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Chapter 1

One summer in the villAge of grAChi, in the household 
of Anna Pavlovna Aduyeva, a landowner of modest means, all 

its members, from the mistress herself down to Barbos, the watchdog, 
had risen with the dawn.

The only exception was Alexander Fyodorych, Anna Pavlovna’s son 
who, as befits a twenty-year-old, was sleeping the sleep of the just. The 
house was full of hustle and bustle. People were going back and forth, 
but moving on tiptoe and speaking in whispers for fear of waking the 
young master. At the slightest sound of a raised voice, or of anyone 
bumping into anything, Anna Pavlovna, like an enraged lioness, would 
appear and severely berate the offenders, tell them off in no uncertain 
terms – and even, on occasion, when sufficiently provoked, would, as 
far as her strength permitted, box an ear or two. The clatter coming 
from the kitchen was as noisy as if they were preparing to feed an army, 
even though there were only two members of the mistress’s family: 
herself and her son, Alexander.

In the coach house, the carriage was being cleaned and greased. 
Everyone was busily at work – except Barbos, who was doing nothing, 
although even he had his own way of contributing to the general com-
motion. Whenever one of the servants, a coachman or a maid slipped 
past him, he would wag his tail and carefully sniff the passer-by, and 
the very expression in his eyes seemed to be asking: “Will someone 
please tell me what all this hustle and bustle is about?”

Well, what it was all about was that Anna Pavlovna was sending her 
son off to St Petersburg to make a career – or, as she would put it, to 
see and be seen. What a terrible day it was for her! And that was why 
she was looking so downcast and unhappy. Often in the midst of the 
turmoil she would open her mouth to tell someone to do something, 
stop suddenly in the middle of a word and remain speechless; she would 
turn her head aside to wipe away a tear, but if she couldn’t catch it 
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in time, she would let it drip onto the very trunk which she happened 
to be packing. The tears would well up from deep in her heart, where 
they had long been accumulating, rise to her throat and lie heavy on 
her chest, ready to burst into a flood any moment: it was as if she was 
hoarding them all to unload at the moment of parting, and would 
rarely shed only a single, solitary tear.

She was not the only one reduced to tears at the prospect of Sashenka’s 
departure: his valet, Yevsei, was also deeply distressed. He would be 
accompanying his master to St Petersburg, and would be leaving 
behind his cosy nook in the house. It was in the room of Agrafena, 
the first minister of Anna Pavlovna’s household and – what was even 
more important for Yevsei – her housekeeper and keeper of the keys.

Behind the bunk bed there was just enough space to squeeze in two 
chairs and a table, on which tea, coffee and other goodies were prepared. 
Yevsei had staked a firm claim on both his place behind the stove and 
in Agrafena’s heart – and it was she who occupied the other chair.

The Agrafena and Yevsei story was an old one in that house. Like 
every other subject, their story was on everyone’s lips and set everyone’s 
tongues wagging, but after a while, inevitably, people lost interest and 
the tongues stopped wagging. The mistress herself had got used to 
seeing them together, and they had enjoyed a good ten blissful years. 
After all, how many people can count as many as ten years of happi-
ness in their whole lives? But finally came the time to say goodbye to all 
that. Farewell cosy corner, farewell Agrafena, farewell the card games, 
the vodka, the coffee, the cherry brandy – farewell the lot!

Yevsei sat in silence, sighing deeply. Agrafena, frowning, busied 
herself with her housework. She had her own way of expressing her 
frustration. That day she poured the tea furiously, and instead of serving 
the first cup of strong tea to her mistress, just splashed it about as if 
to say “No one’s getting any!” and was impervious to recriminations. 
Her coffee boiled over, the cream was burnt and cups slipped out of 
her grasp. She didn’t just put a tray on the table: she banged it down; 
she didn’t just close a cupboard door: she slammed it shut. She didn’t 
cry, but just vented her anger on everyone and everything in her path. 
Of course, this was in any case one of her dominant characteristics. 



7

ChApter 1

She was never content; everything rubbed her the wrong way; she was 
constantly grumbling and complaining. But that moment of fateful 
adversity revealed this side of her at its most melodramatic. Worse 
still, she even took it out on Yevsei himself.

“Agrafena Ivanovna!” he said plaintively, but gently, in a tone not 
quite in keeping with his long and solid frame.

“What do you think you’re doing, you dunderhead, lounging around 
here?” she retorted, as if it were the very first time he had ever sat there. 
“Out of my way, I have to get a towel.”

“Come on, Agrafena Ivanovna!” he repeated lazily, sighing and 
rising from his chair, only to sit down again the moment she came 
back with the towel.

“All he can do is snivel! That’s the rascal I have to put up with! What 
a pain! Good God! – and he never leaves me alone!” she said, as she 
dropped a spoon with a clatter into the washing-up basin.

Suddenly, there was a shout from the next room: “Agrafena! How 
could you? You must be out of your mind; don’t you know that 
Sashenka is sleeping? Starting a fight with your darling by way of a 
goodbye?”

“That’s right, so she wants me to sit here like a corpse without 
showing my feelings because you’re leaving!” Agrafena hissed under 
her breath, drying a cup with both hands as if she was trying to break 
it in pieces.

“Goodbye, goodbye,” said Yevsei, sighing deeply. “It’s our last day, 
Agrafena Ivanovna!”

“And good riddance! I want you to get the hell out of here; at least 
there’ll be more room for me. Yes, clear out: nowhere to move with 
your legs in the way all the time!” He reached to touch her shoulder 
and got another earful in return. He heaved another sigh, but stayed 
put anyway. He knew that Agrafena didn’t want him to move, and he 
was not at all put out.

“I wonder who’s going to be sitting in my seat,” he said with a sigh.
“The Devil,” she snapped.
“I hope to God it won’t be Proshka – and who’s going to play the 

card game with you?”
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“So what if it is Proshka – what’s so wrong with that?” she retorted 
venomously.

