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Anton Chekhov  
(5 selected short stories) 

 

LET ME SLEEP 

NIGHT. Varka, the little nurse, a girl of thirteen, is rocking 
the cradle in which the baby is lying, and humming hardly 
audibly: 

                "Hush-a-bye, my baby wee, 
                 While I sing a song for thee." 

A little green lamp is burning before the ikon; there is a string 
stretched from one end of the room to the other, on which 
baby-clothes and a pair of big black trousers are hanging. 
There is a big patch of green on the ceiling from the ikon lamp, 
and the baby-clothes and the trousers throw long shadows on 
the stove, on the cradle, and on Varka. . . .  When the lamp 
begins to flicker, the green patch and the shadows come to 
life, and are set in motion, as though by the wind. It is stuffy. 
There is a smell of cabbage soup, and of the inside of a boot-
shop. 

The baby's crying. For a long while he has been hoarse and 
exhausted with crying; but he still goes on screaming, and 
there is no knowing when he will stop. And Varka is sleepy. Her 
eyes are glued together, her head droops, her neck aches. She 
cannot move her eyelids or her lips, and she feels as though 
her face is dried and wooden, as though her head has become 
as small as the head of a pin. 
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"Hush-a-bye, my baby wee," she hums, "while I cook the groats 
for thee. . . ." 

A cricket is churring in the stove. Through the door in the next 
room the master and the apprentice Afanasy are snoring. . . . 
The cradle creaks plaintively, Varka murmurs -- and it all 
blends into that soothing music of the night to which it is so 
sweet to listen, when one is lying in bed. Now that music is 
merely irritating and oppressive, because it goads her to sleep, 
and she must not sleep; if Varka -- God forbid! -- should fall 
asleep, her master and mistress would beat her. 

The lamp flickers. The patch of green and the shadows are set 
in motion, forcing themselves on Varka's fixed, half-open eyes, 
and in her half slumbering brain are fashioned into misty 
visions. She sees dark clouds chasing one another over the sky, 
and screaming like the baby. But then the wind blows, the 
clouds are gone, and Varka sees a broad high road covered with 
liquid mud; along the high road stretch files of wagons, while 
people with wallets on their backs are trudging along and 
shadows flit backwards and forwards; on both sides she can 
see forests through the cold harsh mist. All at once the people 
with their wallets and their shadows fall on the ground in the 
liquid mud. "What is that for?" Varka asks. "To sleep, to sleep!" 
they answer her. And they fall sound asleep, and sleep sweetly, 
while crows and magpies sit on the telegraph wires, scream like 
the baby, and try to wake them. 

"Hush-a-bye, my baby wee, and I will sing a song to thee," 
murmurs Varka, and now she sees herself in a dark stuffy hut. 

Her dead father, Yefim Stepanov, is tossing from side to side 
on the floor. She does not see him, but she hears him moaning 
and rolling on the floor from pain. "His guts have burst," as he 
says; the pain is so violent that he cannot utter a single word, 



and can only draw in his breath and clack his teeth like the 
rattling of a drum: 

"Boo--boo--boo--boo. . . ." 

Her mother, Pelageya, has run to the master's house to say 
that Yefim is dying. She has been gone a long time, and ought 
to be back. Varka lies awake on the stove, and hears her 
father's "boo--boo--boo." And then she hears someone has 
driven up to the hut. It is a young doctor from the town, who 
has been sent from the big house where he is staying on a visit. 
The doctor comes into the hut; he cannot be seen in the 
darkness, but he can be heard coughing and rattling the door. 

"Light a candle," he says. 

"Boo--boo--boo," answers Yefim. 

Pelageya rushes to the stove and begins looking for the broken 
pot with the matches. A minute passes in silence. The doctor, 
feeling in his pocket, lights a match. 

"In a minute, sir, in a minute," says Pelageya. She rushes out of 
the hut, and soon afterwards comes back with a bit of candle. 

Yefim's cheeks are rosy and his eyes are shining, and there is a 
peculiar keenness in his glance, as though he were seeing right 
through the hut and the doctor. 

"Come, what is it? What are you thinking about?" says the 
doctor, bending down to him. "Aha! have you had this long?" 

"What? Dying, your honour, my hour has come. . . . I am not to 
stay among the living." 

"Don't talk nonsense! We will cure you!" 



"That's as you please, your honour, we humbly thank you, only 
we understand. . . . Since death has come, there it is." 

The doctor spends a quarter of an hour over Yefim, then he 
gets up and says: 

"I can do nothing. You must go into the hospital, there they will 
operate on you. Go at once . . . You must go! It's rather late, 
they will all be asleep in the hospital, but that doesn't matter, 
I will give you a note. Do you hear?" 

"Kind sir, but what can he go in?" says Pelageya. "We have no 
horse." 

"Never mind. I'll ask your master, he'll let you have a horse." 

The doctor goes away, the candle goes out, and again there is 
the sound of "boo--boo--boo." Half an hour later someone 
drives up to the hut. A cart has been sent to take Yefim to the 
hospital. He gets ready and goes. . . . 

But now it is a clear bright morning. Pelageya is not at home; 
she has gone to the hospital to find what is being done to 
Yefim. Somewhere there is a baby crying, and Varka hears 
someone singing with her own voice: 

"Hush-a-bye, my baby wee, I will sing a song to thee." 

Pelageya comes back; she crosses herself and whispers: 

"They put him to rights in the night, but towards morning he 
gave up his soul to God. . . . The Kingdom of Heaven be his and 
peace everlasting. . . . They say he was taken too late. . . . He 
ought to have gone sooner. . . ." 

Varka goes out into the road and cries there, but all at once 
someone hits her on the back of her head so hard that her 



forehead knocks against a birch tree. She raises her eyes, and 
sees facing her, her master, the shoemaker. 

"What are you about, you scabby slut?" he says. "The child is 
crying, and you are asleep!" 

He gives her a sharp slap behind the ear, and she shakes her 
head, rocks the cradle, and murmurs her song. The green patch 
and the shadows from the trousers and the baby-clothes move 
up and down, nod to her, and soon take possession of her brain 
again. Again she sees the high road covered with liquid mud. 
The people with wallets on their backs and the shadows have 
lain down and are fast asleep. Looking at them, Varka has a 
passionate longing for sleep; she would lie down with 
enjoyment, but her mother Pelageya is walking beside her, 
hurrying her on. They are hastening together to the town to 
find situations. 

"Give alms, for Christ's sake!" her mother begs of the people 
they meet. "Show us the Divine Mercy, kind-hearted 
gentlefolk!" 

"Give the baby here!" a familiar voice answers. "Give the baby 
here!" the same voice repeats, this time harshly and angrily. 
"Are you asleep, you wretched girl?" 

Varka jumps up, and looking round grasps what is the matter: 
there is no high road, no Pelageya, no people meeting them, 
there is only her mistress, who has come to feed the baby, and 
is standing in the middle of the room. While the stout, broad-
shouldered woman nurses the child and soothes it, Varka 
stands looking at her and waiting till she has done. And outside 
the windows the air is already turning blue, the shadows and 
the green patch on the ceiling are visibly growing pale, it will 
soon be morning. 



"Take him," says her mistress, buttoning up her chemise over 
her bosom; "he is crying. He must be bewitched." 

