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The Kiss

A t eight o’CloCk in the evening on the twentieth 
of May, all six batteries of the N— Reserve Artillery 

Brigade, which was on its way to camp, stopped for the night in 
the village of Mestechki. At the very height of the hurly-burly 
– when some officers were bustling about by the cannons and 
others, having gathered on the square by the church railings, 
were hearing out the quartermasters – there appeared from 
behind the church a rider in civilian dress on a strange horse. 
The horse, dun-coloured and small, with a pretty neck and 
a short tail, was walking not straight, but kind of sideways, 
and was performing little dancing movements with its legs, as 
though it were being hit on the legs with a whip. Having ridden 
up to the officers, the rider raised his hat and said:

“His Excellency Lieutenant-General von Rabbek, the local 
landowner, invites the gentlemen officers to come to his house 
this very minute for tea…”

The horse bowed, began to dance and retreated, sideways 
on; the rider raised his hat again and, in an instant, he, along 
with his strange horse, had disappeared behind the church.

“The Devil knows what’s going on!” grumbled some of the 
officers, dispersing to their billets. “You want a sleep, then 
here’s this von Rabbek with his tea! We know the sort of tea 
you get around here!”

The officers of all six batteries had vivid recollections of 
an incident the previous year, when, during manoeuvres, they 
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– and with them the officers of a Cossack regiment – had been 
invited to tea in just the same way by a landowning count, 
a retired military man; the hospitable and genial count was 
nice to them, fed and watered them, and would not let them 
go back to their billets in the village, keeping them with him 
for the night. That’s all very well, of course – nothing better 
could be desired – but the problem was that the retired mili-
tary man went too far in his delight at the young men. Right 
through until dawn he was recounting episodes from his fine 
past to the officers, taking them from room to room, showing 
them expensive paintings, old engravings, rare weapons, and 
reading them original letters from people in high places, while 
the worn-out, exhausted officers listened, looked and, pining 
for their beds, yawned cautiously into their sleeves; when their 
host did finally let them go, it was already too late to sleep.

But was this von Rabbek like that too? Whether he was or 
not, there was nothing for it. The officers dressed themselves 
up, dusted themselves off and set off in a crowd to look for the 
landowner’s house. On the square by the church they were told 
that they could get to the master and mistress by the low road – 
go down to the river behind the church and walk along the bank 
as far as the garden, and then tree-lined avenues would lead you 
where you needed – or by the high road – straight down the road 
from the church, and half a verst* from the village it runs into the 
master’s storehouses. The officers decided to take the high road.

“Who is this von Rabbek?” they debated on the way. “Not the 
one who commanded the N— Cavalry Division at Plevna?”*

“No, that wasn’t von Rabbek, just Rabbe, without the von.”
“What lovely weather, though!”
By the first of the master’s storehouses the road forked: 

one branch went straight on and disappeared in the evening 
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gloom, the other led to the right towards the master’s house. 
The officers turned right and began talking more quietly… 
Down both sides of the road stretched stone storehouses with 
red roofs, heavy and severe, very like the barracks of a district 
town. Ahead there gleamed the windows of the master’s house.

“Gentlemen, a good sign!” said one of the officers. “Our 
setter’s walking on ahead of everyone else: that means he can 
sense there’s going to be a bag!…”

The man walking on ahead of everyone else, Lieutenant 
Lobytko, tall and thickset, but with no moustache whatso-
ever (he was over twenty-five, but on his round, well-fed face 
there was still for some reason no growth of hair in evidence), 
renowned in the brigade for his intuition and ability to divine 
the presence of women at a distance, turned around and said:

“Yes, there’s got to be women here. My instinct says so.”
The officers were met at the threshold of the house by von 

Rabbek himself, a fine-looking old man of about sixty wear-
ing civilian clothes. Shaking his guests by the hand, he said 
he was very glad and happy, but begged the officers earnestly, 
for God’s sake, to excuse him for not having invited them to 
the house for the night: his two sisters and their children, his 
brothers and his neighbours were visiting him, and so he had 
not a single room left free.