Yevsei got up.
“Not with Proshka! God no, don’t play with him!” Yevsei was clearly 

upset and almost menacing.
“And who’s going to stop me? You, with your ugly mug?”
“My dear Agrafena Ivanovna,” he began cajolingly, putting his arms 

around her waist – that is, if there had been the slightest sign of a waist.
His attempt was met with an elbow in the chest.
“My dear Agrafena Ivanovna,” he repeated, “do you think he’s 

going to love you like I do? He’s a fly-by-night; he’s after any woman 
who happens to pass by. Not me, oh no, I’ll stick to you like glue. If 
it wasn’t for the master’s orders – well… you’d see!” As he spoke he 
grunted and waved his arm. As for Agrafena, her distress was too much 
for her, and she burst into tears.

“And you’re really going to leave me, damn you?” she said in tears. 
“How can you come up with such nonsense, you halfwit?! Me, team 
up with Proshka? You know as well as I do that you can never get any 
sense out of him, and he can’t keep his hands to himself – that’s all 
he knows.”

“You mean he’s already been after you? What a bastard! You only 
have to say the word, and I’d soon show him…”

“Just let him try, he’d soon get what’s coming to him! It’s not as if 
there aren’t other women in the house – I’m not the only one. Me team 
up with him! The very idea! I can’t even stand being near him, he has 
manners like a pig. Before you know it, he’s managed to hit someone, 
or snatch something from the master’s table right under your nose.”

“Look, you never know what may happen when the Devil’s at work, 
so just in case, why not get Grishka to sit here? He’s a harmless lad, 
hard-working and respectful.”

Agrafena jumped on him: “Another one of your great ideas! Dumping 
any Tom, Dick or Harry on me; what do you take me for? Get out of 
here! It must have been the Devil himself who put me up to teaming up 
with a hobgoblin like you for my sins – and for that I’ll never forgive 
myself… what an idea!”
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“May God reward you for your virtue! That’ll be a weight off my 
mind!” Yevsei exclaimed.

“So, now you’re relieved,” she screamed again, like an animal in 
pain. “You must be really happy – I hope you enjoy it!” Her lips were 
white with anger. They both fell silent.

“Agrafena Ivanovna,” Yevsei began timidly, after a pause.
“Now what?”
“Well, I forgot; I haven’t had a bite to eat the whole morning.”
“Oh, so that’s it!”
“Well, I was too upset.”
From behind a loaf of sugar on the lowest shelf, she produced a glass 

of vodka and two enormous hunks of bread with some ham which 
she had carefully prepared for him well beforehand. She shoved it all 
at him in a manner you wouldn’t even shove it to a dog, and a piece 
fell on the floor.

“There, now choke on it. I hope to God you… quietly! Everyone in 
the house can hear the noise you’re making with your mouth.”

She turned her back on him as if she hated him, and he slowly 
began to eat, watching Agrafena warily and covering his mouth with 
the other hand.

Meanwhile a coach had appeared at the gate with three horses har-
nessed to it. A yoke had been thrown over the neck of the shaft horse. 
The little bell fastened to the saddle rang with a muffled and constricted 
sound like a drunk who had been bound and thrown into the guard-
house. The coachman tethered the horses under the awning of the barn, 
took off his cap, produced from it a dirty towel and mopped his brow. 
Anna Pavlovna saw him through the window and her face went pale. 
She went weak at the knees and her hands dropped, although it was a 
sight she had been expecting all along. She recovered her composure 
and called Agrafena.

“Go and see if Sashenka is sleeping, but on tiptoe and without 
making a sound,” she said. “My darling may have a long sleep, and 
it’s the last day, so I’ll hardly have a chance to look at him. No, wait! 
If I let you go, you’ll just blunder in like a cow! I’d better go myself.”

She went.
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“Yes, you go, oh no, you’re no cow!” Agrafena grumbled to herself 
on her way back to her room. “Some cow! You’d be lucky to have 
more cows like me!”

On her way, Anna Pavlovna saw Alexander Fyodorych coming 
towards her. He was a fair-haired young man, in the flower of his 
youth, health and strength. He bade his mother a cheerful “Good 
morning”, but, suddenly catching sight of the trunks and packages, 
he was taken aback and moved silently to the window and started 
drawing on it with his finger. A minute later, he was back talking to 
his mother, quite untroubled, and even happily inspecting the prepara-
tions for the journey.

“Dear boy, you seem to have overslept – your face is even a little 
swollen; come, let me dab some rose water on your eyes and cheeks.”

“No, Mummy, please don’t.”
“What do you want for breakfast? Tea first or coffee? I’ve ordered 

chopped meat with sour cream for you.”
“Doesn’t matter, Mummy.”
Anna Pavlovna continued packing his linen, but then stopped and 

gave her son a sorrowful look.
“Sasha!” she said after a pause.
“What is it, Mummy?”
She hesitated before speaking, as if she were apprehensive.
“Where are you going, my dear, and why?” she asked timidly.
“Where to? What do you mean, Mummy? To St Petersburg, and 

then… and then, well, to…”
“Listen, Sasha,” she said nervously, putting her hand on his shoulder, 

clearly intending to make one last attempt, “there’s still time; think 
it over, don’t go!”

“Don’t go! How do you mean, ‘don’t go’? I mean, you’ve just packed 
my linen and all,” he said, at a loss for words.

“The linen is packed? Well, watch this: look, now it’s unpacked.” In 
a trice she had emptied the trunk.

“What are you doing, Mummy? I was all packed and ready to go – 
and now this. What will people say?”

He was downcast.
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“It’s not for my sake that I want to stop you going, but rather for 
your own sake. Why go there? To find happiness? Is your life here so 
bad? Doesn’t your mother spend her days finding ways of indulging 
your slightest whim? Of course, at your age, a mother’s attentions 
alone are not enough to make you happy – and I don’t expect them to. 
Just look around you: you’re the centre of attention. And what about 
Sonyushka, Maria Vasilyevna’s daughter? There – you’re blushing! For 
three nights she hasn’t slept, pray God her health doesn’t suffer! Look 
how she loves you, my darling.”

“Come on, Mummy, what are you talking about, she’s…”
“Don’t deny it, you think I don’t… see. And let’s not forget, she’s 

taken your handkerchiefs to hem. ‘I won’t let anyone but me do them,’ 
she says, ‘and I’ll sew on the name tags.’ So you see, what more could 
you want? Stay here!”

