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			Introduction

			The Mother is a novel inextricably linked with politics. The events and characters it delineates were based on actual historical events and real people; it was written in the aftermath of, and as a response to, the first of Russia’s twentieth-century revolutions; and the best-known critical response to the work came from the most influential figure of the age, not a titan of the literary world, though, but a titan on a grander scale – Vladimir Ilyich Lenin himself. The historical and ideological significance ascribed to the book after 1917 ensured that it remained readily available throughout the years of the existence of the Soviet Union, not only in Russian, but in a host of other languages as well. The last quarter of a century has, however, seen a marked decline in interest in the work of Maxim Gorky in his native land, and this tendency has been reflected elsewhere too, affecting his novels, perhaps, in particular. Thus, while his dramatic works still appear on the Anglophone stage with some regularity, recent translations of his fiction into English are scarce. Given the quality and quantity of the Russian writing that was denied to the reading public at the time when Gorky’s was being tirelessly propagated, it is, of course, quite right and proper that a degree of balance should have been restored. And yet it would surely be wrong to allow the output of an author whose talent was highly regarded not only by men of politics, but by many great names of literature, to sink into the oblivion that was long the lot of scores of his fellow Russian writers.

			The events on which the central elements of the narrative of The Mother are based took place in 1902, when a May Day parade in the small town of Sormovo, not far from Gorky’s birthplace of Nizhni Novgorod, was broken up violently by the army and its organizers arrested and put on trial. One of these, the standard-bearer for the march, was Pyotr Andreyevich Zalomov (1877–1955), a factory worker and active member of the Nizhni Novgorod branch of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party, in whose activities Gorky, too, participated. The writer was already familiar with Zalomov’s mother, Anna Kirillovna Zalomova (1849–1938): the widow of a hard-drinking factory hand, she had been a visitor at the home of Gorky’s grandparents, her distant relatives, when he had lived there as a child, and in a letter of 1911 Gorky explicitly named her as the model for his eponymous heroine. Soviet scholars produced a huge amount of material on the question of the prototypes of Gorky’s characters in this novel, and Zalomov himself justifiably denied in his memoirs that he was the sole inspiration for the figure of Pavel Vlasov, but the contribution his story and his mother’s made to the creation of the fictional figures is evident nonetheless.

			Gorky made his first notes for the novel as early as 1902, in the wake of the events at Sormovo, and was reading drafts to friends in 1903–4, but the full realization of his plans for a novel about proletarian revolutionaries came during a period of focused effort in 1906–7. By this time the 1905 Revolution had taken place, and Gorky had been arrested for his participation in demonstrations, as well as for his written attacks on the government. However, his global fame had ensured that a term of imprisonment had come quickly to an end, and upon his release he had gone abroad to engage in fundraising activities for the revolutionary movement. Thus it came about that Part One of the novel was written in the United States, while Part Two was completed after he had fallen foul of American society over his unconventional domestic circumstances and moved to the island of Capri in the autumn of 1906.

			Rather more unconventional than a writer travelling abroad with a woman other than his wife, however, were the circumstances of The Mother’s publishing history. The novel made its first appearance in New York, when serialized in Appleton’s Magazine between December 1906 and June 1907, not in the author’s original Russian, but in Thomas Seltzer’s English translation. Oddly, Gorky’s agreement with the publisher, D. Appleton & Co., stipulated that the English version was to be considered the original and the Russian its translation. The “translation” into Russian was published serially in St Petersburg, with big cuts made by the censor and numerous alterations to various episodes made by the author himself, in six issues of The Collection of the Society ‘Knowledge’ in 1907–8. The book had by then already been published in the United States as a separate edition in English in April 1907, before appearing in June of the same year in Berlin, in both German and Russian, also with the authorial revisions made for the St Petersburg Russian edition. The novel was shortly to make its first appearance in London under the title Comrades – with many other unauthorised alterations besides the change of title – and further translations into numerous languages soon followed; but it was published in full in Russia only in 1917 – indeed, the publication in Knowledge had led to the issues containing The Mother being sequestrated, and the prosecution in absentia of the author.

			This, however, was not yet the end of The Mother’s publishing history, for in the post-revolutionary period Gorky carried out a further major revision of the novel. The result of this work, whereby about a quarter of the previous version was cut, was the appearance in 1923 of the text of the novel that has been the standard one ever since, and which has been translated for this volume. Gorky made changes to various elements of the text, with the apparent central aim of producing a more concise narrative, in particular excluding superfluous descriptive detail and reducing the length of his characters’ discourse.

			Although the first edition of The Mother predated the formulation of the Soviet Union’s officially approved aesthetic by a quarter of a century (as did even the final edition by a decade), the work has frequently been cited as the original novel of Socialist Realism. It is not hard to understand why: in brief, Socialist Realism demanded that a work of art depict life in a recognizably realistic manner and illustrate some aspect of man’s progress towards the ideals of socialism, and Gorky’s novel can be seen to fulfil each of those criteria. The ideological value of The Mother was therefore clearly recognized by one of its earliest readers, Lenin. He was lent the typescript of the second version by its Berlin publisher and, when meeting Gorky at the Fifth Congress of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party in London in May 1907, was able to express his views to the author, who would subsequently record his memories of the encounter:

			“With his amazingly lively eyes sparkling affectionately, he immediately started talking about the shortcomings of the book The Mother: it transpired that he had read it in manuscript, borrowed from I.P. Ladyzhnikov. I said I had been in a hurry to finish the book, but did not have time to explain why I had been in a hurry – Lenin gave an affirmative nod of the head and explained it himself: it was a very good thing that I’d made haste, the book was a necessary one, as many workers were participating in the revolutionary movement without political awareness, spontaneously, and now they would read The Mother with great benefit to themselves.

			“‘A very timely book.’ That was his only compliment, but for me an extremely valuable one. Then he enquired in a businesslike way whether The Mother was being translated into foreign languages and to what extent the book had been damaged by Russian and American censorship…”

			The haste with which Gorky had been forced to write by the terms of his initial American contract in September 1906 was undeniable: following the immediate submission of Part One, only just over three months had been allowed for the completion, translation and submission of Part Two. His plans for Part Two had been consequently much reduced in the execution, and his intention to carry the story through to October 1905 abandoned, as was the subsequent idea of writing a second, complementary novel, referred to variously in correspondence as Pavel Vlasov, The Hero or The Son.

			Thus The Mother has always had a great deal to do with politics, and yet has perhaps surprisingly little detailed political content. True, various strands within the revolutionary movement are illustrated by, for example, the differences between Vlasov and his comrades and Rybin, but the novel does not concern itself at all with such vital questions for the time as, for example, the organization of revolutionary work. Yet, since the narrative is recounted through the consciousness of Vlasov’s mother, who can certainly be considered one of those Lenin referred to as lacking political awareness, this is perfectly reasonable. The eponymous heroine’s response to her son’s fellow revolutionaries is emotional – indeed, at times sentimental – and in many cases maternal; she comes to espouse her son’s cause, not through a belief in any detailed ideology, but through her belief in him personally and her desire to ensure that the work for which he must suffer should not have been in vain. And her maternal concern extends to the other young men and women with whom he associates, “the children”, as she calls them, whom she envisages marching through the world towards a better society and a better life. The naivety of the passages where her feelings and thoughts in this vein are expressed is at times reminiscent of the faith in youth’s ability to change the world that so coloured the 1960s and can again be justified artistically by the heroine’s simplicity. Through her son and his comrades she is ushered into a new world of truth and goodness that contrasts starkly with the violence and brutality of the patriarchal domestic regime of her late husband and, by extension, of the patriarchal regime of the autocracy. The mother’s initially strong religious faith gradually evolves into a more generalized trust in the victory of goodness, now represented less by the church than by the revolutionaries she had once feared. Nonetheless, the themes of faith, self-sacrifice and rebirth that run through the novel combine with the central mother-son relationship to lend The Mother a strong Christian resonance. It would be intriguing to know what Lenin thought of this feature of Gorky’s work and, indeed, of the inspiration found by its young revolutionary in the image of Christ on the road to Emmaus.

			Readers of The Mother may well recall Gorky’s autobiographical work Childhood, with the juxtaposed figures of the cruel grandfather and saintly grandmother who bring up the future writer. For in the novel, too, a contrast can be drawn between the kindness emanating from the maternal figure, influenced by the teachings of Christ, and the harshness that predominates beyond her limited sphere of influence in the world ruled by men. It is certainly notable that the fathers depicted, mostly tangentially, in The Mother are largely unsympathetic and often rejected by their offspring (or their wives), while the characters share a general longing for maternal love and all find warmth and solace in the company of Vlasova, the mother.

			The selfless goodness of almost all the novel’s revolutionaries was not, of course, reflected in the real world of socialist revolution – the “realism” of Socialist Realism was perhaps its most unrealistic feature – and Gorky’s relationship with the world of politics became an often strained and difficult one after 1917, when the struggle for power pushed aside all romanticized socialist ideals. A consistent creator in his fiction of heroic idealists, Gorky actually wrote no further novels about politics after The Mother, a fact which in itself suggests his true creative aspirations lay elsewhere, perhaps even in this most politically influential of fictional works. Despite the novel’s history, then, maybe The Mother is not so much about politics at all.

			– Hugh Aplin, 2015

		

	
		
			The Mother

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			I

			Every day above the workers’ settlement the factory siren quivered and roared in the smoky, oily air, and, obedient to the call, out into the street from the small grey houses there ran, like frightened cockroaches, morose people who had as yet been unable to refresh their muscles with sleep. They walked in the cold gloom down the unpaved street towards the tall, stone cells of the factory, and it awaited them with indifferent certainty, lighting the muddy road with dozens of greasy square eyes. Mud squelched underfoot. The hoarse exclamations of sleepy voices rang out, coarse abuse tore angrily through the air, while towards the people floated other sounds – the heavy commotion of machines, the grumbling of steam. Morose and stern loomed the tall black chimneys, rising above the settlement like fat sticks.

			In the evening, when the sun was setting, and its red rays shone wearily on the houses’ window panes, the factory would toss the people out from its stone depths like waste slag, and again they would walk down the streets, smoke-begrimed, black-faced, spreading the sticky smell of machine oil through the air and with their hungry teeth shining. In their voices now there was the sound of animation and even joy – the penal servitude of labour was over for the day, and waiting at home were dinner and rest.

			The day had been swallowed by the factory, and the machines had sucked as much strength as they needed from men’s muscles. The day had been expunged from life without trace, each man had taken one more step towards his grave, but he could see not far ahead of him the pleasure of rest, the joys of the smoky tavern, and he was content.

			On days off people would sleep until about ten o’clock, then the solid and married ones would dress in their best clothes and go to hear the Liturgy, criticizing youngsters on the way for their indifference to the church. From church they would return home, eat pies and go back to bed again until evening.

			Tiredness which had accumulated over years deprived men of their appetite, and in order to eat they would have a lot to drink, irritating their stomachs with the sharp burning of vodka.

			In the evening they would stroll lazily around the streets, and anyone who had galoshes put them on, even if it was dry, and if they had an umbrella they carried it with them, even though the sun might be shining.

			Meeting with one another, they would talk about the factory, about the machines, and criticize the foremen: they talked and thought only about things connected with work. Solitary sparks of clumsy, impotent thought barely glimmered in the boring monotony of their days. Returning home, they would quarrel with their wives and often beat them, not sparing their fists. The youngsters sat in taverns or organized parties at each other’s homes; they played accordions, sang smutty, ugly songs, danced, used foul language and drank. Exhausted by labour, men got drunk quickly, and in every breast an incomprehensible, morbid irritation was awakened. It demanded an outlet. And grasping tenaciously at every opportunity to discharge this alarming feeling, people threw themselves upon one another over trifles with the animosity of beasts. Bloody fights broke out. At times they ended in serious mutilation, occasionally in murder.

			Most of all in people’s relations there was a sense of watchful malice, and it was just as chronic as the incurable tiredness of their muscles. People were born with this sickness of the soul, inheriting it from their fathers, and it accompanied them like a black shadow to the grave, prompting them during their lives to a series of deeds, repellent in their aimless cruelty.

			On days off, youngsters would arrive home late at night in ripped clothing, covered in dirt and dust and with battered faces, boasting with malicious delight of the blows inflicted upon their comrades, or else insulted, in a rage or in tears of resentment, drunk and wretched, unhappy and offensive. Sometimes lads were brought home by their mothers or fathers. They would seek them out, drunk and insensible, somewhere beside a fence in the street or in the taverns; they would curse them with foul words and use their fists to beat the soft bodies, diluted with vodka, of their children, then put them to bed, more or less solicitously, only to wake them early in the morning, when the angry roar of the siren flowed in a dark stream through the air, for work.

			They cursed and beat their children hard, but the drunkenness and fights of the youngsters seemed to the old men a perfectly legitimate phenomenon – when the fathers were young, they too had drunk and fought, they too had been beaten by their mothers and fathers. Life had always been thus: evenly and slowly, year after year, it kept on flowing away somewhere in a turbid stream, and it was all bound together by strong, ancient habits of thinking and doing one and the same thing day in, day out. And no one had any desire to try to change it.

			Outsiders would occasionally come to the settlement from elsewhere. At first they attracted attention simply because they were strangers, next they aroused a slight, superficial interest with stories about the places where they had worked, and then their novelty wore off, people grew accustomed to them, and they became insignificant. From their stories it was clear: the life of a worker was the same everywhere. And if that was the case, then what was there to talk about?

			But there were times when some of them would say something unheard of in the settlement. People did not argue with them, but listened to their strange speeches with distrust. These speeches excited blind irritation in some, in others vague anxiety, while a third group were disturbed by a slight shadow of hope for something unclear, and they would start drinking more to expel the needless, troubling anxiety.

			Having noticed something unusual in a stranger, the people of the settlement were long unable to forgive him for it and responded to the man who did not resemble them with unaccountable apprehension. It was as if they were afraid that the man would throw something into their life that would disturb its cheerlessly proper progress, hard, maybe, but serene. People were accustomed to life crushing them with always identical force and, not expecting any changes for the better, considered all changes capable only of increasing their oppression.

			People who said new things were silently shunned by the settlement-dwellers. Those people would then disappear, going away elsewhere once more, but if they did remain at the factory, and if they did not know how to merge into a single whole with the monotonous mass of the settlement-dwellers, then they lived apart…

			Having lived such a life for some fifty years, a man would die.

		

	
		
			II

			And thus lived Mikhail Vlasov, a metalworker, hirsute and morose, with small eyes; they looked out suspiciously from beneath thick brows with an unpleasant smirk. The best metalworker in the factory and the number-one strong man in the settlement, he conducted himself rudely with the management, and for that reason earned but little; every day off he would beat someone up, and everyone disliked and feared him. People tried to beat him up too, but without success. When Vlasov saw there were men coming for him, he would grab a stone or a piece of wood or iron, and, setting his feet wide apart, would wait in silence for his enemies. His face – overgrown with a black beard from eyes to neck – and his hairy arms instilled fear in everyone. People were especially afraid of his eyes – small and sharp, they drilled into you like steel gimlets, and all who met his gaze felt before them a savage strength, impervious to fear, prepared to beat without mercy.

			“Right, scum, break it up!” he would say in muffled tones. Through the thick hair on his face gleamed large yellow teeth. The men would break up, cursing him in cowardly fashion with howls of abuse.

			“Scum!” he would say tersely in their wake, his eyes shining with a smirk as sharp as an awl. Then, holding his head provocatively high, he would go after them and challenge them:

			“Well, who wants to die?”

			Nobody did.

			He said little, and “scum” was his favourite word. It was what he called the factory management and the police, and he used it to address his wife.

			“You, scum, can’t you see – my trousers are torn!”

			When Pavel, his son, was fourteen, Vlasov tried pulling him out of his way by the hair. But Pavel picked up a heavy hammer and said tersely:

			“Don’t touch me.”

			“What?” asked his father, advancing on the tall, slim figure of his son like a shadow on a birch tree.

			“Enough!” said Pavel. “I’m not taking any more…”

			And he brandished the hammer.

			His father looked at him, put his shaggy arms behind his back and said with a smirk:

			“All right…”

			Then, with a heavy sigh, he added:

			“Oh you scum…”

			Soon after this he said to his wife:

			“Don’t ask me for money any more, Pashka can keep you fed…”

			“And are you going to spend it all on drink?” she took the liberty of asking.

			“None of your business, scum! I’m going to find myself a lover…”

			Find himself a lover he did not, but from then on, for almost two years, right up until his death, he never took any notice of his son and never spoke to him.

			He had a dog, just as big and shaggy as he himself was. It walked him to the factory every day, and would be waiting every evening by the gates. On days off, Vlasov would set off to go round the taverns. He walked in silence and, as if trying to find someone, would scratch at people’s faces with his eyes. And the dog would follow him all day, with its big, fluffy tail drooping. Returning home drunk, he would sit down to have dinner and feed the dog from his own cup. He did not beat it, did not curse it, but never showed it any affection either. After dinner, he would throw the crockery from the table onto the floor, if his wife had not managed to clear it away in time, set a bottle of vodka down in front of him and, leaning his back against the wall, in an indistinct, depressing voice, would howl out a song, opening his mouth wide and closing his eyes. The doleful, ugly sounds got caught in his moustache, knocking the breadcrumbs out of it; the metalworker smoothed the hair of his beard and moustache with his thick fingers and sang. The words of the song were incomprehensible and long-winded, the melody reminiscent of the howling of wolves in winter. He sang for as long as there was vodka in the bottle, then toppled sideways onto the bench or lowered his head onto the table and slept like that until the siren. The dog would lie alongside him.

			He died of a hernia. He turned all black and tossed on his bed with his eyes tightly closed, grinding his teeth, for about five days. Sometimes he would say to his wife:

			“Give me arsenic, poison me…”

			The doctor ordered that Mikhail have poultices applied, but said an operation was essential and the sick man should be taken to hospital that very day.

			“Go to hell, I’ll die by myself!… Scum!…” wheezed Mikhail.

			And when the doctor had gone and his wife began tearfully trying to persuade him to consent to the operation, he clenched his fist and, shaking it, declared:

			“If I get better, it’ll be the worse for you!”

			He died in the morning, in those moments when the siren was calling men to work. He lay in the coffin with his mouth open, but his brows were knitted angrily. He was buried by his wife, son and dog,  and Danila Vesovshchikov – an old drunkard and thief dismissed from the factory – and a few of the settlement’s beggars. His wife cried quietly and just a little; Pavel did not cry. Meeting the coffin in the street, the settlement-dwellers stopped and, crossing themselves, said to one another:

			“I expect Palageya must be happy as a sandboy that he’s passed away…”

			Some made a correction:

			“Not ‘passed away’, snuffed it…”

			When the coffin had been buried, the people left, but the dog remained and, sitting on the fresh earth, spent a long time sniffing silently at the grave. A few days later, somebody killed it…

		

	
		
			III

			On a Sunday about two weeks after his father’s death, Pavel Vlasov came home very drunk. Staggering, he squeezed into the corner where the icons were and, banging his fist on the table as his father had, he shouted to his mother:

			“Dinner!”

			His mother went over to him, sat down beside him and put her arms around her son, drawing his head onto her breast. He resisted, with his hand pushing against her shoulder, and shouted:

			“Mamasha – hurry up!…”

			“You little idiot!” said his mother, sadly and lovingly, overcoming his resistance.

			“And I’m going to have a smoke! Give me my father’s pipe…” Pavel mumbled, moving his disobedient tongue with difficulty.

			It was the first time he had had too much to drink. The vodka had weakened his body but had not smothered his consciousness, and there was a question hammering in his head:

			“Drunk? Drunk?”

			He was embarrassed by his mother’s caresses and touched by the sadness in her eyes. He felt like crying, and to suppress this desire he started pretending to be drunker than he was.

			And his mother stroked his sweaty, tangled hair with her hand and said quietly:

			“You didn’t need to do this…”

			He began to feel sick. After a violent attack of vomiting, his mother put him to bed, covering his pale forehead with a damp towel. He had sobered up a little, but everything beneath him and around him was undulating, his eyelids were heavy and, with a foul, bitter taste in his mouth, he looked through his eyelashes at his mother’s big face and thought incoherently:

			“It must still be too soon for me. Others drink and they’re all right, but it makes me sick…”

			From somewhere far away came his mother’s soft voice:

			“What sort of breadwinner are you going to be for me if you start drinking?…”

			Shutting his eyes tight, he said:

			“Everybody drinks.”

			His mother heaved a heavy sigh. He was right. She herself knew that, apart from the tavern, there was nowhere for people to find any joy. But she said nonetheless:

			“Well, you can choose not to drink! Your father drank enough for you as well. And he gave me enough of a hard time… so you might show your mother some pity, eh?”

			Listening to the sad, soft words, Pavel recalled that in his father’s lifetime his mother had been inconspicuous in the house, taciturn, and had always lived in anxious expectation of a beating. Avoiding encounters with his father, he had spent little time at home of late and had grown unused to his mother, so now, gradually sobering up, he looked at her closely.

			She was tall, a little stooped, and her body, jaded from long hours of work and her husband’s blows, moved noiselessly and somehow sideways, as if she were always afraid of knocking into something. Her broad, oval face, puffy and deeply lined with wrinkles, was lit up by dark eyes, anxious and sad, like those of the majority of the women in the settlement. Above the right eyebrow was a deep scar which drew the eyebrow up a little, and her right ear, too, seemed higher than the left one, lending her face an expression that suggested she was always listening out fearfully. Grey strands shone in her dense, dark hair. Overall, she was soft, sad and submissive…

			And tears flowed slowly down her cheeks.

			“Don’t cry!” her son begged quietly. “Give me something to drink.”

			“I’ll bring you some water with ice…”

			But when she returned, he had already fallen asleep. She stood over him for a moment, the kovsh* in her hand trembled, and the ice struck quietly against the tinplate. Putting the kovsh down on the table, she silently sank to her knees in front of the icons. Beating against the window panes were the sounds of drunken life. In the darkness and damp of the autumn evening there was an accordion squealing, someone’s loud singing, someone cursing with foul words and the anxious sound of women’s tired, irritated voices…

			Life in the Vlasovs’ little house flowed more quietly and serenely than before, and somewhat differently to everywhere else in the settlement. Their house stood on the edge of the settlement, by a short but steep descent to a marsh. A third of the house was occupied by the kitchen and, separated from it by a thin partition, the small room where the mother slept. The remaining two thirds were a square room with two windows; in one corner of it was Pavel’s bed, in the corner with the icons a table and two benches. A few chairs, a chest of drawers for linen, on top of it a small mirror, a chest for clothes, a clock on the wall and two icons in the corner – and that was it.

			Pavel did everything a young lad needs to: he bought an accordion, a shirt with a starched front, a bright tie, galoshes, a walking stick, and he became just the same as all adolescents of his age. He went to parties, learnt to dance the quadrille and the polka, returned home on holidays the worse for drink and always suffered a lot from the vodka. In the morning he would have a headache, heartburn would be a torment, and his face would be pale and miserable.

			One day his mother asked him:

			“Well, did you have fun yesterday?”

			He replied with morose irritation:

			“I was bored stiff! I’d be better off going fishing. Or else I’ll buy myself a gun.”

			He worked zealously, without taking extra days off or being fined, he was taciturn, and his blue eyes, big, like his mother’s, had a discontented look. He did not buy himself a gun, nor did he take up fishing, but he began diverging noticeably from everyone else’s beaten track: he attended parties more rarely, and although he would go off out somewhere on holidays, he would come back sober. Keeping a vigilant eye on him, his mother saw that her son’s swarthy face was becoming sharper, the look in his eyes was more and more serious, and his lips were tightly compressed with a strange severity. It seemed as if he was silently angry with something or some illness was nagging at him. His comrades used to drop in to see him before, but now, never finding him at home, they stopped coming. It was nice for the mother to see her son becoming different from the youngsters at the factory, but when she noticed he was fixedly and stubbornly swimming off somewhere away from the dark stream of life, this elicited a feeling of vague apprehension in her soul.

			“Are you, perhaps, unwell, Pavlusha?” she sometimes asked him.

			“No, I’m well!” he replied.

			“You’re very thin!” his mother would say with a sigh.

			He began bringing books home and tried to read them unnoticed, and when he had read them, he would hide them somewhere. Sometimes he would copy things out of the books onto a separate piece of paper, and he would hide that too…

			They spoke little and saw little of one another. In the morning he would drink his tea in silence and go off to work; at noon he would come to have dinner, and they would toss some insignificant words about at the table, and again he would disappear until evening. And in the evening he would wash thoroughly, have dinner and afterwards spend a long time reading his books. On holidays he would go off early in the morning and return late at night. She knew that he went into town, that there he was sometimes at the theatre, but nobody came from town to see him. It seemed to her that with the passage of time her son was talking less and less, but at the same time she noticed that he occasionally used new words of some sort, incomprehensible to her, while the rude and abrupt expressions she was used to were disappearing from his speech. A lot of little things appeared in his behaviour that caught her attention: he gave up foppishness, began to be more concerned with the cleanliness of his body and clothing, moved with greater freedom and agility and, becoming outwardly more plain and simple and soft, he aroused his mother’s anxious attention. And there was something new in his attitude to his mother: he sometimes swept the floor in his room, on holidays he tidied up his bedding himself, and he tried to make her work easier in general. Nobody in the settlement did that…

			One day he brought home a picture and hung it on the wall – three people in conversation were walking somewhere, easy and cheerful.

			“It’s the risen Christ going to Emmaus!”* Pavel explained.

			His mother liked the picture, but she thought:

			“You respect Christ, yet you don’t go to church…”

			There were more and more books appearing on the shelf that had been nicely made for Pavel by a comrade who was a carpenter. The room acquired a pleasant appearance.

			He addressed her formally and politely called her “Mamasha”, but sometimes, suddenly, he would speak to her lovingly:

			“Please don’t worry yourself, Mother – I’ll be back home late…”

			She liked this: she could sense in his words something serious and powerful.

			But her anxiety grew. Without becoming clearer over time, it touched her heart ever more sharply with a presentiment of something unusual. At times the mother would feel discontented with her son and think:

			“Everyone’s like everyone else, but he’s like a monk. Really very severe. It’s wrong at his age…”

			Sometimes she thought:

			“Maybe he’s found himself some girl or other?”

			But running around with girls demands money, and he gave almost his entire earnings to her.

			Thus the weeks and months went by, and there passed, unnoticed, two years of this strange, silent life, full of vague thoughts and apprehensions that were forever growing.

		

	
		
			IV

			One day after dinner, Pavel lowered the blind at the window, sat down in the corner and started reading, having hung a tin lamp on the wall above his head. His mother cleared away the crockery and, coming out of the kitchen, approached him cautiously. He raised his head and looked into her face enquiringly.

			“It’s all right, Pasha, it’s nothing!” she said hurriedly, walking away with her brows shifting in embarrassment. But after standing motionless in the middle of the kitchen for a minute, pensive and preoccupied, she washed her hands clean and went back out to her son.

			“I want to ask you,” she said quietly, “what it is you’re always reading?”

			He put his book down.

			“Have a seat, Mamasha…”

			The mother sank down heavily beside him, then straightened and pricked up her ears, expecting something important.

			Without looking at her, in a low voice and for some reason very sternly, Pavel began:

			“I’m reading forbidden books. It’s forbidden to read them because they tell the truth about our life, the life of workers… They’re printed on the quiet, secretly, and if they’re found in my possession, I’ll be put in prison, in prison for wanting to know the truth. Do you understand?”

			She suddenly found it difficult to breathe. Opening her eyes wide, she looked at her son, and he seemed a stranger to her. He had a different voice – deeper, richer, more resonant. His fingers were plucking at his fine, downy moustache, and he was looking strangely, from under his brows, somewhere into the corner. She began to feel frightened for her son and sorry for him.

			“But why are you doing it, Pasha?” she said.

			He raised his head, looked at her and, in a low voice, calmly replied:

			“I want to know the truth.”

			The sound of his voice was quiet, but firm, and his eyes shone stubbornly. She understood with her heart that her son had condemned himself for ever to something secret and frightening. Everything in life seemed to her inevitable, she was accustomed to submitting without thinking, and now she just started quietly crying, finding no words in her heart, which was tight with woe and anguish.

			“Don’t cry!” said Pavel quietly and lovingly, and it seemed to her he was saying goodbye. “Just think, what sort of life do we lead? You’re forty – and have you really lived? My father beat you – and now I understand it was his woe he was venting on your sides, the woe of his life; it was crushing him, but he didn’t understand where it came from. He worked for thirty years, he began working when the whole factory fitted into just two blocks, and now there are seven of them!”

			She listened to him in terror, greedily. Her son’s eyes were burning, beautiful and bright; leaning his chest against the table, he moved closer to her and, straight into her face, wet with tears, made his first speech about the truth he had understood. With all the power of youth and the ardour of a disciple, proud of his knowledge and believing religiously in its truth, he spoke of what was clear to him, spoke not so much for his mother as to test himself. At times he would stop, lost for words, and then he would see before him a distressed face, shining dimly, in which there were kind eyes, misted over with tears. The look in them was of terror and bewilderment. He felt sorry for his mother and started speaking again, but now of her, of her life.

			“What joys have you known?” he asked. “How are you to remember what you’ve lived through?”

			She listened and sadly shook her head, sensing something new, unknown to her, mournful and joyous, and it softly caressed her aching heart. She was hearing such speeches about herself, about her life, for the first time, and they awakened within her long-slumbering, unclear thoughts and gently fanned extinguished feelings of vague discontent with life – the thoughts and feelings of her distant youth. She had talked about life with the girls who were her friends, had talked for a long time about everything, but everyone, and she herself, had only ever complained – no one had explained why life was so hard and difficult. But now here before her sat her son, and what his eyes, face and words were saying, all of it touched her heart, filling it with a sense of pride in the son who had a true understanding of his mother’s life, was telling her about her sufferings and pitied her.

			Mothers get no pity.

			That she knew. All her son was saying about a woman’s life was the bitter, familiar truth, and quietly quivering in her breast was a tangle of sensations which warmed her more and more with its unfamiliar caress.

			“And what do you want to do?” she asked, interrupting his speech.

			“Study, and then – teach others. We workers must study. We need to find out, need to understand, why life is so hard for us.”

			It was sweet for her to see that his blue eyes, always serious and severe, were burning now so softly and lovingly. A contented, quiet smile appeared on her lips, though tears still trembled in the wrinkles on her cheeks. Wavering inside her was an ambivalent feeling of pride in the son who saw the woe of life so well, yet she could not forget about his youth or the fact that he did not talk like everyone else, that he alone had decided to take issue with this life that was customary for all, and for her too. She felt like saying to him: “What can you do, dear?”

			But she was afraid of hindering her admiration of the son who was suddenly revealed before her as so wise… albeit a little foreign to her.

			Pavel saw the smile on his mother’s lips, the attention on her face, the love in her eyes, and it seemed to him that he had forced her to understand his truth, and youthful pride in the power of the word increased his faith in himself. Gripped by excitement, he spoke, now smiling, now knitting his brows, and at times in his words there was the sound of hatred, and when his mother heard its tough, ringing words, she shook her head in fright and asked her son quietly:

			“Is it so, Pasha?”

			“It is!” he replied, firm and strong. And he told her of those who, wishing the people well, sowed the truth among them, and how the enemies of life hunted them because of it like wild animals, put them in prison, sent them into penal servitude…

			“I’ve seen such people!” he exclaimed hotly. “They’re the best people on earth!”

			In her these people aroused fear, and again she wanted to ask her son: “Is it so?”

			But she could not bring herself to do it and, with her heart standing still, she listened to stories about the people she could not understand, who had taught her son to talk and think in a manner so dangerous for him. Finally she said to him:

			“It’ll soon be getting light, you should go to bed, go to sleep!”

			“Yes, I will in a minute!” he agreed. And, leaning towards her, he asked: “Do you understand me?”

			“I do!” she replied with a sigh. Tears came rolling from her eyes once more, and with a sob she added: “You’re done for!”

			He stood up, took a turn around the room, and then said:

			“Well, now you know what I do, where I go – I’ve told you everything! I beg of you, Mother, if you love me, don’t stand in my way!…”

			“My sweet!” she exclaimed. “Maybe it would be better for me not to know anything!”