The General was shaking everyone by the hand, begging to 
be excused and smiling, but it was evident from his face that 
he was nowhere near as glad of the guests as the count of the 
previous year, and that he had invited the officers only because, 
in his opinion, decorum demanded it. And the officers them-
selves, going up the soft staircase and listening to him, sensed 
they had been invited to this house only because it would 
have been awkward not to invite them, and at the sight of the 
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servants hurrying to light the lights downstairs by the entrance 
and upstairs in the hallway, it began to seem to them that they 
had brought agitation and alarm with them into the house. 
Where two sisters and their children, brothers and neighbours 
had gathered, presumably for some family celebration or event, 
could the presence of nineteen unknown officers be welcome?

Upstairs, by the entrance to the reception hall, the guests were 
met by a tall and shapely old woman with a long, black-browed 
face, very like the Empress Eugénie.* Smiling cordially and 
majestically, she said she was glad and happy to see the guests 
in her house, and apologized for her and her husband being 
deprived on this occasion of the opportunity of inviting the 
gentlemen officers to the house for the night. From her beauti-
ful, majestic smile, which instantly disappeared from her face 
every time she turned away from her guests for something, it 
was evident that she had seen many gentlemen officers in her 
time, that she could not be bothered with them now, and if she 
had invited them to her house and was apologizing, it was only 
because her upbringing and position in society demanded it.

In the large dining room that the officers entered, sitting to 
one side of a long table were about a dozen men and women, 
old and young, having tea. Behind their chairs, shrouded in 
light cigar smoke, was a dark group of men; in its midst stood 
some lean young fellow with ginger sideburns who spoke with 
a burr and was talking loudly about something in English. 
Behind the group, through a door, could be seen a bright room 
with blue furniture.

“Gentlemen, there are so many of you that there’s no chance 
whatsoever of presenting you!” said the General loudly, trying 
to seem very jolly. “Introduce yourselves, gentlemen, without 
ceremony!”



7

the kiss

The officers, some with very serious and even stern faces, 
others forcing smiles, and all of them together feeling very awk-
ward, one way or another made their bows and sat down to tea.

Feeling most awkward of all was Staff Captain Ryabovich, a 
small, rather round-shouldered officer in spectacles and with 
side-whiskers like a lynx’s. At the same time as some of his 
comrades were pulling serious faces and others were forcing 
smiles, his face, lynx’s side-whiskers and spectacles seemed to 
be saying: “I’m the most timid, most modest and most colour-
less officer in the entire brigade!” To begin with, entering the 
dining room and then sitting having tea, he was quite unable 
to concentrate his attention on any one face or object. Faces, 
dresses, crystal carafes of brandy, steam coming from glasses, 
moulded cornices, all of it merged into a single enormous 
general impression that inspired in Ryabovich alarm and a 
desire to hide his head. Like a reader performing in front of an 
audience for the first time, he saw everything that was in front 
of his eyes, but what he saw was somehow poorly understood 
(among physiologists, the condition when a subject sees but 
does not understand is called “psychic blindness”). But a little 
later, feeling more at home, Ryabovich recovered his sight 
and began to observe things. As a timid and unsociable man, 
he was first and foremost struck by what he had never had – 
namely, his new acquaintances’ extraordinary boldness. Von 
Rabbek, his wife, two elderly ladies, some girl in a lilac dress 
and the young man with ginger sideburns – who turned out to 
be Rabbek’s younger son – took their seats among the officers 
with great cunning, as though they had had a rehearsal earlier 
on, and immediately started a heated argument in which the 
guests could not help but get involved. The lilac girl started 
to demonstrate heatedly that artillerymen have a much easier 
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life than the cavalry and infantry, while Rabbek and the elderly 
ladies asserted the opposite. People began talking across one 
another. Ryabovich looked at the lilac girl, who was arguing 
very heatedly about something that was alien and of no interest 
to her whatsoever, and followed the way that insincere smiles 
would appear on, and vanish from, her face.