He listened in silence, his head lowered, and playing with the tassel 
of his dressing gown.

“What will you find in St Petersburg?” she went on. “You think your 
life there will be the same as it is here? God only knows what things 
you will see, and what troubles you’ll have to contend with – cold, 
hunger, penury, the lot. Bad people are everywhere, but you won’t 
find good ones easily. When it comes to your standing, it’s the same 
everywhere, whether in the country or in the capital. Unless you see 
life in St Petersburg, it will seem to you, living here, that you’re the 
world’s most important person; and it’s the same in all respects, my 
dear! You’re well educated, smart and good. I’m an old lady: all I have 
left is you to gladden my eyes. God willing, you’ll get married, maybe 
have children, and I could look after them – your life would be free 
of trouble, and free of cares, and you could live it out peacefully and 
quietly, envying no one; but there, what if things don’t turn out well? 
Then you might remember my words… stay, Sashenka, please!”

He coughed and gave a sigh, but didn’t say a word.
“Just take a look outside!” she said, opening the door to the balcony. 

“Won’t you be sorry to leave this corner of the world? A whiff of fresh 
air blew into the room from the balcony. From the house, a wood of 
linden, dog rose, bird cherry and lilac spread as far as the eye could see. 



12

the sAme old story

Between the trees, flowers of all colours could be glimpsed, paths ran 
in all directions; beyond, a lake quietly lapped its shores, bathed on one 
side by the golden rays of the morning sun, its surface as smooth as a 
mirror; on the other side, it was a deep blue, like the sky reflected in 
it, the surface barely ruffled. Fields sown with grain of many colours, 
stretching in a semicircle around the dark wood, rippled in the breeze.

Anna Pavlovna, shielding her eyes from the sun with one hand, 
pointed out these sights in turn to her son.

“Just look,” she said, “at the beauty with which God has clothed 
our fields! Over there you have fields of rye from which we will reap a 
harvest of as much as 4,000 bushels alone; over there you have wheat 
and buckwheat; only this year it doesn’t look as if the buckwheat will 
be as good as last year’s crop. And look at the wood: see how big it’s 
grown! Just think, how great is God’s wisdom! The firewood from our 
property will bring in at least a thousand. And then there’s the game as 
well! And it’s all yours, my son – I’m just your bailiff. Look at the lake; 
what a delight – truly divine! The lake is positively teeming with fish 
like ruff, perch and carp, enough to feed us all, including the servants; 
the only fish we need to buy is sturgeon. Over there, your cattle and 
horses are grazing. Here you alone are the master, but there, maybe 
everyone will be bossing you around. And here you are, wanting to 
run away from this heaven on earth to somewhere or other where, God 
forbid, you may end up floundering in some maelstrom… Stay here!”

He remained silent.
“You’re not even listening,” she said. “What is it you’re staring at 

so intently?”
Pensively, without saying a word, he pointed to the far distance. 

Anna Pavlovna looked and her face fell. In the distance between the 
fields a road snaked beyond the woods, a road leading to the Promised 
Land, to St Petersburg. Anna Pavlovna fell silent for a while until she 
felt strong enough to speak.

“So, that’s it!” She pronounced the words despondently. “Well, my 
dear, have it your way! Go, if you feel so strongly that you must leave; 
I won’t try to keep you! At least you won’t be able to say that your 
mother held you back and ruined your youth and your life.”
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The poor mother! This is the reward you get for your love. Is that what 
you expected? Well, the fact of the matter is that mothers don’t expect 
rewards. There’s no rhyme or reason – they just love. Do you achieve 
greatness and fame, are you proud, is your name on everyone’s lips, 
do your deeds resound around the world? Then your mother trembles 
with joy, she weeps, laughs and prays long and ardently. But you, the 
son, rarely think of sharing your success with the woman who bore 
you. Are you lacking in wit or spirit, has nature denied you beauty, are 
your heart and body dogged by ill health, do people shun you, and is 
there no place for you among them? Then so much the bigger is your 
place in a mother’s heart, and so much more tightly does she enfold 
you in her arms, ill-favoured, failed creature though you are, and so 
much the longer and more fervently does she pray for you.

Are we to call Alexander unfeeling because he is bent on leaving 
home? He was twenty years old. Life has smiled on him from the cradle, 
his mother has coddled and pampered him, as you would expect with 
an only child; in his cradle his nanny crooned to him how he would 
be clothed in gold and never know sorrow; his teachers predicted that 
he would go far, and on his return home the neighbour’s daughter 
would favour him with her smile. Even Vaska, their old cat, was more 
affectionate to him than any other member of the household.

Sorrow, tears, hardship were all things he had only heard about as if 
they were some kind of disease which had never actually manifested 
itself, but was lurking somewhere among the masses. That was why 
to him the future shone with all the radiance of a rainbow and drew 
him towards something in the distance, although what it was he did 
not know. He was beguiled by wraith-like visions luring him on, but 
could not grasp their substance; he heard a chorus of voices which he 
could not distinguish – were they singing of fame, of love? He couldn’t 
tell, but he was aquiver with a pleasurable anticipation.

He soon came to feel cramped by the world of his home. Nature, 
his mother’s tender loving care, his nanny’s veneration, and that of all 
the household servants, his soft bed, the delicious treats, the purring 
of Vaska – all those pleasures which are so highly valued in later years, 
he was happy to trade in for the unknown, an unknown fraught with a 
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seductive and mysterious delight. Even Sofia’s love, first love, tender and 
roseate, was not enough to hold him back. What was that kind of love 
to him? He dreamt of a tremendous passion which knew no obstacles 
and crowned glorious exploits. The love he had for Sofia was a small 
thing compared with the great love yet to come. He dreamt also of the 
great services he would render his country. He had studied diligently and 
widely. His diploma stated that he was well versed in a dozen branches 
of knowledge, and half a dozen ancient and modern languages. But his 
greatest dream was that of becoming a famous writer. His friends were 
amazed by his poems. Before him there stretched any number of paths 
each more attractive than the last. He did not know in which direction 
to strike out. The only one he failed to see was the one straight ahead 
of him: if he had seen it, then perhaps he might never have left.