			He took her hand and squeezed it firmly in both of his.

			She was shaken by the word “Mother”, which he had said with such heated power, and this pressing of her hand, new and strange.

			“I shan’t do anything!” she said in a breaking voice. “Just take care of yourself, take care!”

			Not knowing why care needed to be taken, she added miserably:

			“You keep getting thinner…”

			And embracing his strong, slim body with a warm, caressing gaze, she began speaking quietly and hurriedly:

			“God keep you! Live as you want – I won’t stand in your way. I ask just one thing: don’t talk to people fearlessly! You need to beware of people – everyone hates everyone else! They live on greed, they live on envy. Everyone’s happy to do harm. As soon as you start to expose them and judge them, they’ll come to hate you and be your undoing!”

			Her son stood in the doorway, listening to this miserable speech, and when his mother had finished, he said with a smile:

			“People are bad, yes. But when I found out that there’s truth in the world, people became better!…”

			He smiled again and continued:

			“I don’t understand myself how it happened! From childhood I’d been afraid of everyone, I’d begun to grow up and started hating – some for their nastiness, some for I don’t know what, just because! But now everyone’s become different for me – am I sorry for everyone, or something? I can’t understand it, but my heart got softer when I found out that not everyone’s to blame for what’s dirty about them…”

			He fell silent, as though listening to something inside him, and then said thoughtfully in a low voice:

			“That’s what the truth does to you!”

			She glanced at him and pronounced quietly:

			“There’s a dangerous change in you, oh Lord!”

			When he had gone to bed and fallen asleep, his mother got up cautiously from her bed and quietly went over to him. Pavel lay with his chest uppermost, and clearly drawn on the white pillow was his swarthy, stubborn, severe face. Pressing her hands to her breast, barefooted and in just her nightshirt, his mother stood by his bed, her lips moved without sound, and slowly and evenly, one after another, there came flowing from her eyes big, turbid tears.

			And again they started living in silence, distant, yet close to each other.

		

	
		
			V

			One day in the middle of the week, a holiday, Pavel said to his mother as he was leaving the house:

			“I’ll be having guests from town on Saturday.”

			“From town?” his mother repeated, and then suddenly she let out a sob.

			“Well, what’s that about, Mamasha?” Pavel exclaimed discontentedly.

			Wiping her face with her apron, she answered with a sigh:

			“I don’t know, it’s just…”

			“Are you afraid?”

			“Yes, I am,” she confessed.

			He leant towards her face and, angrily, just like his father, said:

			“It’s through fear that we’re all done for! And those who give us orders exploit our fear and make us even more frightened.”

			His mother howled miserably:

			“Don’t be angry! How can I not be afraid? I’ve lived in fear all my life, my soul’s all overgrown with fear!”

			In a low voice, and more softly, he said:

			“Forgive me – there’s no other way!”

			And he left.

			For three days her heart quaked, sinking every time she remembered there would be some strange, terrible people coming to the house. These were the ones who had shown her son the road down which he was going…

			On Saturday, in the evening, Pavel came back from the factory, washed, changed and, going back out somewhere, said without looking at his mother:

			“If they arrive, say I’ll be back soon. And please don’t be afraid…”

			She sank onto a bench, powerless. Her son gave her a glum look and suggested:

			“Perhaps you might… go out somewhere?”

			This offended her. With a negative shake of the head she said:

			“No. Why should I?”

			It was the end of November. During the day, light, dry snow had fallen onto the frozen ground, and now it could be heard squeaking under the feet of her departing son. Dense darkness lay motionless against the window panes, inimically lying in wait for something. With her hands resting on the bench, the mother sat and waited, gazing at the door…

			It seemed to her as if cautiously stealing towards the house from all directions in the darkness there were people, hunched over and looking all around, strangely dressed and wicked. Here was someone already walking around the house and running his hands over the wall.

			Now the sound of whistling could be heard. It wound through the quietness in a slender little stream, sad and melodic, straying pensively through the wilderness of the darkness, seeking something, getting closer. And suddenly, by the window, it disappeared, as though it had sunk into the wood of the wall.

			Someone’s feet started shuffling in the lobby; the mother gave a start and, raising her eyebrows tensely, stood up.

			The door was opened. First a head in a big, shaggy hat was poked into the room, then, hunched over, a long body came slowly through, straightened up, unhurriedly raised its right hand and, with a noisy sigh, said in a rich, chesty voice:

			“Good evening!”

			The mother bowed silently.

			“Is Pavel not at home?”

			The man slowly removed his fur jacket, lifted one leg, knocked the snow off the boot with his hat, then did the same with the other leg, threw the hat into a corner and, swaying on his long legs, came into the room. He went up to a chair, examined it as though trying to convince himself of its solidity, finally sat down and, putting his hand over his mouth, yawned. His head was perfectly round, and the hair cut smooth, his cheeks were clean-shaven and the ends of his long moustache drooped down. After examining the room carefully with big, bulging grey eyes, he crossed his legs and, rocking on the chair, asked:

			“And is this your hut, or are you renting?”

			Sitting opposite him, the mother replied:

			“Renting.”

			“Not much of a hut!” he remarked.

			“Pasha will soon be back – won’t you wait?” the mother asked him.

			“I already am!” said the tall man serenely.

			His serenity, soft voice and the simplicity of his face reassured the mother. The man looked at her openly and benevolently, there was a merry spark playing in the depths of his transparent eyes and there was something in his figure as a whole, angular and stooping with long legs, that was amusing and prepossessing. He was dressed in a blue shirt and black baggy trousers tucked into his boots. She wanted to ask him who he was, where he was from, if he had known her son long, but suddenly his entire body gave a lurch and he himself asked her:

			“Who was it who gave your forehead a crack, nenko?”*

			He asked gently, with a clear smile in his eyes, but this question offended the woman. She pursed her lips and, after a pause, enquired with cold politeness:

			“And what is that to you, my dear sir?”

			His entire body rocked towards her:

			“Don’t you be cross now, will you! The reason I asked is because my foster-mother’s head was cracked too, just the same as yours. Hers, you see, was cracked by her lover, a cobbler, with a last. She was a laundress, and he a cobbler. It was after she’d taken me in as her son that she came across him somewhere or other, the drunkard, to her great misfortune. He really did beat her, I can tell you! My skin used to prickle in fear…”

			The mother felt disarmed by his candour, and it occurred to her that Pavel might be angry with her for her unfriendly reply to this eccentric fellow. With a guilty smile she said:

			“I wasn’t angry, but it was really very immediate… your asking. It was my hubby that treated me to it – may he rest in peace! Would you be a Tatar?”

			The man twitched his legs and smiled so broadly that his ears even moved towards the back of his head. Then he said seriously:

			“Not yet.”*

			“Your way of talking doesn’t seem Russian!” the mother explained with a smile, getting his joke.

			“It’s better than Russian!” said the guest with a merry shake of the head. “I’m Ukrainian, from the town of Kaneva.”

			“And have you been here long?”

			“I lived for about a year in town, and now I’ve moved to your factory, a month ago. I’ve found good people here – your son and others. I’m going to live here for a while!” he said, tugging at his moustache.

			She liked him and, obeying a desire to repay him somehow for his words about her son, she suggested:

			“Maybe you’ll have some tea?”

			“What, am I going to enjoy your hospitality alone?” he replied, raising his shoulders. “When everyone’s gathered, then you can do the honours…”

			He had reminded her of her fear.

			“If only they could all be like this!” she wished ardently.

			Footsteps rang out in the lobby again, the door opened hurriedly, and the mother again stood up. But to her surprise, into the kitchen came a girl of no great height, with the plain face of a peasant and a thick plait of fair hair. She asked quietly:

			“Am I late?”

			“Not at all!” replied the Ukrainian, looking in from the other room. “On foot?”

			“Of course! Are you Pavel Mikhailovich’s mother? Hello! My name’s Natasha…”

			“And your patronymic?” the mother asked.

			“Vasilyevna. And you are?”

			“Pelageya Nilovna.”

			“Well, so now we’re acquainted…”

			“Yes!” said the mother, sighing a little and scrutinizing the girl with a smile.

			The Ukrainian was helping her to remove her outer clothes and asking:

			“Is it cold?”

			“Out in the open, very! It’s the wind…”

			Her voice was fruity and clear, her mouth small and plump, and altogether she was round and fresh. With her outer clothes off, she rubbed her rosy cheeks hard with little hands that were red from the cold, and then went through quickly into the other room, the heels of her ankle boots clicking sonorously over the floor.

			“She’s not wearing galoshes!” flashed through the mother’s head.

			“Ye-es,” drawled the girl, shivering. “I’m chilled to the bone… and how!”

			“I’ll heat up the samovar for you right away!” said the mother, immediately in a hurry as she went off into the kitchen. “Right away…”

			It seemed to her as if she had known this girl for a long time and loved her with the good, sympathetic love of a mother. Smiling, she listened to the conversation in the other room.

			“Why are you so miserable, Nakhodka?” the girl was asking.

			“Oh, it’s nothing,” the Ukrainian answered in a low voice. “The widow has kind eyes, and it occurred to me that maybe my mother’s are the same. I often think of my mother, you know, and it still seems to me that she’s alive.”

			“Didn’t you say she was dead?”

			“It’s my foster-mother that’s dead. But I’m talking about my real mother. It seems to me that she’s somewhere in Kiev, collecting alms. And drinking vodka. And when she’s drunk, the police slap her cheeks.”

			“Ah, you warm-hearted thing!” thought the mother, and sighed.

			Natasha started saying something quickly and heatedly in a low tone. The resonant voice of the Ukrainian rang out again.

			“Oh, you’re still young, comrade, damp behind the ears! Giving birth is hard, teaching someone goodness even harder…”

			“How about that!” the mother exclaimed inwardly, and she wanted to say something gentle to the Ukrainian. But the door opened unhurriedly, and in came Nikolai Vesovshchikov, the son of the old thief Danila, regarded by the whole settlement as being unsociable. He was always morosely shunning people and was mocked for it. Surprised, she asked him:

			“What do you want, Nikolai?”

			His broad palm wiped his pockmarked face with its prominent cheekbones, and without any greeting he asked in a muffled voice:

			“Is Pavel at home?”

			“No.”

			He looked into the other room and went in, saying:

			“Hello, comrades…”

			“Him?” the mother thought with hostility, and she was very surprised to see Natasha offering him her hand with joy and affection.

			Then came two lads, little more than boys. One of them the mother knew – this was Fyodor, the nephew of the old factory hand Sizov, sharp-faced, with a high forehead and curly hair. The other, shy and with his hair combed flat, was unfamiliar to her, but not frightening either. Finally Pavel appeared, and with him two young men – she knew them; they were both from the factory. Her son said to her gently:

			“You’ve put the samovar on? Well, thank you!”

			“Maybe I should buy some vodka?” she suggested, not knowing how to express to him her gratitude for something she did not yet understand.

			“No, that’s not necessary!” responded Pavel, giving her a friendly smile.

			It suddenly occurred to her that her son had deliberately exaggerated the danger of the gathering in order to play a trick on her.

			“And is this them – the forbidden people?” she asked quietly.

			“The very ones!” Pavel answered, going through into the other room.

			“Oh dear!…” Her gentle exclamation followed him, and to herself she thought condescendingly: “Still a child!”

		

	
		
			VI

			The samovar came to the boil, and the mother carried it into the other room. The guests were sitting in a tight little circle by the table, but Natasha, with a book in her hands, had found herself a place in the corner, underneath the lamp.

			“In order to understand why people live so badly—” Natasha was saying.

			“And why they are bad themselves,” the Ukrainian put in.

			“—it’s necessary to look at how they began their lives—”

			“You look, my dears, you look!” murmured the mother, brewing the tea.

			Everyone fell silent.

			“What do you want, Mamasha?” asked Pavel, knitting his brows.

			“Me?” She looked around and, seeing that everyone was looking at her, explained in embarrassment: “I was just talking to myself, saying: ‘You look!’”

			Natasha laughed, and Pavel grinned, but the Ukrainian said:

			“Thank you, nenko, for the tea!”

			“Haven’t drunk it yet, but already grateful!” she responded and, with a glance at her son, asked: “I won’t be in the way, will I?”

			Natasha answered: “How can you, the hostess, be in the way of your guests?” And in a childishly plaintive voice she begged: “Give me some tea, dear, quickly! I’m shaking all over and my feet are frozen something terrible!”

			“Right away, right away!” the mother hurriedly exclaimed.

			After drinking a cup of tea, Natasha sighed noisily, tossed her plait over her shoulder and began reading an illustrated book in a yellow binding. Trying not to make a noise with the crockery as she poured the tea, the mother listened closely to the girl’s flowing speech. The sonorous voice merged with the thin, pensive song of the samovar, and there wound through the room in a beautiful ribbon a story of savage people who lived in caves and killed wild beasts with stones.* It was like a fairy tale, and the mother glanced several times at her son, wanting to ask him what it was about this story that was forbidden. But soon she grew weary of following the story and started scrutinizing the guests, unnoticed by her son or by them.

			Pavel was sitting next to Natasha, and he was the most handsome of all. Natasha, bent low over the book, was often putting her hair back in place as it slipped down onto her temples. Raising her head and lowering her voice, she would at times say something of her own, not looking at the book, but with her eyes sliding gently over the faces of her audience. The Ukrainian leant his broad chest against the corner of the table and squinted in his efforts to scrutinize the frayed ends of his moustache. Vesovshchikov sat upright on his chair as though made of wood, his palms pressing on his knees and his pockmarked face with no eyebrows and thin lips motionless, like a mask. Without blinking his narrow eyes, he stared at his own face, reflected in the shining copper of the samovar, and did not seem to be breathing. Little Fedya moved his lips soundlessly as he listened to the reading, as though he were repeating the words of the book to himself, while his comrade was hunched over with his elbows on his knees and, his palms propping up his cheekbones, was smiling pensively. One of the lads who had arrived with Pavel had curly red hair and cheerful green eyes, and he must have wanted to say something, because he moved around impatiently; the other, with closely cropped fair hair, stroked his head with his hand and looked at the floor, so his face could not be seen. It was particularly pleasant in the room somehow. The mother could sense this particularity that was unfamiliar to her, and to the murmur of Natasha’s voice she reminisced about the noisy parties of her youth, the coarse words of the lads, who always reeked of vodka, their cynical jokes. She reminisced, and felt her heart quietly touched by an aching sense of self-pity.

			She remembered her late husband’s courtship. He had caught her in a dark lobby at one of their parties and, with his entire body pressing her against the wall, had asked in a muffled, angry voice:

			“Marry me, will you?”

			She had been hurt and offended, but he had kneaded her breasts painfully, wheezing heavily, his breath hot and moist in her face. She had tried to extricate herself from his arms, jerking sideways.

			“Where are you going!” he had growled. “Answer, you – well?”

			Choking from the shame and the hurt, she had been silent.

			Someone had opened the door into the lobby, and he had unhurriedly released her, saying:

			“I’ll send the matchmaker on Sunday.”

			And he had.

			The mother closed her eyes with a heavy sigh.

			“I don’t need to know all that – how people used to live – but how people ought to live!” Vesovshchikov’s discontented voice rang out in the room.

			“Exactly!” the red-haired one supported him, standing up.

			“I don’t agree!” cried Fedya.

			An argument flared up, and words began sparkling like tongues of flame in a bonfire. The mother did not understand what the shouting was about. All their faces began to glow with a flush of excitement, but no one grew angry or used the sharp words with which she was familiar.

			“They’re holding back because of the young lady!” she decided.

			She liked Natasha’s serious face, observing everyone attentively as though these lads were children for her.

			“Wait, comrades!” she said suddenly. And, gazing at her, they all fell silent.

			“Those who say we ought to know everything are right. We need to ignite ourselves with the light of reason, so that people living in darkness can see us, we need to answer everything honestly and correctly. We need to know the whole truth, the whole deceit…”

			The Ukrainian listened and nodded his head in time with her words. Vesovshchikov, the red-haired one and the factory hand brought by Pavel stood in a tight group, all three of them, and for some reason the mother did not like them.

			When Natasha fell silent, Pavel stood up and asked calmly:

			“Do we just want to be properly fed? No!” he answered his own question, gazing firmly in the direction of the trio. “We must show those who are a millstone around our necks and covering our eyes that we can see everything – we’re not stupid, not animals, we don’t just want to eat, we want to live as is worthy of people! We must show our enemies that this life of hard labour which they’ve thrust upon us doesn’t stop us being their equals in intelligence or even outdoing them!…”

			His mother listened to him, and pride quivered in her breast – hear how coherently he spoke!

			“There are lots that are well fed, but there are none that are honest!” said the Ukrainian. “We have to build a bridge over the swamp of this rotten life to the future kingdom of heartfelt goodness – that’s our cause, comrades!”

			“The time has come to fight, so there’s no time to get treatment for our hands!” Vesovshchikov retorted in a muffled voice.

			It was already past midnight when they began to disperse. First to go were Vesovshchikov and the red-haired one, and again the mother did not like this.

			“Look what a hurry they’re in!” she thought, bowing to them in unfriendly fashion.

			“Will you see me back, Nakhodka?” asked Natasha.

			“What do you think?” the Ukrainian replied.

			As Natasha was putting her things on in the kitchen, the mother said to her:

			“Your stockings are too thin for such a time! Won’t you let me knit you some woollen ones?”

			“Thank you, Pelageya Nilovna! But they’re scratchy, woollen ones!” replied Natasha, laughing.

			“Well, I’ll knit you ones that aren’t scratchy!” said Vlasova.

			Natasha looked at her with her eyes slightly narrowed, and this intent gaze embarrassed the mother.

			“Do forgive my foolishness – I meant well, you know!” she added quietly.

			“How nice you are!” Natasha responded in a low voice too, giving her hand a quick squeeze.

			“Goodnight, nenko!” said the Ukrainian, looking her in the eye, then he hunched over and followed Natasha out into the lobby.

			The mother looked at her son – he was standing by the door into the other room and smiling.

			“What are you laughing at?” she asked, embarrassed.

			“Nothing, just feeling cheerful!”

			“Of course, I’m old and foolish, but even I can understand a good thing!” she remarked, a little offended.

			“Well, that’s splendid!” he responded. “You should go to bed: it’s time!…”

			“I will in a minute!”

			She bustled around the table, clearing away the crockery, contented, even sweating in her pleasant agitation; she was glad everything had gone so well and ended so peacefully.

			“That was a good idea you had, Pavlusha!” she said. “The Ukrainian’s very nice! And the young lady – my, what a clever girl! Who is she?”

			“A teacher!” replied Pavel tersely, pacing up and down the room.

			“Well, there you are, the poor thing! Badly dressed, ever so badly! It’s so easy to catch cold! Where are her parents?”

			“Moscow!” said Pavel, and, stopping opposite his mother, he began in a serious, low voice:

			“Look here: her father’s rich, he trades in iron, has several houses. He threw her out for going down this path. She was brought up in the warm, indulged with whatever she wanted, but now she’ll walk seven versts* at night, alone…”

			This amazed his mother. She stood in the middle of the room and, with her eyebrows shifting in surprise, looked at her son in silence. Then she asked quietly:

			“Will she be walking into town?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Oh dear! And she isn’t afraid?”

			“That’s just it – she isn’t!” said Pavel, smiling.

			“But why? She could have spent the night here – could have come to bed with me!”

			“Too awkward! She might be seen here tomorrow morning, and that we don’t need.”

			With a pensive glance out of the window, the mother asked quietly:

			“I don’t understand, Pasha, what is it that’s dangerous or forbidden about this? I mean, it’s nothing bad, is it?”

			She was uncertain of this and wanted to hear confirmation from her son in reply. Looking her calmly in the eye, he declared firmly:

			“Bad – no. But all the same, prison lies ahead for each of us. You ought to know that…”

			Her hands shook. In a dejected voice she said:

			“But perhaps, God willing, things will somehow turn out all right?…”

			“No!” her son said gently. “I’m not going to deceive you. They won’t!”

			He smiled.

			“Go to bed – you’re tired, aren’t you? Goodnight!”

			Left alone, she went up to the window and stood in front of it, gazing into the street. Outside the window it was cold and murky. The wind was playing, blowing the snow down off the roofs of the sleepy little houses, beating against the walls and saying something in a hurried whisper, falling to the ground and chasing white clouds of dry snowflakes down the street.

			“Jesus Christ, have mercy upon us!” the mother whispered quietly.

			There were tears coming to the boil in her heart, and fluttering blindly and mournfully like a moth was the expectation of the woe of which her son had spoken with such calm and certainty. There rose before her eyes a flat, snowy plain. With a cold, thin whistling, the wind, white and shaggy, is rushing and speeding along. In the midst of the plain, swaying and lonely, walks the small, dark figure of a girl. The wind gets caught in her legs, blows her skirt about, throws prickly snowflakes into her face. Walking is difficult, and her little legs sink into the snow. It is cold and frightening. The girl is bent forward and is like a blade of grass in the midst of the murky plain, in the frisky play of the autumn wind. To her right, in the marsh, stands the dark wall of the forest, and from there comes the doleful noise of the thin, bare birches and aspens. Somewhere far ahead is the dull flicker of the lights of the town…

			“Lord, have mercy!” whispered the mother, with a shudder of fear…

		

	
		
			VII

			The days slipped by, one after another, like the beads of a rosary, adding together into weeks and months. Every Saturday, Pavel’s comrades would come and visit him, and every gathering was one step in a long, gently rising staircase leading to somewhere in the distance and slowly taking people higher.

			New people would appear. The Vlasovs’ little room would get cramped and stuffy. Natasha would arrive, frozen through and tired, but always inexhaustibly cheerful and lively. The mother knitted stockings for her and put them on her little legs herself. At first Natasha laughed, but then suddenly fell silent, fell into thought and said quietly:

			“I used to have a nanny who was astonishingly kind as well! How strange it is, Pelageya Nilovna – working people lead such hard, such painful lives, and yet they have more heart, more kindness than others have!”

			And she waved a hand, pointing to somewhere in the distance, very far away from her.

			“See the way you are!” said Vlasova. “Deprived of your parents and everything…” But she did not know how to finish her thought, and she sighed and fell silent, gazing into Natasha’s face and feeling grateful to her for something. She was sitting on the floor in front of her, and the girl was smiling pensively with her head bowed.

			“Deprived of my parents?” she repeated. “That’s not a problem! My father is so rude, and my brother too. And he’s a drunk. My elder sister is unfortunate… She married a man much older than her… Very rich, boring, greedy. I feel sorry for Mama! She’s plain and simple, like you. A little thing, just like a mouse, runs just as quickly and is scared of everyone. Sometimes I so want to see her…”

			“My poor girl!” said the mother, shaking her head sadly.

			The girl quickly threw up her head and reached out an arm, as though pushing something away.

			“Oh no! At times I feel such joy, such happiness!”

			Her face turned pale, and her blue eyes flashed brightly. Putting her hands onto the mother’s shoulders, she said in a deep voice, quietly and impressively:

			“If you only knew… if you only realized what a great deed we’re doing!…”

			Something close to envy touched Vlasova’s heart. Rising from the floor, she said sadly:

			“I’m too old for that now, illiterate…”

			Pavel spoke more, and ever more frequently, argued ever more hotly and grew thinner. It seemed to his mother that, when he spoke with Natasha or looked at her, his stern eyes shone more softly, the sound of his voice was gentler, and he generally became plainer and simpler.

			“Please, Lord!” she thought. And smiled.

			Just as soon as arguments began to take on too heated and stormy a character at the gatherings, the Ukrainian would always stand up and, rocking back and forth like the clapper of a bell, say something simple and kind in his resonant, booming voice, which made everyone become calmer and more serious. Vesovshchikov was forever morosely hurrying everyone along somewhere, and he and the red-haired one, whose name was Samoilov, were the first to start all the arguments. In agreement with them was Ivan Bukin, round-headed and with hair so light it could have been washed in lye. Yakov Somov, smooth and clean, said little in his quiet, serious voice, and in arguments he and big-browed Fedya Mazin always sided with Pavel and the Ukrainian.

			Sometimes, instead of Natasha, one Nikolai Ivanovich would come from town, a man in glasses with a small, light-coloured beard, a native of some distant province who spoke with a particular accent, emphasizing the letter O. He was generally rather distant overall. He would talk about simple things – family life, children, trade, the police, the price of bread and meat, everything that people live by day in, day out. And in everything he revealed falsity, muddle, something stupid or at times ridiculous, and something that was always obviously disadvantageous to people. It seemed to the mother that he had come from somewhere far away, from some other kingdom, and everyone there led an honest and easy life, while everything here was alien to him; he could not get used to this life or accept it as necessary, he disliked it, and it aroused in him a calm, stubborn desire to reshape everything after his own fashion. His face was yellowish, and around the eyes there were fine, radial wrinkles, his voice was quiet and his hands were always warm. When greeting Vlasova, he would embrace the whole of her hand with his strong fingers, and after such a handshake her heart would feel lighter and calmer.

			Other people came from town too, and more often than the others a tall, shapely young lady with huge eyes in a thin, pale face. She was called Sashenka. There was something masculine about her gait and movements, she would knit her thick, dark brows angrily, and when she spoke, the fine nostrils of her straight nose would quiver.

			Sashenka was the first to say loudly and sharply:

			“We are socialists…”

			When the mother heard this word, she stared into the young lady’s face in silent fright. She had heard that socialists had killed the Tsar.* That was in the days of her youth; it had been said then that some landowners, wanting to take revenge on the Tsar for his having liberated the peasants, had made a pledge not to cut their hair until they had killed him, and it was for that they had been called socialists. And now she could not understand why her son and his comrades were socialists.

			When everyone had dispersed, she asked Pavel:

			“Pavlusha, are you really a socialist?”

			“Yes!” he said, standing before her, as always, upright and firm. “What of it?”

			His mother heaved a heavy sigh and, lowering her eyes, asked:

			“Is it so, Pavlusha? They’re against the Tsar, aren’t they? I mean, they’ve killed one before.”

			Pavel paced up and down the room, stroked his cheek with his hand and said with a grin:

			“We don’t need that!”

			He spent a long time telling her something in a quiet, serious voice. She looked into his face and thought:

			“He won’t do anything bad – he isn’t capable!”

			But then the terrible word began to be repeated ever more often, its sharpness was worn away, and it became just as customary to her ear as dozens of other incomprehensible words. But she did not like Sashenka, and whenever she appeared, the mother felt anxious and awkward…

			One day, discontentedly pursing her lips, she said to the Ukrainian:

			“Sashenka really is very strict somehow! Always giving orders – you have to do this, you have to do that…”

			The Ukrainian burst into loud laughter.

			“Well spotted! You’ve hit the nail on the head, nenko! Eh, Pavel?”

			And, winking at the mother, with a grin in his eyes he said:

			“The gentry!”

			Pavel remarked drily:

			“She’s a good person.”

			“That’s true!” the Ukrainian confirmed. “Only she doesn’t understand that she ‘has to’, whereas we ‘want to’ and ‘can’!”

			And they began to argue about something incomprehensible.

			The mother also noticed that Sashenka was strictest of all with Pavel and sometimes even shouted at him. Grinning, Pavel would look silently into the girl’s face with that same soft gaze with which he had previously looked into Natasha’s. The mother did not like this either.

			Sometimes the mother was amazed by the mood of wild joy that would suddenly and simultaneously take hold of everyone. This was usually on those evenings when they read in the newspapers about working people abroad. Then everyone’s eyes would shine with joy, everyone would become strangely, somehow childishly happy, would laugh merry, clear laughter and slap one another affectionately on the shoulder.

			“Well done, our German comrades!” someone cried, as though intoxicated by their merriment.

			“Long live the workers of Italy!” they cried on another occasion.

			And, sending these cries off somewhere into the distance, to friends who did not know them and could not understand their language, they seemed to be certain that these people who were unknown to them could hear and understand their delight.

			The Ukrainian spoke with shining eyes, filled with a feeling of love that embraced everyone:

			“It’d be good to write to them there, eh? So they know they have friends living in Russia who believe and confess the same religion as them, people living with the same aims and rejoicing in their victories!”

			And dreamily, with smiles on their faces, everyone talked for a long time about the French, the English and the Swedes as their friends, as people close to their hearts whom they respected, living their joys, feeling their woe.

			Being born in this cramped room was a sense of the spiritual kinship of the workers of the entire earth. This sense fused everyone into a single soul, exciting the mother too: although it was incomprehensible to her, still it straightened her up with its strength, joyous and youthful, intoxicating and full of hope.

			“Just look at you!” she said to the Ukrainian once. “Everyone’s your comrades – the Armenians, the Jews, the Austrians – sadness and joy for all!”

			“For all, my nenko, for all!” the Ukrainian exclaimed. “For us there are no nations, no tribes; there are only comrades, only enemies. All workers are our comrades, all rich people, all governments are our enemies. When you run your kind eyes over the earth, when you see how many of us workers there are, how much strength we bring, such joy embraces your heart, there’s such a great celebration inside your breast! And the Frenchman and the German feel the same, nenko, when they look at life, and the Italian rejoices in just the same way. We’re all children of one mother – the invincible idea of the brotherhood of the working people of all the countries of the earth. It warms us, it’s the sun in the sky of justice, and that sky is in the heart of the worker, and whoever he might be, whatever he might call himself, a socialist is our brother in spirit always, now, in days to come and to the end of time!”

			This childlike but strong faith sprang up among them ever more frequently, kept rising and growing in its mighty strength. And when the mother saw it, she involuntarily sensed that something truly had come into the world that was great and radiant, like the sun in the sky she could see.

			They often sang songs. They sang simple songs known to all, loudly and cheerfully, but sometimes they struck up new ones, particularly harmonious somehow, but sombre and with unusual tunes. These were sung in low tones, seriously, as if they were something from church. The faces of the singers paled and flushed, and great power could be sensed in the resonant words.

			One of the new songs in particular troubled and agitated the woman.* Nowhere to be heard in this song were the sad meditations of an injured soul, roaming lonely down the dark paths of sorrowful bewilderment, or the groans of a soul cowed by need, intimidated by fear, characterless and colourless. And there was no sound in it of the melancholy sighs of a force thirsting indefinitely for space, nor of the provocative cries of a bold recklessness that is indifferent in its readiness to shatter both good and evil. There was no blind sense in it of vengeance and hurt, capable of destroying everything and powerless to create anything: there was nothing to be heard in this song of the old world of the slave.

			The mother disliked the sharp words and the severe tune, but behind the words and the tune there was something bigger, which drowned the sound and the word with its power and wakened in the heart a presentiment of something thought could not encompass. This something she could see in the faces and the eyes of the youngsters, she could feel it in their breasts and, yielding to the power of the song, which could not fit into the words and the sounds, she always listened to it with particular attention and with more profound disquiet than she did all the other songs.

			This song was sung more quietly than the others, but it sounded more powerful than all of them and enveloped people like the air of a March day, the first day of the coming spring.

			“It’s time we started singing this in the street!” said Vesovshchikov morosely.

			When his father again stole something and went to prison, Nikolai declared to his comrades calmly:

			“Now we can meet at my house…”

			Almost every evening after work, one or other of his comrades would sit with Pavel, and they would read and copy things out from books, preoccupied, without finding time to have a wash. They ate dinner and drank tea with books in their hands, and their talk was ever more incomprehensible to the mother.

			“We need a newspaper!” Pavel would often say.

			Life was becoming hurried and feverish, people rushed ever more quickly from one book to another, like bees from flower to flower.

			“People are talking about us!” said Vesovshchikov one day. “We’re likely to come to grief soon…”

			“That’s what a quail is for, to get caught in someone’s net,” responded the Ukrainian.

			The mother liked him more and more. When he called her nenko, it was as if the word were stroking her cheeks with the soft hand of a child. On Sundays he would chop firewood, if Pavel had no time, and one day he arrived with a plank on his shoulder and, picking up the axe, quickly and skilfully replaced the rotten step on the porch; and another time, just as inconspicuously, he mended a collapsed fence. He whistled as he worked, and his whistling was beautifully sad.