Varka takes the baby, puts him in the cradle and begins rocking 
it again. The green patch and the shadows gradually disappear, 
and now there is nothing to force itself on her eyes and cloud 
her brain. But she is as sleepy as before, fearfully sleepy! 
Varka lays her head on the edge of the cradle, and rocks her 
whole body to overcome her sleepiness, but yet her eyes are 
glued together, and her head is heavy. 

"Varka, heat the stove!" she hears the master's voice through 
the door. 

So it is time to get up and set to work. Varka leaves the cradle, 
and runs to the shed for firewood. She is glad. When one 
moves and runs about, one is not so sleepy as when one is 
sitting down. She brings the wood, heats the stove, and feels 
that her wooden face is getting supple again, and that her 
thoughts are growing clearer. 

"Varka, set the samovar!" shouts her mistress. 

Varka splits a piece of wood, but has scarcely time to light the 
splinters and put them in the samovar, when she hears a fresh 
order: 

"Varka, clean the master's goloshes!" 

She sits down on the floor, cleans the goloshes, and thinks how 
nice it would be to put her head into a big deep golosh, and 
have a little nap in it. . . . And all at once the golosh grows, 
swells, fills up the whole room. Varka drops the brush, but at 
once shakes her head, opens her eyes wide, and tries to look at 
things so that they may not grow big and move before her 
eyes. 



"Varka, wash the steps outside; I am ashamed for the 
customers to see them!" 

Varka washes the steps, sweeps and dusts the rooms, then 
heats another stove and runs to the shop. There is a great deal 
of work: she hasn't one minute free. 

But nothing is so hard as standing in the same place at the 
kitchen table peeling potatoes. Her head droops over the table, 
the potatoes dance before her eyes, the knife tumbles out of 
her hand while her fat, angry mistress is moving about near her 
with her sleeves tucked up, talking so loud that it makes a 
ringing in Varka's ears. It is agonising, too, to wait at dinner, to 
wash, to sew, there are minutes when she longs to flop on to 
the floor regardless of everything, and to sleep. 

The day passes. Seeing the windows getting dark, Varka 
presses her temples that feel as though they were made of 
wood, and smiles, though she does not know why. The dusk of 
evening caresses her eyes that will hardly keep open, and 
promises her sound sleep soon. In the evening visitors come. 

"Varka, set the samovar!" shouts her mistress. The samovar is 
a little one, and before the visitors have drunk all the tea they 
want, she has to heat it five times. After tea Varka stands for 
a whole hour on the same spot, looking at the visitors, and 
waiting for orders. 

"Varka, run and buy three bottles of beer!" 
She starts off, and tries to run as quickly as she can, to drive 
away sleep. 
"Varka, fetch some vodka! Varka, where's the corkscrew? 
Varka, clean a herring!" 
But now, at last, the visitors have gone; the lights are put out, 
the master and mistress go to bed. 
"Varka, rock the baby!" she hears the last order. 



The cricket churrs in the stove; the green patch on the ceiling 
and the shadows from the trousers and the baby-clothes force 
themselves on Varka's half-opened eyes again, wink at her and 
cloud her mind. 

"Hush-a-bye, my baby wee," she murmurs, "and I will sing a 
song to thee." 

And the baby screams, and is worn out with screaming. Again 
Varka sees the muddy high road, the people with wallets, her 
mother Pelageya, her father Yefim. She understands 
everything, she recognises everyone, but through her half 
sleep she cannot understand the force which binds her, hand 
and foot, weighs upon her, and prevents her from living. She 
looks round, searches for that force that she may escape from 
it, but she cannot find it. At last, tired to death, she does her 
very utmost, strains her eyes, looks up at the flickering green 
patch, and listening to the screaming, finds the foe who will not 
let her live. 

That foe is the baby. 
She laughs. It seems strange to her that she has failed to 
grasp such a simple thing before. The green patch, the 
shadows, and the cricket seem to laugh and wonder too. 
The hallucination takes possession of Varka. She gets up from 
her stool, and with a broad smile on her face and wide 
unblinking eyes, she walks up and down the room. She feels 
pleased and tickled at the thought that she will be rid directly 
of the baby that binds her hand and foot. . . . Kill the baby and 
then sleep, sleep, sleep. . . . 

Laughing and winking and shaking her fingers at the green 
patch, Varka steals up to the cradle and bends over the baby. 
When she has strangled him, she quickly lies down on the floor, 
laughs with delight that she can sleep, and in a minute is 
sleeping as sound as the dead. 



 

BOOTS 

 

A PIANO-TUNER called Murkin, a close-shaven man with a 
yellow face, with a nose stained with snuff, and cotton-wool in 
his ears, came out of his hotel-room into the passage, and in a 
cracked voice cried: "Semyon! Waiter!" 

And looking at his frightened face one might have supposed 
that the ceiling had fallen in on him or that he had just seen a 
ghost in his room. 

"Upon my word, Semyon!" he cried, seeing the attendant 
running towards him. "What is the meaning of it? I am a 
rheumatic, delicate man and you make me go barefoot! Why is 
it you don't give me my boots all this time? Where are they?" 

Semyon went into Murkin's room, looked at the place where he 
was in the habit of putting the boots he had cleaned, and 
scratched his head: the boots were not there. 

"Where can they be, the damned things?" Semyon brought out. 
"I fancy I cleaned them in the evening and put them here. . . . 
H'm! . . . Yesterday, I must own, I had a drop. . . . I must have 
put them in another room, I suppose. That must be it, Afanasy 
Yegoritch, they are in another room! There are lots of boots, 
and how the devil is one to know them apart when one is drunk 
and does not know what one is doing?. . . I must have taken 
them in to the lady that's next door . . . the actress. . . ." 

"And now, if you please, I am to go in to a lady and disturb her 
all through you! Here, if you please, through this foolishness I 
am to wake up a respectable woman." 



Sighing and coughing, Murkin went to the door of the next 
room and cautiously tapped. 

"Who's there?" he heard a woman's voice a minute later. 

"It's I!" Murkin began in a plaintive voice, standing in the 
attitude of a cavalier addressing a lady of the highest society. 
"Pardon my disturbing you, madam, but I am a man in delicate 
health, rheumatic. . . . The doctors, madam, have ordered me to 
keep my feet warm, especially as I have to go at once to tune 
the piano at Madame la Générale Shevelitsyn's. I can't go to 
her barefoot." 

"But what do you want? What piano?" 

"Not a piano, madam; it is in reference to boots! Semyon, 
stupid fellow, cleaned my boots and put them by mistake in 
your room. Be so extremely kind, madam, as to give me my 
boots!" 

There was a sound of rustling, of jumping off the bed and the 
flapping of slippers, after which the door opened slightly and a 
plump feminine hand flung at Murkin's feet a pair of boots. The 
piano-tuner thanked her and went into his own room. 

"Odd . . ." he muttered, putting on the boots, it seems as 
though this is not the right boot. Why, here are two left boots! 
Both are for the left foot! I say, Semyon, these are not my 
boots! My boots have red tags and no patches on them, and 
these are in holes and have no tags." 

Semyon picked up the boots, turned them over several times 
before his eyes, and frowned. 

"Those are Pavel Alexandritch's boots," he grumbled, squinting 
at them. He squinted with the left eye. 

"What Pavel Alexandritch?" 