Yes, Alexander had been spoilt growing up at home, but that didn’t 
turn him into a “spoilt brat”. Fortunately nature had seen to it that 
he reacted in a positive way to his mother’s love and the adoration of 
those around him – which, among other things, developed in him early 
in life temperamental instincts which made him trusting to a fault. This 
itself may even have stimulated a feeling of self-esteem within him, but, 
of course, self-esteem itself is nothing but a mould, and what results 
depends on what mixture is poured into it.

For him a much greater misfortune was the fact that his mother, for 
all her loving care, was unable to provide him a proper perspective on 
life, and had failed to prepare him for the battles in store for him as 
they are for everyone. But for this she would have needed certain skills, 
sharper wits and a wealth of experience not limited by her narrow rural 
horizons. It would even have been better for her to have loved him a 
little less, not to have spent every minute of the day thinking about him, 
not to have spared him every possible trouble and unpleasantness, not 
to have done his weeping and suffering for him even in his childhood 
so as to give him a chance of developing a feeling for the prospect of 
adversity, and a chance to learn to muster his own resources and con-
sider what lay ahead – in a word to realize that he was a man. How 
could Anna Pavlovna possibly have understood all this, let alone act 
on this understanding? Should we perhaps take a closer look?
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She had already forgotten her son’s selfishness. Alexander found her 
repacking his linen and clothes. Amidst the bustle of the preparations 
for his journey, it seemed that she had totally forgotten how upset she 
was.

“Now, Sashenka, take a careful look at where I’m putting everything,” 
she said. “At the very bottom of the trunk, underneath everything else, are 
the sheets: a dozen. Look and see whether it’s all according to the list?”

“Yes, Mummy.”
“Everything is marked with your name, you see – it’s all dear 

Sonyushka’s work. Without her, our own oafs would never have got 
it done in time.

“What now? Oh yes, pillowcases. One, two, three, four – there’s a 
whole dozen here. And here are your shirts – three dozen. What fine 
linen – so lovely! It’s Dutch. I went myself to see Vasily Vasilych at the 
factory; he chose three lengths of the very best quality. Remember, my 
dear, to check against the receipt whenever you get them back from the 
laundress: they’re all brand new. You won’t see many shirts like that 
in St Petersburg, so they may even try to fob you off with imitations: 
some people are such crooks – not even afraid of God! Twenty-two 
pairs of socks… You know, I’ve just had an idea, why not put your 
wallet with the cash in a sock? You won’t need any money before you 
get to St Petersburg. Like that, God willing, if anything should happen 
and someone tries to go through your luggage, they won’t find it. And 
I’ll put the letters to your uncle in the same place – I’m sure he’ll be so 
pleased! I mean, it’s seventeen years now since we’ve been in touch – it’s 
hard to believe! Here are your scarves, and here are your handkerchiefs; 
Sonya still has half a dozen of them. Try not to lose them, my love, 
they’re the best cambric! I bought them at Mikheyev’s for two and a 
quarter each. Well, so much for the linen. Now for the clothes… but 
where is Yevsei? Why isn’t he watching? Yevsei!”

Yevsei was in no hurry to enter the room – and in even less of a hurry 
to enquire: “How can I be of service?”

“‘How can I be of service?’” Aduyeva retorted angrily. “Why didn’t 
you come to watch me pack? And now if something is needed on the 
journey, you’ll be turning everything upside down looking for it! Can’t 
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tear yourself away from your girlfriend – what use are you? There’s 
plenty of the day still left; you’ll have time later. Is this how you’ll be 
looking after your master when you’re there? Now, watch me! You see, 
this is a good tailcoat, watch where I’m putting it! And, Sashenka, you 
take good care of it, it’s not to be worn every day; the cloth cost sixteen 
roubles a length. Put it on when you’re paying social calls on the right 
people, and mind where you sit, not just anywhere like your aunt, who 
practically makes a point of never sitting on an empty chair or sofa, 
but always manages to plonk herself down on a hat or something of 
the sort; just the other day she sat down on a plate of jam – what a 
disgrace! When you go out more casually, wear the tailcoat in dark red. 
Now waistcoats – one, two, three, four. Two pairs of trousers. These 
clothes should last you for three years. Whew! I’m tired, and no mis-
take. I’ve been running about the whole morning. You can go, Yevsei.

“Sashenka, I want to talk to you about something else. Our guests 
will soon be here, and we don’t have much time.” She sat down on the 
divan and made him sit down beside her.

“Well, Sasha,” she began after a short silence, “now you’re going 
somewhere entirely new and different…”

“How do you mean, ‘different’? It’s only St Petersburg, Mummy!”
“Hold on just a moment, wait until you hear what I have to say. 

God alone knows what lies in store for you, and what things you will 
be seeing, both good and bad. I only hope that Our Heavenly Father 
will give you strength; but you, my dear, whatever you do, don’t forget 
him, and remember: without faith there is no salvation anywhere or in 
anything. No matter how high you rise, no matter what high society 
you’ll be moving in – after all, we are just as good as others, your father 
was a member of the nobility, a major – remember to humble yourself 
before the Lord God, pray in happiness and in sorrow, and don’t go 
by that old proverb: ‘The common man never crosses himself until 
he hears thunder.’ Some people, when things are going well for them, 
never even go near a church, but when they’re in trouble – well, there 
they are, lighting one-rouble candles and giving alms to the poor: and 
that’s a great sin. And while we’re on the subject of the poor, don’t 
throw money away on them, and don’t give too much. There’s no point 
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in being generous, they’ll just spend it on drink and have a good laugh 
at your expense. I know you have a soft heart, and you would probably 
give away more than just small change. So please don’t. God will give. 
Will you promise me you’ll attend church and go to Mass on Sundays?”

She sighed.
Alexander remained silent. He remembered that while he was study-

ing at the university and living in the provincial capital he wasn’t too 
keen on going to church, and in the country he only accompanied his 
mother to church to please her. He was ashamed to lie, so he just kept 
quiet. His mother understood his silence and sighed again.