			One day the mother said to her son:

			“Let’s take the Ukrainian in as our lodger. It’ll be better for both of you, not running to see one another.”

			“Why make things awkward for yourself?” asked Pavel, shrugging his shoulders.

			“What a question! I’ve felt awkward all my life without knowing why; for a good person I don’t mind!”

			“Do as you like!” her son responded. “If he comes, I’ll be glad…”

			And the Ukrainian moved in with them.

		

	
		
			VIII

			The small house on the outskirts of the settlement was catching people’s attention; its walls had already been probed by dozens of suspicious looks. Fluttering restlessly above it were the mottled wings of rumour – people were trying to excite fear, to reveal something concealed behind the walls of the house above the gully. They would look in at the windows at night, and sometimes someone would knock on a window pane and quickly, fearfully run away.

			One day, Vlasova was stopped on the street by the innkeeper Beguntsov, a little old man of good appearance, who always wore a black silk kerchief on his flabby red neck and a lilac-coloured thick plush waistcoat on his chest. On his nose, sharp and shiny, sat a pair of tortoiseshell glasses, and for that reason he was known as Bone Eyes.

			Having stopped Vlasova, in a single breath and without waiting for any replies, he showered her with dry, highfalutin words:

			“Pelageya Nilovna, how are you faring? How’s the son? You don’t mean to marry him off, eh? A youth in his absolute prime for marriage. Marrying a son off early renders parents’ lives more restful. Within a family, a man is better kept in both spirit and flesh, within a family he’s like a mushroom in vinegar! In your place I should marry him off. Our times demand the strict surveillance of a man’s being, or else people start living out of their own heads. Disorder gets underway in their thoughts, and their deeds are worthy of censure. Youngsters pass God’s church by, shun public places and, gathering in secret, in corners, they whisper. Why do they whisper, permit me to enquire? Why do they avoid other people? All that a man dare not say in front of others – in an inn, for example – what is that? A mystery! And the place for a mystery is our holy church of apostolic zeal. And all other secret things, done in corners, result from mental delusion! I wish you good health!”

			With a fancifully crooked arm he doffed his cap, waved it in the air and went away, leaving the mother bewildered.

			The Vlasovs’ neighbour, too, Maria Korsunova, a smith’s widow who sold food at the factory gates, upon meeting the mother at the market, said:

			“Keep an eye on your son, Pelageya!”

			“What is it?” asked the mother.

			“There’s a rumour going round!” Maria informed her mysteriously. “A bad one, mother dear! About him organizing a sort of artel, like the flagellants.* Sects is what they call it. They’ll be whipping each other, like the flagellants…”

			“Stop spreading silly gossip, Maria!”

			“It’s not the gossip that’s the liar, but the denier!” responded the street trader.

			The mother relayed all these conversations to her son, and he shrugged his shoulders in silence, while the Ukrainian laughed his rich, soft laugh.

			“The unmarried girls are very upset with you too!” she said. “You’re desirable young men for any girl, all good workers and sober, yet you pay no attention to the unmarried girls! They say young ladies of shameless conduct come from town to call on you…”

			“Well, of course!” exclaimed Pavel, pulling a fastidious face.

			“Everything smells rotten in a marsh!” said the Ukrainian with a sigh. “Nenko, you should explain to them, the little fools, what it means to be a wife, so they’re in no hurry to break their bones…”

			“Oh, my dear man,” said the mother. “They see the woe, they understand, but there’s nothing they can do – is there? – other than that!”

			“They don’t understand very well, or else they’d find a way!” remarked Pavel.

			The mother glanced at his stern face.

			“Well, you teach them! You could invite the cleverer ones here…”

			“It’s not convenient!” her son responded drily.

			“But if we try?” asked the Ukrainian.

			Pavel paused and then replied:

			“Couples will start going for walks, then some will get married, and that’ll be that!”

			His mother fell into thought. Pavel’s monastic strictness troubled her. She could see that his advice was heeded even by those comrades who, like the Ukrainian, were his senior in years, but it seemed to her that everyone was afraid of him, and nobody loved him because of this dryness.

			Once, when she had gone to bed and her son and the Ukrainian were still reading, she eavesdropped through the thin partition on their quiet conversation.

			“I like Natasha – do you know that?” the Ukrainian exclaimed quietly all of a sudden.

			“I do!” Pavel answered, though not at once.

			The Ukrainian could be heard slowly getting up and starting to walk around. His bare feet shuffled across the floor. And a quiet, doleful whistling rang out. Then the drone of his voice began again:

			“But does she notice it?”

			Pavel was silent.

			“What do you think?” the Ukrainian asked, lowering his voice.

			“She does!” Pavel replied. “And that’s why she’s refused to study here with us…”

			The Ukrainian drew his feet heavily over the floor, and again his quiet whistling quavered in the room. Then he asked:

			“And what if I tell her…”

			“What?”

			“That I, well…” the Ukrainian began quietly.

			“Why?” Pavel interrupted him.

			The mother could hear that the Ukrainian had come to a halt and sensed that he was grinning.

			“Well, I reckon, you see, that if you love a girl, then you do need to tell her about it, otherwise there’ll be no sense whatsoever!”

			Pavel shut his book with a bang. His question was heard:

			“And what sense do you expect?”

			Both were silent for a long time.

			“Well?” asked the Ukrainian.

			“Andrei, you need to have a clear idea of what you want,” Pavel began slowly. “Let’s suppose she loves you too – I don’t think she does, but let’s suppose so, right? – and you get married. An interesting marriage, a girl from the intelligentsia and a worker! There’ll be children, you’ll have to work on your own… and work a lot. Your life will become a life for a crust of bread, for the children, for housing – for the cause you’re no more. Neither of you!”

			It became quiet. Then Pavel began, seemingly more softly:

			“Better if you drop all this, Andrei. And don’t trouble her…”

			All is quiet. The pendulum of the clock taps distinctly, rhythmically severing the seconds.

			The Ukrainian said:

			“Half the heart loves and half of it hates – is that really a heart, eh?”

			The pages of a book began rustling – Pavel must have started reading again. His mother lay with her eyes closed, afraid to stir. She felt sorry to the point of tears for the Ukrainian, but even more so for her son. She thought about him:

			“My dear one…”

			Suddenly the Ukrainian asked:

			“So I should say nothing?”

			“It’s more honest,” said Pavel quietly.

			“Then that’s the path we’ll take!” said the Ukrainian. And a few seconds later he went on, sadly and quietly: “It’ll be hard for you, Pasha, when you’re like this yourself…”

			“It’s hard already…”

			The wind was beating against the walls of the house. The pendulum of the clock counted the time precisely as it passed away.

			“It’s no laughing matter, this!” the Ukrainian said slowly.

			The mother buried her face in her pillow and began silently crying.

			In the morning, Andrei seemed to the mother reduced in height and nicer than ever. And her son was, as always, thin, upright and taciturn. The mother had called the Ukrainian Andrei Onisimovich before, but today, without noticing it, she said to him:

			“You need to get your boots repaired, Andryusha – you’ll get cold feet like that!”

			“I’m going to buy new ones on payday!” he replied, laughing, then, suddenly, putting his long arm on her shoulder, he asked: “Maybe you’re my real mother? Only you don’t want to admit it to anyone, as I’m very ugly, eh?”

			She slapped him on the hand in silence. She wanted to say a lot of affectionate words to him, but her heart was gripped tight by pity, and the words would not leave her tongue.

		

	
		
			IX

			There was talk in the settlement of socialists who were disseminating leaflets written in blue ink. There was angry writing in these leaflets about practices in the factory, about workers’ strikes in St Petersburg and the south of Russia, and the workers were called upon to unite and struggle for their interests.

			Older men who had good earnings at the factory grumbled: “Troublemakers! They should get a smack in the mouth for that sort of thing!”

			And they took the leaflets to the office. The youngsters read the proclamations with enthusiasm:

			“It’s true!”

			The majority, broken by work and indifferent to everything, responded:

			“Nothing will come of it – is it really possible?”

			But the leaflets agitated people, and if for a week there were none, they would already be saying to each other:

			“They’ve evidently stopped printing…”

			But on Monday the leaflets would appear again, and again the workers would be making muffled noises.

			At the inn and the factory, fresh people that nobody knew were noticed. They made enquiries, scrutinized, sniffed about and were immediately obvious to everyone, some through their suspicious caution, others through their excessive persistence.

			The mother understood that this uproar had been caused by the work of her son. She saw how people were gathering around him. And apprehension about Pavel’s fate merged with pride in him.

			One evening, Maria Korsunova knocked on the window from the street, and when the mother opened it, she began in a loud whisper:

			“Take care, Pelageya, our friends have done it now! It’s been decided there’ll be a search tonight, at your place, Mazin’s and Vesovshchikov’s…”

			Maria’s thick lips slapped against one another hurriedly, her fleshy nose wheezed, her eyes blinked and cast sidelong glances one way then the other, looking out for somebody in the street.

			“But I don’t know anything, and I haven’t told you anything, and I haven’t even seen you today, d’you hear?”

			And she vanished.

			Closing the window, the mother sank slowly onto a chair. But consciousness of the danger threatening her son quickly got her back up on her feet; she promptly put her things on, for some reason wrapping her head up tightly in a shawl, and ran to see Fedya Mazin – he was ill and not working. When she arrived at his house, he was sitting by a window reading a book, rocking his right hand in his left with his thumb stuck out. Learning the news, he leapt up quickly, and his face turned pale.

			“Well, what do you know…” he murmured.

			“What needs to be done?” asked Vlasova, wiping the sweat from her face with a trembling hand.

			“Wait – don’t you be afraid!” replied Fedya, stroking his curly hair with his uninjured hand.

			“But you’re afraid yourself, aren’t you?” she exclaimed.

			“Me?” His cheeks flushed red and, smiling in embarrassment, he said: “Ye-es, damn it… Pavel needs to be told. I’ll send to him right now! You go – it’s all right! They’re not going to hit anyone, are they?”

			Returning home, she collected all the books and, pressing them to her breast, spent a long time walking around the house, peering into the stove, underneath it, even into the water bucket. She had thought that Pavel would drop his work and come home straight away, but he did not come. Finally, tired, she sat down on a bench in the kitchen with the books underneath her, and stayed like that, afraid to get up, until Pavel and the Ukrainian arrived from the factory.

			“Do you know?…” she exclaimed, without getting up.

			“We do,” said Pavel, smiling. “Are you afraid?”

			“I am – I’m so afraid!”

			“Don’t be!” said the Ukrainian. “It doesn’t do any good.”

			“You haven’t even put the samovar on!” remarked Pavel.

			His mother stood up and, indicating the books, explained guiltily:

			“Well, I’ve been with them all the time…”

			Her son and the Ukrainian laughed, and this reassured her. Pavel picked out a few of the books and went to hide them in the yard, while the Ukrainian, putting on the samovar, said:

			“It’s not frightening at all, nenko, you just feel ashamed for people spending time on trifles. Grown men’ll arrive with sabres at their sides and spurs on their boots and rummage around everywhere. They’ll look under the bed and under the stove; if there’s a cellar, they’ll climb into the it and they’ll go up into the attic. There they get their faces covered in cobwebs, and it makes them snort. They’re bored, they’re ashamed, and that’s why they pretend to be really vicious people and angry with you. It’s vile work, and they realize it! One time they turned everything over at my place, got embarrassed and simply went away; then another time they took me with them too. Put me in prison, and there I sat for about four months. You do nothing but sit there, then they summon you, soldiers escort you down the street, they ask you something. They’re a foolish lot, they talk some senseless stuff, and after they’ve talked, they order the soldiers to take you back to prison again. And they keep on taking you to and fro – they have to justify their salary! And then they set you free – and that’s that!”

			“The way you always talk, Andryusha!” the mother exclaimed.

			He was kneeling by the samovar, blowing zealously into its pipe, but at this point he lifted his face, red with the effort, and, smoothing his moustache with both hands, he asked:

			“And what way do I talk?”

			“As if no one had ever offended you…”

			He stood up and, with a toss of his head, began with a smile:

			“Is there a soul anywhere on earth that’s not been offended? I’ve been offended so much that I’m already tired of taking offence. What are you to do if people can’t behave any other way? Being offended stops you getting on with things, and brooding on it’s a waste of time. That’s life! There were times when I used to get angry with people, but I’d think about it and see it wasn’t worthwhile. Everyone’s afraid the person next door might hit them, so they try to be quick and box his ears themselves. That’s life, my nenko!”

			His speech flowed serenely and pushed the anxiety of waiting for the search aside, his bulging eyes smiled brightly and, although ungainly, he was all in all so lithe.

			The mother sighed and wished him warmly:

			“God grant you happiness, Andryusha!”

			The Ukrainian took a long stride towards the samovar, squatted down in front of it again and murmured quietly:

			“If I’m granted happiness, I shan’t refuse it, but I won’t ask for it!”

			Pavel came in from the yard, saying confidently: “They won’t find them!” and started having a wash.

			Afterwards, while wiping his hands thoroughly and hard, he began:

			“If you show them you’re scared, Mamasha, they’ll think: ‘That means there’s something in this house, if she’s trembling so.’ You understand, don’t you, that we want nothing bad: truth is on our side, and we’re going to work for it all our lives – that’s all we’re guilty of! So what is there to be afraid of?”

			“I’ll pull myself together, Pasha,” she promised. And after that came a miserable outburst: “But I wish they’d come soon!”

			They did not come that night though, and in the morning, forestalling the possibility of jokes about her fear, the mother was the first to start joking about herself: “I got scared before the fright had come!”

		

	
		
			X

			They appeared almost a month after that anxious night. Nikolai Vesovshchikov was visiting Pavel, and the two of them were talking with Andrei about their newspaper. It was late, around midnight. The mother had already gone to bed, and as she was falling asleep, she heard through her drowsiness concerned, quiet voices. Then Andrei went through into the kitchen, treading cautiously, and quietly shut the door behind him. An iron bucket made a clatter in the lobby. And suddenly the door swung wide open, and the Ukrainian strode into the kitchen, whispering loudly:

			“There’s the ringing of spurs!”

			The mother leapt up from the bed, grabbing her clothes with trembling hands, but Pavel appeared in the doorway from the other room and said calmly:

			“Stay in bed – you’re unwell.”

			A cautious rustling was audible from the lobby. Pavel went up to the door and, giving it a push with his hand, asked:

			“Who’s there?”

			With strange speed, a tall grey figure drove in through the door, then after it another, and two gendarmes pressed Pavel back, taking up positions on either side of him, before a shrill, mocking voice rang out:

			“Not who you were expecting, eh?”

			This was said by a tall, slim officer with a sparse black moustache. The settlement policeman, Fedyakin, appeared by the mother’s bed and, putting one hand to his cap while pointing the other into the mother’s face, said, with a terrifying grimace:

			“This here’s his mother, Your Honour!” and, waving at Pavel, added: “And this is him himself!”

			“Pavel Vlasov?” asked the officer, narrowing his eyes, and when Pavel silently nodded, he declared, twisting his moustache: “I need to conduct a search of your house. Old woman, get up! Who’s in there?” he asked, looking into the other room, and strode briskly towards the door.

			“Your names?” his voice resounded.

			In from the lobby came two witnesses – Tveryakov, an old founder, and his lodger, Rybin, a stoker, a solid, black-haired fellow. In a loud, rich voice he said:

			“Hello, Nilovna!”

			She was getting dressed and, to give herself some courage, said quietly:

			“What ever’s going on! They come in the night, people have gone to bed, but along they come!…”

			It was cramped in the main room, and for some reason there was a strong smell of boot polish. With a loud stamping of feet, two gendarmes and the settlement’s chief of police, Ryskin, took the books off the shelf and put them all together on the table in front of the officer. The other two banged their fists on the walls and looked under the chairs, and one climbed clumsily up onto the stove. The Ukrainian and Vesovshchikov stood in a corner, pressed up tight against one another. Nikolai’s pockmarked face was covered in red blotches, and his little grey eyes watched the officer fixedly. The Ukrainian twisted his moustache, and when the mother came into the room, he grinned and nodded to her affectionately.

			Trying to suppress her fear, she moved not sideways, as she always did, but straight ahead, with her chest forward; this lent her figure a funny, pompous self-importance. She stamped her feet loudly, but her eyebrows were trembling…

			The officer grabbed the books quickly with the slender fingers of his white hand, leafed through them, gave them a shake and, with a deft movement of the wrist, tossed them aside. At times a book would plop softly onto the floor. All were silent, you could hear the heavy wheezing of the sweating gendarmes, spurs jingled and at times a low voice would ring out:

			“Have you looked here?”

			The mother went and stood by the wall next to Pavel, folding her arms over her chest as he had done, and she too watched the officer. She felt weak in the knees, and her eyes were shrouded by a dry mist.

			Suddenly, in the silence, Nikolai’s grating voice rang out:

			“And why is that necessary – throwing the books on the floor?”

			The mother winced. Tveryakov shook his head, as though someone had given it a jolt from behind, and Rybin let out a croak and looked at Nikolai attentively.

			The officer narrowed his eyes and drilled them for a second into the pockmarked, immobile face. His fingers started flicking over the pages of the books even more quickly. At times he would open his big grey eyes so wide, it was as if he were in unbearable pain and were about to emit a loud cry of impotent rage against that pain.

			“Soldier!” said Vesovshchikov again. “Pick the books up…”

			All the gendarmes turned around to him and then looked at the officer. The latter raised his head again and, taking a searching look at Nikolai’s broad figure, he drawled out through his nose:

			“Go on then… pick them up…”

			One of the gendarmes bent down and, with a sidelong glance at Vesovshchikov, began picking the tattered books up from the floor…

			“Nikolai should keep quiet!” the mother whispered softly to Pavel.

			He shrugged his shoulders. The Ukrainian bowed his head.

			“Who is it that reads the Bible?”

			“Me!” said Pavel.

			“And whose are all these books?”

			“Mine!” replied Pavel.

			“So!” said the officer, leaning against the back of his chair. Cracking the fingers of his slender hands, he stretched his legs out under the table, smoothed his moustache and asked Nikolai:

			“Are you Andrei Nakhodka?”

			“I am!” answered Nikolai, moving forward. The Ukrainian reached out his hand, took him by the shoulder and moved him back again.

			“He’s mistaken! I’m Andrei!…”

			Raising his hand and wagging his little finger at Vesovshchikov, the officer said:

			“Just you watch it!”

			He started rummaging in his papers.

			The bright, moonlit night looked into the window from the street with soulless eyes. Someone was walking around slowly outside the window, and the snow was squeaking.

			“Nakhodka, have you been involved in an inquiry into political crimes before?” asked the officer.

			“I have, in Rostov and in Saratov… Only the gendarmes were polite with me there…”

			The officer blinked his right eye, wiped it and, baring his small teeth, began:

			“Now are you aware, specifically you, Nakhodka, who the bastards are that are distributing criminal appeals at the factory, eh?”

			The Ukrainian swayed on his feet and, smiling broadly, tried to say something, but again there was the sound of Nikolai’s irritating voice:

			“This is the very first time we’ve seen any bastards…”

			Silence fell, and for a second everyone stopped.

			The scar on the mother’s face turned white, and her right eyebrow climbed upwards. Rybin’s black beard started trembling strangely; lowering his eyes, he began slowly combing it with his fingers.

			“Get this swine out of here!” said the officer.

			Two gendarmes took Nikolai by the arms and led him roughly into the kitchen. There he stopped, digging his heels hard into the floor, and cried:

			“Wait… I’ll put my things on!”

			In from the yard came the police chief and said:

			“There’s nothing – we’ve examined everything!”

			“Well, it stands to reason!” the officer exclaimed with a grin. “We have a man of experience here…”

			The mother listened to his weak, quavering and brittle voice and, looking fearfully into his yellow face, sensed in this man a pitiless enemy with a heart full of lordly scorn for other people. She saw few such men and had almost forgotten there were any.

			“So this is the sort of man they’ve stirred up,” she thought.

			“Illegitimate Mr Andrei Onisimov Nakhodka, I’m arresting you!”

			“What for?” the Ukrainian asked calmly.

			“I’ll tell you that later!” the officer replied, angrily polite. And turning to Vlasova, he asked: “Are you literate?”

			“No!” replied Pavel.

			“I’m not asking you!” said the officer sternly, and asked again: “Old woman, answer!”

			Involuntarily surrendering to a feeling of hatred for this man, and suddenly gripped by the shivers, as though she had jumped into cold water, the mother straightened up, her scar turned crimson, and her eyebrow sank down low.

			“Don’t shout, you!” she began, stretching her arm out towards him. “You’re still a young man – you don’t know what woe is…”

			“Calm down, Mamasha!” Pavel stopped her.

			“Wait, Pavel!” his mother cried, surging towards the table. “What are you seizing people for?”

			“That doesn’t concern you – silence!” the officer cried, standing up. “Bring in the prisoner Vesovshchikov!”

			And he started to read out some sort of document, holding it up to his face.

			Nikolai was brought in.

			“Hat off!” cried the officer, interrupting his reading.

			Rybin went up to Vlasova and, nudging her with his shoulder, said quietly:

			“Don’t get worked up, mother…”

			“How can I take my hat off, if my arms are being held?” asked Nikolai, drowning out the reading of the record of proceedings.

			The officer threw the document onto the table:

			“Sign it!”

			The mother watched the record being signed, and her excitement was extinguished, her heart sank and tears of hurt and impotence welled up in her eyes. She had cried these tears for the twenty years of her marriage, but in recent years had almost forgotten their bitter taste; the officer looked at her and, wrinkling his face fastidiously, remarked:

			“Your howling is premature, madam! Mind you don’t run out of tears for later on!”

			Embittered again, she said:

			“A mother has tears enough for everything, for everything! If you have a mother, then she knows it, yes!”

			The officer filed his papers away into a nice new briefcase with a shiny lock.

			“Move!” he commanded.

			“Goodbye for now, Andrei, goodbye for now, Nikolai!” said Pavel warmly and quietly, shaking his comrades’ hands.

			“Precisely – for now!” the officer repeated with a grin.

			Vesovshchikov wheezed loudly. The blood had flowed into his thick neck, and there was harsh malice sparkling in his eyes. The Ukrainian was all flashing smiles, nodding his head and saying something to the mother, while she made the sign of the cross over him, as well as saying:

			“God sees the righteous…”

			The crowd of men in grey greatcoats finally tumbled out into the lobby and, with their spurs ringing, disappeared. Last to go out was Rybin, who said pensively, after his dark eyes had cast an attentive gaze at Pavel:

			“So, farewell!”

			And, coughing into his beard, he went out unhurriedly into the lobby.

			With his hands folded behind his back, Pavel walked slowly around the room, stepping over the books and linen lying about on the floor, and said dolefully:

			“You see how it’s done?…”

			Scrutinizing the ransacked room in bewilderment, the mother whispered miserably:

			“Why was Nikolai rude to him?”

			“He must have got scared,” said Pavel quietly.

			“Came and seized and took away,” muttered the mother, spreading her arms.

			Her son had been left at home, and her heart began beating more calmly, but her thought was fixed upon a fact that it could not embrace:

			“That yellow one jeers and threatens…”

			“All right, Mother dear!” said Pavel, suddenly decisive: “Let’s clear all this up…”

			He had said “Mother” and “dear” as he did only when he felt close to her. She moved towards him, looked into his face and quietly asked:

			“Are you upset?”

			“Yes!” he replied. “It’s hard! I’d rather have been with them…”

			He seemed to her to have tears in his eyes and, wanting to comfort him, dimly feeling his pain, she said with a sigh:

			“Just wait – they’ll take you too!…”

			“They will!” he responded.

			After a pause, the mother remarked sadly:

			“How stern you are, Pasha! You might try comforting me some time! As it is, I say something terrible, and then you say something even worse.”

			He glanced at her, went over and quietly said:

			“I don’t know how, Mama! You have to get used to that.”

			She sighed and, after a pause, suppressing a tremor of fear, began:

			“Do they maybe torture people? Tear their bodies, break their bones? When I think of that, Pasha dear, I’m frightened!…”

			“They break your spirit… That hurts more, when dirty hands are laid on your spirit…”

		

	
		
			XI

			It became known next day that Bukin, Samoilov, Somov and five others had been arrested. Fedya Mazin dropped in that evening: there had been a search of his house, too, and, pleased with that, he felt himself a hero.

			“Were you afraid, Fedya?” asked the mother.

			He turned pale, his face became sharp and his nostrils quivered.

			“I was afraid the officer was going to hit me! He’s black-bearded, fat, his fingers are all covered in fur and he’s got dark glasses on his nose, as though he’s eyeless. He was shouting and stamping his feet! I’m going to rot in prison, he says! And I’ve never been beaten, not by my father or mother – I’m an only son, and they loved me.”

			He closed his eyes for an instant, pursed his lips, fluffed up the hair on his head with a quick gesture of both hands and, gazing at Pavel with reddened eyes, said:

			“If anyone ever hits me, I’ll launch myself into him, the whole of me, like a knife, get my teeth into him – so he’d better finish me off at once!”

			“You’re slim, thin!” exclaimed the mother. “How are you going to fight?”

			“I will!” Fedya replied quietly.

			When he had gone, the mother said to Pavel:

			“He’ll be the first one of all to break!…”

			Pavel remained silent.

			A few minutes later, the door into the kitchen opened slowly and in came Rybin.

			“Hello!” he said with a grin. “Here I am again. Yesterday I was brought here, but today I’ve come myself!” He shook Pavel’s hand hard, took the mother by the shoulder and asked:

			“Will you give me some tea?”

			In silence Pavel scrutinized his swarthy, broad face, covered by its thick black beard, and his dark eyes. In his calm gaze there was the light of something significant.

			The mother went off into the kitchen to put the samovar on. Rybin sat down, stroked his beard and, putting his elbows on the table, cast his dark gaze over Pavel.

			“So, then!” he said, as though continuing an interrupted conversation. “I need to talk to you openly. I’ve been looking you over for a long time. We live almost next door to one another; I see a lot of people visiting you, but there’s no drunkenness or bad behaviour. That’s the first thing. If people aren’t behaving badly, they’re immediately noticeable – what’s going on? Right. I’ve been an irritation to people myself by keeping out of things.”

			His words flowed heavily, but fluently, he stroked his beard with a black hand and looked Pavel intently in the face.

			“People started talking about you. The people I lodge with call you a heretic; you don’t go to church. I don’t either. Then these leaflets appeared. Was it you that thought them up?”

			“It was!” replied Pavel.

			“Oh, it was you, was it?” exclaimed his mother in alarm, glancing in from the kitchen. “Not just you!”

			Pavel grinned. Rybin too.

			“Right!” he said.

			The mother inhaled noisily through her nose and went away, a little offended that they had paid no attention to her words.

			“The leaflets – that was a good idea. They stir people up. Were there nineteen?”

			“Yes!” replied Pavel.

			“I read them all, then! Right. There are things in them that are hard to understand, things that are unnecessary – well, when someone’s got a lot to say, he’s bound to use the odd word he needn’t…”

			Rybin smiled; his teeth were white and strong.

			“Then the search. That more than anything won me over. You, and the Ukrainian, and Nikolai, you were all revealed to be…”

			Not finding the word he wanted, he fell silent, looked out of the window and drummed his fingers on the table.

			“Your decision was revealed. As if to say: ‘You get on with your business, Your Honour, and we’ll get on with ours.’ The Ukrainian’s a good lad too. Sometimes I listen to the way he talks at the factory, and I think: ‘You won’t crush this one, it’s only death that’ll overcome him.’ A man of sinew! Do you trust me, Pavel?”

			“I do!” said Pavel, nodding his head.

			“Right. Look – I’m forty, I’m twice your age and I’ve seen twenty times as much. I marched as a soldier for three years and more, I’ve been married twice, one wife died, I left the other. I’ve been in the Caucasus, I know the Dukhobors.* They’re not going to overcome life, brother, no!”

			The mother listened avidly to his powerful speech; it was nice to see an older man coming to see her son and talking to him as though he was making his confession. But it seemed to her that Pavel was being too dry with his guest and, to soften his attitude, she asked Rybin:

			“Perhaps you’d like something to eat, Mikhailo Ivanovich?”

			“Thank you, Mother! I’ve had dinner. So, Pavel, you think life’s going the wrong way, then?”

			Pavel stood up and began walking around the room with his hands behind his back.

			“It’s going the right way!” he said. “Now it’s brought you to me with an open soul. Little by little it’s uniting those of us who spend all our lives working; the time will come when it’ll unite everyone! The way it’s organized is unfair and hard on us, but it is itself opening our eyes to its bitter meaning and showing man how to quicken its pace.”

			“That’s right!” Rybin interrupted him. “Man must be renewed! If someone gets mangy, take him to the bathhouse, wash him down, put clean clothes on, and he’ll recover! Right! But how can a man be cleansed from within? There!”

			Pavel started speaking sharply and heatedly about the authorities, about the factory, about how workers abroad stood up for their rights. At times Rybin would tap a finger on the table, as though inserting a full stop. More than once he exclaimed:

			“Right!”

			And on one occasion he said quietly with a laugh:

			“Oh dear, you’re too young! You know too little of people!”

			And then Pavel stopped opposite him and remarked seriously:

			“Let’s not talk of old age and youth! Rather let’s look at whose ideas are better.”

			“So, in your view, they’ve deceived us with God too? Right. I think our religion is false as well.”

			Here the mother intervened. Whenever her son spoke about God and everything she connected with her faith in Him, everything that was dear and sacred to her, she always sought to meet his eyes; she tried to ask her son silently not to scratch her heart with sharp, harsh words of unbelief. But behind his unbelief she could sense faith, and this reassured her.

			“How am I to understand his ideas?” she thought.

			It seemed to her that Rybin, an older man, found it unpleasant and hurtful to listen to Pavel’s speeches too. But when Rybin calmly asked Pavel his question, she could not contain herself and said briefly, but insistently:

			“Regarding the Lord, you should be more careful! For you it’s as you like!” Catching her breath, she continued with even greater force: “But for me, an old woman, there’ll be nothing to lean on in my anguish, if you take the Lord God away from me!”

			Her eyes filled with tears. She was doing the washing-up, and her fingers were trembling.

			“You didn’t understand us, Mamasha!” said Pavel, quietly and gently.

			“Forgive me, Mother!” Rybin added slowly in his rich voice and looked at Pavel with a grin. “I was forgetting you’re too old to have your warts cut off…”

			“I was speaking,” continued Pavel, “not of the good and merciful God you believe in, but of the one the priests threaten us with like a stick, the God in whose name they want to force everyone to submit to the wicked will of the few…”

			“That’s right, yes!” exclaimed Rybin, tapping his fingers on the table. “They’ve taken our God away too, they direct everything that’s in their hands against us! Remember, mother, God created man in His own image and likeness, so He is like man, if man is like Him! But we’re not like God: we’re like wild beasts. In church they show us a scarecrow… God needs to be changed, Mother, cleansed! They’ve clothed Him in lies and slander, they’ve distorted His face to kill our spirits!…”

			He spoke quietly, but each word of his speech fell upon the mother’s head as a heavy, stunning blow. And his face, large and mournful in the black frame of his beard, scared her. The dark lustre of his eyes was unbearable and awoke a nagging fear in her heart.

			“No, I’d better go away!” she said with a negative shake of her head. “I haven’t got the strength to listen to this!”

			And she went off quickly into the kitchen, accompanied by Rybin’s words:

			“There, Pavel! The root of things isn’t in the head, but in the heart! There’s this place in the human soul on which nothing else will grow…”

			“It’s only reason that will free man!” said Pavel firmly.

			“Reason doesn’t give you strength!” retorted Rybin loudly and insistently. “It’s the heart gives you strength, not the head – there!”

			The mother undressed and got into bed without praying. She felt cold and unpleasant. And Rybin, who had at first seemed to her so solid and wise, aroused a feeling of hostility in her now.

			“A heretic! A troublemaker!” she thought, listening to his voice. “And he just had to come here, didn’t he!”

			And he was saying confidently and calmly:

			“A pedestal shouldn’t stand empty. Where God lives is a sore spot. If he falls out of your soul, there’ll be a wound left in it – there! A new faith needs to be thought up, Pavel… a god needs to be created who’s a friend to man!”