"The actor; he comes here every Tuesday. . . . He must have 
put on yours instead of his own. . . . So I must have put both 
pairs in her room, his and yours. Here's a go!" 

"Then go and change them!" 

"That's all right!" sniggered Semyon, "go and change them. . . . 
Where am I to find him now? He went off an hour ago. . . . Go 
and look for the wind in the fields!" 

"Where does he live then?" 

"Who can tell? He comes here every Tuesday, and where he 
lives I don't know. He comes and stays the night, and then you 
may wait till next Tuesday. . . ." 

"There, do you see, you brute, what you have done? Why, what 
am I to do now? It is time I was at Madame la Générale 
Shevelitsyn's, you anathema! My feet are frozen!" 

"You can change the boots before long. Put on these boots, go 
about in them till the evening, and in the evening go to the 
theatre. . . . Ask there for Blistanov, the actor. . . . If you don't 
care to go to the theatre, you will have to wait till next 
Tuesday; he only comes here on Tuesdays. . . ." 

"But why are there two boots for the left foot?" asked the 
piano-tuner, picking up the boots with an air of disgust. 

"What God has sent him, that he wears. Through poverty . . . 
where is an actor to get boots? I said to him 'What boots, 
Pavel Alexandritch! They are a positive disgrace!' and he said: 
'Hold your peace,' says he, 'and turn pale! In those very 
boots,' says he, 'I have played counts and princes.' A queer lot! 
Artists, that's the only word for them! If I were the governor 
or anyone in command, I would get all these actors together 
and clap them all in prison." 



Continually sighing and groaning and knitting his brows, Murkin 
drew the two left boots on to his feet, and set off, limping, to 
Madame la Générale Shevelitsyn's. He went about the town all 
day long tuning pianos, and all day long it seemed to him that 
everyone was looking at his feet and seeing his patched boots 
with heels worn down at the sides! Apart from his moral 
agonies he had to suffer physically also; the boots gave him a 
corn. 

In the evening he was at the theatre. There was a performance 
of Bluebeard. It was only just before the last act, and then 
only thanks to the good offices of a man he knew who played a 
flute in the orchestra, that he gained admittance behind the 
scenes. Going to the men's dressing-room, he found there all 
the male performers. Some were changing their clothes, others 
were painting their faces, others were smoking. Bluebeard was 
standing with King Bobesh, showing him a revolver. 

"You had better buy it," said Bluebeard. "I bought it at Kursk, 
a bargain, for eight roubles, but, there! I will let you have it 
for six. . . . A wonderfully good one!" 

"Steady. . . . It's loaded, you know!" 

"Can I see Mr. Blistanov?" the piano-tuner asked as he went in. 

"I am he!" said Bluebeard, turning to him. "What do you want?" 

"Excuse my troubling you, sir," began the piano-tuner in an 
imploring voice, "but, believe me, I am a man in delicate health, 
rheumatic. The doctors have ordered me to keep my feet warm 
. . ." 

"But, speaking plainly, what do you want?" 

"You see," said the piano-tuner, addressing Bluebeard. "Er . . . 
you stayed last night at Buhteyev's furnished apartments . . . 
No. 64 . . ." 



"What's this nonsense?" said King Bobesh with a grin. "My wife 
is at No. 64." 

"Your wife, sir? Delighted. . . ." Murkin smiled. "It was she, 
your good lady, who gave me this gentleman's boots. . . . After 
this gentleman -- the piano-tuner indicated Blistanov--"had 
gone away I missed my boots. . . . I called the waiter, you know, 
and he said: 'I left your boots in the next room!' By mistake, 
being in a state of intoxication, he left my boots as well as 
yours at 64," said Murkin, turning to Blistanov, "and when you 
left this gentleman's lady you put on mine." 

"What are you talking about?" said Blistanov, and he scowled. " 
Have you come here to libel me?" 

"Not at all, sir -- God forbid! You misunderstand me. What am 
I talking about? About boots! You did stay the night at No. 64, 
didn't you?" 

"When?" 

"Last night!" 

"Why, did you see me there?" 

"No, sir, I didn't see you," said Murkin in great confusion, 
sitting down and taking off the boots. "I did not see you, but 
this gentleman's lady threw out your boots here to me . . . 
instead of mine." 

"What right have you, sir, to make such assertions? I say 
nothing about myself, but you are slandering a woman, and in 
the presence of her husband, too!" 

A fearful hubbub arose behind the scenes. King Bobesh, the 
injured husband, suddenly turned crimson and brought his fist 
down upon the table with such violence that two actresses in 
the next dressing-room felt faint. 



"And you believe it?" cried Bluebeard. "You believe this 
worthless rascal? O-oh! Would you like me to kill him like a 
dog? Would you like it? I will turn him into a beefsteak! I'll 
blow his brains out!" 

And all the persons who were promenading that evening in the 
town park by the Summer theatre describe to this day how 
just before the fourth act they saw a man with bare feet, a 
yellow face, and terror-stricken eyes dart out of the theatre 
and dash along the principal avenue. He was pursued by a man in 
the costume of Bluebeard, armed with a revolver. What 
happened later no one saw. All that is known is that Murkin was 
confined to his bed for a fortnight after his acquaintance with 
Blistanov, and that to the words "I am a man in delicate health, 
rheumatic" he took to adding, "I am a wounded man. . . ." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

A TRANSGRESSION 

 

A COLLEGIATE assessor called Miguev stopped at a telegraph-
post in the course of his evening walk and heaved a deep sigh. 
A week before, as he was returning home from his evening 
walk, he had been overtaken at that very spot by his former 
housemaid, Agnia, who said to him viciously: 

"Wait a bit! I'll cook you such a crab that'll teach you to ruin 
innocent girls! I'll leave the baby at your door, and I'll have 
the law of you, and I'll tell your wife, too. . . ." 

And she demanded that he should put five thousand roubles 
into the bank in her name. Miguev remembered it, heaved a 
sigh, and once more reproached himself with heartfelt 
repentance for the momentary infatuation which had caused 
him so much worry and misery. 

When he reached his bungalow, he sat down to rest on the 
doorstep. It was just ten o'clock, and a bit of the moon peeped 
out from behind the clouds. There was not a soul in the street 
nor near the bungalows; elderly summer visitors were already 
going to bed, while young ones were walking in the wood. Feeling 
in both his pockets for a match to light his cigarette, Miguev 
brought his elbow into contact with something soft. He looked 
idly at his right elbow, and his face was instantly contorted by 
a look of as much horror as though he had seen a snake beside 
him. On the step at the very door lay a bundle. Something 
oblong in shape was wrapped up in something -- judging by the 
feel of it, a wadded quilt. One end of the bundle was a little 
open, and the collegiate assessor, putting in his hand, felt 
something damp and warm. He leaped on to his feet in horror, 



and looked about him like a criminal trying to escape from his 
warders. . . . 

"She has left it!" he muttered wrathfully through his teeth, 
clenching his fists. "Here it lies. . . . Here lies my transgression! 
O Lord!" 

He was numb with terror, anger, and shame. . . What was he to 
do now? What would his wife say if she found out? What would 
his colleagues at the office say? His Excellency would be sure 
to dig him in the ribs, guffaw, and say: "I congratulate you! . . . 
He-he-he! Though your beard is gray, your heart is gay. . . . You 
are a rogue, Semyon Erastovitch!" The whole colony of summer 
visitors would know his secret now, and probably the 
respectable mothers of families would shut their doors to him. 
Such incidents always get into the papers, and the humble 
name of Miguev would be published all over Russia. . . . 