“Well, I won’t try to force you,” she continued. “You’re still young, 
how can you be expected to be as churchgoing as oldsters like us? I 
expect your duties will prevent you, and you’ll stay up late in the com-
pany of your society friends, and get up late the next morning. God 
will be understanding because of your youth. But don’t worry, you have 
a mother. She won’t sleep late. As long as a drop of blood remains in 
my veins, my eyes can still shed tears, and God tolerates my sins, if 
I don’t have the strength to walk, I’ll drag myself on my knees to the 
church door; I’ll give up my last breath and offer up my last tear for you, 
my dear. I’ll pray for your health, for your honours, promotions and 
decorations, and for every blessing that heaven and earth can bestow 
upon you. Surely Our Merciful Father will not reject the prayers of a 
poor old woman? I want nothing for myself. Let everything be taken 
from me, my health, my life, strike me blind, just as long as every joy, 
every happiness is granted you…”

Before she could finish, tears welled up in her eyes.
Alexander sprang up from his seat.
“Mummy…” he said.
“No sit, sit!” she responded, quickly wiping away her tears. “I still 

have a lot left to say… Now, whatever is it I wanted to say? – it’s just 
slipped my mind… You see what’s happened to my memory… Oh, yes! 
Keep the fasts, my dear; that’s supremely important! Wednesdays and 
Fridays, well, God will overlook that; but Lent itself, God forbid! Take 
Mikhailo Mikhailych: he passes for an intelligent man, and what do 
we see? Whether it’s forbidden or not, he gorges on meat anyway, even 



18

the sAme old story

during Holy Week. It positively makes your hair stand on end! All right, 
he helps the poor; does that make his charity acceptable to the Lord? 
Did you know that he once gave ten roubles to an old man, who took 
it but turned away and spat? Everyone is very respectful in his presence, 
and God knows what they say to him, but behind his back, whenever 
his name comes up, they cross themselves as if he were the very Devil.”

Alexander listened as patiently as he could, turning to look out of 
the window from time to time at the road in the distance.

She fell silent for a minute.
“Above all, take care of your health,” she went on. “If you’re taken 

seriously ill – God forbid! – write… and I’ll make every effort to come 
to you. Who will be there to look after you? They won’t scruple to rob 
even a sick man. Don’t walk the streets at night, and avoid anyone who 
looks dangerous. Don’t waste your money… please, save it for a rainy 
day! Spend it prudently! Money can be a curse: all evil comes from 
it, as well as all good. Don’t squander it, don’t cultivate extravagant 
tastes. You’ll be getting 2,500 roubles from me on the dot every year. 
Two thousand five hundred is a tidy sum! Don’t go in for luxuries of 
any kind, absolutely not, but don’t deny yourself anything you can 
afford, and don’t begrudge yourself the occasional treat. Don’t get into 
the habit of drinking wine – no, it’s man’s worst enemy! And another 
thing” – here she lowered her voice – “be careful with women! I should 
know! Some are so shameless that they will come and throw their arms 
around your neck when they see someone like you.”

She looked lovingly at her son.
“That’s enough, Mummy; what about some breakfast?” he said with 

an edge of annoyance.
“Right now, right now… just one more thing…
“Don’t go after married women,” she hastened to add, “there’s no 

greater sin! It says in the Bible: ‘Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s 
wife.’ If some woman seems to have marriage in mind – God forbid 
– don’t even think about it! Once they spot someone with money, and 
good-looking into the bargain, they won’t let go. But if your boss or 
some prominent person or rich aristocrat should take a fancy to you 
and wants you to marry his daughter, that would be all right – but 
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write to me, and I’ll manage somehow or other to come and look her 
over just to make sure that they’re not trying to saddle you with some 
old maid or some good-for-nothing they’re just trying to get off their 
hands. Anyone would be delighted to reel in a catch like you. But if 
you should happen to fall in love yourself and it’s with a nice young 
woman, then, well…” – and here she lowered her voice even further – 
“…we can forget about Sonyushka.” (The old lady allowed her love for 
her son to get the better of her scruples.) “How did Maria Karpovna 
ever get such an idea into her head! Her daughter is no match for you. 
Just a country girl. There are better candidates who would set their 
caps at you.”

“Sofia! No, Mummy, I will never forget her,” said Alexander.
“Never mind, my love, calm down! No need to take it seriously. You’ll 

find a position, you’ll come back, and the Lord will provide; there will 
be plenty of brides! And if you haven’t forgotten her by then – well, 
so be it… and so…”

She wanted to add something, but couldn’t quite bring herself to say 
it, and then bent towards his ear and asked him softly:

“But will you remember… your mother?”
“So that’s what you’ve been trying to say,” he said, interrupting her. 

“Better to order whatever there is to eat, scrambled eggs or whatever. 
Forget you? How could you even think it! God would punish me…”

“Stop that, Sasha, don’t place yourself in harm’s way like that! No 
matter what happens, if such a sin were committed, let me be the only 
one to suffer for it. You’re young, you’re only just beginning life, you’ll 
make friends, you’ll get married – your young wife will take the place 
of your mother, and that’s the way it is… No! May God bless you, 
just as I bless you.”

She kissed his forehead, thus concluding her homily.
“How come no one is coming?” she said. “No Maria Karpovna, no 

Anton Ivanych, not even the priest. Mass must be over by now! Ah yes, 
someone is coming! Anton Ivanych, I think… so it is, talk of the Devil.”

Everyone knows an Anton Ivanych. He’s like the Wandering Jew. 
He has been with us from time immemorial and he is everywhere, and 
has never become extinct. He was a guest at feasts in ancient Greece 
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and banquets in ancient Rome; he has, of course, also partaken of 
the fatted calf sacrificed by a happy father to welcome the return of 
his prodigal son.

Here in Russia, he has assumed various forms; the form taken by 
this particular person was as follows: he owns twenty souls, mortgaged 
over and over again; he lives in what is virtually a peasant’s hut or a 
strange kind of structure which looks like a barn from the outside – 
the entrance is somewhere round the back, and you have to clamber 
over some logs by the wattle fence in order to enter; for twenty years, 
however, he has been telling everyone that, come next spring, he is going 
to start building a new house. He doesn’t keep house, or any servants 
to do it for him. None of his acquaintances has ever been entertained 
to dinner, supper or even a cup of tea there, but neither is there anyone 
at whose house he hasn’t been entertained at least fifty times a year. 
Formerly, he went about clothed in wide and baggy trousers and a 
knee-length pleated coat, now for everyday wear he sports a frock coat 
and trousers, and on high days and holidays he appears in a tailcoat, 
but God only knows of what style. He has a well-fed look, because 
he has no worries, no cares and nothing to upset him, although he 
pretends that his whole existence is weighed down with the woes and 
cares of others, but we all know that the woes and cares of others do 
not shrink us: that’s just the way it is with people.

