchess Josiana loved Gwinplin: in Victor Hugo's novel L'Homme qui rit (1869). 







	[←26
] 

	 toilet drawer: a drawer in her dressing table. 







	[←27
] 

	kings: a card game for 4 players in which the player to take 9 tricks becomes "king".







	[←28
] 

	they went on a journey: it cost much less to stay at the monastery guest-houses than at a hotel; this is the first indication of Modest Alexeitch's stinginess.







	[←29
] 

	uniform of a teacher: both teachers and students in Chekhov's Russia wore uniforms.







	[←30
] 

	the order of St. Anna: Russian decorations came in different grades; lower grades would be placed in a buttonhole, while higher grades were pinned on the chest or hung around the neck.







	[←31
] 

	screwed up her eyes: action that Russians considered flirtatious.







	[←32
] 

	intervals: intermissions.







	[←33
] 

	 Hall of Nobility: a club and meeting place for the gentry in a Russian provincial town. 







	[←34
] 

	décolletées: cut low at the neckline, fashionable. 







	[←35
] 

	 with three horses: a pretentious style of driving about. 







	[←36
] 

	Low Sunday: the Sunday after Easter, a traditional time for marriages.







	[←37
] 

	 Flagellant sect: a religious sect that arose in the 17th century; they repudiated priests and much of the Orthodox Church, and tended to favor clean, white clothes. 







	[←38
] 

	first guild: a member of the most prosperous of the three associations of Russian businessmen and merchants.







	[←39
] 

	tried it with his teeth: a counterfeit ruble has no silver and would be softer than a real ruble.







	[←40
] 

	the sign of the cross over his mouth: Russian superstition, to keep the Devil from entering the body.







	[←41
] 

	 kingdom of heaven: cf. Matthew 19:14. 







	[←42
] 

	 Honour thy father and mother: Exodus 20:12. 
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