The middle window of the bungalow was open and he could 
distinctly hear his wife, Anna Filippovna, laying the table for 
supper; in the yard close to the gate Yermolay, the porter, was 
plaintively strumming on the balalaika. The baby had only to 
wake up and begin to cry, and the secret would be discovered. 
Miguev was conscious of an overwhelming desire to make haste. 

"Haste, haste! . . ." he muttered, "this minute, before anyone 
sees. I'll carry it away and lay it on somebody's doorstep. . . ." 

Miguev took the bundle in one hand and quietly, with a 
deliberate step to avoid awakening suspicion, went down the 
street. . . . 

"A wonderfully nasty position!" he reflected, trying to assume 
an air of unconcern. "A collegiate assessor walking down the 
street with a baby! Good heavens! if anyone sees me and 
understands the position, I am done for. . . . I'd better put it 
on this doorstep. . . . No, stay, the windows are open and 



perhaps someone is looking. Where shall I put it? I know! I'll 
take it to the merchant Myelkin's.. .. Merchants are rich people 
and tenderhearted; very likely they will say thank you and 
adopt it." 

And Miguev made up his mind to take the baby to Myelkin's, 
although the merchant's villa was in the furthest street, close 
to the river. 

"If only it does not begin screaming or wriggle out of the 
bundle," thought the collegiate assessor. "This is indeed a 
pleasant surprise! Here I am carrying a human being under my 
arm as though it were a portfolio. A human being, alive, with 
soul, with feelings like anyone else. . . . If by good luck the 
Myelkins adopt him, he may turn out somebody. . . . Maybe he 
will become a professor, a great general, an author. . . . 
Anything may happen! Now I am carrying him under my arm like 
a bundle of rubbish, and perhaps in thirty or forty years I may 
not dare to sit down in his presence. . . . 

As Miguev was walking along a narrow, deserted alley, beside a 
long row of fences, in the thick black shade of the lime trees, 
it suddenly struck him that he was doing something very cruel 
and criminal. 

"How mean it is really!" he thought. "So mean that one can't 
imagine anything meaner. . . . Why are we shifting this poor 
baby from door to door? It's not its fault that it's been born. 
It's done us no harm. We are scoundrels. . . . We take our 
pleasure, and the innocent babies have to pay the penalty. Only 
to think of all this wretched business! I've done wrong and the 
child has a cruel fate before it. If I lay it at the Myelkins' 
door, they'll send it to the foundling hospital, and there it will 
grow up among strangers, in mechanical routine, . . . no love, no 
petting, no spoiling. . . . And then he'll be apprenticed to a 
shoemaker, . . . he'll take to drink, will learn to use filthy 



language, will go hungry. A shoemaker! and he the son of a 
collegiate assessor, of good family. . . . He is my flesh and 
blood, . . . " 

Miguev came out of the shade of the lime trees into the bright 
moonlight of the open road, and opening the bundle, he looked 
at the baby. 

"Asleep!" he murmured. "You little rascal! why, you've an 
aquiline nose like your father's. . . . He sleeps and doesn't feel 
that it's his own father looking at him! . . . It's a drama, my 
boy. . . Well, well, you must forgive me. Forgive me, old boy. . . . 
It seems it's your fate. . . ." 

The collegiate assessor blinked and felt a spasm running down 
his cheeks. . . . He wrapped up the baby, put him under his arm, 
and strode on. All the way to the Myelkins' villa social 
questions were swarming in his brain and conscience was 
gnawing in his bosom. 

"If I were a decent, honest man, he thought, "I should damn 
everything, go with this baby to Anna Filippovna, fall on my 
knees before her, and say: 'Forgive me! I have sinned! Torture 
me, but we won't ruin an innocent child. We have no children; 
let us adopt him!" She's a good sort, she'd consent. . . . And 
then my child would be with me. . . . Ech!" 

He reached the Myelkins' villa and stood still hesitating. He 
imagined himself in the parlor at home, sitting reading the 
paper while a little boy with an aquiline nose played with the 
tassels of his dressing gown. At the same time visions forced 
themselves on his brain of his winking colleagues, and of his 
Excellency digging him in the ribs and guffawing. . . . Besides 
the pricking of his conscience, there was something warm, sad, 
and tender in his heart. . . . 



Cautiously the collegiate assessor laid the baby on the 
verandah step and waved his hand. Again he felt a spasm run 
over his face. . . . 

"Forgive me, old fellow! I am a scoundrel, he muttered. "Don't 
remember evil against me." 

He stepped back, but immediately cleared his throat resolutely 
and said: 

"Oh, come what will! Damn it all! I'll take him, and let people 
say what they like!" 

Miguev took the baby and strode rapidly back. 

"Let them say what they like," he thought. "I'll go at once, fall 
on my knees, and say: 'Anna Filippovna!' Anna is a good sort, 
she'll understand. . . . And we'll bring him up. . . . If it's a boy 
we'll call him Vladimir, and if it's a girl we'll call her Anna! 
Anyway, it will be a comfort in our old age." 

And he did as he determined. Weeping and almost faint with 
shame and terror, full of hope and vague rapture, he went into 
his bungalow, went up to his wife, and fell on his knees before 
her. 

"Anna Filippovna!" he said with a sob, and he laid the baby on 
the floor. "Hear me before you punish. . . . I have sinned! This 
is my child. . . . You remember Agnia? Well, it was the devil 
drove me to it. . . ." 

And, almost unconscious with shame and terror, he jumped up 
without waiting for an answer, and ran out into the open air as 
though he had received a thrashing. . . . 

"I'll stay here outside till she calls me," he thought. "I'll give 
her time to recover, and to think it over. . . ." 



The porter Yermolay passed him with his balalaika, glanced at 
him and shrugged his shoulders. A minute later he passed him 
again, and again he shrugged his shoulders. 

"Here's a go! Did you ever!" he muttered grinning. "Aksinya, the 
washer-woman, was here just now, Semyon Erastovitch. The 
silly woman put her baby down on the steps here, and while she 
was indoors with me, someone took and carried off the baby. . . 
. Who'd have thought it!" 

"What? What are you saying?" shouted Miguev at the top of 
his voice. 
Yermolay, interpreting his master's wrath in his own fashion, 
scratched his head and heaved a sigh. 
"I am sorry, Semyon Erastovitch," he said, "but it's the 
summer holidays, . . . one can't get on without . . . without a 
woman, I mean. . . ." 
And glancing at his master's eyes glaring at him with anger and 
astonishment, he cleared his throat guiltily and went on: 

"It's a sin, of course, but there -- what is one to do?. . . You've 
forbidden us to have strangers in the house, I know, but we've 
none of our own now. When Agnia was here I had no women to 
see me, for I had one at home; but now, you can see for 
yourself, sir, . . . one can't help having strangers. In Agnia's 
time, of course, there was nothing irregular, because. . ." 

"Be off, you scoundrel!" Miguev shouted at him, stamping, and 
he went back into the room. 

Anna Filippovna, amazed and wrathful, was sitting as before, 
her tear-stained eyes fixed on the baby. . . . 