As a matter of fact, Anton Ivanych was of no use to anyone, but no 
ceremonial occasion, no wedding, no funeral was complete without 
him. He was in attendance at every formal dinner and party, every 
family discussion; no one could take a step without him. Lest it be 
thought that perhaps he was particularly helpful, or that he might be 
entrusted with some important errands, or perhaps offer useful advice 
or could handle some piece of business – absolutely not! No one would 
trust him with any function of that kind; he was as incompetent as 
he was ignorant: he couldn’t help with anything at the courts either 
as an intermediary or as a conciliator – he was of no use whatsoever.

However, people would ask him to pass on a greeting to someone if 
he happened to be passing by, and this chore he performed unfailingly, 
and just as unfailingly would happen to be available to stay for lunch. 
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People would also ask him to tell someone or other that a certain 
paper had been received, although he wouldn’t be told exactly what 
paper it was, or to deliver a jar of honey or a handful of seeds with 
instructions not to spill any, and they would ask him to remind them 
when it was someone’s name day. They would also make use of him in 
matters which they thought unsuitable for a servant. “We can’t send 
Petrushka,” they would say. “Before you know it, he would get it all 
muddled. No, it’s better to let Anton Ivanych go!” Or: “It wouldn’t 
do to send a servant, someone might be offended; really better to send 
Anton Ivanych.”

How astonished everyone would be if there were ever a dinner or 
party at which for some reason he failed to appear!

“But where’s Anton Ivanych?” everyone would be asking in surprise. 
“What’s happened to him, why isn’t he here?” The dinner simply didn’t 
feel right without him. So then they would appoint someone to go 
and find out what was wrong; was he sick, had he gone away? And if 
he was sick, even a family member would not have enjoyed such care 
and attention.

Anton Ivanych approached to take the hand of Anna Pavlovna.
“My respects, Anna Pavlovna! Allow me to congratulate you on 

your new acquisition.”
“What acquisition, Anton Ivanych?” she asked, looking herself up 

and down.
“Why, that little bridge down by the gate. I see you’ve just had it 

put up? I could hear that the planks weren’t bobbing about under the 
wheels, so I took a look, and sure enough they were new!”

Whenever he met someone he knew, he would usually start by 
congratulating them on something or other, be it a fast, the spring 
or autumn, and if after the thaw frost was on its way, then he would 
congratulate them on the frost, and if a thaw was on its way in after 
a frost – then on the thaw…

This time, however, none of these opportunities presented themselves, 
but he was sure to come up with something.

“Alexandra Vasilyevna, Matryona Mikhailovna and Pyotr Sergeich 
send you their regards,” he said.
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“My sincere thanks, Anton Ivanych! Are their children in good 
health?”

“Thank God. I bring you God’s blessing; the father will be here 
soon after me. “Have you heard about our Semyon Arkhipych, Anna 
Pavlovna?”

“What about him?” Asked Anna Pavlovna apprehensively.
“Well, he passed away.”
“Oh no! When was it?”
“Yesterday morning. I found out yesterday evening; some lad rode up 

to tell me. I left right away, and didn’t sleep all night. Everyone was in 
tears and needed consoling, and someone had to do some organizing; 
everyone else was helpless with grief – except me alone.”

“God in heaven! That’s life! But how could it have happened? Just 
last week he sent his regards through you!”

“Yes, my dear lady, but he had been poorly for quite some time, and 
he was an old man; it’s a wonder he lasted so long!”

“What do you mean, ‘old’? He was only a year older than my late 
husband. Well, God rest his soul!” Anna Pavlovna said, crossing her-
self. “I’m so sorry for poor Fedosya, left alone with the children on her 
hands. What a terrible thing, with five of them, and almost all girls! 
When is the funeral?”

“Tomorrow.”
“Of course, everyone has their sorrow, Anton Ivanych; here I am 

seeing my son off.”
“What can we do, Anna Pavlovna, we’re all mere mortals! We are 

born to suffering, as it says in the Bible.”
“Please don’t mind my upsetting you – we’ll get over our grief 

together; you love us like one of your own.”
“Oh my dear lady, who could I love more than you? There are so 

few like you! You don’t know your own worth. I’ve so much on my 
plate – can’t get my building project out of my mind. I spent the whole 
of yesterday morning wrangling with the contractor, but somehow 
we just couldn’t agree. Then I think, I must go to her: she’s all alone 
there, what will she do without me? She’s not a young woman, her 
head must be whirling.”
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“God bless you, Anton Ivanych, for not forgetting us. I’m really not 
myself; can’t keep a thought in my head, I’m in a total fog. My throat 
hurts from crying. Please have a bite to eat; you’re tired, and you must 
be hungry.”

“Thank you so much. I have to confess that on the way over I did 
take a drop and snatched a bite at Pyotr Sergeich’s. But that doesn’t 
really count. The father’s on his way, and he’ll give you his blessing! 
Well look, here he is at the door!”

The priest came in, together with Maria Karpovna and her plump, 
rosy-cheeked daughter, who was smiling, but whose eyes showed signs 
of recent tears. Sofia’s eyes and the expression on her face clearly pro-
claimed: “I will love simply, unreservedly, I will look after my husband 
and be a nurse to him, I will obey him in all things and never appear to 
be cleverer than him, although how would it be possible to be cleverer 
than one’s husband in any case? It would be sinful! I will keep house 
for him diligently, sew and bear him half a dozen children. I will myself 
feed, nurse, dress them and make their clothes.” Her plump cheek, 
fresh complexion and splendid bosom fully confirmed her promise 
about children. But the tears in her eyes and the sadness of her smile 
lent her a less prosaic appearance at that moment.