Von Rabbek and his family skilfully drew the officers into 
the argument, and were themselves in the meantime vigilant 
in following glasses and mouths to see whether everyone was 
drinking, whether the tea was sweet enough for everyone, and 
why someone was not eating any sponge cakes or drinking 
any brandy. And the more Ryabovich looked and listened, the 
more he liked this insincere but splendidly disciplined family.

After tea the officers went into the reception hall. Lieutenant 
Lobytko’s instinct had not deceived him: there were a lot 
of girls and young ladies in the hall. Lieutenant setter was 
already standing beside a very young blonde in a black dress 
and, arching rakishly, as though leaning on an unseen sabre, 
was smiling and wiggling his shoulders coquettishly. He was 
presumably talking some very interesting nonsense, because 
the blonde was gazing condescendingly at his well-fed face 
and asking indifferently: “Really?” And had he been clever, 
the setter might have concluded from that impassive “really” 
that he was unlikely to get the call “take!”

The piano began crashing; a sad waltz flew out of the hall 
through the wide-open windows, and everyone for some reason 
remembered that beyond the windows it was now spring, a May 
evening. Everyone sensed that the air smelt of young poplar 
leaves, roses and lilac. Ryabovich, in whom the brandy he had 
imbibed began, under the influence of the music, to speak, cast 
a sidelong glance at a window, smiled and started following 
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the movements of the women, and it seemed to him now that 
the scent of the roses, the poplar and the lilac was coming 
not from the garden, but from the women’s faces and dresses.

Rabbek’s son asked some skinny female to dance and did two 
turns with her. Sliding over the parquet, Lobytko rushed up to 
the girl in lilac and sped off around the hall with her. Dancing 
had begun… Ryabovich stood by the door among the non-
dancers and observed. In all his life he had not once danced, and 
not once in his life had it fallen to his lot to clasp the waist of a 
respectable woman. He liked it dreadfully when, before the eyes 
of everyone, a man took a girl he did not know by the waist and 
presented his shoulder for her hand, but he was quite unable to 
imagine himself in the position of that man. There had been 
a time when he had envied the boldness and quickness of his 
comrades and had been sick at heart; the consciousness that he 
was timid, round-shouldered and colourless, that he had a long 
waist and a lynx’s whiskers had been deeply insulting to him, 
but, with the years, that consciousness had become habitual – 
and now, gazing at those who danced or talked loudly, he was 
no longer envious, but merely moved to sadness.

When a quadrille began, young von Rabbek approached 
the non-dancers and invited two officers to play billiards. The 
officers agreed and went with him out of the hall. With nothing 
else to do, and wanting to take at least some part in the general 
movement, Ryabovich wandered after them. From the hall they 
went through into the drawing room, then into a narrow glass 
corridor, and thence into a room where, at their appearance, 
the figures of three sleepy servants leapt up quickly from sofas. 
Finally, after passing through a whole series of rooms, young 
Rabbek and the officers entered the little room where the bil-
liard table was. The game began.
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Ryabovich, who had never played anything except cards, 
stood beside the billiard table and gazed indifferently at the 
players, while they, in unbuttoned frock coats, with cues in 
hand, strode around making puns and shouting out incom-
prehensible words. The players did not notice him, and only 
occasionally, after nudging him with an elbow or catching him 
accidentally with their cue, would one or other of them turn 
around and say: “Pardon!”* The first game was not yet over 
but already he was bored, and it began to seem to him that he 
was superfluous and in the way… He felt drawn back to the 
reception hall, and he left the room.