"There! there!" Miguev muttered with a pale face, twisting his 
lips into a smile. "It was a joke. . . . It's not my baby, . . . it's 
the washer-woman's! . . . I . . . I was joking. . . . Take it to the 
porter." 



ABOUT LOVE 

 

AT lunch next day there were very nice pies, crayfish, and 
mutton cutlets; and while we were eating, Nikanor, the cook, 
came up to ask what the visitors would like for dinner. He was a 
man of medium height, with a puffy face and little eyes; he was 
close-shaven, and it looked as though his moustaches had not 
been shaved, but had been pulled out by the roots. Alehin told 
us that the beautiful Pelagea was in love with this cook. As he 
drank and was of a violent character, she did not want to marry 
him, but was willing to live with him without. He was very 
devout, and his religious convictions would not allow him to "live 
in sin"; he insisted on her marrying him, and would consent to 
nothing else, and when he was drunk he used to abuse her and 
even beat her. Whenever he got drunk she used to hide 
upstairs and sob, and on such occasions Alehin and the servants 
stayed in the house to be ready to defend her in case of 
necessity. 

We began talking about love. 

"How love is born," said Alehin, "why Pelagea does not love 
somebody more like herself in her spiritual and external 
qualities, and why she fell in love with Nikanor, that ugly snout 
-- we all call him 'The Snout' -- how far questions of personal 
happiness are of consequence in love -- all that is known; one 
can take what view one likes of it. So far only one incontestable 
truth has been uttered about love: 'This is a great mystery.' 
Everything else that has been written or said about love is not 
a conclusion, but only a statement of questions which have 
remained unanswered. The explanation which would seem to fit 
one case does not apply in a dozen others, and the very best 
thing, to my mind, would be to explain every case individually 



without attempting to generalize. We ought, as the doctors 
say, to individualize each case." 

"Perfectly true," Burkin assented. 

"We Russians of the educated class have a partiality for these 
questions that remain unanswered. Love is usually poeticized, 
decorated with roses, nightingales; we Russians decorate our 
loves with these momentous questions, and select the most 
uninteresting of them, too. In Moscow, when I was a student, I 
had a friend who shared my life, a charming lady, and every 
time I took her in my arms she was thinking what I would allow 
her a month for housekeeping and what was the price of beef a 
pound. In the same way, when we are in love we are never tired 
of asking ourselves questions: whether it is honourable or 
dishonourable, sensible or stupid, what this love is leading up 
to, and so on. Whether it is a good thing or not I don't know, 
but that it is in the way, unsatisfactory, and irritating, I do 
know." 

It looked as though he wanted to tell some story. People who 
lead a solitary existence always have something in their hearts 
which they are eager to talk about. In town bachelors visit the 
baths and the restaurants on purpose to talk, and sometimes 
tell the most interesting things to bath attendants and 
waiters; in the country, as a rule, they unbosom themselves to 
their guests. Now from the window we could see a grey sky, 
trees drenched in the rain; in such weather we could go 
nowhere, and there was nothing for us to do but to tell stories 
and to listen. 

"I have lived at Sofino and been farming for a long time," 
Alehin began, "ever since I left the University. I am an idle 
gentleman by education, a studious person by disposition; but 
there was a big debt owing on the estate when I came here, 
and as my father was in debt partly because he had spent so 



much on my education, I resolved not to go away, but to work 
till I paid off the debt. I made up my mind to this and set to 
work, not, I must confess, without some repugnance. The land 
here does not yield much, and if one is not to farm at a loss one 
must employ serf labour or hired labourers, which is almost the 
same thing, or put it on a peasant footing -- that is, work the 
fields oneself and with one's family. There is no middle path. 
But in those days I did not go into such subtleties. I did not 
leave a clod of earth unturned; I gathered together all the 
peasants, men and women, from the neighbouring villages; the 
work went on at a tremendous pace. I myself ploughed and 
sowed and reaped, and was bored doing it, and frowned with 
disgust, like a village cat driven by hunger to eat cucumbers in 
the kitchen-garden. My body ached, and I slept as I walked. At 
first it seemed to me that I could easily reconcile this life of 
toil with my cultured habits; to do so, I thought, all that is 
necessary is to maintain a certain external order in life. I 
established myself upstairs here in the best rooms, and 
ordered them to bring me there coffee and liquor after lunch 
and dinner, and when I went to bed I read every night 
the Yyesnik Evropi. But one day our priest, Father Ivan, came 
and drank up all my liquor at one sitting; and the Yyesnik 
Evropi went to the priest's daughters; as in the summer, 
especially at the haymaking, I did not succeed in getting to my 
bed at all, and slept in the sledge in the barn, or somewhere in 
the forester's lodge, what chance was there of reading? Little 
by little I moved downstairs, began dining in the servants' 
kitchen, and of my former luxury nothing is left but the 
servants who were in my father's service, and whom it would 
be painful to turn away. 

"In the first years I was elected here an honourary justice of 
the peace. I used to have to go to the town and take part in 
the sessions of the congress and of the circuit court, and this 
was a pleasant change for me. When you live here for two or 
three months without a break, especially in the winter, you 



begin at last to pine for a black coat. And in the circuit court 
there were frock-coats, and uniforms, and dress-coats, too, all 
lawyers, men who have received a general education; I had 
some one to talk to. After sleeping in the sledge and dining in 
the kitchen, to sit in an arm-chair in clean linen, in thin boots, 
with a chain on one's waistcoat, is such luxury! 

"I received a warm welcome in the town. I made friends 
eagerly. And of all my acquaintanceships the most intimate and, 
to tell the truth, the most agreeable to me was my 
acquaintance with Luganovitch, the vice-president of the 
circuit court. You both know him: a most charming personality. 
It all happened just after a celebrated case of incendiarism; 
the preliminary investigation lasted two days; we were 
exhausted. Luganovitch looked at me and said: 

" 'Look here, come round to dinner with me.' 

"This was unexpected, as I knew Luganovitch very little, only 
officially, and I had never been to his house. I only just went 
to my hotel room to change and went off to dinner. And here it 
was my lot to meet Anna Alexyevna, Luganovitch's wife. At 
that time she was still very young, not more than twenty-two, 
and her first baby had been born just six months before. It is 
all a thing of the past; and now I should find it difficult to 
define what there was so exceptional in her, what it was in her 
attracted me so much; at the time, at dinner, it was all 
perfectly clear to me. I saw a lovely young, good, intelligent, 
fascinating woman, such as I had never met before; and I felt 
her at once some one close and already familiar, as though that 
face, those cordial, intelligent eyes, I had seen somewhere in 
my childhood, in the album which lay on my mother's chest of 
drawers. 

"Four Jews were charged with being incendiaries, were 
regarded as a gang of robbers, and, to my mind, quite 



groundlessly. At dinner I was very much excited, I was 
uncomfortable, and I don't know what I said, but Anna 
Alexyevna kept shaking her head and saying to her husband: 

" 'Dmitry, how is this?' 

"Luganovitch is a good-natured man, one of those simple-
hearted people who firmly maintain the opinion that once a man 
is charged before a court he is guilty, and to express doubt of 
the correctness of a sentence cannot be done except in legal 
form on paper, and not at dinner and in private conversation. 

" 'You and I did not set fire to the place,' he said softly, 'and 
you see we are not condemned, and not in prison.' 