First of all, a prayer service was conducted for which Anton Ivanych 
called in the servants, lit a candle, took the book from the priest when 
he had finished reading from it and handed it to the sexton; then he 
poured some holy water into a bottle, put it in his pocket and said, “It’s 
for Agafya Nikitishna.” They sat down at the table. Apart from Anton 
Ivanych and the priest, no one else, as was customary, touched any of 
the food, but Anton Ivanych did ample justice to the Homeric repast. 
Anna Pavlovna cried all the time and furtively wiped away the tears.

“It’s time to stop wasting your tears, Anna Pavlovna, my dear lady,” 
said Anton Ivanych with feigned indignation, filling his glass with 
liqueur. “After all, it’s not as if you’re sending him to be slaughtered.”

Then, after swallowing half the contents of his glass, he smacked 
his lips.

“What a fine liqueur! What fragrance! Nothing like it anywhere else 
in our province, my dear lady!” he said in a tone of great satisfaction.
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“It’s… thr… three… ye… years old!” she managed to articulate 
between sobs. “We’ve op… opened it… today, just… for you!”

“Anna Pavlovna, it pains me so much to see you like this,” Anton 
Ivanych started up again. “There’s no one to assuage your grief. I would 
if I could, but it’s beyond me.”

“Judge for yourself, Anton Ivanych, my only son, and far away; I 
could die, and there would be no one even to bury me.”

“But what about us then? What, am I a stranger to you? And what’s 
all this about being in a hurry to die? Before you know it, you’ll be 
married and I’ll be dancing at your wedding. So let’s have no more of 
these tears!”

“I can’t help it, Anton Ivanych, really, I can’t; I don’t even know 
myself where these tears are coming from.”

“You can’t keep a young man like that locked up! Give him the free-
dom to spread his wings, and see what wonders he will work, what 
success he will achieve!”

“I sincerely hope you’re right! But you’ve taken so little of the pie; 
do take some more!”

“Well, perhaps just this little piece, thank you. To your health, 
Alexander Fyodorych! And best wishes for your journey! Do come back 
soon – and get married too! But why are you flushing, Sofia Vasilyevna?”

“Oh, no… I was just…”
“Oh, you young people make me laugh.”
“You really make people forget their troubles, Anton Ivanych,” said 

Anna Ivanovna. “You’re such a comfort. May God bless you with good 
health. Please have a little more liqueur.”

“Of course, my dear lady: your son is leaving, we must drink to that!”
The meal came to an end. The coachman had long since loaded the 

luggage into the carriage, and it had been brought round to the porch. 
The servants came running out one after another. One carried the 
trunk, another a package, and a third brought a bag and went back 
for something else. Like flies around a drop of honey, they clustered 
around the carriage with everyone eager to offer help and advice.

“Better lay the trunk this way,” said one, “and put the food hamper 
over here.”
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“But where are they going to put their legs?” another one put in. 
“Better put the trunk in lengthwise with the hamper beside it.”

“That way the feather bed will slide off, if the trunk is in lengthwise; 
better turn it round sideways. Now, what else? Oh yes, has anyone 
packed the boots?”

“I don’t know. Who did the packing?”
“It wasn’t me. Someone go and take a look – couldn’t they be 

upstairs?”
“Well, you go!”
“What about you – can’t you see I have no time?”
“Look, here’s something else; don’t forget it!” one of the girls 

shouted, poking a package through the crowd of heads.
“Give it here!”
“Cram this into the trunk somehow: it must have been left behind,” 

said another, standing on the footboard, holding brush and a comb 
in her outstretched hand.

“Nowhere to put it now,” a stout footman scolded her. “Get out of 
the way; can’t you see the trunk is right near the bottom?”

“It’s the mistress’s orders, but what’s it to me? The hell with it!”
“Well all right, just give it here, it can go in the side pocket.”
The shaft horse kept on raising and shaking its head, making the bell 

ring shrilly every time it did so, reminding everyone of the impend-
ing departure, while the trace horses stood still, apparently deep in 
thought with their heads lowered, as they contemplated the delights 
of the journey ahead, occasionally waving their tails or stretching out 
their lower lips in the direction of the shaft horse.

The fateful moment was at hand, and another prayer was said.
“Everyone sit down!” commanded Anton Ivanych. “Kindly be 

seated, Alexander Fyodorych. And you sit down too, Yevsei, yes, 
sit down!” And just for a second, he himself sat down on the very 
edge of a chair.

“And now, Godspeed!”
At this very moment, Anna Pavlovna burst into tears and flung her 

arms around Alexander’s neck.
“Goodbye, goodbye, my love – when will I ever see you again?…”
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Suddenly her words were drowned by the sound of another bell from 
a cart which came hurtling into the courtyard drawn by three horses. 
A young man covered in dust jumped down from the cart, ran into the 
room and threw his arms around Alexander’s neck.

“Pospelov!… Aduyev!…” they both exclaimed at the same time, as 
they embraced.

“What are you doing here, where have you come from?”
“From home, I’ve been galloping day and night to get here to say goodbye.”
“My friend! My friend! What a true friend you are,” said Aduyev 

with tears in his eyes, “to have galloped 160 versts just to say goodbye! 
To think that there’s such friendship in the world! For ever, right?” 
Alexander declared fervently, clasping his friend’s hand, and crushing 
him in his embrace.

“To the grave!” his friend replied, grasping the other’s hand even more 
tightly and returning his hug.

“Write to me!”
“Yes, of course, and you too!”
Anna Pavlovna did not know how to express the affection she felt for 

Pospelov. The leave-takings took another half-hour, before everyone was 
ready for the departure.

They all escorted the travellers as far as the wood on foot. On their 
way through the dark passageway to the porch, Sofia and Alexander 
rushed into each other’s arms.

“Sasha! Dear Sasha!… Sonechka!” they whispered, and their words 
were silenced by a kiss.