			“There was Christ!” exclaimed Pavel.

			“Christ wasn’t firm in spirit. ‘Take away this cup from me,’* He said. He recognized Caesar.* God can’t recognize human power over men, He is all power! He doesn’t divide His soul: this is divine, this is human… But He recognized trade, recognized marriage. And He was wrong to curse the fig tree* – was it of its own free will that it didn’t bring forth? It’s not of its own free will that the soul lacks the fruit of goodness either – did I myself sow malice in it? There!”

			In the room was the constant sound of two voices, embracing and grappling with one another in excited play. Pavel paced, and the floor creaked beneath his feet. When he spoke, all other sounds were drowned in his speech, while when Rybin’s heavy voice was calmly and slowly flowing one could hear the ticking of the pendulum and the quiet crackling of the frost, probing the walls of the house with its sharp claws.

			“I’ll tell you in my way, a stoker’s way: God is like fire. Right! He lives in the heart. It’s said: ‘God is the Word,* and the Word is spirit’…”

			“Reason!” said Pavel insistently.

			“Right! So God is in the heart and in reason, but not in the church! The church is God’s grave.”

			The mother fell asleep and did not hear when Rybin left.

			But he started coming frequently, and if one of Pavel’s comrades was with him, Rybin would sit down in a corner and be silent, just occasionally saying:

			“There. Right!”

			One day, though, looking at everyone from the corner with his dark gaze, he said morosely:

			“We need to talk about what is; what will be, that we don’t know – there! When the people are freed, they’ll see for themselves what’ll be best. Quite a lot has been knocked into their heads that they didn’t want at all – enough of that! Let them weigh things up for themselves. Perhaps they’ll want to reject everything, the whole of life and all the sciences; perhaps they’ll see that everything is directed against them, like, for example, the Church’s God. Just pass all the books into their hands and they’ll reply for themselves – there!”

			If Pavel was alone, however, they would immediately enter into an endless but always calm argument, and the mother would listen to their speeches and follow them, trying to understand what they were saying. At times it seemed to her that the broad-shouldered, black-bearded peasant and her well-proportioned, strong son had both gone blind. They rushed around, first in one direction, then in another, in search of a way out; they clutched at everything with powerful but blind hands, shook things, moved them from place to place and dropped them onto the floor, and their feet trampled on what had fallen. They brushed against everything, had a feel of each thing and then threw it away, without losing faith or hope…

			They accustomed her to hearing words that were terrible in their directness and boldness, but those words no longer struck her with the force they had the first time – she had learnt to push them aside. And at times, behind the words rejecting God she sensed a strong belief in that very same God. Then she would smile a quiet, all-forgiving smile. And although she did not like Rybin, he no longer aroused hostility.

			Once a week she would take linen and books to the prison for the Ukrainian; on one occasion she was allowed to see him and, on coming home, she talked about it emotionally:

			“Even there he’s made himself at home. He’s nice to everyone, and everyone jokes with him. It’s hard for him, difficult, but he doesn’t want to show it…”

			“That’s the right way!” remarked Rybin. “Misery hems us all in like our skin, we breathe woe, we’re clothed in woe. It’s nothing to boast about. Not everyone has the wool pulled over their eyes, some shut their eyes of their own accord – there! And if you’re stupid – put up with it!…”

		

	
		
			XII

			The Vlasovs’ small grey house attracted the attention of the settlement more and more. There was much suspicious caution and latent hostility in that attention, but there were the seeds of trustful curiosity too. Sometimes someone would come and, looking around cautiously, say to Pavel:

			“Right, brother, you here read books, you know the laws. So then, can you explain…”

			And he would tell Pavel about some injustice on the part of the police or the factory administration. In complicated cases Pavel would give the man a note to take to a barrister he knew in town or, when he could, he would explain the matter himself.

			Respect was gradually growing among people for the serious young man who talked about everything simply and boldly, looking at and listening to everything with an attention that dug stubbornly into the tangle of each individual case and always, everywhere, found some common, endless thread linking people together by thousands of strong stitches.

			Pavel particularly grew in people’s eyes after the episode of “the marsh copeck”.

			Beyond the factory, almost surrounding it in the shape of a rotten ring, there stretched an extensive marsh, overgrown with fir groves and birch. In summer it breathed out dense yellow fumes, and clouds of mosquitoes flew out of it at the settlement, spreading fever. The marsh belonged to the factory, and the new director, wanting to extract some benefit from it, came up with the idea of draining it and at the same time extracting the peat. Indicating to the workers that this measure would make the locality healthier and improve living conditions for all, the director ordered one copeck in the rouble to be deducted from their earnings towards the draining of the marsh.

			The workers became agitated. They were particularly upset that the office staff were not included in those paying the new tax.

			Pavel was ill on the Saturday when the director’s notice about the collection of the copeck was put up; he was not at work and knew nothing about it. The next day, after the Liturgy, a fine-looking old man, the smelter Sizov, and a tall, angry metalworker, Makhotin, came and told him about the director’s decision.

			“We got together, the older ones,” said Sizov steadily, “had a talk about it, and so our comrades have sent us to you to ask, as you’re a learned man, if there’s a law that lets the director battle the mosquitoes with our copeck?”

			“Think about it!” said Makhotin, his narrow eyes flashing. “Four years ago they were collecting for a bathhouse, the rogues. Three thousand eight hundred was collected. Where’s it gone? There’s no bathhouse!”

			Pavel explained the injustice of the tax and the venture’s clear financial benefit for the factory; they both left wearing frowns. After seeing them off, the mother said with a grin:

			“There, Pasha, even old men have started coming to you for your wisdom.”

			Preoccupied, Pavel sat down at the table without replying and began writing something. A few minutes later he said to her:

			“A request for you: go into town and hand over this note…”

			“Is it dangerous?” she asked.

			“Yes. They print a newspaper for us there. It’s vital that the matter of the copeck gets into this issue…”

			“All right!” she responded. “Just a minute…”

			This was the first errand her son had given her. She was glad he had told her frankly what it was about.

			“This I can understand, Pasha!” she said, putting her things on. “They really are just stealing! What’s the man’s name – Yegor Ivanovich?”

			She returned late in the evening, tired but pleased.

			“I saw Sashenka!” she told her son. “She sends her regards. And that Yegor Ivanovich is such a plain and simple man, a real joker! He talks funny.”

			“I’m glad you like them!” said Pavel quietly.

			“Plain and simple people, Pasha! It’s good when people are plain and simple! And they all respect you…”

			Pavel did not go to work again on the Monday, as he had a headache. But at lunchtime Fedya Mazin came running, excited and happy, and, panting with fatigue, reported:

			“Come on! The whole factory’s up in arms. They sent me to fetch you. Sizov and Makhotin say you can explain things best of all. Such doings!”

			Pavel began putting his things on in silence.

			“The women came running – they’re screaming!”

			“I’m coming too!” announced the mother. “What are they getting up to there? I’m coming!”

			“Come on!” said Pavel.

			They went down the street quickly and in silence. The mother was gasping for breath in her agitation and sensed something important was coming. At the factory gates stood a crowd of women, grumbling and shrill. When the three of them slipped through into the yard, they immediately found themselves in a dense black crowd that was buzzing with excitement. The mother saw that all heads were turned in the same direction, towards the wall of the blacksmith’s shop, where, waving their arms, on a pile of old iron and against a background of red brick, stood Sizov, Makhotin, Vyalov and another half-dozen older, influential workers.

			“Vlasov’s coming!” someone shouted.

			“Vlasov? Let’s have him here…”

			“Quiet!” men immediately shouted in several places.

			And somewhere nearby, Rybin’s even voice was ringing out:

			“It’s not the copeck we need to stand up for, it’s justice – there! It’s not our copeck that’s dear to us; it’s no more round than any other, but it is heavier: there’s more human blood in it than in the director’s rouble – there! And it’s not the copeck we prize, it’s blood and the truth – there!”

			His words fell upon the crowd and wrung out heated exclamations:

			“True, Rybin!”

			“That’s right, stoker!”

			“Vlasov’s here!”

			Drowning out the heavy din of machinery, the hard sighs of steam and the hissing of wires, the voices merged into a noisy vortex. People came running in haste from everywhere, waving their arms, inflaming one another with heated, caustic words. The irritation that was always lurking drowsily in tired breasts was awakening, demanding an outlet, flying triumphantly through the air, spreading its dark wings ever wider, gripping the men ever more strongly, enticing them to follow it, bringing them together, being reborn as flaming anger. Above the crowd billowed a cloud of soot and dust, sweat-soaked faces burned, the skin of cheeks cried black tears. Eyes glittered in dark faces and teeth shone.

			Pavel appeared where Sizov and Makhotin were standing, and his cry rang out:

			“Comrades!”

			His mother saw that his face had turned pale and his lips were trembling; she involuntarily moved forward, pushing the crowd aside. People said to her irritably:

			“Where d’you think you’re going?”

			She was pushed, but this did not stop the mother; shouldering and elbowing people apart, she slowly shoved her way through, ever closer to her son, obeying her desire to stand alongside him.

			And Pavel, having ejected from his chest the word in which it was his wont to invest profound and important meaning, felt his throat had been constricted by a spasm of joie de guerre;* he was gripped by a desire to throw his heart to the people, alight with the fire of his dream of truth.

			“Comrades!” he repeated, drawing rapture and strength from this word. “We are the people who build churches and factories, who forge chains and money, we are the living force that feeds and entertains everyone from the cradle to the grave…”

			“There!” cried Rybin.

			“Always and everywhere we are first when it comes to work, but in last place in life. Who worries about us? Who wants to do well by us? Who thinks of us as people? Nobody!”

			“Nobody!” someone’s voice responded like an echo.

			Regaining his self-control, Pavel began speaking more simply and calmly, and the crowd moved slowly towards him, joining together to form a dark, thousand-headed body. It looked into his face with hundreds of attentive eyes and sucked in his words.

			“We won’t achieve a better lot until we feel ourselves to be comrades, a family of friends, firmly bound by one desire, the desire to fight for our rights.”

			“Get to the point!” came a rude cry from somewhere near the mother.

			“Don’t interrupt!” two low exclamations rang out in different places.

			Smoke-blackened faces frowned mistrustfully, sullenly; dozens of eyes looked seriously and thoughtfully into Pavel’s face.

			“A socialist, but no fool!” someone remarked.

			“My! That’s bold talk!” said a tall, one-eyed worker, pushing into the mother’s shoulder.

			“It’s time we understood, comrades, that no one but ourselves is going to help us! One for all and all for one – that’s our law, if we want to overcome the enemy!”

			“He’s talking sense, lads!” cried Makhotin.

			And with a sweeping swing of the arm, he shook his fist in the air.

			“The director must be called out!” Pavel continued.

			This hit the crowd like a whirlwind. It began to sway, and immediately dozens of voices cried:

			“Get the director here!”

			“Send delegates to fetch him!”

			The mother pushed forward and looked up at her son from below, full of pride. Pavel was standing in the midst of old, respected workers, everyone was listening to him and agreeing with him. She liked the fact that he was not getting angry or cursing, as others were.

			Abrupt exclamations, curses and angry words poured down like hail on iron. Pavel looked at the people from on high, searching for something among them with wide-open eyes.

			“Delegates!”

			“Sizov!”

			“Vlasov!”

			“Rybin! He’s got terrifying teeth!”

			Suddenly, low exclamations rang out in the crowd.

			“The man himself is coming!…”

			“The director!…”

			The crowd parted, letting through a tall man with a sharp little beard and a long face.

			“Permit me!” he was saying, moving the workers aside from his path with a gesture of his hand, but not actually touching them. His eyes were narrowed, and with the gaze of an experienced master of men he searchingly probed the workers’ faces. They removed their hats before him, they bowed to him, and he walked without replying to their bows, sowing quietness, embarrassment and confused smiles among the crowd, and low exclamations too, in which could already be heard the repentance of children conscious of having been naughty.

			Now he passed by the mother, his stern eyes sliding over her face, and stopped in front of the heap of iron. Someone reached out a hand to him from above, but he did not take it, and, with a powerful movement of his body, he easily climbed up to the top, to a position in front of Pavel and Sizov, asking:

			“What’s this mob? Why have you stopped work?”

			For several seconds it was quiet. People’s heads nodded a little, like ears of corn. Sizov, waving his cap in the air, shifted his shoulders about and lowered his head.

			“I’m asking a question!” cried the director.

			Pavel moved alongside him and said loudly, pointing to Sizov and Rybin:

			“The three of us have been authorized by our comrades to demand that you rescind your order to deduct one copeck…”

			“Why?” asked the director, without looking at Pavel.

			“We don’t think such a tax on us is fair,” said Pavel loudly.

			“What, do you see in my intention to drain the marsh only a desire to exploit the workers, and not concern for the improvement of their daily existence? Yes?”

			“Yes!” replied Pavel.

			“And you too?” the director asked Rybin.

			“All equally!” answered Rybin.

			“And you, my good man?” The director turned to Sizov.

			“And I’m asking you too: you leave that copeck with us!” And bowing his head again, Sizov smiled guiltily.

			The director slowly ran his eyes over the crowd and shrugged his shoulders. Then he gave Pavel a searching glance and remarked to him:

			“You seem to be quite an educated man – do you, too, really fail to understand the benefit of this measure?”

			Pavel replied loudly:

			“If the factory drains the marsh at its own expense, everyone will understand it!”

			“The factory isn’t concerned with philanthropy!” the director remarked drily. “I order everyone to get back to work immediately!”

			And he began to climb down, treading cautiously over the iron and not looking at anyone.

			A discontented humming became audible in the crowd.

			“What?” asked the director, stopping.

			Everyone fell silent, and only from somewhere in the distance did a solitary voice ring out:

			“Do some work yourself!…”

			“If you don’t start work in fifteen minutes, I shall order that everyone be fined!” replied the director, drily and distinctly.

			He set off through the crowd again, but now a muffled grumbling rose up behind him, and the deeper his figure went into the crowd, the higher the cries rose.

			“Try talking to him!”

			“There’s your rights for you! Oh, what a fate…”

			People turned to Pavel, calling to him:

			“Hey, lawyer, what do we do now?”

			“You talked and talked, but then he arrived and wiped it all out!”

			“Come on, Vlasov, what are we to do?”

			When the cries became more insistent, Pavel declared:

			“I propose, comrades, refusing to work until he gives up the copeck.”

			Words began leaping excitedly.

			“D’you think we’re stupid?”

			“A strike?”

			“Over a copeck?”

			“What of it? All right, a strike!”

			“Everyone’ll be out on their ear…”

			“But then who’ll do the work?”

			“Some will!”

			“Judases?”

		

	
		
			XIII

			Pavel climbed down and stood next to his mother.

			Everyone around began humming, arguing with one another, getting agitated, crying out.

			“You won’t get a strike together!” said Rybin, coming over to Pavel. “The men may be greedy, but they’re cowardly too. Three hundred or so’ll side with you, no more. You can’t pick up such a heap of manure with one pitchfork…”

			Pavel was silent. The huge black face of the crowd was heaving before him and looking him demandingly in the eye. His heart was beating in alarm. It seemed to Vlasov as if his words had disappeared without trace among the men, like rare drops of rain that have fallen onto earth exhausted by long drought.

			He went home sad and tired. Behind him walked his mother and Sizov, while beside him strode Rybin, booming in his ear:

			“You speak well, but not to the heart – there! You need to throw a spark into the heart, into its very depths. You won’t win people over with reason; the shoe doesn’t fit: it’s too small, too narrow!”

			Sizov said to the mother:

			“It’s time we old ones were off to the graveyard, Nilovna! A new period’s beginning. How have we lived? We crawled on our knees and were always bowing down. Whereas people now, they’ve either come to their senses or else they’re even more mistaken, but they’re not like us. Them, the youngsters, they talk to the director as to an equal… ye-es! Goodby-ee, Pavel Mikhailov, you stand up for people well, brother! God grant, maybe you’ll learn all the ins and outs, God grant!”

			He went away.

			“Yes, go on and die!” muttered Rybin. “You’re not men any more now, but putty – you’re for covering up cracks. Pavel, did you see who was shouting for you to be a delegate? Those who say you’re a socialist and a troublemaker, it was them! Thinking: ‘If they give him the sack, then he had it coming to him.’”

			“In their own way, they’re right!” said Pavel.

			“Just as the wolves are right when they rip their comrade apart…”

			Rybin’s face was doleful and his voice had an unusual quaver.

			“People won’t believe the naked word – suffering’s needed, the word has to be washed in blood…”

			Pavel went around all day gloomy, tired and strangely disquieted; his eyes burned and seemed to be looking for something. Noticing this, his mother asked cautiously: “What’s the matter, Pasha, eh?”

			“I’ve got a headache,” he said pensively.

			“You should go to bed, and I’ll get the doctor…”

			He glanced at her and answered hurriedly:

			“No, there’s no need!”

			And he suddenly began speaking quietly:

			“I’m young and feeble, that’s the thing! They had no faith in me, they didn’t follow my truth, and that means I didn’t manage to explain it!… I feel bad, unhappy with myself!”

			Gazing into his gloomy face and wanting to console him, she said quietly: “You have to wait! They didn’t understand you today, but tomorrow they will…”

			“They should understand!” he exclaimed.

			“After all, even I can see your truth…”

			Pavel went up to her.

			“You’re a good person, Mother…”

			And he turned away from her. She gave a start, as though scorched by his quiet words, put a hand to her heart and went away, carefully carrying his kindness inside her.

			In the night, when she was asleep and he was lying in bed reading a book, the gendarmes came and began angrily rummaging everywhere, in the yard, in the attic. The yellow-faced officer behaved as he had the first time – offensively, mockingly, taking pleasure in his taunts, trying to cut to the heart. The mother sat silent in a corner and never took her eyes off her son’s face. He tried not to betray his agitation, but whenever the officer laughed, his fingers stirred strangely, and she sensed it was hard for him not to answer back to the gendarme, difficult to bear his jokes. She was not as frightened now as during the first search: she felt more hatred for these grey, nocturnal guests with spurs on their feet, and the hatred swallowed up her anxiety.

			Pavel managed to whisper to her:

			“They’re going to take me…”

			She bowed her head and answered quietly:

			“I understand…”

			She understood that he would be put in prison for what he had said that day to the workers. But everyone had agreed with what he had said and they all ought to stand up for him, so they would not hold him for long…

			She wanted to embrace him, to burst into tears, but the officer was standing next to her and looking at her through narrowed eyes. His lips were quivering, his moustache twitching, and it seemed to Vlasova that this man was just waiting for her tears, complaints and pleas. Summoning all her strength and trying not to speak very much, she squeezed her son’s hand and, holding her breath, said slowly and quietly:

			“Goodbye, Pasha. Have you got everything you need?”

			“Yes. Don’t feel lonely…”

			“Christ be with you…”

			When he had been taken away, she sat down on a bench and, closing her eyes, started quietly howling. Leaning her back against the wall, as her husband used to do, tightly bound by anguish and the hurtful consciousness of her own impotence, she threw back her head and howled in a monotone for a long time, pouring out in those sounds the pain of her wounded heart. And before her, like a motionless stain, was the yellow face with the sparse moustache, and the narrowed eyes watched her contentedly. Coiling in her breast was a black ball of bitterness and anger at such men who take a son away from his mother because that son is searching for the truth.

			It was cold, rain knocked on the window panes and it seemed as if grey figures with wide, red, eyeless faces and long arms were walking around the house in the night, lying in wait. Walking and, just audibly, jangling their spurs.

			“They should have taken me too,” she thought.

			The siren howled, demanding that people get to work. Today its howl was muffled, low and uncertain. The door opened and in came Rybin. He stood in front of her and, wiping drops of rain from his beard with the palm of his hand, asked:

			“Did they take him away?”

			“They did – curse them!” she answered with a sigh.

			“That’s how it is!” said Rybin with a grin. “I got it too – they searched, frisked me, ye-es. Gave me abuse… Well, but they didn’t do me any harm. So they took Pavel away! The director winked, the gendarme nodded – and the man’s gone! They’re good pals. One lot milks the people, the other holds them by the horns…”

			“You ought to stand up for Pavel!” the mother exclaimed, getting to her feet. “He went on behalf of everyone, after all.”

			“Who ought to?” asked Rybin.

			“Everyone!”

			“You what? No, that’s not going to happen.”

			He went out with his heavy gait, grinning, having added to the mother’s woe with the stern hopelessness of his words.

			“What if they beat him, torture him?…”

			She imagined her son’s body, beaten up, torn apart, covered in blood, and fear lay in a cold lump upon her breast, crushing her. Her eyes ached.

			She did not heat the stove, did not cook her dinner and did not drink any tea – only late in the evening did she eat a piece of bread. And when she went to bed, she fancied that never before had her life been so lonely and bare. In recent years she had grown used to living in constant expectation of something important and good. Youngsters had spun around her, noisy and cheerful, and always before her had been the serious face of her son, the creator of this anxious, yet good life. But now it was gone, and there was nothing.

		

	
		
			XIV

			A day and a sleepless night passed slowly, and the next day even more slowly. She expected someone, but no one came. Evening set in. And the night. Cold rain sighed and beat upon the wall, there was howling in the chimney and something bustling about under the floor. Water dripped from the roof, and the doleful sound of its falling merged strangely with the ticking of the clock. It seemed as if the whole house were quietly rocking, and everything around it were superfluous, numbed in anguish…

			There was a quiet knocking at the window – once, twice… She was used to these knocks, and they did not frighten her, but now a joyous pricking in her heart made her give a start. A dim hope brought her quickly to her feet. Throwing a shawl over her shoulders, she opened the door…

			In came Samoilov, and after him some other man with his face hidden by the collar of his coat, in a hat pulled down to his eyebrows.

			“Did we wake you?” asked Samoilov, without any greeting, uncharacteristically preoccupied and glum.

			“I wasn’t asleep!” she replied, and stared at them in silence with expectant eyes.

			Samoilov’s companion took off his hat, sighing heavily and hoarsely, and, extending a broad, short-fingered hand to the mother, he said amicably, as if to an old acquaintance:

			“Hello, Mamasha! Don’t you recognize me?”

			“Is it you?” Vlasova exclaimed, suddenly joyful about something. “Yegor Ivanovich?”

			“’Tis I!” he replied, bowing his large head with long hair like a psalm-reader’s. His plump face was smiling genially, and his little grey eyes looked into the mother’s face affectionately and clearly. He resembled a samovar – just as round, short in stature, with a thick neck and short arms. His face was shiny and gleaming, his breathing noisy, and all the time there was something gurgling and wheezing in his chest…

			“Go through to the other room – I’ll just get dressed!” suggested the mother.

			“We’ve got business with you!” said Samoilov in a preoccupied voice, glancing at her from under his brows.

			Yegor Ivanovich went through into the other room, and from there said:

			“This morning, dear Mamasha, a man you know, Nikolai Ivanovich, came out of prison…”

			“Was he inside, then?” asked the mother.

			“For two months and eleven days. He saw the Ukrainian there – he sends you his greetings – and Pavel, who also sends greetings and asks you not to worry; I’m to tell you that prison always serves a man as a resting place on his journey: that’s how it’s been arranged by our caring authorities. Next, Mamasha, I’ll get down to business. Do you know how many people they seized here yesterday?”

			“No! So besides Pasha, did they—” exclaimed the mother.

			“He was the forty-ninth!” Yegor Ivanovich calmly interrupted her. “And we have to expect the authorities to take another dozen or so! This gentleman here too…”

			“Yes, me too!” said Samoilov glumly.

			Vlasova sensed her breathing had become easier.

			“He’s not the only one there!” flashed through her mind.

			When dressed, she went into the other room and smiled cheerfully at her guest.

			“They probably won’t hold them long, if they’ve taken so many…”

			“Correct!” said Yegor Ivanovich. “And if we can contrive to upset their applecart, they’ll end up looking complete fools. This is how things stand: if we now stop delivering our booklets to the factory, the gendarmes’ll latch on to this sad phenomenon and turn it against Pavel and the comrades of his ilk who’ve been cast into jail…”

			“How’s that?” cried the mother in alarm.

			“Very simple!” said Yegor Ivanovich gently. “Sometimes even the gendarmes’ reasoning is correct. Just think: Pavel was there, and there were booklets and leaflets; no Pavel, and there are neither booklets nor leaflets! So it was him disseminating the booklets, aha-a? Well, and they’ll start devouring everyone – the gendarmes enjoy cropping a man in such a way that there’s nothing worthwhile left of him!”

			“I see, I see!” said the mother miserably. “Oh Lord! What’s to be done now?”

			From the kitchen came Samoilov’s voice:

			“They’ve fished almost everyone out, damn them! Now we need to carry on with business as before, not just for the cause, but to save our comrades too.”

			“But there’s no one to do the work!” added Yegor with a smile. “We’ve got literature of excellent quality – I did it myself!… But how to get it into the factory – that we don’t know!”

			“They’ve started searching everyone at the gates!” said Samoilov.

			The mother sensed they wanted something from her and were waiting, and she hurriedly asked:

			“Well, what then? How then?”

			Samoilov stood in the doorway and said:

			“Pelageya Nilovna, you know the street trader Korsunova…”

			“Yes, so?”

			“Have a talk with her – maybe she’ll take it through?”

			The mother started waving her hands negatively:

			“Oh no! She’s a chatterbox – no! And when they find out it was through me, from this house – no, no!”

			And suddenly, struck by an unexpected thought, she began quietly:

			“You give it to me, give it to me! I’ll arrange it, I’ll find a way in myself! I’ll ask Maria – she can take me on to help her! I need a crust to eat, I need to work! So I’ll deliver meals! I’ll get myself a job!”

			Pressing her hands to her breast, she hurriedly tried to assure them that she would do everything well, unnoticed, and in conclusion exclaimed exultantly:

			“They’ll see Pavel’s not there, but his hand can reach out even from jail – they’ll see!”

			All three became animated. Rubbing his hands vigorously, Yegor smiled and said:

			“Wonderful, Mamasha! If you only knew how excellent this is! Simply enchanting.”

			“If this works, I’ll go to prison as if I were going to bed!” remarked Samoilov, rubbing his hands.

			“You’re a beauty!” Yegor cried hoarsely.

			The mother smiled. It was clear to her: if the leaflets appeared at the factory now, the authorities would have to realize that it was not her son distributing them. And feeling herself capable of fulfilling the task, she was all atremble with joy.

			“When you go to see Pavel,” said Yegor, “tell him he has a good mother.”

			“I’ll be seeing him first!” Samoilov promised with a grin.

			“You can tell him this: I’ll do everything that’s needed! So that he knows it!…”

			“And if they don’t imprison him?” asked Yegor, indicating Samoilov.

			“Well, it can’t be helped!”

			The men both chuckled. And she, realizing her blunder, began laughing quietly, and a little slyly, in embarrassment.

			“It’s hard to see another man’s woe through your own,” she said, lowering her eyes.

			“That’s natural!” exclaimed Yegor. “And don’t worry about Pavel – don’t be sad. He’ll come back from prison even better. You can rest there and study, and the likes of us have no time for that when we’re at large. I’ve been inside thrice, and each time, if with little pleasure, it’s been with undoubted benefit for heart and mind.”

			“Your breathing’s heavy!” she said, gazing gently into his plain and simple face.

			“There are particular reasons for that!” he replied, raising a finger. “So then, is it decided, Mamasha? Tomorrow we’ll deliver the material to you, and the saw of destruction of age-old darkness will begin to turn again. Long live the free word, and long live the mother’s heart! And for now – goodbye!”

			“Goodbye!” said Samoilov, shaking her hand firmly. “Me, I can’t breathe a word to my mother about anything like this – no!”

			“Everyone will understand!” said Vlasova, wanting to be nice to him.

			When they had gone, she locked the door and, kneeling down in the middle of the room, to the noise of the rain, she began praying. She prayed without words, but with one big thought about the people that Pavel had brought into her life. It was as if they were passing between her and the icons, passing by, all so plain and simple, strangely close to one another and yet lonely.

			Early in the morning she set off to see Maria Korsunova.

			Greasy and noisy as always, the street trader greeted her sympathetically.

			“Feeling miserable?” she asked, slapping a fatty hand on the mother’s shoulder. “Don’t! They arrested him and took him away, but it doesn’t matter! There’s nothing wrong with that. It used to be that people were put in prison for stealing, but now they’ve started putting them away for the truth. Maybe Pavel did say something wrong, but he stood up on everyone’s behalf, and everyone understands him – don’t you worry! Not everyone says it, but everyone knows who’s good. I’ve been meaning to drop in on you, but I’ve had no time. I cook things and sell them, but I’m evidently going to die a beggar. My lovers get the better of me, the devils! They keep gnawing and gnawing away at me, like cockroaches at a cottage loaf. You get ten roubles or so together, then some beast appears and licks the money up! It’s a troublesome business being a woman! A filthy job in the world! Living alone’s tough; living together’s rough!”

			“I’ve come to ask you if I can be your assistant!” said Vlasova, interrupting her chatter.

			“How’s that?” Maria asked, and, after hearing her friend out, she gave an affirmative nod of the head.

			“Yes! Remember, you used to keep me hidden from my husband? Well, now I’ll keep you hidden from need… Everyone ought to help you, because your son’s in trouble for a public cause. That’s a good lad you’ve got – everyone says so, unanimously – and everyone feels sorry for him. I tell you: these arrests’ll do the authorities no good – just look at what’s happening at the factory. Bad things are being said, dear! The bosses, they think a man won’t get far if they’ve nipped at his heel! But the way it turns out is they’ve hit a dozen, and now hundreds are angry!”

			The conversation ended such that, at dinner time the next day, Vlasova was at the factory with two pots of Maria’s cooking, while Maria herself went to trade at the market.

		

	
		
			XV

			The workers noticed the new trader at once. Some went up to her and said approvingly:

			“Getting down to business are you, Nilovna?”

			And some tried to comfort her, explaining that Pavel would soon be released, while others troubled her sad heart with words of condolence, and still others were bitterly critical of the director and the gendarmes, which found a responsive echo in her breast. There were those who looked at her and gloated, and the timekeeper Isai Gorbov said through his teeth:

			“If I was the Governor, I’d hang your son! Don’t get people all muddled!”

			This vicious threat sent a wave of deathly cold washing over her. She said nothing to Isai in response, but only glanced at his small, freckled face and lowered her eyes to the ground with a sigh.

			The factory was restless: workers gathered in little knots, discussing things under their breath between themselves; preoccupied foremen darted about everywhere; and at times oaths and irritated laughter rang out.

			Two policemen led Samoilov past her; he walked with one hand thrust into his pocket, while the other smoothed his reddish hair.

			He was accompanied by a crowd of workers about a hundred strong, who drove the policemen on with abuse and gibes…

			“Going for a walk, Grisha?” someone shouted to him.

			“It’s an honour for the likes of us!” another supported him. “Walking with a guard…”

			And he swore violently.

			“There’s evidently no profit in catching thieves now!” said a tall, one-eyed worker in a loud, angry voice. “They’ve started dragging honest men away…”

			“They might at least do it at night!” echoed someone from the crowd. “But here they are in the daytime, shameless – the swine!”

			The policemen walked sullenly, quickly, trying not to see anything and pretending not to hear the exclamations that accompanied them. Three workers were carrying a large strip of iron towards them and, pointing it at them, cried:

			“Watch out, fishermen!”

			Walking past Vlasova, Samoilov nodded his head to her and said with a grin:

			“They’re lugging me off!”

			She bowed down low to him in silence, for she was moved by these young, honest, sober people going off to prison with smiles on their faces; rising within her was a mother’s compassionate love for them.

			Returning from the factory, she spent the whole day at Maria’s, helping her with her work and listening to her chatter, and went back late in the evening to her own house, which was empty, cold and comfortless. She spent a long time pacing from corner to corner, beside herself and not knowing what to do. And she was worried that it would soon be night, but Yegor Ivanovich had not yet brought the literature as he had promised.