"And both husband and wife tried to make me eat and drink as 
much as possible. From some trifling details, from the way they 
made the coffee together, for instance, and from the way they 
understood each other at half a word, I could gather that they 
lived in harmony and comfort, and that they were glad of a 
visitor. After dinner they played a duet on the piano; then it 
got dark, and I went home. That was at the beginning of spring. 

"After that I spent the whole summer at Sofino without a 
break, and I had no time to think of the town, either, but the 
memory of the graceful fair-haired woman remained in my mind 
all those days; I did not think of her, but it was as though her 
light shadow were lying on my heart. 

"In the late autumn there was a theatrical performance for 
some charitable object in the town. I went into the governor's 
box (I was invited to go there in the interval); I looked, and 
there was Anna Alexyevna sitting beside the governor's wife; 
and again the same irresistible, thrilling impression of beauty 
and sweet, caressing eyes, and again the same feeling of 
nearness. We sat side by side, then went to the foyer. 



" 'You've grown thinner,' she said; 'have you been ill?' 

" 'Yes, I've had rheumatism in my shoulder, and in rainy 
weather I can't sleep.' 

" 'You look dispirited. In the spring, when you came to dinner, 
you were younger, more confident. You were full of eagerness, 
and talked a great deal then; you were very interesting, and I 
really must confess I was a little carried away by you. For some 
reason you often came back to my memory during the summer, 
and when I was getting ready for the theatre today I thought 
I should see you.' 

"And she laughed. 

" 'But you look dispirited today,' she repeated; 'it makes you 
seem older.' 

"The next day I lunched at the Luganovitchs'. After lunch they 
drove out to their summer villa, in order to make arrangements 
there for the winter, and I went with them. I returned with 
them to the town, and at midnight drank tea with them in quiet 
domestic surroundings, while the fire glowed, and the young 
mother kept going to see if her baby girl was asleep. And after 
that, every time I went to town I never failed to visit the 
Luganovitchs. They grew used to me, and I grew used to them. 
As a rule I went in unannounced, as though I were one of the 
family. 

" 'Who is there?' I would hear from a faraway room, in the 
drawling voice that seemed to me so lovely. 

" 'It is Pavel Konstantinovitch,' answered the maid or the 
nurse. 

"Anna Alexyevna would come out to me with an anxious face, 
and would ask every time: 



" 'Why is it so long since you have been? Has anything 
happened?' 

"Her eyes, the elegant refined hand she gave me, her indoor 
dress, the way she did her hair, her voice, her step, always 
produced the same impression on me of something new and 
extraordinary in my life, and very important. We talked 
together for hours, were silent, thinking each our own 
thoughts, or she played for hours to me on the piano. If there 
were no one at home I stayed and waited, talked to the nurse, 
played with the child, or lay on the sofa in the study and read; 
and when Anna Alexyevna came back I met her in the hall, took 
all her parcels from her, and for some reason I carried those 
parcels every time with as much love, with as much solemnity, 
as a boy. 

"There is a proverb that if a peasant woman has no troubles 
she will buy a pig. The Luganovitchs had no troubles, so they 
made friends with me. If I did not come to the town I must be 
ill or something must have happened to me, and both of them 
were extremely anxious. They were worried that I, an 
educated man with a knowledge of languages, should, instead of 
devoting myself to science or literary work, live in the country, 
rush round like a squirrel in a rage, work hard with never a 
penny to show for it. They fancied that I was unhappy, and 
that I only talked, laughed, and ate to conceal my sufferings, 
and even at cheerful moments when I felt happy I was aware 
of their searching eyes fixed upon me. They were particularly 
touching when I really was depressed, when I was being 
worried by some creditor or had not money enough to pay 
interest on the proper day. The two of them, husband and wife, 
would whisper together at the window; then he would come to 
me and say with a grave face: 



" 'If you really are in need of money at the moment, Pavel 
Konstantinovitch, my wife and I beg you not to hesitate to 
borrow from us.' 

"And he would blush to his ears with emotion. And it would 
happen that, after whispering in the same way at the window, 
he would come up to me, with red ears, and say: 

" 'My wife and I earnestly beg you to accept this present.' 

"And he would give me studs, a cigar-case, or a lamp, and I 
would send them game, butter, and flowers from the country. 
They both, by the way, had considerable means of their own. In 
early days I often borrowed money, and was not very particular 
about it -- borrowed wherever I could -- but nothing in the 
world would have induced me to borrow from the Luganovitchs. 
But why talk of it? 

"I was unhappy. At home, in the fields, in the barn, I thought 
of her; I tried to understand the mystery of a beautiful, 
intelligent young woman's marrying some one so uninteresting, 
almost an old man (her husband was over forty), and having 
children by him; to understand the mystery of this 
uninteresting, good, simple-hearted man, who argued with such 
wearisome good sense, at balls and evening parties kept near 
the more solid people, looking listless and superfluous, with a 
submissive, uninterested expression, as though he had been 
brought there for sale, who yet believed in his right to be 
happy, to have children by her; and I kept trying to understand 
why she had met him first and not me, and why such a terrible 
mistake in our lives need have happened. 

"And when I went to the town I saw every time from her eyes 
that she was expecting me, and she would confess to me 
herself that she had had a peculiar feeling all that day and had 
guessed that I should come. We talked a long time, and were 
silent, yet we did not confess our love to each other, but 



timidly and jealously concealed it. We were afraid of 
everything that might reveal our secret to ourselves. I loved 
her tenderly, deeply, but I reflected and kept asking myself 
what our love could lead to if we had not the strength to fight 
against it. It seemed to be incredible that my gentle, sad love 
could all at once coarsely break up the even tenor of the life of 
her husband, her children, and all the household in which I was 
so loved and trusted. Would it be honourable? She would go 
away with me, but where? Where could I take her? It would 
have been a different matter if I had had a beautiful, 
interesting life -- if, for instance, I had been struggling for 
the emancipation of my country, or had been a celebrated man 
of science, an artist or a painter; but as it was it would mean 
taking her from one everyday humdrum life to another as 
humdrum or perhaps more so. And how long would our happiness 
last? What would happen to her in case I was ill, in case I died, 
or if we simply grew cold to one another? 

"And she apparently reasoned in the same way. She thought of 
her husband, her children, and of her mother, who loved the 
husband like a son. If she abandoned herself to her feelings 
she would have to lie, or else to tell the truth, and in her 
position either would have been equally terrible and 
inconvenient. And she was tormented by the question whether 
her love would bring me happiness -- would she not complicate 
my life, which, as it was, was hard enough and full of all sorts 
of trouble? She fancied she was not young enough for me, that 
she was not industrious nor energetic enough to begin a new 
life, and she often talked to her husband of the importance of 
my marrying a girl of intelligence and merit who would be a 
capable housewife and a help to me -- and she would 
immediately add that it would be difficult to find such a girl in 
the whole town. 