On the way back it fell to his lot to undergo a little adven-
ture. Part-way back, he noticed he was not going the way he 
was supposed to. He remembered very well that he ought to 
encounter the figures of three sleepy servants on his way, but 
he passed through five or six rooms, and it was as if those 
figures had vanished into thin air. Having noticed his mis-
take, he went back a little way, bore right and found himself 
in the semi-darkness of a study, the like of which he had not 
seen when going to the billiard room; after standing there for 
half a minute, he resolutely opened the first door that caught 
his eye and entered a room that was completely dark. Visible 
straight ahead was the crack of a door, through which bright 
light was shining; carrying from beyond the door were the 
muffled sounds of a sad mazurka. Here, just as in the reception 
hall, the windows were wide open, and there was the scent of 
poplar, lilac and roses…

Ryabovich stopped in thought… At that moment, unexpect-
edly for him, hurried footsteps and the rustling of a dress were 
heard, a breathless female voice whispered: “At last!” and two 
soft, fragrant, undoubtedly female arms encircled his neck; a 
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warm cheek pressed against his, and at the same time there 
rang out the sound of a kiss. But the person who had kissed 
him immediately let out a little cry and leapt away from him, 
as it seemed to Ryabovich, in disgust. He, too, all but let out a 
cry and launched himself towards the bright crack in the door…

When he returned to the reception hall, his heart was pound-
ing and his hands shaking so noticeably that he hastened to 
hide them behind his back. To begin with, he was tormented by 
shame and fear that the entire hall knew about his having just 
been embraced and kissed by a woman; he cringed and looked 
about anxiously from side to side, but satisfying himself that the 
people in the hall were dancing and chatting perfectly calmly as 
before, he gave himself up completely to a new sensation he had 
never once experienced in his life until now. Something strange 
was happening to him… His neck – which the soft, fragrant 
arms had just been encircling – had, it seemed to him, been 
smeared with oil; on his cheek, by his left moustache, where the 
stranger had kissed him, there quivered a pleasant slight chill, 
as of mint drops, and the more he rubbed this spot, the stronger 
the chill was to be felt – and the whole of him, from head to 
toe, was filled with a strange new feeling, which kept growing 
and growing… He suddenly felt like dancing, talking, running 
into the garden, laughing loudly… He had completely forgotten 
he was round-shouldered and colourless, that he had a lynx’s 
whiskers and a “nondescript appearance” (that was what his 
appearance had once been called in a conversation between 
ladies he had accidentally overheard). As Rabbek’s wife was 
walking past him, he smiled at her so broadly and genially that 
she stopped and gave him an enquiring glance.

“I like your house dreadfully!” he said, adjusting his 
spectacles.
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The General’s wife smiled and told him that the house had 
belonged to her father too, then she asked if his parents were 
alive, had he been in the army long, why he was so skinny, and 
so on… After getting answers to her questions, she walked on, 
while he, after the conversation with her, began to smile still 
more genially and to think he was surrounded by the most 
magnificent people…

At dinner Ryabovich mechanically ate everything he was 
offered, he drank and, not hearing a thing, tried to explain to 
himself the recent adventure… This adventure was of a mysteri-
ous and romantic nature, but was not hard to explain. Some girl 
or lady had presumably arranged a rendezvous with someone 
in the dark room, had waited a long time and, being in a state 
of nervous excitement, had taken Ryabovich for her hero; this 
was all the more likely as Ryabovich, passing through the dark 
room, had stopped in thought – that is, had had the appearance 
of a man who was waiting for something too… And that was 
how Ryabovich explained to himself the kiss he had been given.