			There were glimpses outside the window of heavy, grey flakes of autumn snow. Softly sticking to the window panes, they slipped noiselessly down and melted, leaving a wet trail in their wake. She thought about her son…

			There was a cautious knock at the door, the mother ran over to it quickly and released the hook, and in came Sashenka. The mother had not seen her for a long time, and the first thing that struck her now was the girl’s unnatural plumpness.

			“Hello!” she said, rejoicing that someone had come and that for a part of the night she would not be lonely. “I’ve not seen you for a long time. Have you been away?”

			“No, I’ve been in prison!” the girl replied, smiling. “Along with Nikolai Ivanovich – do you remember him?”

			“How could I forget him!” exclaimed the mother. “Yegor Ivanovich told me yesterday that he’d been released, but I didn’t know about you… No one even said you were there…”

			“What is there to say about it? I need to change my clothes before Yegor Ivanovich arrives!” said the girl, looking around.

			“You’re all wet…”

			“I’ve brought the leaflets and booklets…”

			“Come on then, come on!” the mother was suddenly in a hurry.

			The girl quickly undid her coat and shook herself – and, like leaves from a tree, rustling sheaves of paper were scattered over the floor. Laughing, the mother picked them up from the floor and said:

			“And I’m looking at you, and you’re all plump – I thought you’d got married and were expecting a little one. Oh dear, what a lot you’ve brought! Surely not on foot?”

			“Yes!” said Sashenka. She had now become shapely and slim again, like before. The mother saw that her cheeks had sunk, her eyes had become huge and dark shadows had appeared beneath them.

			“They’ve only just released you, and you could do with a rest, but not you!” said the mother, sighing and shaking her head.

			“It’s got to be done!” the girl answered with a shudder. “Tell me, how’s Pavel Mikhailovich? Is he all right?… He isn’t too anxious?”

			Sashenka did not look at the mother as she asked; with her head bowed, she was putting her hair straight, and her fingers were trembling.

			“He’s all right!” the mother replied. “He won’t give himself away, you know.”

			“His health is good, isn’t it?” the girl asked quietly.

			“He’s not been ill, not ever!” the mother replied. “You’re trembling all over. I’ll give you some tea with raspberry jam in it.”

			“That would be good! But why should you be troubling yourself? It’s late. Let me do it myself…”

			“When you’re tired?” the mother responded reproachfully, starting to busy herself by the samovar. Sasha, too, went through into the kitchen, sat down there on a bench and, putting her hands up behind her head, began:

			“Prison does weaken you, though. The damned idleness! There’s nothing more agonizing. You know how much you need to work, yet you’re sitting in a cage like an animal…”

			“Who is it that rewards you for everything?” the mother asked. And with a sigh she answered herself: “No one but the Lord! I dare say you don’t believe in Him either?”

			“No!” the girl replied tersely with a shake of the head.

			“Well, I don’t believe you!” declared the mother, suddenly becoming excited. And quickly wiping her charcoal-stained hands on her apron, she continued with deep conviction: “You just don’t understand your faith! How is it possible to lead such a life without faith in God?”

			Someone began stamping loudly and grumbling in the lobby, the mother gave a start, and the girl leapt up quickly with a hurried whisper:

			“Don’t open up! If it’s them, the gendarmes, you don’t know me!… I got the wrong house, came in here to you by accident, fainted, and you took my things off and found the booklets – understand?”

			“My dear girl, why?” the mother asked, touched.

			“Wait!” said Sashenka, listening intently. “I think it’s Yegor…”

			It was him, wet, and panting wearily.

			“Aha! The good old samovar?” he exclaimed. “That’s the best thing in life, Mamasha! You’re here already, Sashenka?”

			Filling the little kitchen with the noise of his wheezing, he slowly dragged his coat off and, without stopping, said:

			“Here’s an unpleasant girl for the authorities, Mamasha! After mistreatment by the prison governor, she announced to him that she’d be starving herself to death if he didn’t apologize to her, and she didn’t eat for eight days, for which reason she all but turned up her toes. Not bad, eh? And how about my belly?”

			Chattering away and holding up his outrageously sagging stomach with his short arms, he went through into the other room and closed the door behind him, but there too he carried on saying something.

			“Did you really not eat for eight days?” asked the mother in surprise.

			“He had to apologize to me!” the girl replied, moving her shoulders about from the cold. Her serenity and stern insistence found a response in the mother’s soul that was somewhat akin to reproach.

			“Upon my word!…” she thought, and then asked again: “And if you’d died?”

			“What can you do?” the girl responded quietly. “He did apologize after all. People shouldn’t forgive mistreatment.”

			“Ye-es,” the mother responded slowly. “But the likes of us have been mistreated all our lives…”

			“I’ve unloaded!” announced Yegor, opening the door. “Is the good old samovar ready? Permit me to lug it in…”

			He picked the samovar up and set off with it, saying:

			“My daddy personally drank no fewer than twenty glasses of tea a day, and thus lived on this earth painlessly and peaceably for seventy-three years. He weighed eight poods* and was sexton in the village of Voskresenskoye…”

			“You’re Father Ivan’s son?” exclaimed the mother.

			“Precisely! And how is this fact known to you?”

			“Why, I’m from Voskresenskoye!…”

			“A fellow countrywoman? Which family would you be from?”

			“Your neighbours’! I’m a Seryogin.”

			“The daughter of lame Nil? A figure familiar to me, for more than once did he box my ears…”

			They stood opposite one another, showering each other with questions and laughing. Sashenka looked at them with a smile and started brewing the tea. The clatter of the crockery brought the mother back to the present.

			“Oh, excuse me, I got carried away talking! It’s ever so nice to see a fellow countryman…”

			“I’m the one who should be excused for taking charge here! But it’s already gone ten, and I have a long way to go…”

			“To go where? To town?” the mother asked in surprise.

			“Yes.”

			“What do you mean? It’s dark, wet – you’re tired! Spend the night here! Yegor Ivanovich can go to bed in the kitchen, and you and me here…”

			“No, I ought to go!” the girl declared simply.

			“Yes, fellow countrywoman, the young lady’s required to  disappear. She’s known round here. And if she appears on the street tomorrow, that won’t be good!” Yegor declared.

			“But how? Will she go alone?…”

			“She will!” said Yegor with a grin.

			The girl poured herself some tea, took a piece of rye bread, salted it and began to eat, gazing pensively at the mother.

			“How is it you go walking about? You and Natasha? I wouldn’t go – it’s frightening!” said Vlasova.

			“And she’s frightened too!” remarked Yegor. “Are you frightened, Sasha?”

			“Of course!” the girl replied.

			The mother glanced at her and at Yegor and then quietly exclaimed:

			“How… stern you are!”

			After drinking her tea, Sashenka silently shook Yegor’s hand and went into the kitchen, and the mother went out after her to see her off. In the kitchen Sashenka said:

			“When you see Pavel Mikhailovich, give him my greetings! Please!”

			And after taking hold of the door catch, she suddenly turned and asked in a low voice:

			“May I give you a kiss?”

			The mother silently embraced her and gave her an ardent kiss.

			“Thank you!” the girl said quietly, and with a nod of the head she left.

			Going back into the other room, the mother glanced anxiously out of the window. Wet flakes of snow were falling heavily in the darkness.

			“And do you remember the Prozorovs?” Yegor asked.

			He was sitting with his feet set wide apart and blowing loudly on his glass of tea. His face was red, sweaty and contented.

			“I do, I do!” said the mother pensively, sidling up to the table. She sat down and, gazing at Yegor with sad eyes, drawled out slowly: “Dear, oh dear! Sashenka, how’s she going to get there?”

			“She’ll be tired!” Yegor agreed. “Prison’s shaken her badly; the girl used to be stronger… What’s more, she had a gentle upbringing… She seems to have ruined her lungs already…”

			“Who is she?” the mother enquired quietly.

			“The daughter of a landowner. Her father’s a great scoundrel, so she says. Are you aware, Mamasha, that they want to get married?”

			“Who?”

			“She and Pavel… But they can never manage it – he’s at large while she’s in prison, and vice versa!”

			“I didn’t know that!” the mother replied after a pause. “Pasha never says anything about himself…”

			Now she felt even sorrier for the girl and, glancing at her guest with involuntary aversion, she said:

			“You should be seeing her back!…”

			“I can’t!” Yegor replied calmly. “I’ve got a heap of things to do here, and I’m going to have to be on my feet all the time from early morning. An unappealing business, with my breathlessness…”

			“She’s a good girl,” the mother said vaguely, thinking about what Yegor had told her. She was hurt to have heard it not from her son, but from an outsider, and she pursed her lips tight, dropping her brows low.

			“She is!” Yegor nodded. “I can see you feel sorry for her. Which is wrong! You won’t have enough heart left if you start feeling sorry for all of us plotters. None of us has a very easy life, to tell the truth. A comrade of mine came back from exile just recently. As he was travelling through Nizhni, his wife and child were waiting for him in Smolensk, but when he arrived in Smolensk, they were already in a Moscow prison. Now it’s the wife’s turn to go to Siberia. I, too, used to have a wife, an excellent person, but five years of that sort of life drove her to an early grave…”

			He drank down his glass of tea in one gulp and continued his story. He enumerated the years and months of imprisonment and exile, told of various misfortunes, of beatings in prison, of hunger in Siberia. The mother looked at him, listened and wondered at how simply and calmly he spoke about this life, full of suffering, persecution and people being mocked…

			“But let’s talk about the matter in hand!”

			His voice altered, and his face became more serious. He began asking her how she was thinking of carrying the booklets into the factory, and the mother wondered at his excellent knowledge of all sorts of minor details.

			Once they had finished with that, they again started reminiscing about their native village; he made jokes, while she wandered pensively in her past, which seemed to her strangely like the marsh, monotonously dotted with tussocks and overgrown with slender, fearfully trembling aspens, small fir trees and silver birches, gone astray amongst the tussocks. The birches grew slowly, and after standing on the unsteady, rotten ground for half a dozen years, they fell and rotted. She looked at this picture, and felt unbearably regretful about something. Before her stood the figure of a girl with a sharp, stubborn face. Now she was walking amidst wet snowflakes, lonely and tired. And her son was in prison. Perhaps he was still awake, thinking… But thinking not of her, his mother – he had someone who was dearer than her. Difficult thoughts crept up on her in a motley, jumbled storm cloud and gripped her heart in a firm embrace…

			“You’re tired, Mamasha! Let’s go to bed!” said Yegor with a smile.

			She said goodnight to him and sidled cautiously into the kitchen, carrying a caustic, bitter feeling away in her heart.

			In the morning, over tea, Yegor asked her:

			“And if you’re caught and asked where you got all these heretical booklets from, what will you say?”

			“‘None of your business,’ I’ll say!” she replied.

			“They won’t agree with that, not for anything!” Yegor objected. “They’re deeply convinced that their business is precisely what it is! And they’ll keep asking, zealously and for a long time!”

			“And I won’t tell!”

			“And you’ll go to prison!”

			“What of it? Thank God – at least that’s something I’m good for!” she said with a sigh. “Who needs me? No one. And they won’t use torture, so they say…”

			“Hm!” said Yegor, looking at her carefully. “Use torture they won’t. But a good person should look after themselves…”

			“That won’t be a lesson from you!” the mother replied with a grin.

			After a pause, Yegor paced around the room, then went up to her and said:

			“It’s hard, fellow countrywoman! I can sense it’s really hard for you!”

			“It’s hard for everyone!” she replied, waving a hand. “Maybe only for those who can understand – for them it’s a bit easier… But I can understand a little bit, too, about what good people want…”

			“And if you can understand that, Mamasha, then they all need you – all of them!” Yegor said seriously.

			She glanced at him and smiled in silence.

			At noon, in a calm and businesslike way, she covered her chest with booklets, and did it so cleverly and comfortably that Yegor clicked his tongue in appreciation, declaring: “Sehr gut!”* as a good German says when he drinks a bucket of beer. “The literature hasn’t changed you, Mamasha: you’ve remained a kind, older woman, tall and plump. May innumerable gods bless your undertaking!…”

			Half an hour later, bent by the weight of her burden, calm and confident, she stood by the factory gates. Two guards, irritated by the gibes of the workers, were rudely frisking and squabbling with all who were entering the yard. To one side stood a policeman and a thin-legged man with a red face and quick eyes. Shifting her yoke from shoulder to shoulder, the mother watched him from under her brows, sensing that this was a spy.

			A tall, curly lad with his hat tilted onto the back of his head shouted at the guards who were searching him:

			“Search inside our heads, you devils, not in our pockets!”

			One of the guards replied:

			“There’s nothing in your head but lice…”

			“It’s lice you should be trying to catch, not mice!” the worker responded. The spy gave him a quick look and spat.

			“You might let me through!” the mother pleaded. “You can see I’m someone with a burden, and my back’s breaking!”

			“Go on, go on!” the guard cried angrily. “Having an argument as well…”

			The mother reached her spot, set the pots down on the ground and, wiping the sweat from her face, looked around.

			The Gusev brothers, metalworkers, came up to her straight away, and the elder, Vasily, asked loudly, knitting his brows:

			“Got any pies?”

			“I’ll bring some tomorrow!” she replied.

			This was the agreed password. The brothers’ faces brightened. Ivan, unable to restrain himself, exclaimed:

			“Amazing, Holy Mother…”

			Vasily squatted down, peering into a pot, and at that same moment there was suddenly a sheaf of leaflets in his bosom.

			“Ivan,” he said loudly, “we’re not going home, let’s get our dinner from her!” Meanwhile he was quickly stuffing booklets into the tops of his boots. “The new trader needs our support…”

			“She does!” Ivan agreed, chuckling.

			Looking around cautiously, the mother cried:

			“Cabbage soup, hot noodle soup!”

			And discreetly taking out the booklets, sheaf by sheaf, she thrust them into the brothers’ hands. Each time some books disappeared from her hands, the face of the gendarme officer would flare up before her in a yellow blot, like the light of a match in a dark room, and she would say to him in her mind with a sense of gloating:

			“Take that, then, sir…”

			Handing over the next sheaf, she would add contentedly:

			“And that…”

			Workers would come up with cups in their hands; when they were close, Ivan Gusev would start chuckling loudly, and Vlasova would calmly stop the handover, pouring out the cabbage or the noodle soup, while the Gusevs laughed at her:

			“Nilovna’s working smoothly!”

			“You’ll even go catching mice if needs be!” some stoker remarked morosely. “And they’ve snatched her breadwinner away. The swine! Come on, then, three copecks’ worth of noodle soup. Never mind, Mother! You’ll get by!”

			“Thank you for the kind word!” She smiled at him.

			Moving away, he growled in an aside:

			“A kind word doesn’t cost me much…”

			Vlasova cried:

			“Hot food – cabbage soup, noodle soup, broth…”

			And while she thought about how she would tell her son of her first experience, the yellow face of the officer, perplexed and angry, was forever there before her. Its black moustache stirred in dismay, and from beneath the upper lip, which was curled in irritation, shone the white ivory of firmly clenched teeth. Joy sang in her breast like a bird, her brows quivered slyly and, smoothly doing her job, she kept on repeating to herself:

			“And take that too!…”

		

	
		
			XVI

			In the evening, when she was having some tea, from outside the window came the squelching of horses’ hooves in the mud, and a familiar voice rang out. She leapt up and rushed into the kitchen towards the door; someone was walking quickly through the lobby, everything started to spin before her eyes and, leaning against the doorpost, she gave the door a kick.

			“Good evening, nenko,” came the familiar voice, and long, thin arms came to rest on her shoulders.

			The anguish of disappointment flared up in her heart, as did joy at seeing Andrei. They flared up and blended into one big burning sensation; it enveloped her in a hot wave, enveloped and lifted her, and she buried her face in Andrei’s chest. He squeezed her tight with trembling arms, and in silence the mother quietly cried, while he stroked her hair and said, as if singing:

			“Don’t cry, nenko, don’t weary your heart! I tell you honestly: they’ll release him soon! They have nothing against him, and the lads are all as silent as boiled fish…”

			Putting an arm around the mother’s shoulders, he led her into the other room, and pressing up against him, she wiped the tears from her face with the quick gesture of a squirrel and swallowed his words down greedily with the whole of her breast.

			“Pavel sends you his greetings, he’s as well and cheerful as he could possibly be. It’s cramped there! They got hold of more than a hundred people, ours and from town, and they’re three or four to a cell. The prison authorities are all right. They’re good people, and they’re tired – the damned gendarmes have given them so much work to do! So they aren’t very strict in their commands, the authorities, they just carry on saying: ‘Keep things quiet, gentlemen, don’t put us in a spot!’ Well, and everything’s going all right. People talk, pass books on to one another, share food. It’s a good prison! It’s old and dirty, but it’s kind of soft and easy. The criminals are a fine bunch too – they help us a lot. They’ve released me, Bukin and four others. They’ll soon release Pavel too – that’s for sure! Vesovshchikov will be inside longest of all: they’re really angry with him. He curses everyone tirelessly! The gendarmes can’t stand the sight of him. It’s quite possible he’ll be put on trial, or else one day he’ll be given a drubbing. Pavel tries to persuade him: ‘Stop it, Nikolai! They won’t be any better, will they, for your cursing them!’ But he growls: ‘I’m going to scratch them from the face of the earth like scabs!’ Pavel’s holding up well, steady and firm. He’ll be released soon, I tell you…”

			“Soon!” said the mother, reassured and smiling gently. “Soon, I know!”

			“That’s good, then, if you know! Well, pour me some tea; tell me how you’ve been.”

			He looked at her, all smiles, so dear and fine, and in his round eyes shone a spark that was loving and a little sad.

			“I love you very much, Andryusha!” said the mother with a deep sigh, scrutinizing his thin face, overgrown with funny little tufts of dark hair.

			“A little’s enough for me. I know you love me – you can love everyone, you have a big heart!” said the Ukrainian, rocking on his chair.

			“No, I love you especially!” she insisted. “If you had a mother, people would envy her for having such a son!…”

			The Ukrainian shook his head and rubbed it hard with both hands.

			“I have a mother somewhere too…” he said quietly.

			“Do you know what I did today?” she exclaimed, and hurriedly, choking in her satisfaction and with a little embellishment, she recounted how she had carried the literature through into the factory.

			He widened his eyes in surprise at first, then began chuckling and, shifting his feet around, drummed his fingers on his head and cried out joyously:

			“Oho! Well, that’s no joke! That’s something worthwhile! Won’t Pavel be pleased, eh? That’s great, nenko! Both for Pavel and for everyone!”

			He was clicking his fingers in delight, whistling, and his whole body was rocking and shining with joy, eliciting a strong, full echo in her.

			“My dear Andryusha!” she began, as if her heart had opened and a stream of words full of quiet joy had come splashing and spurting out of it. “I’ve been thinking about my life, Lord Jesus Christ! I mean, what have I lived for? Beatings… work… I’ve seen nothing but my husband, known nothing but fear! And I never saw Pasha growing up, and whether I loved him when my husband was alive, I don’t know! All my worries, all my thoughts were about one thing – giving my beast nice, tasty food, pleasing him in good time so that he wouldn’t get sullen or frighten me with blows, so that he’d take pity on me just for once. I don’t remember him ever taking pity. He beat me as if it wasn’t his wife he was beating, but everyone he had a grudge against. I lived like that for twenty years, and what went on before my marriage I don’t remember! I try to, but, like a blind woman, I can’t see a thing! Yegor Ivanovich was here – we come from the same village – and he says this and that, and I remember the houses, I remember the people – but how the people lived, what they said, what happened to who – I’ve forgotten! I remember the fires, two fires. Everything’s evidently been beaten out of me, my soul’s been boarded up tight, it’s gone blind and can’t hear…”

			She gasped for breath and, gulping at the air greedily, like a fish pulled out of water, she leant forward and continued, lowering her voice:

			“My husband died, I clutched at my son – and he set off on all this business. And then I began to feel bad, and sorry for him… If he’s lost to me, how am I to live? I’ve been through so much fear and anxiety, my heart would break apart when I thought about his fate…”

			She fell silent, and then, shaking her head quietly, said in a meaningful voice:

			“It’s not pure, our women’s love!… We love what we need. But now I look at you, and you’re pining for your mother – what do you want her for? And all the others, suffering for the people, they’re going to prison and to Siberia; they’re dying… Young girls walk about at night, alone, through the mud, through the snow, into the rain; they walk seven versts to us out here from town. Who’s driving them on, who’s pushing them? They have love! Now theirs is pure love! They believe! They believe, Andryusha! But I don’t know how to be like that! I love what’s my own, what’s close to me!”

			“You can do it!” said the Ukrainian and, turning his face away from her, he rubbed his head, cheek and eyes hard, as always, with his hands. “Everyone loves what’s close to them, but in a big heart, what’s far away is close to you too. You can do a lot. The maternal instinct is strong in you…”

			“God grant!” she said quietly. “I can sense, you know, that it’s good to live that way! Now, I love you, and maybe I love you more than I do Pasha. He’s private… There he is, wanting to marry Sashenka, but he hasn’t told me, his mother, about it…”

			“That’s not true!” the Ukrainian objected. “I know it. It’s not true. He loves her and she him – that’s true. But marrying – it’s not going to happen, no! She’d like to, but Pavel doesn’t want to…”

			“Is that how it is?” the mother said quietly and pensively, and her eyes came sadly to a halt on the Ukrainian’s face. “Yes. Is that how it is? People denying themselves…”

			“Pavel’s a rare man!” the Ukrainian pronounced quietly. “A man of iron…”

			“And now he’s in prison!” the mother continued thoughtfully. “It’s worrying, it’s frightening, but not excessively so! Life as a whole’s not the same, and the fear’s different – I’m worried for everyone. And my heart’s different – my soul’s opened its eyes and it’s looking: it feels sad and joyous. There’s a lot I don’t understand, and I feel so hurt, so bitter that you don’t believe in the Lord God! Well, there’s nothing to be done about that! But I can see that you’re good people, yes! And you’ve condemned yourselves to a hard life for the people, to a difficult life for the truth. I’ve understood your truth as well: while the rich are still there, the people will get nothing, neither truth, nor joy, nothing! Here am I, living among you, and sometimes in the night I remember what there was before, my strength trampled underfoot, my young heart downtrodden, and I feel sorry for myself, and bitter! But all the same, my life’s become better. More and more I can see myself…”

			The Ukrainian stood up and, trying not to shuffle his feet, began carefully walking around the room – tall, thin and pensive.

			“You put it well!” he exclaimed quietly. “Well. There was a young Jew in Kerch who wrote verse, and one day he wrote this:

			“Those who’re innocently slaughtered
Truth’s power shall resurrect!…

			“He himself was killed by the police there in Kerch, but that’s unimportant! He knew the truth and sowed a lot of it among the people. Well, and you’re a person innocently slaughtered…”

			“I talk now,” the mother continued. “I talk and listen to myself, and I can’t believe myself. All my life I thought about one thing, how to give the day a wide berth, to live it unnoticed, just so that nobody touched me. But now I think about everyone, and maybe I don’t understand your affairs properly, but everyone’s dear to me, I feel sorry for everyone, I want good things for everyone. And for you, Andryusha, especially!…”

			He went up to her and said:

			“Thank you!”

			He took her hand in both of his, squeezed it tight, shook it and quickly turned aside. Exhausted by her agitation, the mother unhurriedly washed the cups in silence, and in her breast there was the quiet glimmer of a bright, heart-warming feeling.

			Pacing about, the Ukrainian said to her:

			“You might be nice to Vesovshchikov one day, nenko! His father’s in prison – a vile little old man he is. Nikolai’ll see him from the window and curse him. That’s not good! He’s kind, Nikolai – he likes dogs, mice and all kinds of creatures, but he doesn’t like people! That’s the extent to which a man can be damaged!”

			“His mother went missing, and his father’s a thief and a drunkard,” the woman said pensively.

			When Andrei went off to bed, the mother, unnoticed, made the sign of the cross over him, and when he was in bed and about half an hour had passed, she asked quietly:

			“Are you asleep, Andryusha?”

			“No – what is it?”

			“Goodnight!”

			“Thank you, nenko, thank you!” he replied gratefully.

		

	
		
			XVII

			The next day, when Nilovna approached the factory gates with her burden, the guards stopped her rudely, ordered her to put the pots down on the ground and examined everything thoroughly.

			“You’ll make my food go cold!” she remarked calmly, while they were rudely feeling her clothes.

			“Shut up!” said one guard sullenly.

			The other, giving her shoulder a little nudge, said confidently:

			“I tell you, they’re throwing it over the fence!”

			The first to come up to her was old Sizov, and after looking around he asked in a low voice:

			“Have you heard, Mother?”

			“What?”

			“The leaflets! They’ve appeared again! They’ve sprinkled them everywhere like salt on bread. There’s arrests and searches for you! They took Mazin, my nephew, to prison, well, and what for? They took your son, and now it’s clear – isn’t it? – it wasn’t them!”

			He gathered his beard into his hand, looked at her and, as he moved away, said:

			“Why don’t you drop in and see me? You must be lonely by yourself…”

			She thanked him and, shouting out the names of her food, kept a beady eye on the unusual animation at the factory. Everyone was excited, gathering, dispersing, running from one workshop to another. In the soot-filled air could be sensed a current of something cheerful and bold. Exclamations of approval and cries of derision rang out now here, now there. The older workers grinned cautiously. The management paced about, preoccupied; policemen ran around and, when they noticed them, the workers would slowly disperse or, staying where they were, stop their conversations, gazing silently into embittered, irritated faces.

			The workers all seemed to be washed and clean. There were glimpses of the tall figure of the elder Gusev; his brother waddled around chuckling.

			The foreman of the joiners’ shop, Vavilov, and the timekeeper, Isai, walked past the mother without haste. The puny little timekeeper, with his head held up high, bent his neck to the left and, gazing at the foreman’s immobile, puffed-up face, said quickly, with his little beard shaking:

			“They’re chuckling, Ivan Ivanovich; they’re enjoying it – even though the matter concerns the destruction of the state, as the good director said. We shouldn’t be weeding here, Ivan Ivanovich, we should be ploughing…”

			Vavilov walked with his hands behind his back, and his fingers were tightly clenched…

			“You can print whatever you want, you son of a bitch,” he said loudly, “but anything about me – don’t you dare!”

			Vasily Gusev came up, declaring:

			“I’ll have my dinner with you again – it tastes good!”

			And lowering his voice and narrowing his eyes, he added quietly:

			“You scored an accurate hit… Oh yes, Mamasha, very good!”

			The mother nodded to him affectionately. She liked the fact that this lad, the settlement’s number-one mischief-maker, was polite to her when talking in secret; she liked the general excitement at the factory, and she thought to herself: “And after all, if it hadn’t been for me…”

			Three unskilled labourers stopped not far away, and one said regretfully in a low voice:

			“Couldn’t find one anywhere…”

			“It’d be good to listen to one! I may be illiterate, but I can see they’ve really taken one in the ribs!…” remarked another.

			The third looked around and suggested:

			“Let’s go to the boiler room…”

			“It’s working!” whispered Gusev with a wink.

			Nilovna arrived home cheerful.

			“There are men there who regret they’re illiterate!” she said to Andrei. “When I was young I knew how to read, but now I’ve forgotten…”

			“Do some studying!” the Ukrainian suggested.

			“At my age? Why make people laugh…”

			But Andrei took a book from the shelf and, pointing with the tip of a knife at a letter on the cover, asked:

			“What’s this?”

			“R!” she replied, laughing.

			“And this?”

			“A…”

			She felt awkward and offended. Andrei’s eyes seemed to be laughing at her with hidden laughter, and she avoided their gaze. But his voice sounded soft and calm, and his face was serious.

			“Surely you aren’t really thinking of teaching me, Andryusha?” she asked with an involuntary grin.

			“Why not?” he responded. “If you used to read, it’s easy to remember how. If it doesn’t work out – no harm done; and if it does – well done!”

			“But it’s like they say: you can look at an icon, but it doesn’t make you a saint!”

			“Ha!” said the Ukrainian, nodding his head. “There are so many proverbs. The less you know, the better you sleep – what’s wrong with that? Your stomach thinks in proverbs; it plaits them into bridles for your soul so that it’s easier to control it. And what letter’s this?”

			“M for men!” said the mother.

			“Right! Look how wide they’ve set their feet apart. Well, and this one?”

			Straining her eyes, ponderously moving her eyebrows, she made every effort to remember the forgotten letters and, surrendering imperceptibly to her efforts, became absorbed. But her eyes soon grew tired. At first tears of weariness appeared, and then frequent tears of sorrow began to fall.

			“I’m learning to read!” she said, sobbing. “Forty years old, and I’ve only just started learning to read…”

			“There’s no need to cry,” said the Ukrainian quietly and gently. “You couldn’t have had a different life, but you understand all the same that you’ve had a bad one! Thousands of people may live better than you, but they live like cattle and, what’s more, they boast: ‘We have a good life!’ But what’s so good about it – today a man’s worked and eaten, and tomorrow he’s worked and eaten, and that’s the way it is in all his years – he works and eats. In between times he gets himself any number of children, and at first they amuse him, but as soon as they begin eating a lot too, he gets angry and curses them: ‘Quick, gluttons, grow up: it’s time to work!’ And he’d like to make domestic livestock of his children, but they start working for their own bellies, and again they drag their lives out like a thief does bast! The only genuine people are the ones who knock the chains off men’s minds. And now, as far as you’re able, that’s what you, too, have set about doing.”

			“What do you mean, me?” she sighed. “What can I do?”

			“Why not? It’s like rain – every drop waters the seed. And when you start reading…”

			He laughed, stood up and began walking around the room.

			“No, you must study!… Pavel will come back, and you – oho!”

			“Oh, Andryusha!” the mother said. “Everything’s simple for the young. But once you’ve lived a while, you’ve got a whole lot of woe, very little strength and no sense at all…”

		

	
		
			XVIII

			In the evening, when the Ukrainian went out, she lit the lamp and sat down at the table to knit a stocking. But she soon got up, paced around the room indecisively, went out into the kitchen, put the latch down on the door and, twitching her eyebrows urgently, returned to the other room. She lowered the blinds at the windows and, taking a book from the shelf, sat down again at the table, looked around, bent over the book, and her lips began to stir. When there was noise coming from the street, she would give a start and cover the book with her palm, listening keenly… And then again, now closing her eyes, now opening them, she would whisper:

			“L I – li, F, E…”

			There was a knock at the door, and the mother leapt up, thrust the book onto the shelf and asked in alarm:

			“Who’s there?”

			“Me…”

			In came Rybin and, stroking his beard sedately, he remarked:

			“You used to let people in without asking. Are you alone? Right. I thought the Ukrainian was at home. I saw him today… Prison does a man no harm.”

			He sat down and said to the mother:

			“Let’s have a talk…”

			His gaze was meaningful, mysterious, and inspired in the mother a vague disquiet.

			“Everything costs money!” he began in his heavy voice. “You’re not born for nothing, and don’t die for nothing – there. And booklets and leaflets cost money. Do you know where the money for the booklets comes from?”

			“No, I don’t,” the mother said quietly, sensing something dangerous.

			“Right. I don’t either. The second thing – who puts the books together?”

			“Scholars…”

			“Gentlefolk!” said Rybin, and his bearded face tensed and reddened. “So it’s gentlefolk that put the books together and them that distribute them. And written in those booklets are things against gentlefolk. Now, you tell me, what’s the benefit to them of spending money to raise the people against them?”

			Blinking, the mother cried out fearfully: “What are you thinking?…”

			“Aha!” said Rybin, and he began turning slowly on his chair. “There. Me too, when I arrived at that thought – I turned cold.”

			“Have you discovered anything?”

			“Deceit!” Rybin replied. “I can sense deceit. I don’t know anything, but there is deceit. There. The gentlefolk are doing something cunning. And I need the truth. And I’ve understood the truth. And I won’t go with gentlefolk. When they need to, they’ll push me over, and they’ll stride on ahead across my bones, as though they were a bridge…”

			It was as if he were binding the mother’s heart with his morose words.

			“Lord!” the mother exclaimed in anguish. “Doesn’t Pasha understand? And everyone that…”

			Before her flashed the serious, honest faces of Yegor, Nikolai Ivanovich, Sashenka, and her heart began beating faster.

			“No, no!” she said, shaking her head in denial. “I can’t believe it. They’re people of conscience.”