"Meanwhile the years were passing. Anna Alexyevna already 
had two children. When I arrived at the Luganovitchs' the 



servants smiled cordially, the children shouted that Uncle Pavel 
Konstantinovitch had come, and hung on my neck; every one was 
overjoyed. They did not understand what was passing in my 
soul, and thought that I, too, was happy. Every one looked on 
me as a noble being. And grown-ups and children alike felt that 
a noble being was walking about their rooms, and that gave a 
peculiar charm to their manner towards me, as though in my 
presence their life, too, was purer and more beautiful. Anna 
Alexyevna and I used to go to the theatre together, always 
walking there; we used to sit side by side in the stalls, our 
shoulders touching. I would take the opera-glass from her 
hands without a word, and feel at that minute that she was 
near me, that she was mine, that we could not live without each 
other; but by some strange misunderstanding, when we came 
out of the theatre we always said good-bye and parted as 
though we were strangers. Goodness knows what people were 
saying about us in the town already, but there was not a word 
of truth in it all! 

"In the latter years Anna Alexyevna took to going away for 
frequent visits to her mother or to her sister; she began to 
suffer from low spirits, she began to recognize that her life 
was spoilt and unsatisfied, and at times she did not care to see 
her husband nor her children. She was already being treated 
for neurasthenia. 

"We were silent and still silent, and in the presence of 
outsiders she displayed a strange irritation in regard to me; 
whatever I talked about, she disagreed with me, and if I had 
an argument she sided with my opponent. If I dropped 
anything, she would say coldly: 

" 'I congratulate you.' 

"If I forgot to take the opera-glass when we were going to the 
theatre, she would say afterwards: 



" 'I knew you would forget it.' 

"Luckily or unluckily, there is nothing in our lives that does not 
end sooner or later. The time of parting came, as Luganovitch 
was appointed president in one of the western provinces. They 
had to sell their furniture, their horses, their summer villa. 
When they drove out to the villa, and afterwards looked back 
as they were going away, to look for the last time at the 
garden, at the green roof, every one was sad, and I realized 
that I had to say goodbye not only to the villa. It was arranged 
that at the end of August we should see Anna Alexyevna off to 
the Crimea, where the doctors were sending her, and that a 
little later Luganovitch and the children would set off for the 
western province. 

"We were a great crowd to see Anna Alexyevna off. When she 
had said good-bye to her husband and her children and there 
was only a minute left before the third bell, I ran into her 
compartment to put a basket, which she had almost forgotten, 
on the rack, and I had to say good-bye. When our eyes met in 
the compartment our spiritual fortitude deserted us both; I 
took her in my arms, she pressed her face to my breast, and 
tears flowed from her eyes. Kissing her face, her shoulders, 
her hands wet with tears -- oh, how unhappy we were! -- I 
confessed my love for her, and with a burning pain in my heart 
I realized how unnecessary, how petty, and how deceptive all 
that had hindered us from loving was. I understood that when 
you love you must either, in your reasonings about that love, 
start from what is highest, from what is more important than 
happiness or unhappiness, sin or virtue in their accepted 
meaning, or you must not reason at all. 

"I kissed her for the last time, pressed her hand, and parted 
for ever. The train had already started. I went into the next 
compartment -- it was empty -- and until I reached the next 
station I sat there crying. Then I walked home to Sofino. . . ." 



While Alehin was telling his story, the rain left off and the sun 
came out. Burkin and Ivan Ivanovitch went out on the balcony, 
from which there was a beautiful view over the garden and the 
mill-pond, which was shining now in the sunshine like a mirror. 
They admired it, and at the same time they were sorry that 
this man with the kind, clever eyes, who had told them this 
story with such genuine feeling, should be rushing round and 
round this huge estate like a squirrel on a wheel instead of 
devoting himself to science or something else which would have 
made his life more pleasant; and they thought what a sorrowful 
face Anna Alexyevna must have had when he said good-bye to 
her in the railway-carriage and kissed her face and shoulders. 
Both of them had met her in the town, and Burkin knew her and 
thought her beautiful. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



MISERY 

 

"To whom shall I tell my grief?" 

THE twilight of evening. Big flakes of wet snow are whirling 
lazily about the street lamps, which have just been lighted, and 
lying in a thin soft layer on roofs, horses' backs, shoulders, 
caps. Iona Potapov, the sledge-driver, is all white like a ghost. 
He sits on the box without stirring, bent as double as the living 
body can be bent. If a regular snowdrift fell on him it seems as 
though even then he would not think it necessary to shake it 
off. . . . His little mare is white and motionless too. Her 
stillness, the angularity of her lines, and the stick-like 
straightness of her legs make her look like a halfpenny 
gingerbread horse. She is probably lost in thought. Anyone who 
has been torn away from the plough, from the familiar gray 
landscapes, and cast into this slough, full of monstrous lights, 
of unceasing uproar and hurrying people, is bound to think. 

It is a long time since Iona and his nag have budged. They came 
out of the yard before dinnertime and not a single fare yet. 
But now the shades of evening are falling on the town. The pale 
light of the street lamps changes to a vivid color, and the 
bustle of the street grows noisier. 

"Sledge to Vyborgskaya!" Iona hears. "Sledge!" 

Iona starts, and through his snow-plastered eyelashes sees an 
officer in a military overcoat with a hood over his head. 

"To Vyborgskaya," repeats the officer. "Are you asleep? To 
Vyborgskaya!" 

In token of assent Iona gives a tug at the reins which sends 
cakes of snow flying from the horse's back and shoulders. The 



officer gets into the sledge. The sledge-driver clicks to the 
horse, cranes his neck like a swan, rises in his seat, and more 
from habit than necessity brandishes his whip. The mare 
cranes her neck, too, crooks her stick-like legs, and 
hesitatingly sets of. . . . 

"Where are you shoving, you devil?" Iona immediately hears 
shouts from the dark mass shifting to and fro before him. 
"Where the devil are you going? Keep to the r-right!" 

"You don't know how to drive! Keep to the right," says the 
officer angrily. 

A coachman driving a carriage swears at him; a pedestrian 
crossing the road and brushing the horse's nose with his 
shoulder looks at him angrily and shakes the snow off his 
sleeve. Iona fidgets on the box as though he were sitting on 
thorns, jerks his elbows, and turns his eyes about like one 
possessed as though he did not know where he was or why he 
was there. 

"What rascals they all are!" says the officer jocosely. "They 
are simply doing their best to run up against you or fall under 
the horse's feet. They must be doing it on purpose." 

Iona looks as his fare and moves his lips. . . . Apparently he 
means to say something, but nothing comes but a sniff. 

"What?" inquires the officer. 

Iona gives a wry smile, and straining his throat, brings out 
huskily: "My son . . . er . . . my son died this week, sir." 

"H'm! What did he die of?" 

Iona turns his whole body round to his fare, and says: 



"Who can tell! It must have been from fever. . . . He lay three 
days in the hospital and then he died. . . . God's will." 

"Turn round, you devil!" comes out of the darkness. "Have you 
gone cracked, you old dog? Look where you are going!" 

"Drive on! drive on! . . ." says the officer. "We shan't get there 
till to-morrow going on like this. Hurry up!" 

The sledge-driver cranes his neck again, rises in his seat, and 
with heavy grace swings his whip. Several times he looks round 
at the officer, but the latter keeps his eyes shut and is 
apparently disinclined to listen. Putting his fare down at 
Vyborgskaya, Iona stops by a restaurant, and again sits 
huddled up on the box. . . . Again the wet snow paints him and 
his horse white. One hour passes, and then another. . . . 

Three young men, two tall and thin, one short and hunchbacked, 
come up, railing at each other and loudly stamping on the 
pavement with their goloshes. 

"Cabby, to the Police Bridge!" the hunchback cries in a cracked 
voice. "The three of us, . . . twenty kopecks!" 