“But who is she?” he thought, examining the women’s faces. 
“She must be young, because old people don’t have rendezvous. 
Then it could be sensed that she was genteel from the rustling 
of her dress, from the fragrance, from the voice…”

He fixed his gaze on the lilac girl, and he liked her very much; 
she had beautiful shoulders and arms, an intelligent face and 
a fine voice. Gazing at her, Ryabovich began to wish specifi-
cally her, and no other, to be the stranger… But she burst out 
laughing in an insincere sort of way, and wrinkled her long 
nose, which seemed to him old-looking; then he turned his 
gaze to the blonde in the black dress. She was younger, more 
straightforward and sincere, had a delightful brow and drank 
from her wineglass very prettily. Now Ryabovich began to wish 
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her to be the one. But soon he found her face to be flat, and 
turned his eyes to her neighbour…

“It’s hard to guess,” he thought, daydreaming. “If you take 
just the shoulders and arms from the lilac one, add the blonde’s 
brow and take the eyes of the one that’s sitting to Lobytko’s 
left, then…”

He did the adding up in his mind and got the image of the 
girl who had kissed him, the image that he wanted but was 
quite unable to find at the table…

After dinner, full up and tight, the guests began saying their 
goodbyes and thank-yous. Again the hosts started to apologize 
for not having them stay the night.

“I’m very, very glad, gentlemen!” said the General, and this 
time sincerely (probably because, when seeing guests off, people 
are much more sincere and kind than when greeting them). 
“Very glad! You’ll be most welcome on your way back! Don’t 
stand on ceremony! But where are you going? You want to go 
by the high road? No, go through the garden, by the low road 
– it’s quicker that way.”

The officers went out into the garden. After the bright light 
and the noise, it seemed to them very dark and quiet in the 
garden. They walked in silence all the way to the gate. They 
were half drunk, cheerful and happy, but the darkness and the 
quiet made them pensive for a minute. Each of them probably 
had one and the same thought as Ryabovich: would the time 
ever come for them too when, like Rabbek, they would have a 
big house, a family and a garden, when they too would have 
the opportunity to be nice to people, albeit insincerely, and 
make them full up, drunk and happy?

After going out of the gate, they all started talking at once 
and began laughing loudly for no reason. Now they were 
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walking along a path which went down towards the river and 
then ran right alongside the water, winding around riverside 
bushes, gullies and willows overhanging the water. The bank 
and the path were barely visible, while the other bank was lost 
in the darkness. Here and there, stars were reflected in the dark 
water; they trembled and broke up, and only for that reason 
could it be guessed that the river was fast-flowing. It was quiet. 
Sleepy sandpipers were groaning on the far bank, and on this 
one, paying no attention whatsoever to the crowd of officers, 
a nightingale in one of the bushes had broken into loud song. 
The officers stood by the bush for a while and ran their hands 
over it, but the nightingale kept on singing.

“How about him!” someone exclaimed approvingly. “We’re 
standing right alongside, but he takes no notice at all! What 
a rascal!”

At the end of the walk, the path climbed up and joined the 
road by the church railings. Here, tired after walking uphill, 
the officers had a sit-down and a smoke. A dim little red light 
appeared on the other bank, and, for want of anything else 
to do, they spent a long time trying to decide whether it was 
a bonfire, a light in a window or something else… Ryabovich 
gazed at the light as well, and it seemed to him that this light 
was smiling and winking at him with an air that suggested it 
knew about the kiss.

Arriving at his billet, Ryabovich got undressed really quickly 
and went to bed. Staying in the same hut as him were Lobytko 
and Lieutenant Merzlyakov, a quiet, taciturn fellow, considered 
in his circle an educated officer – always, wherever possible, 
reading The Herald of  Europe,* which he took with him 
everywhere. Lobytko got undressed, spent a long time pacing 
from one corner to another with the look of a man who is 



15

the kiss

dissatisfied, and sent his batman for beer. Merzlyakov went 
to bed, set a candle by the bedhead and became absorbed in 
reading The Herald of  Europe.

“Who is she?” thought Ryabovich, gazing at the smoke-
blackened ceiling.

It seemed to him that his neck was still smeared with oil, and the 
chill as from mint drops could be felt next to his mouth. Flickering 
in his imagination were the shoulders and arms of the lilac girl, 
the brow and sincere eyes of the blonde in black, waists, dresses, 
brooches. He would try to fix his attention on these images, but 
they jumped about, broke up, twinkled. When the images disap-
peared entirely against the broad black ground that everybody 
sees when closing their eyes, he would begin to hear hurried 
footsteps, the rustling of a dress, the sound of a kiss, and a great 
joy without cause would take hold of him… Giving himself up to 
this joy, he heard the batman return and report that there was no 
beer. Lobytko was terribly indignant and started his pacing again.