“Will you forget me when you’re there?” she said tearfully.
“How little you know me! I will return, believe me, and no other 

woman will ever…”
“Here, take this quickly – a lock of my hair and a ring.”
He swiftly pocketed both.
Anna Pavlovna led the way with her son and Pospelov, followed by 

Maria Karpovna and her daughter, with the priest and Anton Ivanych 
bringing up the rear. The carriage followed some distance behind. The 
coachman could barely restrain the horses. At the gate, the servants 
crowded round Yevsei.
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And cries of “Goodbye, Yevsei Ivanych – goodbye, old friend, don’t 
forget us,” rang out from every side.

“Goodbye, my friends, goodbye – remember me fondly!”
“Goodbye, Yevseyushka, goodbye my darling,” said his mother, 

embracing him. “Take this icon, it’s my blessing. Keep the faith, Yevsei. 
Don’t let me see you joining the infidels, otherwise I’ll be cursing you! 
Don’t get drunk and don’t steal, and serve your master loyally and 
faithfully. Goodbye, goodbye…”

She turned and left, covering her face with her apron.
“Goodbye, mother!” Yevsei muttered casually.
A twelve-year-old girl rushed up to him.
“You should say goodbye to your little sister!” one of the women urged.
“Hey, where are you going!” said Yevsei, and kissed her. “All right, 

goodbye, goodbye; now, off with you and your bare feet, and go back 
home!”

The last one left was Agrafena, who was standing apart from the 
others. Her face had a greenish tinge.

“Goodbye, Agrafena Ivanovna,” said Yevsei, dragging out the words, 
and raising his voice, even stretching out his hands to her.

She submitted to his embrace, but did not return it, and just made 
a wry grimace.

“Here, take this!” she said, taking out a package of something from 
under her pinafore and thrusting it at him.

“Well, I suppose you’ll be gadding about with those St Petersburg 
girls then!” she added without looking him straight in the eye – but 
that look expressed all her feelings of hurt and jealousy.

“Me, gad about?” Yevsei began. “May the Lord strike me dead on 
the spot – let Him pluck out my eyes, and may the earth open up and 
swallow me, if I ever did any such thing…”

“All right, all right!” she mumbled, not entirely convinced. “But 
with you, I…”

“Oh, I almost forgot,” said Yevsei, and produced from his pocket a 
soiled pack of cards and held it out to Agrafena. “Here, take these to 
remember me by; you won’t be able to get any here.”

She stretched out her hand.
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“Give it to me, Yevsei Ivanych!” Proshka called out from somewhere 
in the crowd.

“Give them to you! I’d sooner burn them!” And he put the cards 
back in his pocket.

“Come on, give them to me, you fool!” said Agrafena.
“No, Agrafena Ivanovna, do whatever you want, but I’m not giving 

them to you; you would play with him. Goodbye!”
Without looking round, and with a wave of the hand he sauntered 

after the carriage, which it seemed he could have carried off single-
handedly on his shoulders along with Alexander, the coachman, as 
well as the horses.

“To hell with you!” said Agrafena, watching him go and wiping away 
the tears she was shedding with the corner of her kerchief.

Everyone came to a halt at the grove. While Anna Pavlovna was sob-
bing her farewell to her son, Anton Ivanych patted one of the horses 
on the neck, and then took it by the nostrils and shook it back and 
forth. The horse immediately manifested its displeasure by baring its 
teeth and snorting.

“Tighten the shaft horse’s saddle girth – look, the pad’s sliding to 
one side,” he said to the coachman.

The coachman took a look at the pad and, seeing that it was in its 
proper place, didn’t stir from his coach box, but just adjusted the breast 
band a little with his whip.

“Have it your way,” said Anton Ivanych. “Anyway, it’s time to go – 
Anna Pavlovna, time to stop tormenting yourself! Alexander – time to 
take your seat: you have to get to Shishkov before nightfall. Goodbye, 
goodbye, may God bless you with happiness, success, honours, worldly 
goods and everything that’s good. And you, be on your way; get the 
horses moving and watch out for the hill and go easy!” he added for 
the benefit of the coachman.

Alexander, now in tears, took his seat in the carriage, and Yevsei 
went up to his mistress, knelt at her feet and kissed her hand. She gave 
him a five-rouble note.

“Listen, Yevsei, and remember: serve your master well and I’ll marry 
you to Agrafena, otherwise…”
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She was unable to complete her sentence. Yevsei climbed up 
to the box. The coachman, impatient because of the long delay, 
came to life, pulled his cap down firmly, sat up straight and took 
up the reins; the horses moved off at a slow trot. The coachman 
whipped the trace horses one by one and, plunging forward, they 
broke into a gallop, and the troika sped along the road towards 
the wood. The crowd that had gathered to see them off were 
left behind silent and still in a cloud of dust until the coach had 
completely disappeared from view. Anton Ivanych was the first 
to break the silence.

“All right, time to go home!” he said.
Alexander looked back for as long as he could from the coach, and 

then fell upon the cushion and buried his face in it.
“Don’t leave me in such a state of distress, Anton Ivanych,” said 

Anna Pavlovna. “Stay for dinner!”
“Very well, my dear lady, I’ll be happy to, and perhaps I will even 

stay for supper.”
“Then you might as well stay the night.”
“But how can I, the funeral is tomorrow!”
“Yes, of course, but I’m not forcing you. Say hello to Fedosya Petrovna 

for me; tell her that my heart goes out to her in her grief, and I would 
pay her a visit myself if it were not that God, you know, has sent me 
my own sorrow: I’ve had to say goodbye to my son.”

“I will, I will, I won’t forget.”
“Sashenka, my love,” she whispered, looking round. “But he’s gone, 

just disappeared!”
Aduyeva spent the whole day sitting in silence, going without dinner 

and supper. Anton Ivanych on the other hand had no trouble talking, 
dining and eating his supper.

Her only contribution to the conversation was the occasional “Where 
is my dear boy now?”

“By now he must be in Neplyuyeva. No, I’m wrong, he can’t be there 
yet, but just approaching it. He’ll stop there for some tea,” replied 
Anton Ivanych.

“No, he never drinks tea at this time.”
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That was how Anna Pavlovna was mentally accompanying him on 
his journey. Later on – when, according to her reckoning, he must have 
reached St Petersburg – she spent her time praying, telling her fortune 
from the cards or talking about him to Maria Karpovna.

But what about him?
We shall meet him again in St Petersburg.