			“Who are you talking about?” asked Rybin pensively.

			“All of them… all of them that I’ve seen, every last one!”

			“You’re looking in the wrong place, mother – look further afield!” said Rybin, lowering his head. “Those who’ve come close to us, maybe they know nothing themselves. They believe it’s the way it should be! But maybe there are others behind them who just want some profit? A man won’t go against himself for nothing…”

			And with the heavy conviction of a peasant he added:

			“There’ll never be anything good coming from gentlefolk!”

			“What have you got in mind?” the mother asked, once again gripped by doubt.

			“Me?” Rybin glanced at her, paused and repeated: “You need to steer well clear of gentlefolk. There.”

			Then he paused again, morose.

			“I wanted to join myself to the lads, to be with them. I’m suited to this cause; I know what needs to be said to people. There. Well, but now I’m going away. I can’t believe, so I have to go away.”

			He lowered his head and had a think.

			“I’m going to go around the villages and hamlets by myself. I’m going to rouse the people to revolt. The people themselves need to take it up. If they can understand, they’ll open up paths for themselves. So I’m going to try and get them to understand that they have no hope apart from themselves; they have no reason but their own. That’s the way of it!”

			She began to feel sorry for this man; she felt fear for him. She had always found him unpleasant, but now he had suddenly come closer somehow; quietly she said:

			“They’ll catch you…”

			Rybin looked at her and answered calmly:

			“They’ll catch me, then they’ll release me. And I’ll do it again…”

			“The peasants themselves’ll tie you up. And you’ll do time in prison…”

			“I’ll do time, then I’ll come out. And I’ll go again. And as for the peasants, they’ll tie me up once, twice, and then they’ll understand they don’t need to tie me up, but to listen. I’ll tell them: ‘Don’t believe me – just listen.’ And if they do listen, they’ll believe!”

			He spoke slowly, as though groping for every word before saying it.

			“I’ve swallowed a lot here recently. Understood a thing or two…”

			“You’ll be done for, Mikhailo Ivanovich!” she said, shaking her head sadly.

			He looked at her with dark, deep eyes, questioning and waiting. His strong body had bent forward, his hands were resting on the seat of the chair and his swarthy face seemed pale in the black frame of his beard.

			“And have you heard what Christ said about the grain? If you don’t die, you won’t rise again in a new ear of corn.* I have a long way to go until death. I’m a sly one!”

			He began shifting about on the chair and, without haste, stood up.

			“I’ll go to the inn and sit there for a while in company. The Ukrainian’s not coming for some reason. Has he started to get busy?”

			“Yes!” said the mother with a smile.

			“So he should. You tell him about me…”

			Shoulder to shoulder, they set off slowly into the kitchen and exchanged brief words without looking at one another:

			“Well, goodbye!”

			“Goodbye. When are you giving notice?…”

			“I’ve given it.”

			“And when are you leaving?”

			“Tomorrow. Early in the morning. Goodbye!”

			Rybin stooped and, reluctantly, awkwardly, clambered out into the lobby. The mother stood in front of the door for a minute or so, listening to his heavy footsteps, and doubts awakened in her breast. Then she turned quietly, went through into the other room and, raising the blind a little, looked out of the window. Beyond the glass the black darkness was motionless.

			“I live in the night-time!” she thought.

			She felt sorry for the solid peasant – he was so broad and strong.

			Andrei came back animated and cheerful.

			When she told him about Rybin, he exclaimed:

			“Well, let him go around the villages, gossiping about truth and rousing the people. It’s hard for him with us. His own peasant’s ideas have grown up in his head, and there’s no room there for ours…”

			“What he was saying about gentlefolk – there’s something in that!” the mother remarked cautiously. “I hope they won’t deceive you!”

			“Does that worry you?” cried the Ukrainian, laughing. “Oh, nenko, money! If only we had some! We still continue to live at the expense of others. Nikolai Ivanovich, he gets seventy-five roubles a month and gives fifty to us. Others are the same. And hungry students sometimes send the little they’ve got together, copeck by copeck. And, of course, you find different sorts of gentlefolk. Some’ll deceive you, others’ll drop away, but the best’ll go on with us…”

			He clapped his hands and continued strongly:

			“The eagle won’t be joining our celebration, but we’re going to organize a little one anyway, on the first of May! It’ll be fun!”

			His animation was pushing the anxiety sown by Rybin aside. The Ukrainian walked around the room, rubbing his head with one hand, and, gazing at the floor, said:

			“Do you know, sometimes there’s something astonishing that lives in your heart! It seems as if everywhere, wherever you go, your comrades are all burning with the same fire, they’re all cheerful, good and fine. They understand one another without words… They all live in chorus, yet each heart sings its own song. All the songs, like streams, they run, they pour into a single river, and the river flows wide and free into the sea of bright joys of a new life.”

			The mother tried not to move, so as not to stop him, not to interrupt his speeches. She always listened to him with greater attention than she did to the others – he spoke simplest of all, and his words touched the heart more powerfully. Pavel never talked about what he saw up ahead. Whereas a part of this man’s heart, it seemed to her, was always there, and ringing out in his speeches was a magical tale of a future time of celebration for everyone on earth. For the mother, this tale shed light on the meaning of the life and work of her son and all his comrades.

			“And you come to,” said the Ukrainian, with a shake of his head, “you look around, and it’s cold and dirty! Everyone’s grown tired and angry…”

			With deep sadness he continued:

			“It’s painful, but you mustn’t trust a man, you have to fear him, even hate him! You get split in two! You might just want to love him, but how can you? How can you forgive a man if he’s coming at you like a wild beast, doesn’t recognize you as a living soul and puts the boot into your human face? You can’t forgive! It’s not for yourself you can’t – I can bear any injury for myself – but I don’t want to indulge the bullies; I don’t want them using my back to learn how to beat others.”

			Now his eyes flared up with a cold light, he bowed his head stubbornly and spoke more firmly:

			“I shouldn’t forgive anything harmful, even if it isn’t harmful to me. I’m not alone on earth! Today I allow myself to be hurt, and I may only laugh at the hurt – it doesn’t wound me – and then tomorrow, after trying out his strength on me, the one who hurt me will go and skin someone else. And you have to look at people in different ways, you have to keep your heart stern, sort people out: these are our kind; those are different. It’s fair – but that’s no comfort!”

			For some reason the mother remembered the officer and Sashenka. Sighing, she said: “What sort of bread do you get from unsieved flour, now!…”

			“That’s the trouble!” the Ukrainian exclaimed.

			“Ye-es!” said the mother. In her memory now stood the figure of her husband, sullen, heavy, like a big rock overgrown with moss. She imagined the Ukrainian as Natasha’s husband and her son married to Sashenka.

			“But why?” asked the Ukrainian, becoming heated. “It’s so easy to see, it’s even funny. Only because people are unequal. So let’s make everyone equal! We’ll divide up equally everything that’s done by reason, everything that’s made by hand! We won’t keep each other in the slavery of fear and envy, in the captivity of greed and stupidity!…”

			They began to talk like this often.

			Nakhodka was taken on again at the factory; he gave her all his earnings, and she took the money just as easily as she had taken it from Pavel’s hands.

			Sometimes, with a smile in his eyes, Andrei would suggest to the mother:

			“Shall we do some reading, nenko, eh?”

			With a joke, but stubbornly, she would refuse; she was troubled by that smile and, a little hurt, would think:

			“If you’re laughing, then what’s the point?”

			And ever more frequently she would ask him the meaning of some bookish word or other that was alien to her. She would look away when asking, and her voice would sound indifferent. He guessed she was studying little by little on her own, understood her bashfulness and stopped suggesting she read with him. Soon she declared to him:

			“My eyes are getting weak, Andryusha. I could do with glasses.”

			“All right!” he responded. “I’ll go into town with you on Sunday, show you to the doctor, and then you’ll have your glasses…”

		

	
		
			XIX

			She had already been three times to ask to visit Pavel, and on each occasion the gendarme general, a grey-haired little old man with crimson cheeks and a big nose, had gently refused her.

			“In a week’s time, Ma, no sooner! In a week’s time we’ll see, but for now it’s not possible…”

			He was rotund, well fed and reminded her of a ripe plum that had been lying around a bit too long and was already covered in fluffy mould. He was forever picking his small white teeth with a sharp little yellow stick, his small greenish eyes smiled gently, and his voice sounded cordial and friendly.

			“He is polite!” she told the Ukrainian thoughtfully. “He’s always smiling.”

			“Yes, yes!” said the Ukrainian. “They’re fine and gentle; they smile. They’ll be told: ‘Right, now he’s an intelligent and honest man, he’s a danger to us, hang him!’ They’ll smile and hang him, and then they’ll smile again.”

			“The one who came here with the search, he was more straightforward,” the mother made a comparison. “It’s clear at once that he’s a dog…”

			“None of them are human beings: they’re just hammers to stun people. Tools. The likes of us get rounded off by them, so we’re more amenable. They themselves have already been made amenable for the hand that controls us – they can work as much as they’re made to without thinking, without asking why it’s necessary.”

			Finally she was allowed a visit, and one Sunday she was sitting modestly in a corner of the prison office. In the cramped and dirty room with a low ceiling there were several other people waiting for visits besides her. They appeared to be there not for the first time and they knew one another; slowly and lazily, a quiet conversation, as sticky as a cobweb, was woven between them.

			“Have you heard?” said a plump woman with a flabby face and a travelling bag on her knees. “At the early Liturgy today, the cathedral choirmaster half tore off a choirboy’s ear…”

			An older man in the uniform jacket of a retired soldier cleared his throat loudly and remarked:

			“Choirboys are terrors!”

			Running fussily around the office was a little bald man on short legs with long arms and a jutting jaw. Without coming to a halt, he said in an anxious and cracking voice:

			“Life’s becoming more expensive, and people, as a result, are angrier. Second-quality beef is fourteen copecks a pound, bread’s two and a half again now…”

			Prisoners would come in at times, grey and all alike, wearing heavy leather shoes. Coming into the semi-darkness of the room, they blinked their eyes. There were fetters ringing on the legs of one of them.

			Everything was strangely calm and unpleasantly simple. It seemed as if everyone had long ago grown accustomed to their position, got used to it: some calmly serve their sentence, others lazily stand guard, yet others, scrupulous and weary, visit the prisoners. The mother’s heart trembled with a tremor of impatience, and she looked in bewilderment at everything around her, amazed by this oppressive simplicity.

			Next to Vlasova sat a little old woman who had a wrinkled face, but young eyes. Turning her slender neck, she listened attentively to the conversation and looked at everyone with a strange cheeriness.

			“Who do you have here?” Vlasova asked her quietly.

			“A son. A student,” the old woman answered quickly and loudly. “And you?”

			“A son as well. A worker.”

			“What’s his name?”

			“Vlasov.”

			“Never heard of him. Has he been inside long?”

			“Over six weeks.”

			“Mine’s been in over nine months!” the old woman said, and Vlasova sensed something strange in her voice, something resembling pride.

			“Yes, yes!” the little old bald man said quickly. “Patience is disappearing… Everyone’s getting irritable, everyone’s shouting, everything’s increasing in price. And people, in conformity thereto, are becoming cheaper. There is no sound of conciliatory voices.”

			“Absolutely right!” said the military man. “It’s a disgrace! We need a firm voice to finally ring out: ‘Silence!’ That’s what we need. A firm voice…”

			The conversation became general and animated. Each was in a hurry to give their own opinion on life, but everyone spoke in a low voice, and the mother sensed something alien to her in all of them. At home people spoke differently, more comprehensibly, plainer and louder.

			A fat warder with a square ginger beard called out her name, looked her over from head to toe and set off with a slight limp, saying to her:

			“Follow me…”

			She strode along and felt like pushing the warder in the back to make him go faster. Standing in a small room, smiling and reaching out his hand was Pavel. The mother seized it and laughed, blinked her eyes frequently and, finding no words, said quietly:

			“Hello… hello…”

			“Calm down, Mama!” said Pavel, squeezing her hand.

			“It’s nothing.”

			“Mother!” said the warder with a sigh. “By the way, step apart – so that there’s some distance between you…”

			And he yawned loudly. Pavel asked her about her health, about the house… She was expecting some other questions, sought them in her son’s eyes and did not find them. He was, as always, calm, but his face had turned pale, and his eyes seemed to have grown bigger.

			“Sasha sends greetings!” she said.

			Pavel’s eyelids quivered, his face became softer and he smiled. Sharp bitterness stung his mother’s heart.

			“Are they going to let you out soon?” she began, with a sense of grievance and irritation. “What did they put you in for? I mean, those papers have appeared again…”

			Pavel’s eyes shone with joy.

			“Again?” he asked quickly.

			“It’s forbidden to talk about such things!” the warder announced lazily. “You can only talk about family matters…”

			“And isn’t this a family matter, then?” the mother objected.

			“Well, I don’t know. Only – it’s forbidden,” the warder insisted indifferently.

			“Talk about family matters, Mama,” said Pavel. “What are you doing?”

			Feeling a sort of youthful impudence inside her, she replied:

			“I’m taking all these things to the factory…”

			She stopped and then, smiling, continued:

			“Cabbage soup, porridge, various things Maria’s cooked and other sorts of nourishment too…”

			Pavel understood. His face began shaking with repressed laughter, he fluffed up his hair and affectionately, in a voice she had not heard from him before, said:

			“It’s good that you have work to do – you’re not bored!”

			“And when these leaflets appeared, they started searching me too!” she announced, not without boastfulness.

			“About that again!” said the warder, getting upset. “I’m telling you: you mustn’t! The man was deprived of his freedom so that he wouldn’t know anything, and you just do as you like! You need to understand what you mustn’t do.”

			“Well, leave it, Mama!” said Pavel. “Matvei Ivanovich is a good man – don’t make him angry. He and I get on well together. He’s here with us today by chance – it’s usually the Assistant Governor in attendance.”

			“The visit’s over!” the warder announced, looking at his watch.

			“Well, thank you, Mama!” said Pavel. “Thank you, my dear! Don’t you worry. They’ll let me go soon…”

			He gave her a tight hug and a kiss, and, happy and moved by this, she burst into tears.

			“Step apart!” said the warder, and as he saw the mother out, he murmured: “Don’t cry – he’ll be released! They’re releasing everyone… It’s got crowded…”

			At home she told the Ukrainian, smiling broadly and with animatedly twitching eyebrows:

			“I was cunning the way I told him – he understood!”

			And she heaved a sad sigh.

			“He understood. Or else he wouldn’t have given me a hug – he’s never done that before!”

			“You’re a one!” the Ukrainian laughed. “People look for different things, but a mother always looks for affection…”

			“No, Andryusha, those people, I’m telling you!” she suddenly exclaimed in surprise. “I mean, how used to things they are! Their children have been torn away from them and put in prison, but they’re all right, they go and sit and wait and talk – eh? And if educated people get used to things that way, what can you expect from the common people?…”

			“It makes sense,” said the Ukrainian with that grin of his, “after all, the law’s kinder to them than to us, and they have greater need of it than we do. So when it hits them on the head, they may frown, but not a lot. Being hit with your own stick doesn’t hurt as much…”

		

	
		
			XX

			One evening, when the mother was sitting by the table knitting socks and the Ukrainian was reading out loud from a book about an uprising of Roman slaves, someone knocked hard at the door, and when the Ukrainian opened it, in came Vesovshchikov with a bundle under his arm, wearing a hat pushed onto the back of his head and bespattered up to his knees with mud.

			“I’m walking along and I see you’ve got a light on here. I’ve dropped in to say hello. Straight from prison!” he announced in a strange voice and, seizing Vlasova’s hand, he shook it hard, saying:

			“Pavel sends his greetings…”

			Then, after sinking indecisively onto a chair, he cast his gloomy, suspicious gaze around the room.

			The mother did not like him: there was something in his angular, cropped head and his little eyes that always frightened her, but now she rejoiced and, affectionate and smiling, she said with animation:

			“You look pinched! Andryusha, let’s give him some tea…”

			“I’m already putting the samovar on!” the Ukrainian responded from the kitchen.

			“Well, how’s Pavel, then? Have they released anyone else, or only you?”

			Nikolai lowered his head and answered:

			“Pavel’s doing his time patiently! They released just me!” He raised his eyes to the mother’s face and said slowly, through his teeth, “I said to them: ‘That’ll do, let me go free!… Otherwise I’ll kill someone and myself too.’ And they released me.”

			“Mm, yes!” said the mother, moving away from him, and she involuntarily blinked when her gaze met his narrow, sharp eyes.

			“And how’s Fedya Mazin?” shouted the Ukrainian from the kitchen. “Is he writing poetry?”

			“Yes, he is. I don’t understand that!” said Nikolai, shaking his head. “What is he – a siskin? They put him in a cage and he sings! One thing I do understand – I don’t feel like going home…”

			“Well, what is there for you there, at your house?” said the mother pensively. “It’s empty, the stove isn’t on, everything’s gone cold…”

			He was silent, and his eyes narrowed. He took a packet of cigarettes from his pocket, lit up unhurriedly and, gazing at the grey cloud of smoke that was melting away in front of his face, he grinned the grin of a doleful dog.

			“Yes, it’s bound to be cold. Frozen cockroaches lying around on the floor. And the mice frozen too. Let me stay the night with you, Pelageya Nilovna – can I do that?” he asked in a muffled voice without looking at her.

			“Why, of course, sir!” the mother said quickly. She felt awkward, uncomfortable with him.

			“The way times are now, children are ashamed of their parents…”

			“What?” asked the mother with a start.

			He glanced at her, closed his eyes, and his pockmarked face became blind.

			“Children have started being ashamed of their parents, I say!” he repeated, and heaved a noisy sigh. “Pavel will never be ashamed of you. But me, I’m ashamed of my father. And I won’t be going to that house of his any more. I have no father… and no home! I’ve been put under police supervision, otherwise I’d go away to Siberia… There I’d liberate exiles, organize escapes for them…”

			The mother understood with her sensitive heart that things were hard for this man, but his pain aroused no compassion in her.

			“Yes, if that’s how it is… then the best thing is to go!” she said, so as not to offend him with silence.

			Out of the kitchen came Andrei and, laughing, said:

			“What are you preaching about, eh?”

			The mother stood up, saying: “I need to get something ready to eat…”

			Vesovshchikov looked intently at the Ukrainian and suddenly declared:

			“I assume there are people who need to be killed!”

			“Oho! And why?” asked the Ukrainian.

			“To get rid of them…”

			Tall and thin, the Ukrainian stood in the middle of the room, rocking on his heels with his hands thrust into his pockets, and looked down on Nikolai, while Nikolai sat firmly on his chair, surrounded by clouds of smoke, with red blotches standing out on his grey face.

			“I’m going to tear Isai Gorbov’s block off – you’ll see!”

			“Why?” asked the Ukrainian.

			“Don’t be a spy, don’t be an informer. It’s because of him my father’s ruined, because of him he’s aiming to be a police spy now,” said Vesovshchikov, gazing at Andrei with sullen hostility.

			“So that’s how it is!” the Ukrainian exclaimed. “But who’s going to blame you for that? Foolish folk!…”

			“The foolish and the wise are both cut from the same cloth!” said Nikolai firmly. “Now you’re wise, and Pavel too, but am I the same sort of man for you as Fedka Mazin, or Samoilov, or as the two of you are for each other? Don’t lie – I won’t believe you all the same… and all of you set me apart in a separate place…”

			“Your soul’s in pain, Nikolai!” the Ukrainian said quietly and affectionately, sitting down next to him.

			“It is. And so’s yours… Only your sore spots seem nobler to you than mine do. We’re all swine to one another, that’s what I say. And what can you say to me? Well?”

			His sharp eyes stared into Andrei’s face, and he waited with his teeth bared. His mottled face was motionless, but a tremor ran across his thick lips, as though he had burnt them with something hot.

			“I’m not going to say anything to you!” the Ukrainian began, warmly caressing Vesovshchikov’s hostile gaze with the sad smile of his blue eyes. “I know to argue with someone at such a time, when all the scratches in his heart are bleeding, is only to offend him; I know it, brother!”

			“It’s impossible to argue with me, I don’t know how to do it!” Nikolai mumbled, lowering his eyes.

			“I think each of us has walked barefoot over broken glass,” the Ukrainian continued, “each of us in a dark hour has breathed just the way you are…”

			“You can’t say anything to me!” said Vesovshchikov slowly. “My soul’s howling!…”

			“And I don’t want to! But I know this will pass. Maybe not completely, but it will pass!”

			He smiled and, giving Nikolai a pat on the shoulder, continued:

			“It’s a children’s illness, brother, like measles. We all get it – the strong a little less, the weak a little more. It overcomes the likes of us when a man’s found himself, but doesn’t yet see life or his place in it. It seems to you as if you’re the only cucumber on earth that’s as good as this, and everyone wants to eat you. Then a little time passes, and you see that the bit that’s good in your soul is no worse in other breasts either, and you feel better. And it’s a little embarrassing – why were you climbing up that bell tower when your bell’s so small it can’t even be heard during the holy-day peal? Later on you see how your ringing can be heard in the chorus, while the old bells drown it in their booming on its own, like a fly in oil. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			“Maybe I do!” said Nikolai with a nod of his head. “Only I don’t believe it!”

			The Ukrainian laughed, leapt to his feet and began running around noisily.

			“I didn’t believe it either. Oh, you wagon!”

			“Why wagon?” Nikolai grinned gloomily, gazing at the Ukrainian.

			“It’s what you look like!”

			Vesovshchikov suddenly opened his mouth wide and let out a loud laugh.

			“What is it?” asked the Ukrainian in surprise, stopping opposite him.

			“I just thought anyone who offended you would be a fool!” Nikolai declared, moving his head about.

			“And how are you going to offend me?” the Ukrainian pronounced, shrugging his shoulders.

			“I don’t know!” said Vesovshchikov, baring his teeth, either in geniality or condescension. “I’m simply saying that a man must really feel very ashamed after he’s offended you.”

			“So that’s the direction you’re going!” said the Ukrainian, laughing.

			“Andryusha!” the mother called from the kitchen.

			Andrei went away.

			Left alone, Vesovshchikov glanced around, stretched out a leg in a heavy boot, looked at it, bent down and felt his fat calf with his hand. He raised the hand to his face, examined the palm carefully and then turned it over. The hand was fat, with short fingers and covered in yellow fur. He waved it in the air and stood up.

			When Andrei brought in the samovar, Vesovshchikov was standing in front of the mirror and greeted him with these words:

			“It’s been a long time since I last saw my mug…” He gave a smirk and, shaking his head, added: “It’s ugly, my mug!”

			“And what’s that to you?” asked Andrei, throwing him a curious glance.

			“Well, Sashenka says your face is the mirror of your soul!” Nikolai pronounced slowly.

			“And it’s not true!” the Ukrainian exclaimed. “She’s got a hooked nose, and her cheekbones are like scissors, but her soul’s like a star.”

			Vesovshchikov glanced at him and grinned.

			They sat down to have tea.

			Vesovshchikov took a large potato, liberally salted a piece of bread and calmly, slowly, like an ox, began chewing.

			“And how are things here?” he asked with his mouth full.

			And when Andrei told him cheerfully about the increase in propaganda at the factory, he remarked in a muffled voice, gloomy once more:

			“It’s taking a long time, all this, a long time! It’s got to be quicker…”

			The mother looked at him, and quietly in her breast there stirred a feeling of hostility towards this man.

			“Life isn’t a horse: you can’t beat it with a whip!” said Andrei.

			Vesovshchikov tossed his head stubbornly.

			“It’s a long time! I haven’t got the patience! What am I to do?”

			He spread his hands helplessly, gazing into the Ukrainian’s face, and fell silent, awaiting a reply.

			“We all need to study and to teach others – that’s our job!” said Andrei, lowering his head.

			Vesovshchikov asked:

			“And when are we going to fight?”

			“We’re going to be beaten more than once before then – that I know!” the Ukrainian replied with a grin. “And I don’t know when we’ll have to wage war! I think we need to arm our heads first, you see, and our hands later…”

			Nikolai began eating again. Unnoticed, from under her brows, the mother examined his broad face, trying to find in it something that would reconcile her with Vesovshchikov’s heavy, square figure.

			And meeting the piercing gaze of his little eyes, she twitched her eyebrows timidly. Andrei was behaving restlessly – he would suddenly begin talking, would laugh and, all of a sudden cutting short his speech, whistle.

			It seemed to the mother that she understood his anxiety. But Nikolai sat silent, and whenever the Ukrainian asked him about anything, he replied briefly, with clear reluctance.

			The little room was becoming stuffy and cramped for its two inhabitants and, first one, then the other, they threw quick glances at the guest.

			Finally he got up and said:

			“I fancy going to bed. I was inside a long time, then suddenly they let me go and off I went. I’m tired.”

			When he had gone into the kitchen and, after a little bustling about, suddenly seemed almost to have died there, the mother listened carefully to the quietness and then whispered to Andrei:

			“He’s thinking of terrible things…”

			“He’s a difficult lad!” the Ukrainian agreed, shaking his head. “But it’ll pass! I used to be like that. When your heart doesn’t burn bright, a lot of soot builds up inside it. Well, you go to bed, nenko, and I’ll sit a bit longer and read.”

			She went off into the corner where the bed stood, hidden behind a calico bed curtain, and for a long time, sitting by the table, Andrei could hear the warm murmur of her prayers and sighs. Flipping quickly through the pages of a book, he wiped his forehead excitedly, twisted his moustache with his long fingers and shuffled his feet. The pendulum of the clock tapped, and outside the window the wind sighed.

			The mother’s quiet voice rang out:

			“Oh Lord! There are so many people in the world, and everyone in his own way is groaning. And where are the ones that are joyful?”

			“There are such people already, there are!” the Ukrainian responded. “And soon there’ll be many of them, oh so many!”

		

	
		
			XXI

			Life flowed quickly, the days were varied and had many faces. Each one brought with it something new, and that no longer alarmed the mother. In the evenings, ever more frequently did unfamiliar people appear who, preoccupied, conversed in low tones with Andrei and went away into the darkness late at night, cautiously, noiselessly, raising their collars and pulling their hats down low over their eyes. In each one could be sensed suppressed excitement; it seemed as if everyone wanted to laugh and sing, but they had no time, they were always in a hurry. Some sarcastic and serious, others cheerful and sparkling with the power of youth, still others pensively quiet, in the eyes of the mother they all had something equally insistent and certain, and although each had a face of their own, all their faces merged into one for her: a thin, calmly decisive, clear face with the deep gaze of dark eyes, loving and stern, like the gaze of Christ on the road to Emmaus.

			The mother counted them as, in her mind, she gathered them in a crowd around Pavel – in that crowd he became inconspicuous to the eyes of enemies.

			A lively, curly-haired girl came from town one day, bringing some sort of package for Andrei, and when leaving, with her cheerful eyes flashing, she said to Vlasova:

			“Goodbye, comrade!”

			“Farewell!” the mother replied, suppressing a smile.

			And after seeing the girl off, she went up to the window and, laughing, watched her comrade going down the street with her little feet pattering rapidly, fresh as a spring flower and light as a butterfly.

			“Comrade!” said the mother when her guest had disappeared. “Oh my dear girl! God grant you an honest comrade for the whole of your life!”

			She often noticed something childlike in all the people from town and would smile condescendingly, but she was touched and joyfully surprised by their faith, the depth of which she sensed ever more clearly, and she was caressed and warmed by their dreams of the triumph of justice – listening to them, in mysterious sadness she would heave involuntary sighs. But she was especially touched by their simplicity and the beautiful, generous way they neglected themselves.

			She already understood much of what they said about life, sensed that they had discovered the true source of all men’s unhappiness and had grown accustomed to agreeing with their ideas. But in the depths of her soul she did not believe that they could reshape life in the way they wanted, or that they would have the power to attract all working people to their light. Everyone wanted to be well fed today, no one wished to postpone their dinner, not even until tomorrow, if they could eat it now. Few would go down this long and difficult road, few eyes would see the fabulous realm of the brotherhood of man at its end. That was why these good people, despite their beards and, at times, tired faces, all seemed to her like children.

			“Oh my dears!” she thought, shaking her head.

			But even now they were all leading good, serious, wise lives, talking about goodness and, wanting to teach people what they knew, doing it without sparing themselves. She understood that such a life could be loved in spite of its danger, and, sighing, she would look back to where her past stretched out in a dark, narrow ribbon. Imperceptibly, she developed a serene consciousness that she herself was necessary for this new life – never before had she felt needed by anyone, but now she saw clearly that she was needed by many, and this was novel and pleasant, and lifted her head a little…

			She regularly took leaflets to the factory, looked upon this as her duty and became a customary figure for the police spies, growing familiar to them. She was searched several times, but always the day after the leaflets had appeared at the factory. She knew how to arouse the suspicion of the spies and guards when she had nothing with her; they would seize and frisk her; she would pretend to be offended, argue with them and, having made them feel ashamed, leave, proud of her cunning. She enjoyed this game.

			Vesovshchikov was not taken on at the factory and started working for a timber merchant, carrying logs, boards and firewood around the settlement. The mother saw him almost every day: a pair of black horses would be walking along, digging their trembling, straining legs hard into the ground, both of them old and bony with their heads shaking sadly and wearily and their dim eyes blinking in exhaustion. Juddering behind them stretched a long, wet log or a heap of planks with its ends banging noisily, and alongside, with the reins lowered, paced Nikolai, ragged and dirty, in heavy boots and with a hat on the back of his head, awkward, like a tree stump that has been wrenched out of the ground. He too shakes his head, looking down at his feet. His horses run blindly into oncoming carts and people, angry oaths swirl around him like bumblebees and the air is cut by furious cries. Without lifting his head or answering them, he lets out a sharp, deafening whistle and mutters to the horses in a muffled voice:

			“Get on, then!”

			Each time comrades gathered with Andrei for the reading of a new issue of a foreign newspaper or a pamphlet, Nikolai would come as well, he would sit down in a corner for an hour or two and listen in silence. When the reading was over, the youngsters would spend a long time arguing, but Vesovshchikov took no part in the arguments. He would stay longest of all and, one to one with Andrei, would ask him the gloomy question:

			“And who’s most to blame?”

			“The one to blame, you see, is the one who first said – this is mine! That man died several thousand years ago, and it’s not worth being angry with him!” said the Ukrainian in jest, but his eyes looked anxious.

			“What about the rich? And those who stand up for them?”

			The Ukrainian took his head in his hands, tugged at his moustache and talked for a long time in simple words about life and people. But the upshot of what he said was always that everyone in general seemed to be to blame, and that did not satisfy Nikolai. Tightly pursing his thick lips, he shook his head in denial and, declaring distrustfully that it was not so, left discontented and sombre.

			One day he said:

			“No, there must be people to blame – they’re here! I tell you, we have to plough up the whole of life like a field of weeds – without mercy!”

			“That’s what Isai the timekeeper once said about you!” the mother recalled.

			“Isai?” Vesovshchikov queried after a pause.

			“Yes. He’s a malicious one! Snoops on everyone, interrogates people; he’s started walking up and down our street and peering in at our windows…”

			“Peering in?” Nikolai repeated.

			The mother was already lying in bed and could not see his face, but she realized she had said too much, because the Ukrainian began hastily saying in a conciliatory way:

			“Well, let him walk and peer! He can take a stroll when he has the free time…”

			“No, wait!” said Nikolai in a muffled voice. “There he is, the one to blame!”

			“For what?” the Ukrainian asked quickly. “For being stupid?”

			Vesovshchikov left without replying.

			The Ukrainian paced slowly and wearily around the room, shuffling quietly on his thin, spidery legs. He had taken off his boots, always doing this so as not to make a clatter and disturb Vlasova. But she was not asleep and, when Nikolai had gone, she said anxiously:

			“I’m afraid of him!”

			“Ye-es!” the Ukrainian drawled slowly. “He’s an angry boy. Don’t talk to him about Isai, nenko – that Isai really is a spy.”

			“That’s no wonder. He has a gendarme for a gossip!” the mother remarked.