“Well, isn’t he an idiot?” he said, stopping now in front of 
Ryabovich, now in front of Merzlyakov. “What sort of block-
head and fool do you have to be, not to find any beer! Eh? Well, 
isn’t he a scoundrel?”

“Of course you can’t find any beer here,” said Merzlyakov, 
without taking his eyes off The Herald of  Europe.

“No? You think not?” Lobytko persisted. “Good Lord, take 
me to the moon and I’ll find you both beer and women at once! 
I’ll go right now and find some… Call me a villain if I don’t!”

He spent a long time dressing and pulling on his big boots, 
then smoked a cigarette in silence and set off.

“Rabbek, Grabbek, Labbek,” he muttered, stopping in the 
lobby. “I don’t feel like going by myself, damn it. Ryabovich, 
you don’t want to take a stroll, do you? Eh?”
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Getting no reply, he returned, slowly undressed and went to 
bed. Merzlyakov sighed, pushed The Herald of  Europe aside 
and put out the candle.

“Mm, yes…” murmured Lobytko, lighting a cigarette in 
the darkness.

Ryabovich pulled the covers over his head and, curling himself 
up into a ball, started gathering together the flickering images 
in his imagination and joining them into a single whole. But 
nothing came of it. Soon he fell asleep, and his last thought 
was that someone had been nice to him and brought him joy, 
that something extraordinary and silly, but extremely good 
and joyous had come about in his life. That thought did not 
leave him even in his sleep.

When he woke up, there was no more sensation of oil on 
his neck or of a minty chill by his lips, but, in the manner 
of the previous day, there was a wave of joy moving in his 
breast. He looked with rapture at the window frames, gilded 
by the rising sun, and lent an ear to the movement taking 
place in the street. People were conversing loudly right by the 
windows. Ryabovich’s battery commander, Lebedetsky, who 
had only just caught up with the brigade, was chatting with 
his sergeant-major very loudly, unaccustomed as he was to 
speaking quietly.

“And what else?” shouted the commander.
“During reshoeing yesterday, Golubchik got pricked, Your 

Honour. The feldsher applied clay and vinegar.* He’s being led 
on the rein separately now. And the workman Artemyev got 
drunk yesterday too, Your Honour, and the lieutenant ordered 
him to be sat on the limber of the reserve gun carriage.”

The sergeant-major also reported that Karpov had forgotten 
the new cords for the trumpets and the pegs for the tents, and 
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that the gentlemen officers had been so good as to spend the 
previous evening as guests of General von Rabbek. In the middle 
of the conversation, Lebedetsky’s red-bearded head appeared 
at the window. He screwed up his myopic eyes at the sleepy 
physiognomies of the officers and greeted them.

“All well?” he asked.
“The lead wheel-horse has injured its withers,” replied 

Lobytko, yawning, “with its new collar.”
The commander sighed, had a think and said loudly:
“I’m still thinking of going to Alexandra Yevgrafovna’s. 

I ought to pay her a visit. Well, goodbye. I’ll catch you up 
towards evening.”