Iona tugs at the reins and clicks to his horse. Twenty kopecks 
is not a fair price, but he has no thoughts for that. Whether it 
is a rouble or whether it is five kopecks does not matter to him 
now so long as he has a fare. . . . The three young men, shoving 
each other and using bad language, go up to the sledge, and all 
three try to sit down at once. The question remains to be 
settled: Which are to sit down and which one is to stand? 
After a long altercation, ill-temper, and abuse, they come to 
the conclusion that the hunchback must stand because he is 
the shortest. 

"Well, drive on," says the hunchback in his cracked voice, 
settling himself and breathing down Iona's neck. "Cut along! 



What a cap you've got, my friend! You wouldn't find a worse 
one in all Petersburg. . . ." 

"He-he! . . . he-he! . . ." laughs Iona. "It's nothing to boast of!" 

"Well, then, nothing to boast of, drive on! Are you going to 
drive like this all the way? Eh? Shall I give you one in the 
neck?" 

"My head aches," says one of the tall ones. "At the Dukmasovs' 
yesterday Vaska and I drank four bottles of brandy between 
us." 

"I can't make out why you talk such stuff," says the other tall 
one angrily. "You lie like a brute." 

"Strike me dead, it's the truth! . . ." 

"It's about as true as that a louse coughs." 

"He-he!" grins Iona. "Me-er-ry gentlemen!" 

"Tfoo! the devil take you!" cries the hunchback indignantly. 
"Will you get on, you old plague, or won't you? Is that the way 
to drive? Give her one with the whip. Hang it all, give it her 
well." 

Iona feels behind his back the jolting person and quivering 
voice of the hunchback. He hears abuse addressed to him, he 
sees people, and the feeling of loneliness begins little by little 
to be less heavy on his heart. The hunchback swears at him, till 
he chokes over some elaborately whimsical string of epithets 
and is overpowered by his cough. His tall companions begin 
talking of a certain Nadyezhda Petrovna. Iona looks round at 
them. Waiting till there is a brief pause, he looks round once 
more and says: 

"This week . . . er. . . my. . . er. . . son died!" 



"We shall all die, . . ." says the hunchback with a sigh, wiping his 
lips after coughing. "Come, drive on! drive on! My friends, I 
simply cannot stand crawling like this! When will he get us 
there?" 

"Well, you give him a little encouragement . . . one in the neck!" 

"Do you hear, you old plague? I'll make you smart. If one 
stands on ceremony with fellows like you one may as well walk. 
Do you hear, you old dragon? Or don't you care a hang what we 
say? " 

And Iona hears rather than feels a slap on the back of his 
neck. 

"He-he! . . . " he laughs. "Merry gentlemen . . . . God give you 
health!" 

"Cabman, are you married?" asks one of the tall ones. 

"I? He he! Me-er-ry gentlemen. The only wife for me now is the 
damp earth. . . . He-ho-ho!. . . .The grave that is! . . . Here my 
son's dead and I am alive. . . . It's a strange thing, death has 
come in at the wrong door. . . . Instead of coming for me it 
went for my son. . . ." 

And Iona turns round to tell them how his son died, but at that 
point the hunchback gives a faint sigh and announces that, 
thank God! they have arrived at last. After taking his twenty 
kopecks, Iona gazes for a long while after the revelers, who 
disappear into a dark entry. Again he is alone and again there is 
silence for him. . . . The misery which has been for a brief 
space eased comes back again and tears his heart more cruelly 
than ever. With a look of anxiety and suffering Iona's eyes 
stray restlessly among the crowds moving to and fro on both 
sides of the street: can he not find among those thousands 
someone who will listen to him? But the crowds flit by heedless 



of him and his misery. . . . His misery is immense, beyond all 
bounds. If Iona's heart were to burst and his misery to flow 
out, it would flood the whole world, it seems, but yet it is not 
seen. It has found a hiding-place in such an insignificant shell 
that one would not have found it with a candle by daylight. . . . 

Iona sees a house-porter with a parcel and makes up his mind 
to address him. 

"What time will it be, friend?" he asks. 

"Going on for ten. . . . Why have you stopped here? Drive on!" 

Iona drives a few paces away, bends himself double, and gives 
himself up to his misery. He feels it is no good to appeal to 
people. But before five minutes have passed he draws himself 
up, shakes his head as though he feels a sharp pain, and tugs at 
the reins. . . . He can bear it no longer. 

"Back to the yard!" he thinks. "To the yard!" 

And his little mare, as though she knew his thoughts, falls to 
trotting. An hour and a half later Iona is sitting by a big dirty 
stove. On the stove, on the floor, and on the benches are 
people snoring. The air is full of smells and stuffiness. Iona 
looks at the sleeping figures, scratches himself, and regrets 
that he has come home so early. . . . 

"I have not earned enough to pay for the oats, even," he thinks. 
"That's why I am so miserable. A man who knows how to do his 
work, . . . who has had enough to eat, and whose horse has had 
enough to eat, is always at ease. . . ." 

In one of the corners a young cabman gets up, clears his throat 
sleepily, and makes for the water-bucket. 

"Want a drink?" Iona asks him. 



"Seems so." 

"May it do you good. . . . But my son is dead, mate. . . . Do you 
hear? This week in the hospital. . . . It's a queer business. . . ." 

Iona looks to see the effect produced by his words, but he 
sees nothing. The young man has covered his head over and is 
already asleep. The old man sighs and scratches himself. . . . 
Just as the young man had been thirsty for water, he thirsts 
for speech. His son will soon have been dead a week, and he has 
not really talked to anybody yet . . . . He wants to talk of it 
properly, with deliberation. . . . He wants to tell how his son was 
taken ill, how he suffered, what he said before he died, how he 
died. . . . He wants to describe the funeral, and how he went to 
the hospital to get his son's clothes. He still has his daughter 
Anisya in the country. . . . And he wants to talk about her too. . 
. . Yes, he has plenty to talk about now. His listener ought to 
sigh and exclaim and lament. . . . It would be even better to talk 
to women. Though they are silly creatures, they blubber at the 
first word. 

"Let's go out and have a look at the mare," Iona thinks. "There 
is always time for sleep. . . . You'll have sleep enough, no fear. . 
. ." 

He puts on his coat and goes into the stables where his mare is 
standing. He thinks about oats, about hay, about the weather. . 
. . He cannot think about his son when he is alone. . . . To talk 
about him with someone is possible, but to think of him and 
picture him is insufferable anguish. . . . 

"Are you munching?" Iona asks his mare, seeing her shining 
eyes. "There, munch away, munch away. . . . Since we have not 
earned enough for oats, we will eat hay. . . . Yes, . . . I have 
grown too old to drive. . . . My son ought to be driving, not I. . . . 
He was a real cabman. . . . He ought to have lived. . . ." 



Iona is silent for a while, and then he goes on: 

"That's how it is, old girl. . . . Kuzma Ionitch is gone. . . . He said 
good-by to me. . . . He went and died for no reason. . . . Now, 
suppose you had a little colt, and you were own mother to that 
little colt. . . . And all at once that same little colt went and 
died. . . . You'd be sorry, wouldn't you? . . ." 

The little mare munches, listens, and breathes on her master's 
hands. Iona is carried away and tells her all about it. 
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