			“Nikolai may well give him a drubbing!” the Ukrainian continued apprehensively. ‘You see what feelings the gentlemen who command our lives have cultivated among the lower ranks? When people such as Nikolai come to feel their grievances and lose their patience, what’ll happen then? They’ll spatter the sky with blood, and the earth’ll be lathered in it, like soap…”

			“It’s terrifying, Andryusha!” the mother exclaimed quietly.

			“If they hadn’t swallowed any flies, they wouldn’t be sick!” said Andrei after a pause. “And after all, nenko, each drop of their blood is washed clean in advance by lakes of the people’s tears…”

			He suddenly laughed quietly and added:

			“It’s fair, but that’s no comfort!”

		

	
		
			XXII

			One day, a holiday, the mother came back from the shop, opened the door and stood on the threshold, suddenly completely drenched in joy, as though in warm summer rain – ringing out in the room was the strong voice of Pavel.

			“Here she is!” cried the Ukrainian.

			The mother saw how quickly Pavel turned, and saw that his face had flushed with feeling, which promised something big for her.

			“So you’ve come back… and you’re home!” she began murmuring, bewildered by the surprise and sitting down.

			Pale, he bent towards her – little tears sparkled brightly in the corners of his eyes, and his lips were quivering. For a second he was silent, and his mother looked at him in silence too.

			Whistling quietly, the Ukrainian walked past them with his head lowered and went out into the yard.

			“Thank you, Mama!” Pavel began in a deep, low voice, squeezing her hand with quivering fingers. “Thank you, dear!”

			Joyfully shaken by her son’s expression and the sound of his voice, she stroked his head and, keeping the beating of her heart in check, said quietly:

			“Christ be with you! What for?”

			“For helping our great cause, thank you!” he said. “When a man can call his mother a kindred spirit too – that’s rare good fortune!”

			Silently, greedily swallowing his words with her open heart, she feasted her eyes on her son – he stood before her so bright and dear.

			“I could see it, Mama – there were a lot of things that wounded your soul, and it’s difficult for you. I thought you’d never be reconciled with us or accept our ideas as your own, that you’d only put up with us in silence as you have all your life. That was hard!…”

			“Andryusha helped me understand a huge amount!” she interjected.

			“He’s told me about you!” said Pavel, laughing.

			“Yegor too. We’re from the same parts. Andryusha even wanted to teach me to read and write…”

			“And you got embarrassed and started studying on the quiet by yourself?”

			“So he’s been peeping!” she exclaimed in confusion. And disturbed by the abundance of joy filling her breast, she suggested to Pavel: “We should call him! He went away on purpose so as not to be a hindrance. He has no mother…”

			“Andrei!” Pavel cried, opening the door into the lobby. “Where are you?”

			“Here. I want to chop some firewood.”

			“Come here!”

			He did not come at once and, on entering the kitchen, began saying providently:

			“We must tell Nikolai to bring us some firewood – we haven’t got much. You see, nenko, how he is, Pavel? Instead of punishing mutineers, the authorities just fatten them up…”

			The mother laughed. Her heart was as yet standing sweetly still, she was intoxicated with joy, but something niggardly and cautious was already prompting in her a desire to see her son calm, the way he always was. Her soul was too happy, and she wanted the first great joy of her life to take immediate and lasting shape in her heart, as vivid and powerful as when it had come. And apprehensive that her happiness might be diminished, she hastened to conceal it quickly, as a bird-catcher does a rare bird, after by chance having caught one.

			“Let’s have dinner!” she suggested fussily. “You haven’t eaten yet, have you, Pasha?”

			“No. I learnt from the warder yesterday that they’d decided to release me, and today I’ve had nothing to eat or drink…”

			“The first person I met here was old Sizov,” Pavel recounted. “He saw me, crossed the road, says hello. I say to him: ‘You be more careful with me now: I’m a dangerous man, I’m under police supervision.’ ‘That’s all right,’ he says. And do you know how he asked about his nephew? ‘So,’ he says, ‘has Fyodor conducted himself well?’ ‘What does conducting yourself well mean in prison?’ ‘Well,’ he says, ‘he hasn’t gone blabbing anything out of place against his comrades?’ And when I said Fedya was an honest, bright fellow, he stroked his beard and declared in such a proud way: ‘Us Sizovs don’t have any bad lots in our family!’”

			“That old man’s got a brain!” said the Ukrainian, nodding his head. “He and I often talk – he’s a good man. They’ll release Fedya soon.”

			“They’ll release everyone, I think! They’ve got nothing apart from Isai’s evidence, and what could he have said?”

			The mother walked back and forth and looked at her son. Andrei was listening to his stories standing by the window with his hands behind his back. Pavel was pacing the room. He had grown a beard, and little rings of fine, dark hair curled densely on his cheeks, softening his swarthy complexion.

			“Sit down!” the mother suggested, bringing a hot dish to the table.

			Over dinner Andrei told the story of Rybin. And when he had finished, Pavel exclaimed with regret:

			“If I’d been at home, I wouldn’t have let him go! What did he take away with him? A great sense of indignation and a muddle in his head.”

			“Well,” said the Ukrainian, grinning, “when a man’s forty, and he’s long been struggling with the demons in his soul, it’s hard to refashion him…”

			There started up one of those arguments in which people would begin talking in words incomprehensible to the mother. They finished their dinner, and still they showered one another bitterly with a crackling hail of obscure words. At times, though, they did speak simply.

			“We have to go our own way, without taking a single sideways step!” Pavel declared firmly.

			“And stumble on the way into several tens of millions of people who’ll greet us as enemies…”

			The mother lent an ear to the argument and understood that Pavel disliked the peasants, while the Ukrainian stood up for them, arguing that the peasants needed to be taught goodness too. She understood Andrei better, and he seemed to her to be right, but every time he said something to Pavel, she would wait for her son’s reply, on her guard and with bated breath, to see at once whether the Ukrainian had offended him. But they shouted at one another without taking offence.

			Sometimes the mother would ask her son:

			“Is it so, Pasha?”

			Smiling, he would reply:

			“It is!”

			“You, sir,” the Ukrainian once said with gentle sarcasm, “have eaten your fill, but not chewed your food properly, and there’s a bit stuck in your throat. Have a gargle!”

			“Don’t be silly!” Pavel advised him.

			“But I’m as solemn a man at a requiem!…”

			Laughing quietly, the mother shook her head…

		

	
		
			XXIII

			Spring was approaching, and the snow was melting, laying bare the dirt and soot hidden in its depths. With every day the dirt was more persistent in calling attention to itself, and the entire settlement seemed dressed in rags, unwashed. In the daytime the roofs would be dripping and the grey walls of the buildings wearily and sweatily smoking, but by night-time there were icicles showing dimly white everywhere. More and more often the sun would appear in the sky. And streams were resolutely starting to babble, running down into the marsh.

			Preparations were being made to celebrate May Day.

			Leaflets explaining the significance of this holiday flew around at the factory and through the settlement, and, on reading them, even youngsters unaffected by propaganda said:

			“We ought to do this!”

			Grinning morosely, Vesovshchikov exclaimed:

			“It’s time! That’s enough of playing hide-and-seek!”

			Fedya Mazin was joyful. Grown very thin, with the nervous tremor of his movements and speech he had started to resemble a skylark in a cage. He was always accompanied by Yakov Somov, who was taciturn and too serious for his age, and now worked in town. Samoilov – who had become even more ginger in prison – Vasily Gusev, Bukin, Dragunov and some others tried to argue the need to go armed, but Pavel, the Ukrainian, Somov and others disagreed with them.

			Yegor would appear, always tired, sweaty, out of breath and joking:

			“Work towards the alteration of the existing order is great work, comrades, but to make it go more successfully, I need to buy myself new boots!” he said, indicating his torn, wet shoes. “My galoshes are ripped incurably, too, and every day I get my feet soaking wet. I don’t want to move into the bowels of the earth before we’ve publicly and overtly renounced the old world and, for that reason, while declining Comrade Samoilov’s proposal for an armed demonstration, I propose arming me with some strong boots, for I am profoundly convinced that that is more beneficial for the triumph of socialism than a punch-up, even a really big one!…”

			In similarly mannered language he told the workers stories about how, in various different countries, the people had tried to make their life easier. The mother enjoyed listening to his speeches and drew a strange impression from them: the most cunning enemies of the people, who deceived them most cruelly and most often, were pot-bellied, red-faced little men, unscrupulous and greedy, cunning and cruel. When having a hard time under the power of their tsars, they would set the common people on the royal power, and when the people rose and tore that power from the hands of the king, the little men would use deceit to gather it into their own hands, driving the people into their kennels, and if the people argued with them, they would beat them up in their hundreds and thousands.

			One day, plucking up her courage, she told him about this picture of life that was conjured up by his speeches and, laughing in embarrassment, asked:

			“Is it so, Yegor Ivanych?”

			He chuckled, rolling his little eyes, gasping for breath and rubbing his chest with his hands.

			“It is indeed, Mamasha! You’ve taken the bull of history by the horns. On that yellow background there are certain ornamental designs – that’s to say, bits of embroidery – but they don’t change things! It is precisely the fat little men that are the chief sinners and the most poisonous insects biting the people. The French felicitously call them bourgeois. Remember that, Mamasha – bour-jaws. They enjoy using their jaws on us and sucking us dry…”

			“They’re rich, then?” the mother asked.

			“Precisely! That’s their misfortune. You see, if, a little at a time, you add copper to the food of a child, it stunts the growth of his bones and he ends up a dwarf, but if you poison a man with gold, his soul becomes small, dead and grey, just like a rubber ball that costs five copecks…”

			One day, talking about Yegor, Pavel said:

			“Do you know, Andrei, the people who do the most joking are the very ones whose hearts are aching…”

			The Ukrainian paused and then, narrowing his eyes, answered:

			“If what you say were true, the whole of Russia would be dying of laughter…”

			Natasha appeared, and she too had been in prison in another town somewhere, but it had not changed her. The mother noticed that the Ukrainian became merrier in front of her, that he was full of jokes and getting at everyone with his gentle sarcasm, exciting her merry laughter. But when she had gone, he would start sadly whistling his endless songs and spend a long time pacing the room, shuffling his feet dejectedly.

			Sasha would often drop in quickly, always frowning, always in a hurry, and for some reason ever more awkward and sharp.

			Once, when Pavel went out into the lobby to see her off without closing the door behind him, the mother heard a quick conversation:

			“Are you going to carry the banner?” the girl asked quietly.

			“I am.”

			“Is that decided?”

			“Yes. It’s my right.”

			“Prison again?!”

			Pavel was silent.

			“You couldn’t…” she began, and then stopped.

			“What?” asked Pavel.

			“Let somebody else…”

			“No!” he said loudly.

			“Just think: you’re so influential, you’re well liked!… You and Nakhodka are the leaders here, just think how much you can do if you’re at large! And you’ll be sent into exile for this, you know, far away and for a long time!”

			It seemed to the mother there were familiar feelings to be heard in the girl’s voice – anxiety and fear. And Sasha’s words began to fall upon her heart like big drops of icy water.

			“No, I’ve decided!” said Pavel. ‘I won’t give this up, not for anything.”

			“Not even if I ask you to?…”

			Pavel suddenly began speaking quickly and somehow with particular severity:

			“You shouldn’t talk like that – really! You shouldn’t!”

			“I’m a human being!” she said quietly.

			“And a good one!” said Pavel, quietly too, but in a special sort of way, as if he were out of breath. “One who’s dear to me. And that’s why… that’s why you mustn’t talk like that…”

			“Farewell!” said the girl.

			The mother realized from the clatter of her heels that she had set off quickly, almost at a run. Pavel went off into the yard after her.

			Onerous, crushing fright enveloped the mother’s breast. She did not understand what had been talked about, but sensed that woe awaited her up ahead.

			“What does he mean to do?”

			Pavel returned along with Andrei; shaking his head, the Ukrainian was saying:

			“Oh, Isaika, Isaika – what’s to be done with him?”

			“He needs to be advised to give up his games!” said Pavel gloomily.

			“Pasha, what do you mean to do?” the mother asked, her head dropping.

			“When? Now?”

			“On the first… on May Day?”

			“Aha!” Pavel exclaimed, lowering his voice. “I’m going to carry our banner. I’m going to march with it ahead of everyone else. I’ll probably be put in prison again for it.”

			The mother’s eyes grew hot, and an unpleasant dryness came into her mouth. He took her hand and stroked it.

			“It’s got to be done – you must understand!”

			“I’m not saying a word!” she said, slowly raising her head. And when her eyes met with the stubborn brightness of his, she bent her neck once more.

			He let her hand go, sighed and said reproachfully:

			“You shouldn’t be grieving, but rejoicing. When will there be mothers who’ll even send their children to their death with joy?…”

			“Hup, hup!” growled the Ukrainian. “Hitching up his kaftan, off the master ran…”

			“Am I saying a word?” the mother repeated. “I’m not stopping you. And if I feel sorry for you, well, that’s a maternal thing!…”

			He stepped away from her, and she heard harsh, sharp words:

			“There’s love that prevents a man living…”

			Wincing, afraid he might say something else that would alienate her heart, she quickly began:

			“Don’t, Pasha! I understand: you can’t do otherwise; it’s for your comrades…”

			“No!” he said. “I’m doing it for myself.”

			Andrei appeared in the doorway; he was taller than the door, and now, standing in it as if in a frame, he had his knees strangely bent, one shoulder leaning against the jamb, and the other one thrust forward, along with his neck and head.

			“You might stop nattering, sir!” he said, morosely fixing his bulging eyes on Pavel’s face. He looked like a lizard in a crack in a rock.

			The mother felt like crying. Not wanting her son to see her tears, she suddenly murmured: “Oh Heavens, I’d forgotten…”

			And she went out into the lobby. There, jamming her head into a corner, she gave free rein to the tears of her hurt and cried in silence, soundlessly, growing weak from the tears as though the blood were flowing out of her heart with them.

			And through the door that she had not closed tightly there came creeping out to her the muffled sounds of an argument.

			“What are you doing, admiring yourself as you torment her?” asked the Ukrainian.

			“You have no right to talk like that!” cried Pavel.

			“A fine comrade I’d be to you if I were silent while seeing you acting the goat so stupidly! Why did you say that? Do you get it?”

			“You should always say both yes and no firmly!”

			“To her, you mean?”

			“To everyone! I don’t want either the love or the friendship that clings to your legs and holds you back…”

			“What a hero! Wipe your nose! Wipe it and go and tell all that to Sashenka. She’s the one you should have said it to…”

			“I did!…”

			“Really? You’re lying! You spoke to her gently, you spoke to her tenderly; I didn’t hear, but I know it! And in front of your mother you’ve laid out your heroism… Understand this, you goat – your heroism isn’t worth a damned thing!”

			Vlasova began wiping the tears quickly from her cheeks. Frightened that the Ukrainian would offend Pavel, she hurriedly opened the door and, going into the kitchen, trembling and full of woe and fear, began loudly:

			“Ooh, it’s cold! But it’s spring…”

			Aimlessly moving things from one place to another in the kitchen and trying to drown out the lowered voices in the other room, she continued more loudly:

			“Everything’s changed: people have become hotter and the weather colder. At this time it used to be warm with a clear sky, sunshine…”

			They had fallen silent in the other room. She stopped in the middle of the kitchen, waiting.

			“Do you hear?” came the Ukrainian’s quiet question. “You’ve got to understand, damn it! There are greater riches there than there are in you…”

			“Will you have some tea?” she asked in a quavering voice. And without waiting for an answer, to conceal the quaver she exclaimed:

			“What can the matter be? I’m quite frozen!”

			Pavel slowly came through to her. He was looking from under his brows and had a smile trembling guiltily on his lips.

			“Forgive me, Mother!” he said in a low voice. “I’m still a little boy, a fool…”

			“Don’t touch me!” she cried miserably, pressing his head against her breast. “Don’t say anything! The Lord be with you – your life is your business! But don’t wound my heart! How can a mother fail to feel pity? She can’t… I pity everyone! You’re all dear to me, all deserving! And who’s going to pity you apart from me? On you go, behind you others, you’ve given up everything and gone… Pasha!”

			Inside her breast beat a big, ardent idea, whose inspired sense of melancholy joy, filled with suffering, lent wings to her heart, but the mother could find no words, and in the torment of her muteness, flapping a hand helplessly, she looked into the face of her son with eyes that burnt with a pain bright and sharp…

			“All right, Mama! Forgive me – I can see!” he murmured, lowering his head, and, after taking a fleeting glance at her, he added with a smile as he turned away, troubled but gladdened:

			“I won’t forget this – honestly!”

			She pushed him away and, glancing into the other room, said to Andrei in a gently plaintive voice:

			“Andryusha! Don’t shout at him! You’re older, of course…”

			Standing with his back to her and not moving, the Ukrainian growled in a strange and funny way:

			“Grrr! I will yell at him! And I’ll hit him too!”

			She went towards him slowly, reaching out a hand, and said:

			“My dear man…”

			The Ukrainian turned, dipped his head like a bull and, clenching his fists behind his back, walked past her into the kitchen. From there his voice rang out, gloomily mocking:

			“Go away, Pavel, or else I’ll bite your head off! I’m joking, nenko, don’t believe it! I’ll put the samovar on. Yes! Our charcoal… is damp, damn it!”

			He fell silent. When the mother went through into the kitchen, he was sitting on the floor, blowing to get the samovar going. Without looking at her, the Ukrainian began again:

			“Don’t be afraid – I won’t touch him! I’m as soft as a stewed turnip! And I’m… Hey, you, hero, don’t listen – I’m fond of him! But I’m not fond of his waistcoat! He’s put on a new waistcoat, you see, and he really likes it, so he goes around with his stomach stuck out, pushing everyone: ‘Just look at my waistcoat!’ It’s a good one, it’s true, but why all the pushing? There’s not a lot of room as it is.”

			Pavel asked with a grin:

			“Are you going to be grumbling long? You’ve given me one scolding, that ought to be enough!”

			Sitting on the floor, the Ukrainian stretched his legs out on either side of the samovar and looked at it. The mother stood by the door with her eyes fixed sadly and affectionately on the round back of Andrei’s head and on his long, bent neck. He leant his trunk back and rested his hands on the floor, glanced at mother and son with slightly reddened eyes and said in a low voice, blinking:

			“You’re good persons – yes!”

			Pavel bent down and seized his arm.

			“Don’t pull!” said the Ukrainian in a muffled voice. “You’ll have me over like that…”

			“Why are you being bashful?” said the mother sadly. “You should kiss one another and give each other a big hug…”

			“Do you want to?” asked Pavel.

			“All right,” replied the Ukrainian, rising.

			They froze for a second in a tight embrace – two bodies and one soul burning hotly with a sense of friendship.

			Tears, easy ones now, flowed down the mother’s face. Wiping them away, she said in embarrassment:

			“A woman enjoys crying: she cries in grief, she cries in joy!…”

			With a gentle movement the Ukrainian pushed Pavel away and, wiping his eyes with his fingers too, said:

			“Enough! The calves have had their fun – now it’s time to roast them! This damned charcoal! I’ve been blowing and blowing on it, and now I’ve got muck in my eyes…”

			Lowering his head, Pavel sat down by the window and said quietly:

			“There’s no shame in such tears…”

			The mother went over and sat down beside him. Her heart was warmly and softly clad in a sprightly feeling. She felt sad, but nice and calm.

			“I’ll get the tea things together – you have a sit down, nenko!” said the Ukrainian, going off into the other room. “Have a rest! Your heart’s taken a battering…”

			And his melodious voice rang out in the other room:

			“We’ve just had a splendid taste of life, real human life!…”

			“Yes!” said Pavel, glancing at his mother.

			“Everything’s become different!” she responded. “Woe’s different, joy’s different…”

			“That’s as it should be!” said the Ukrainian. “Because there’s a new heart growing, my dear nenko, there’s a new heart growing in life. There’s man walking along, illuminating life with the light of reason and crying out, calling: ‘Hey, you! People of all countries, unite in a single family!’ And at his call the healthy bits of all hearts are joining together into a single enormous one, strong and resonant as a silver bell…”

			The mother squeezed her lips firmly together so that they did not tremble, and she shut her eyes tight so that they did not cry.

			Pavel raised a hand and wanted to say something, but his mother took him by the other hand and, pulling it down, whispered:

			“Don’t interrupt him…”

			“Do you know?” said the Ukrainian, standing in the doorway. “There’s much woe ahead for people, there’s much blood yet to be squeezed out of them, but all of that, all the woe and my blood, is a small price to pay for what’s already in my breast, in my brain… I’m already as rich as a star is in rays, I’ll bear anything, endure anything, because there’s joy inside me that no one, nothing will ever kill! In that joy there’s strength!”

			They drank tea and sat at the table until midnight, having a heart-to-heart conversation about life, about people, about the future.

			And whenever an idea was clear to her, the mother would sigh and take something from her past, always something difficult and harsh, and reinforce the idea with this stone from her heart.

			In the warm flow of the conversation her fear melted, and now she felt as she had on the day when her father had said to her severely:

			“It’s no good pulling a face! A fool’s turned up who’ll take you in marriage – go! All girls get married, all women have children, and the children bring their parents woe! What, are you not a person too?”

			After those words she had seen before her an inevitable path, stretching acquiescently around an empty, dark place. And the inevitability of taking that path had filled her breast with blind peace. And so it was now. But sensing the advent of a new woe, she said to someone within herself:

			“Here, take this!”

			And this eased the faint pain in her heart, which quivered and sang in her breast like a taut string.

			And in the depths of her soul, agitated by the sorrow of expectation, there was a glimmer, not strong, yet undying, of hope that not all would be taken and torn away from her. Something would remain…

		

	
		
			XXIV

			Early in the morning, barely had Pavel and Andrei left when Korsunova knocked in alarm at the window and cried out hurriedly:

			“Isai’s been murdered! Let’s go and have a look…”

			The mother gave a start, and the name of the murderer flashed through her mind like a spark.

			“Who was it?” she asked tersely, throwing a shawl over her shoulders.

			“He’s not there sitting over Isai, he bumped him off and left,” Maria replied.

			Outside she said: “They’ll start digging around again now, looking for the culprit. It’s a good thing your two were at home last night – I’m a witness to that. I was walking past after midnight and looked in at your window, and you were all sitting at the table…”

			“What do you mean, Maria? How could anyone possibly think it was them?” the mother exclaimed in fright.

			“Who did murder him, then? It was sure to be your lot!” said Korsunova with conviction. “Everyone knows he was shadowing them…”

			The mother stopped, gasping for breath, and put a hand to her breast.

			“What’s the matter? Don’t you be afraid! A villain gets his just deserts! Let’s go quick, or else they’ll have taken him away!…”

			The mother continued to be rocked by the troubling thought of Vesovshchikov.

			“So this is what he’s come to!” she thought dully.

			Not far from the walls of the factory, on the site of a house that had recently burnt down, stood a crowd of people, trampling on coals, kicking up ash and buzzing like a swarm of bumblebees. There were a lot of women and even more children, shopkeepers, waiters from the inn, policemen and Petlin the gendarme, a tall old man with a fluffy silver beard and medals on his chest.

			Isai was half-lying on the ground with his back leaning against some charred logs and his bare head dangling onto his right shoulder. His right hand was thrust into the pocket of his trousers, and the fingers of his left one had grabbed hold of some loose soil.

			The mother glanced into Isai’s face: one of his eyes was looking dimly at the hat that lay between his wearily spread legs, his mouth was half open in astonishment and his little ginger beard stuck out to one side. The thin body with a sharp head and bony, freckled face had become even smaller, squashed by death. The mother crossed herself with a sigh. Alive he had been repellent to her; now he aroused quiet pity.

			“There’s no blood!” someone remarked in a low voice. “Someone must have punched him…”

			A malevolent voice pronounced loudly:

			“The informer’s had his mouth shut…”

			The gendarme roused himself and, pushing some women aside, asked threateningly:

			“Who’s that discussing things, eh?”

			People scattered as he shoved them. Some quickly ran away. Someone burst into malicious laughter.

			The mother went home.

			“No one feels any pity!” she thought.

			And before her, like a shadow, stood the broad figure of Nikolai; the look of his narrow eyes was cold and cruel, and his right hand was swinging, as though he had hurt it…

			When her son and Andrei came back for dinner, she asked them first of all:

			“Well? Has anybody been arrested – for Isai?”

			“Nothing’s been heard!” the Ukrainian responded.

			She could see they were both dispirited.

			“Are people saying anything about Nikolai?” the mother enquired quietly.

			Her son’s stern eyes settled on her face, and he said distinctly:

			“They aren’t. And they’re scarcely thinking about him either. He’s not here. He left for the river at midday yesterday and hasn’t returned yet. I asked about him…”

			“Well, thank God!” said the mother with a sigh of relief. “Thank God!”

			The Ukrainian glanced at her and lowered his head.

			“He’s lying there,” the mother told them pensively, “and it’s as if he’s surprised – that’s how his face is. And no one feels any pity for him, no one had a good word to say for him. He’s so small, so insignificant. Like a fragment of something, he’s broken off, fallen down, and there he lies…”

			During dinner Pavel suddenly threw down his spoon and exclaimed:

			“I don’t understand it!”

			“What?” asked the Ukrainian.

			“Killing an animal just because you need to eat – even that’s unpleasant. Killing a wild beast, a predator… that’s understandable! I myself could kill a man who’d become a wild beast to other people. But killing someone so pathetic – how could the arm swing?…”

			The Ukrainian shrugged his shoulders. Then he said:

			“He was no less harmful than a wild beast. And if a mosquito drinks a little of our blood,” he added, “we kill it!”

			“Well, yes! That’s not what I’m talking about… I’m saying it’s repellent!”

			“What can you do?” Andrei responded, shrugging his shoulders again.

			“Could you kill a man like that?” Pavel asked pensively after a long silence.

			The Ukrainian looked at him with his round eyes, cast a fleeting glance at the mother and replied with sadness, yet firmly:

			“For comrades, for the cause, I can do anything! I’ll kill as well. Even my own son…”

			“Oh, Andryusha!” the mother exclaimed quietly.

			He smiled at her and said:

			“It can’t be otherwise! That’s the way life is!…”

			“Ye-es!…” drawled Pavel slowly. “That’s the way life is…”

			Excited all of a sudden, obeying some impulse from within, Andrei stood up, waving his arms, and began:

			“What can you do? You’ve got to hate a man so that the time when you can just admire people comes more quickly. You have to destroy anyone who hinders the march of life, who sells people for money to spend on a peaceful life for himself or esteem. If a Judas is standing in the path of honest men, waiting to betray them, I’ll be a Judas myself if I don’t destroy him! I don’t have the right? What about them, our masters – do they have the right to have soldiers and executioners, brothels and prisons, penal servitude and all those foul things that protect their peaceful life, their comfort? I’ve got to take their stick in my hands at times – what’s to be done? I’ll take it, I won’t refuse. They kill us in our dozens and hundreds – and that gives me the right to raise my hand and bring it down upon one of the enemy’s heads, upon an enemy who’s come closer to me than the others and is more harmful than the others to my life’s work. That’s the way life is. And I’m going against it, I don’t want it. I know nothing is created with their blood – it’s not fruitful!… The truth grows well when the hard rain of our blood besprinkles the earth, but their rotten blood disappears without trace – I know it! But I will take the sin upon myself, I’ll kill, if I see it’s necessary! I’m speaking only for myself, though. My sin will die with me; it won’t be left as a stain on the future; it’ll disgrace no one but me, no one!”

			He walked around the room, waving a hand about in front of his face as if he were chopping something in the air, severing it from himself. The mother looked at him with sadness and alarm, sensing that something had cracked inside him, that he was in pain. Her dark, dangerous thoughts about the murder left her. “If it wasn’t Vesovshchikov that killed him, then none of Pavel’s comrades could have done it,” she thought. Pavel listened to the Ukrainian with his head bowed, and the latter said insistently and powerfully:

			“You have to go on down the road ahead and against yourself. You need to know how to give everything, your whole heart. Giving your life, dying for the cause – that’s easy! Give more, including what’s dearer to you than your life, give, and then the thing that’s dearest to you will grow strongly too – your truth!…”

			He stopped in the middle of the room, pale and with eyes half-shut, and, making a solemn promise, pronounced with his hand raised:

			“I know there will be a time when people will come to admire one another, when everyone will be like a star before another! Free people will walk the earth, great in their freedom; all will set off with open hearts; everyone’s heart will be innocent of envy; and all will be without malice. It won’t be mere life then, but the service of man; his image will rise high; all heights are achievable for the free! People then will live for beauty in truth and freedom, and the best will be considered those who embrace the world more fully with their hearts, who love it more deeply; the best will be the freest – in them there is the most beauty! Great will be the people of that life…”

			He fell silent, drew himself up and said in a booming voice, using the whole of his chest:

			“So – for the sake of that life I’ll do anything…”

			His face was convulsed, and tears flowed one after another from his eyes, big and heavy.

			Pavel raised his head and, pale, looked at him with wide-open eyes; the mother half-rose from her chair, sensing that dark anxiety was growing and advancing upon her.

			“What’s the matter with you, Andrei?” Pavel asked quietly.

			The Ukrainian tossed his head, stretched out like a string and, gazing at the mother, said:

			“I saw… I know…”

			She stood up, went over to him quickly, took hold of his hands; he tried to pull the right one away, but she held on to it tenaciously and whispered in an ardent whisper:

			“Quiet, my sweet! My dear one…”

			“Wait!” muttered the Ukrainian in a muffled voice. “I’ll tell you how it happened…”

			“Don’t!” she whispered, gazing at him tearfully. “Don’t, Andryusha…”

			Pavel came up slowly, gazing at his comrade moist-eyed. He was pale and, with a smile, said in a low voice, slowly:

			“My mother’s afraid it was you…”

			“No, I’m not! I don’t believe that! Even if I’d seen it, I wouldn’t believe it!”

			“Wait!” said the Ukrainian without looking at them, shaking his head and still trying to free his hand. “It wasn’t me, but I could have prevented it…”

			“Leave it alone, Andrei!” said Pavel.

			Squeezing Andrei’s hand in one of his own, Pavel put his other one on the Ukrainian’s shoulder, as if trying to stop his tall body trembling. The Ukrainian bent his head towards him and said quietly, between pauses:

			“I didn’t want it – you know that, Pavel, don’t you? This is how it happened: when you went on ahead and I stopped at the corner with Dragunov, Isai came round the corner and stood some distance away. He’s looking at us, grinning… Dragunov said: ‘You see? It’s him that’s been following me all night. I’m going to give him a beating.’ And off he went, as I thought, home… And Isai came over to me…”

			The Ukrainian sighed.

			“Nobody’s offended me in such a vile way as him, the dog.”

			Silently, the mother drew Andrei by the hand towards the table, and she finally managed to sit him down on a chair. And she herself sat next to him, shoulder to shoulder. Pavel stood in front of him, plucking gloomily at his beard.

			“He told me he knew us all, that the gendarmes were keeping an eye on all of us and would fish us all out ahead of May Day. I didn’t answer, I laughed, but my heart was beginning to seethe. He started saying I was an intelligent lad and I shouldn’t be going down such a path, that I’d do better…”

			He stopped, wiped his face with his left hand, and his eyes had a dry sparkle.

			“I understand!” said Pavel.

			“‘Better,’ he says, ‘to enter the service of the law, eh?’”

			The Ukrainian waved an arm and shook a clenched fist.

			“Of the law, damn his soul!” he said through his teeth. “Better if he’d struck me on the cheek… it would have been easier for me and, perhaps, for him too. But when he spat his stinking spittle into my heart, I ran out of patience.”

			Andrei tried spasmodically to pull his hand out of Pavel’s, and said, in a more muffled voice and with repulsion:

			“I struck him on the cheek and started walking. Behind me I hear Dragunov saying, quietly like: ‘Got you, eh?’ He must have been standing round the corner…”

			After a pause the Ukrainian said:

			“I didn’t turn around, although I sensed… I heard a blow… I’m walking along calmly, as though I’d just kicked a toad. I arrived at work, and they’re shouting: ‘Isai’s been murdered!’ I couldn’t believe it. But my arm started aching – it’s awkward to control – it doesn’t hurt, but it’s as though it had got shorter…”

			He gave his arm a sidelong glance and said:

			“I’ll probably never in my whole life wash the vile stain of this away now…”

			“As long as your heart’s innocent, my sweet!” said the mother quietly.