A quarter of an hour later the brigade set off. As it was 
moving down the road past the master’s storehouses, Ryabovich 
looked to the right at the house. The windows had blinds over 
them. Everyone in the house was evidently still asleep. Asleep, 
too, was the person who had yesterday kissed Ryabovich. He 
started trying to imagine her sleeping. The wide-open window 
of the bedroom, the green branches peeping in at the window, 
the freshness of morning, the fragrance of poplar, lilac and 
roses, the bed, a chair and, on it, the dress that had yesterday 
been rustling, little shoes, a clock on a table – all this he drew 
for himself clearly and distinctly, but the facial features, the 
sweet, sleepy smile, the very things that are important and 
characteristic, slid away from his imagination like mercury from 
under one’s finger. Having ridden on half a verst, he looked 
back: the yellow church, the house, the river and garden were 
flooded in light; the river with its bright-green banks, reflecting 
the blue sky and silvery in places in the sun, was very beautiful. 
Ryabovich looked at Mestechki a final time, and he felt so sad, 
as though he were parting with something very near and dear.
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And on the road before his eyes lay only long-familiar, 
uninteresting pictures… To right and left, fields of young rye 
and buckwheat with hopping rooks; look ahead, and you see 
dust and the backs of heads; turn and look back, and you see 
that same dust and faces… Ahead of everyone else stride four 
men with cavalry swords: this is the vanguard. Behind them is 
a crowd of singers, and behind the singers are the trumpeters 
on horseback. The vanguard and the singers, like torch-bearers 
in a funeral procession, are forever forgetting about the regula-
tion distance and going on a long way ahead… Ryabovich is 
by the first gun of the fifth battery. He can see all four batteries 
moving along ahead of him. For a non-military man, this long, 
ponderous line formed by a brigade on the move seems an odd 
muddle that is hard to understand; it is incomprehensible why 
there are so many people around one gun and why it is being 
drawn by so many horses, entangled in strange harness, as 
though truly so terrible and heavy. But for Ryabovich everything 
is comprehensible, and therefore extremely uninteresting. He 
has long known why a solid bombardier rides alongside the 
officer in front of every battery, and why he is called the fore 
rider; behind this bombardier’s back can be seen the drivers 
of the first, then the middle traces; Ryabovich knows that the 
left-hand horses, on which they are sitting, are called the near 
horses, and the right-hand ones the off horses – that is very 
uninteresting. Following behind the drivers are two wheel-
horses. Sitting on one of them is a driver with the dust of the 
previous day on his back and a clumsy, quite ridiculous bit 
of wood on his right leg. Ryabovich knows the purpose of 
this bit of wood, and to him it does not seem ridiculous. The 
drivers – all of them, every single one – brandish their whips 
mechanically and occasionally do a bit of shouting. The gun 
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itself is unprepossessing. On the limber lie sacks of oats, 
covered with tarpaulin, and with kettles, soldiers’ bags and 
knapsacks hanging all over it, the gun has the appearance of 
a small, harmless animal which has for some unknown reason 
been surrounded by men and horses. Along its flanks, on the 
side sheltered from the wind, march six gunners, swinging their 
arms. Beginning again behind the gun are new fore riders, driv-
ers, wheel-horses and a new gun, pulled along behind them, 
just as unprepossessing and uninspiring as the first. Following 
behind the second is a third, a fourth; by the fourth is an officer, 
and so on. In all there are six batteries in the brigade, and in 
each battery there are four guns. The line stretches for half a 
verst. It ends with a string of carts, beside which, pensive and 
hanging its long-eared head, strides a face that is likable in 
the highest degree: Magar the donkey, brought by one of the 
battery commanders from Turkey.

Ryabovich gazed indifferently out in front and behind, at the 
backs of heads and at faces; another time he would have dozed 
off, but now he became entirely absorbed in his pleasant new 
thoughts. At first, after the brigade had only just moved off, he 
tried to convince himself that the episode of the kiss might be 
of interest only as a mysterious little adventure – that in essence 
it was insignificant, and to think about it seriously was at the 
very least silly; but soon he gave up on logic and surrendered 
himself to daydreams… First he imagined himself in Rabbek’s 
drawing room, beside a young woman resembling the lilac 
girl and the blonde in black; then he closed his eyes and saw 
himself with another, entirely unfamiliar young woman with 
very indefinite facial features; in his mind he talked to her and 
was nice to her, leant towards her shoulder; he imagined war 
and separation, then a meeting, dinner with a wife, children…