			“No, I don’t blame myself!” the Ukrainian said firmly. “But I find all this repulsive! I could do without it.”

			“I don’t really understand you!” said Pavel, shrugging his shoulders. “You weren’t the one who killed him, but even if—”

			“Brother, knowing someone’s killing, and not preventing it…”

			Pavel said firmly:

			“I don’t understand that at all…”

			And after some thought he added:

			“That’s to say, I can understand it, but feel it – no.”

			The siren began singing. The Ukrainian cocked his head to one side, listened to the commanding roar and then, rousing himself, said:

			“I’m not going to work…”

			“Nor me,” responded Pavel.

			“I’m going to the bathhouse!” said the Ukrainian with a grin and, when he had quickly collected his things in silence, he left, gloomy.

			After seeing him off with a compassionate gaze, the mother said to her son:

			“As you wish, Pasha! I know it’s a sin to kill a man, but I don’t think anyone’s to blame. I feel sorry for Isai, he’s such a little nail of a man, and I looked at him and remembered how he threatened to hang you – and there was no malice towards him, no joy that he was dead. I simply felt sorry. But now I don’t even feel sorry…”

			She fell silent, had a think and, smiling in surprise, remarked:

			“Lord Jesus, do you hear what I’m saying, Pasha?…”

			Pavel could not have heard. Slowly pacing around the room with his head lowered, he said thoughtfully and glumly:

			“There it is, life! You see how people are set against one another? You don’t want to, but, go on, hit someone! And which one? One just as short of rights. He’s even more unfortunate than you, because he’s stupid. The police, the gendarmes, spies – they’re all our enemies, but they’re all people just the same as we are, the blood’s sucked out of them in just the same way, and in just the same way they’re not considered people. Everything’s the same! But they’ve set people against one another, blinded them with stupidity and fear, bound everyone hand and foot; they’ve squeezed them and they’re sucking them dry, crushing and beating some of them with others. They’ve turned people into guns, into sticks, into stones, and they say ‘This is the state!…’”

			He went closer to his mother.

			“It’s a crime, Mother! The vilest murder of millions of people, the murder of souls… Do you understand? They’re murdering your soul. You see the difference between us and them – he struck a man, and he feels repulsion, shame, pain. The main thing is repulsion! But they murder in thousands, calmly, without pity, without heartache, they murder with pleasure! And they crush everyone and everything to death merely to preserve the silver, the gold, the worthless bits of paper, all the pitiful rubbish that gives them power over people. Just think: it’s not themselves that these people are protecting when they defend themselves by murdering the people, when they pervert men’s souls, it’s not for their own sake they do it – it’s for the sake of their property. They’re not looking after what’s on the inside of themselves, but on the outside…”

			He took her hands, leant forward and, giving them a shake, said:

			“If you could sense all that loathsomeness and shameful rottenness, you’d understand our truth, you’d see how great and bright it is!…”

			The mother rose, agitated, filled with the desire to fuse her own heart in a single fire with the heart of her son.

			“Wait, Pasha, wait!” she murmured, gasping for breath. “I can sense it – wait!…”

		

	
		
			XXV

			Someone began bustling about noisily in the lobby. They both gave a start and exchanged glances.

			The door opened slowly, and through it with a heavy tread came Rybin.

			“There!” he said, raising his head and smiling. “Our Foma comes drawn from afar to wine and to bread, so let grace be said!…”

			He was wearing a sheepskin coat covered in tar and bast shoes, there were black mittens sticking out from under his belt, and on his head was a shaggy hat.

			“Are you well? They let you out, Pavel? Right. How’re you getting on, Nilovna?” He was smiling broadly, showing his white teeth, his voice sounded softer than before and his face was even more densely overgrown with beard.

			The mother was delighted, went up to him and squeezed his big black hand and, inhaling the healthy, strong smell of tar, said:

			“Oh my… well, I am glad!…”

			Pavel smiled as he scrutinized Rybin.

			“What a fine-looking peasant!”

			Taking his things off slowly, Rybin said:

			“Yes, I’ve turned into a peasant again; you’re gradually becoming a gentleman, while I’m reverting… there!”

			Straightening his rough cotton shirt, he went through into the other room, cast an attentive gaze over it and announced:

			“You’ve got no extra belongings, that’s clear, but there are more books – right! Well, tell me, how are things?”

			He sat down with his feet set wide apart, rested the palms of his hands on his knees and, running his dark eyes over Pavel enquiringly, waited with a genial smile for a reply.

			“Things are going briskly!” said Pavel.

			“We plough and we scatter, boasting’s not our matter, but when we get the harvest in, we’ll brew us some ale and sleep without fail – right?” Rybin jested.

			“How are you getting on, Mikhailo Ivanych?” asked Pavel, sitting down opposite him.

			“All right. I’m getting on fine. I’m staying in Yegildeyevo for a bit, have you heard of it, Yegildeyevo? It’s a good village. Two fairs a year, over two thousand inhabitants – an angry lot! They’ve no land of their own, they rent it from the crown, and it’s really poor. I’ve hired myself out as a labourer to a bloodsucker – they’re like flies on a dead body there. We make tar, burn charcoal. I get a quarter of what I did for my work here, but break my back twice as much – there! There are seven of us with him, the bloodsucker. They’re all right – all youngsters, all from round there except for me, and all literate. One lad, Yefim, he’s so enthusiastic it’s awful!”

			“And what, do you talk with them?” asked an animated Pavel.

			“I’m not silent. I’ve got all the leaflets from here with me – thirty-four of them. But I work with the Bible more, there’s things to be had there, and it’s a solid book, official, printed by the Synod, so you can believe it!”

			He winked at Pavel and continued with a grin:

			“Only it’s not enough. I’ve come to you for books. There are two of us here – I’ve got this Yefim with me. We’ve been delivering tar, and so, well, we’ve made a detour and dropped in on you! Let me have some books before Yefim arrives – he doesn’t need to know too much…”

			The mother looked at Rybin, and it seemed to her that something else had gone from him along with his worker’s jacket. He looked less reliable, and his eyes had a slyer look, not as open as before.

			“Mama,” said Pavel, “go and bring some books. The people there know the ones to give you. Tell them it’s for the countryside.”

			“Very well!” said the mother. “When the samovar’s ready, I’ll go.”

			“And have you got mixed up in this business too, Nilovna?” asked Rybin with a grin. “Right. We’ve got lots of book lovers there. The teacher gives them the taste – they say he’s a good lad, even if he does come from the clergy. There’s a woman who teaches too, about seven versts away. Well, they won’t work with a forbidden book, they’re official folk, they’re afraid. But I’ve a need for a forbidden book, a provocative one, and it’ll be as if it’s theirs… If the district superintendent or the priest sees the book’s a forbidden one, they’ll think it’s the teachers that are sowing it! And I’ll keep my distance till the time’s right.”

			And pleased with his wisdom, he bared his teeth cheerfully.

			“How about you, then!” the mother thought. “You look like a bear, but act like a fox…”

			“What do you think,” asked Pavel, “if the teachers are suspected of distributing forbidden books, will they be put in jail for it?”

			“They will – what of it?” asked Rybin.

			“It was you giving out the books, not them! It’s you that ought to go to jail…”

			“You’re crazy!” laughed Rybin, slapping a hand on his knee. “Who’ll think of me? A simple peasant doing such a thing, since when does that happen? A book’s a gentleman’s business, it’s for them to answer for it…”

			The mother sensed that Pavel did not understand Rybin and saw he had narrowed his eyes, which meant he was getting angry. Gently and cautiously she said:

			“Mikhail Ivanovich wants to be doing something, but others to take the punishment for him…”

			“That’s it!” said Rybin, stroking his beard. “Till the time’s right.”

			“Mama!” cried Pavel drily. “If one of us, Andrei, for example, does something pretending it was me, and I’m put in prison, what will you say to that?”

			The mother winced, glanced at her son in bewilderment and said with a negative shake of the head:

			“How could you act against a comrade like that?”

			“Aha-a!” drawled Rybin. “I’ve got you, Pavel!”

			With a mocking wink he turned to the mother:

			“This here’s a subtle matter, Mother.”

			And once again, edifyingly, to Pavel:

			“Your thinking’s green, Brother! In secret work there’s no honour. Consider this: the first thing is, to begin with they’ll imprison the lad in whose home they find the book, not the teachers – that’s one. The second thing is, although the teachers give out a permitted book, the gist of it is the same as in the forbidden one: it’s just the words that are different, and there’s less truth – that’s two. So they want the same as I do, only they’re going along a country road, while I’m on the highway; but before the authorities we’re equally guilty, true? And the third thing, Brother, is that I don’t care about them – a sow’s no match for a goose. Maybe I wouldn’t want to do the same thing to a peasant. But them – one’s a priest’s son, the other’s a landowner’s daughter, and what they need to rouse the people for I don’t know. Their gentlefolk’s ideas are a mystery to me, a peasant. What I do myself, I know, but what they want, that’s unknown to me. For a thousand years people were tidy about being gentlefolk – they fleeced the peasant – then suddenly they’ve woken up and start rubbing the peasant’s eyes. I’m no lover of fairy tales, Brother, and to me that seems like a fairy tale. All gentlefolk are a long way away from me. You’re riding through the fields in winter, up ahead there’s some creature scurrying around, but what is it? A wolf, a fox or simply a dog – I can’t see! It’s a long way away.”

			The mother glanced at her son. His face was sad.

			But Rybin’s eyes shone with a dark lustre; he looked at Pavel with self-satisfaction and, combing his beard excitedly with his fingers, said:

			“I haven’t the time to stand on ceremony. Life looks on sternly; the kennel isn’t the sheepfold, every pack barks in its own way…”

			“There are some gentlefolk,” began the mother, remembering familiar faces, “who sacrifice themselves for the people, suffer all their lives in prison…”

			“They’re a special case and get a different sort of respect!” said Rybin. “If a peasant grows rich, he wants to be a master, if a master grows poor, he becomes a peasant. Like it or not, pure is the soul if empty’s the purse. Do you remember, Pavel, you explained to me how the way someone lived was the way he thought, and if a worker said yes, then his boss ought to say no, and if the worker said no, then his boss, by his very nature, would be sure to cry yes! And so it is that a peasant and his master have different natures. If the peasant’s well fed, the master’s wakeful in his bed. Of course, every social rank has its sons of bitches, and I don’t agree with defending all of the peasants…”

			He rose to his feet, dark and strong. His face grew dim, his beard twitched as though he had inaudibly snapped his teeth together, and in a lowered voice he continued:

			“I spent five years loafing around factories and grew unused to the countryside – there! I went back, had a look, and I can see I can’t live like that! Do you understand? I can’t! You live here and you don’t see injury of the same kind. But there, hunger creeps after a man like a shadow and there’s no hope of bread, none! Hunger has gobbled up souls, wiped out human faces, people don’t live, they rot in inescapable need… And all around, like carrion crows, the authorities are keeping watch to see if you might have one morsel too many. If they see one, they’ll tear it away and give you a smack in the mug…”

			Rybin looked around and then leant down towards Pavel, resting an arm on the table.

			“I even began to feel sick when I looked at that life once again. I saw I couldn’t take it! I overcame myself, though: ‘No,’ I thought, ‘don’t try it on, soul! I’m going to stay. I won’t be getting you bread, but I’m going to cook up some trouble.’ And I am going to cook it up, Brother! I carry inside me a sense of grievance on behalf of people and against people. It’s stuck, rocking in my heart like a knife.”

			His forehead was sweating, and moving slowly towards Pavel, he put his hand on his shoulder. The hand was quivering.

			“Give me some help! Give me books, the sort that, when a man’s read them he can find no peace. A hedgehog needs to be put inside people’s skulls, a prickly hedgehog! Tell your townsfolk who write for you they should write for the countryside too! Let them do it for all they’re worth, so the countryside gets a scalding, so the people are prepared to die!”

			He raised a hand and, pronouncing each word distinctly, said in a low voice:

			“Right death with death – there! That is, die, so that people can be reborn. And let thousands die, so that loads of people all over the earth can be reborn! There. Dying’s easy. If only they’re reborn! If only people rise!”

			The mother brought in the samovar, looking askance at Rybin. His words, heavy and powerful, overwhelmed her. And there was something about him that reminded her of her husband: he had bared his teeth and moved his hands in the same way when rolling up his sleeves; in him there had been the same impatient malice, impatient, but mute. This one spoke. And was less frightening.

			“It does need to be done!” said Pavel with a toss of his head. “Give us the material and we’ll print a newspaper for you…”

			The mother gazed at her son with a smile, shook her head and, putting on her things in silence, left the house.

			“Do it! We’ll deliver everything. Write simply, so that the calves could understand!” Rybin was yelling.

			The door into the kitchen opened, and somebody came in.

			“It’s Yefim!” said Rybin, looking into the kitchen. “Come here, Yefim! This is Yefim, and this man’s name is Pavel, I was telling you about him.”

			With his hat in his hands and his grey eyes gazing at him from under his brows, standing before Pavel was a broad-faced lad with light-brown hair, wearing a short sheepskin jacket, well-proportioned and probably strong.

			“Good health!” he said in a rather husky voice and, after shaking Pavel’s hand, used both of his own to smooth down his straight hair. He looked around the room, and at once, slowly, as though stealing up on it, he went towards the shelf of books.

			“He’s seen!” said Rybin, winking at Pavel. Yefim turned, glanced at him and started examining the books, saying:

			“What a lot of reading you’ve got! But probably no time to read. There’s more time for that business in the country…”

			“But less desire?” asked Pavel.

			“Why? There’s the desire as well!” the lad replied, rubbing his chin. “The people’s brains have started stirring a bit. Geology – what’s that?”

			Pavel explained.

			“We don’t need that!” the lad replied, putting the book back onto the shelf.

			Rybin heaved a noisy sigh and remarked:

			“A peasant’s not interested in where the earth came from, but in how it was divided up, how the gentlemen pulled the earth out from under the people’s feet. Whether it’s standing still or spinning, that’s unimportant – hang it up on a string, if you want – as long as it provides food to eat; nail it to the sky, if you want, as long as it feeds people!…”

			“The History of Slavery,” Yefim read once more, then asked Pavel: “About us?”

			“There’s one about serfdom too!” said Pavel, giving him another book. Yefim took it, turned it in his hands and, setting it aside, said calmly:

			“That’s in the past!”

			“Do you have a landholding yourself?” Pavel enquired.

			“Us? We do! There’s three of us, brothers, and the holding is four desyatins.* Sand – it’s good for cleaning copper, but it’s useless land for corn!…”

			After a pause he continued:

			“I was liberated from the land – what’s the use of it? It doesn’t feed you, but it ties your hands. I’m in my fourth year as a farm labourer. And in autumn I’ll have to go and be a soldier. Uncle Mikhailo says: ‘Don’t go! Nowadays,’ he says, ‘they send soldiers to beat the people.’ But I think I will go. The troops used to beat the people in Stepan Razin’s time too, and in Pugachov’s.* It’s time it was stopped. What’s your opinion?” he asked, staring at Pavel.

			“It is time!” the latter replied with a smile. “Only it’s difficult! You need to know what to say to the soldiers and how to say it…”

			“If we learn how, we’ll manage!” said Yefim.

			“If the authorities catch you at it, they may have you shot!” Pavel concluded, looking at Yefim with curiosity.

			“They won’t forgive it!” the lad agreed calmly, and again began examining the books.

			“Drink your tea, Yefim – we’ve got to be going soon!” remarked Rybin.

			“In a moment!” the lad responded, then again asked: “Revolution – is that rebellion?”

			Andrei arrived, red, in a sweat and morose. He shook Yefim by the hand in silence, sat down next to Rybin and, after looking him over, grinned.

			“Why’re you looking so unhappy?” Rybin asked, slapping the palm of his hand on Andrei’s knee.

			“Oh, nothing,” the Ukrainian replied.

			“A worker too?” asked Yefim with a nod towards Andrei.

			“A worker!” Andrei replied. “What of it?”

			“It’s the first time he’s seen factory hands!” Rybin explained. “He says they’re a special sort of people…”

			“In what way?” asked Pavel.

			Yefim examined Andrei carefully and said:

			“You’ve got sharp bones. A peasant’s rounder in the bone…”

			“A peasant stands easier on his feet!” added Rybin. “He can feel the earth beneath him, even if he doesn’t own any of it, he can still feel it – earth! But a factory hand’s like a bird: no homeland, no home, here today, gone tomorrow! Even a woman can’t tie him down to one place, as soon as anything happens – farewell, my dear, and a fork in your side! And he’s off to look for somewhere better. But a peasant wants to make things around him better, right there on the spot. Here’s the mother come back!”

			Yefim went up to Pavel and asked:

			“Maybe you’d give me some sort of book?”

			“Certainly!” Pavel responded willingly.

			The lad’s eyes flashed greedily, and quickly he said:

			“I’ll return it! Our lads deliver tar near here, so they can bring it.”

			Rybin, already dressed to go, with his belt drawn tight, said to Yefim:

			“We’re off – it’s time!”

			“There, I’m going to be doing some reading!” exclaimed Yefim, indicating the books and smiling broadly.

			When they had gone, Pavel exclaimed animatedly, turning to Andrei:

			“Did you see those devils?…”

			“Ye-es!” the Ukrainian drawled slowly. “Like storm clouds…”

			“Mikhailo?” exclaimed the mother. “It’s as if he’d never been at the factory: he’s become a peasant through and through! And what a terrifying one!”

			“It’s a shame you weren’t here!” said Pavel to Andrei, who was sitting by the table looking glumly into his glass of tea. “You could have watched the heart at play – you’re always talking about the heart! Rybin really let me have it just now, knocked me over and crushed me!… I couldn’t even argue with him. He has so much mistrust in people, and he values them so little! What Mother says is true – that man has a terrifying power in him!…”

			“That I saw!” said the Ukrainian morosely. “The people have been poisoned! When they rise, they’ll overturn the lot, one thing after another! They need bare earth, and they’ll make it bare, they’ll wreck everything!”

			He spoke slowly, and it was clear he was thinking about something else. The mother touched him cautiously.

			“You should cheer up, Andryusha!”

			“Wait, my dear nenko!” the Ukrainian requested quietly and gently.

			And suddenly becoming excited, he banged his hand on the table and began speaking:

			“Yes, Pavel, the peasant will lay the earth bare for himself, if he gets to his feet! Like after plague, he’ll burn everything, so as to scatter in ash every trace of the injuries done him…”

			“And then he’ll stand in our way!” Pavel remarked quietly.

			“It’s our business not to allow it! Our business, Pavel, to restrain him! We’re closer to him than anyone else; he’ll trust us, he’ll follow us!”

			“Do you know, Rybin suggests we publish a newspaper for the countryside!”

			“And we should!”

			Pavel grinned and said:

			“I’m upset about not arguing with him!”

			Rubbing his head, the Ukrainian remarked calmly:

			“You will yet! You play your pipe, and anyone whose feet aren’t rooted in the ground will dance to your music! What Rybin said was true – we don’t feel the earth beneath us, and nor should we, and that’s why it’s been given to us to shake it up. We’ll shake it once, and people will be falling off; we’ll shake it again, and there’ll be more!”

			Smiling, the mother said:

			“Everything’s so simple for you, Andryusha!”

			“Well, yes!” said the Ukrainian. “Simple! Like life!”

			A few minutes later, he said:

			“I’m going out into the fields to walk for a bit…”

			“After the bathhouse? There’s a wind – it’ll blow right through you!” the mother warned.

			“That’s just what I need it to do!” he replied.

			“Watch out, or you’ll catch a cold!” said Pavel affectionately. “Better if you go to bed.”

			“No, I’m going out!”

			And after putting his things on, he left in silence…

			“He’s having a hard time!” the mother remarked with a sigh.

			“You know what?” Pavel said to her. “It’s a good thing you’ve been doing, starting to talk to him like a son after that business!”

			Glancing at him in surprise, she replied:

			“I didn’t even notice it had happened! He’s become so dear to me, I don’t even know how to put it!”

			“You have a good heart, Mother!” said Pavel quietly.

			“If I could only help you, help all of you, in some way or other! If only I could manage to do that!…”

			“Don’t worry, you will!…”

			She laughed quietly, saying:

			“But I don’t know how to stop worrying!”

			“All right, Mama! We’ll say no more!” said Pavel. “But you should know that I’m deeply, deeply grateful to you.”

			She went off into the kitchen so as not to embarrass him with her tears.

			The Ukrainian returned late in the evening, tired, and went to bed straight away, saying:

			“I think I’ve run about ten versts…”

			“Has it helped?” asked Pavel.

			“Don’t disturb me – I’m going to sleep!”

			And he fell silent, as though dead.

			After a certain time, Vesovshchikov arrived, ragged, dirty and discontented as always.

			“Have you heard who killed Isaika?” he asked Pavel, pacing clumsily around the room.

			“No!” Pavel responded tersely.

			“There’s someone about that wasn’t too squeamish! I was forever meaning to crush him myself. That’s the work for me, it’s what suits me best!”

			“Stop saying such things, Nikolai!” Pavel said to him amicably.

			“What’s this, indeed!” the mother joined in affectionately. “A soft heart, but there he is growling. Why do you do it?”

			It was nice for her to see Nikolai at that moment, and even his pockmarked face seemed more attractive.

			“I’m not suited to anything but that sort of work!” said Nikolai, shrugging his shoulders. “I think and think about where my place is. There is no place for me! I ought to talk to people, but I don’t know how! I see it all, I feel everyone’s injuries, but I can’t express it! A mute soul!”

			He went up to Pavel and, bowing his head and picking at the table with a finger, said in a way somehow childlike, in a way unlike him, plaintively:

			“Give me some kind of difficult job, brothers! I can’t live senselessly like this! You’re all at work, and I can see the work’s growing, but I’m standing aside! I deliver logs and planks. How can anyone live to do that? Give me a difficult job!”

			Pavel took him by the arm and drew him closer:

			“We will!…”

			But from behind the bed curtain came the voice of the Ukrainian:

			“Nikolai, I’ll teach you to how to set up letters and you can be our typesetter, all right?”

			Nikolai went over towards him, saying:

			“If you do that, I’ll give you my knife as a present…”

			“To hell with your knife!” the Ukrainian cried, and then suddenly burst out laughing.

			“It’s a good knife!” Nikolai insisted. Pavel burst out laughing too.

			Then Vesovshchikov stopped in the middle of the room and asked:

			“Are you laughing at me?”

			“Yes, we are!” the Ukrainian replied, jumping out of bed. “How about this – let’s go out into the fields for a walk. It’s a good, moonlit night. Shall we?”

			“Very well!” said Pavel.

			“I’ll come too!” declared Nikolai. “I like it when you laugh, Ukrainian…”

			“And I like it when you offer presents!” the Ukrainian replied with a grin.

			As he was putting his things on in the kitchen, the mother said to him querulously:

			“Dress up warm…”

			And when all three of them had left, after looking at them through the window, she glanced at the icons and quietly said:

			“Lord, help them!…”

		

	
		
			XXVI

			The days flew one after another at a speed that did not let the mother think about May Day. Only at night-time, when she went to bed, tired after the noisy, agitating bustle of the day, did her heart quietly moan:

			“If only it would come soon…”

			At dawn the factory siren would howl, her son and Andrei would hurriedly have tea and a bite to eat, and then go, leaving the mother a dozen tasks. And she would be like a squirrel on a treadmill all day, making dinner, making purple aspic and paste for proclamations; people of some sort would come thrusting notes to be passed on to Pavel at her, and then they would disappear, infecting her with their excitement.

			Leaflets appealing to the workers to celebrate May Day were pasted up on fences almost every night, they would appear even on the doors of the police station and they were found every day at the factory. In the mornings the police would go around the settlement cursing, ripping and scraping the purple sheets of paper from the fences, but at dinner time they would again be flying around in the street, getting under the feet of passers-by. Police spies were sent from town and, standing on the corners, they scanned the workers as, cheerful and animated, they passed by from the factory to dinner and back again. Everybody enjoyed seeing the impotence of the police, and even the older workers said to one another with a grin:

			“See what they’re doing, eh?”

			Small groups of people gathered everywhere, heatedly discussing the disturbing appeal. Life was on the boil, it was more interesting for everyone that spring, bringing something new to all: to some another reason to get irritated and angrily curse those spreading sedition; to others vague disquiet and hope; to others still, though they were in the minority, the acute joy of consciousness that they were the force that was rousing everyone.

			Pavel and Andrei scarcely slept at night and would come home just before the siren, tired, hoarse and pale. The mother knew they were organizing meetings in the wood or at the marsh, and it was known to her that mounted police patrols roamed outside the settlement at night and police spies crept around, seizing and searching individual workers, breaking up groups and at times arresting the one or the other. Realizing that both her son and Andrei might also be arrested any night, she all but wished it would happen – it seemed to her it would be better for them.

			The case of the timekeeper’s murder went strangely quiet. For two days the local police asked people about it, but after questioning a dozen men, they lost interest in the murder.

			In conversation with the mother, reflecting in her words the opinion of the police – with whom, as with everyone, she was on friendly terms – Maria Korsunova told her:

			“How are you going to be able to find the guilty man here? Maybe a hundred people saw Isai that morning, and ninety, if not more, could have given him a thump. In seven years he’d done everyone a bad turn…”

			There was a noticeable change in the Ukrainian. His face became pinched and his eyelids heavy, sinking over his protuberant eyes and half-closing them. Thin lines appeared on his face from the nostrils to the corners of his lips. He started speaking less about ordinary everyday things, but he would flare up more and more often and, getting into a euphoric state of rapture that intoxicated everyone, speak of the future, of the fine, bright celebration of the triumph of freedom and reason.

			When the case of Isai’s death went quiet, he said with a sad, fastidious grin:

			“No one’s dear to them, not the people, nor even the men they set upon us like dogs. It’s not for their faithful Judas they feel regret: it’s for the pieces of silver…”

			“That’s enough about that, Andrei!” said Pavel firmly. And the mother added quietly:

			“Someone gave a bit of rotten wood a shove, and it fell apart!”

			“True, but that’s no comfort!” the Ukrainian responded gloomily.

			He often said those words, but they took on a special kind of meaning on his lips, all-embracing, bitter and caustic…

			… And then the day arrived, May Day.

			The siren began to roar, demanding and imperious as ever. The mother, who had not dropped off for a moment in the night, leapt up from her bed, put fire into the samovar, which had been prepared the evening before, and wanted to knock, as always, on her son and Andrei’s door, but, after some thought, she flapped a hand dismissively and sat down by the window, holding her hand to her face as though she had toothache.

			Drifting quickly across the pale-blue sky was a flock of pink-and-white clouds, like big birds in flight, frightened by the booming roar of steam. The mother looked at the clouds, paying close attention to her body. Her head was heavy, and her eyes, inflamed by the sleepless night, were dry. There was a strange calm in her breast, her heart was beating evenly and her thoughts were of simple things…

			“I’ve put the samovar on too early: it’ll boil dry! Let them sleep a little longer today. They’re both worn out…”

			Peeping in at the window and playing cheerfully was a youthful ray of sun; she put her hand out to it, and when it fell brightly onto the skin of her hand, she stroked it gently with her other hand, smiling pensively, tenderly. Then she stood up, trying not to make a noise, took the pipe from the samovar, washed and started praying, crossing herself religiously and moving her lips soundlessly. Her face brightened, and her right eyebrow would now rise slowly upwards, now drop suddenly down…

			The second siren cried out more quietly, not so confidently, with a quaver in the rich, moist sound. It seemed to the mother to be crying for longer than usual today.

			There rang out in the other room the Ukrainian’s clear, booming voice.

			“Pavel! Do you hear?”

			One of them slapped his bare feet across the floor, and someone yawned sweetly…

			“The samovar’s ready!” the mother called.

			“We’re getting up!” Pavel answered cheerfully.

			“The sun’s rising!” said the Ukrainian. “And there are clouds flitting around. They’re not wanted today, those clouds…”

			And he came out into the kitchen, tousled and crumpled by sleep, but cheerful.

			“Good morning, nenko! How did you sleep?”

			The mother went up to him and said quietly:

			“You march by his side, Andryusha!”

			“Of course!” the Ukrainian whispered. “As long as we’re together, we’ll march everywhere side by side, be sure of that!”

			“What are you whispering for there?” asked Pavel.

			“It’s nothing, Pasha!”

			“She’s telling me to have a good wash! There’ll be girls watching!” the Ukrainian replied, going out into the lobby to wash.

			“‘Stand up now, arise, working people!’”* Pavel sang quietly.

			The day was becoming ever brighter, and the clouds were moving away, driven by the wind. The mother collected the crockery for tea and, shaking her head, thought about how strange it all was: they were both joking and smiling this morning, but who knows what awaited them at noon. And she herself was for some reason calm, almost joyful.

			They spent a long time drinking their tea, trying to cut down the waiting. And Pavel stirred the sugar in his glass slowly and thoroughly, as always, with a spoon, sprinkled salt carefully onto a piece of bread, the crust that he loved. The Ukrainian shifted his feet about underneath the table – he could never set his feet down comfortably straight away – and, watching the way a ray of sunshine, reflected by the liquid, was playing on the ceiling and the wall, told them:

			“When I was a little boy of ten or so, I wanted to catch the sun in a glass. So I took a glass, stole up and – bang, against the wall! I cut my hand and was given a beating for it. And as soon as I’d been beaten, I went out into the yard, saw the sun in a puddle and started stamping on it. I had mud splashed all over me, and I was given another beating… What was I to do? So I started shouting at the sun: ‘It doesn’t hurt, you red-haired devil, it doesn’t hurt!’ And I kept putting my tongue out at it. That was a comfort.”

			“What made you think it was red-haired?” asked Pavel, laughing.

			“There was a blacksmith opposite us, a red-faced fellow with a ginger beard. A cheerful, kind man. And to my mind the sun looked like him…”

			Unable to contain herself, the mother said:

			“You should be talking about how you’re going to march!”

			“To talk about what’s decided is only to confuse things!” the Ukrainian remarked gently. “In the event of our all being taken away, nenko, Nikolai Ivanovich’ll come, and he’ll tell you what to do.”

			“Very well!” said the mother with a sigh.

			“It’d be good to go outside!” said Pavel dreamily.

			“No, better stay at home for the moment!” Andrei responded. “Why be an eyesore to the police for no reason? They know you well enough!”

			Fedya Mazin came running in, sparkling and with patches of red on his cheeks. Filled with tremors of joy, he dispelled the boredom of waiting.

			“’It’s started!” he said. “The people have begun to stir! They’re slipping out, and everyone’s got mugs like axes. Vesovshchikov and Vasya Gusev and Samoilov have been standing by the factory gates all the time making speeches. They’ve sent a large number of people back home. Let’s go, it’s time! It’s already ten o’clock!…”

			“I’m going!” said Pavel resolutely.

			“You’ll see,” Fedya promised, “after dinner the whole factory’ll be rising up!”

			And off he ran.

			“He’s burning like a little wax candle in the wind!” were the mother’s quiet words in his wake, and she stood up, went out into the kitchen and began putting her things on.

			“Where are you going, nenko?”

			“With you!” she said.

			Tugging at his moustache, Andrei glanced at Pavel. With a quick gesture Pavel straightened the hair on his head and went through to her.

			“I won’t say a word to you, Mama… And don’t you say a word to me! All right?”

			“All right, all right, Christ be with you!” she murmured.

		

	
		
			XXVII

			When she went out into the street and heard the hum of people’s anxious, expectant voices in the air, when she saw groups of people everywhere, at the windows of houses and by their gates, following her son and Andrei with curious looks, a patch of haze appeared before her eyes and began to flicker, changing colour from transparent yellow to turbid grey.

			People said hello to them, and there was something special in their greetings. Her ear caught abrupt, low comments:

			“There they are, the commanders…”

			“We don’t know who’s in command…”

			“I don’t mean anything bad, do I?…”

			In another place someone in a yard was shouting irritably:

			“If the police catch them, that’ll be the end of them!…”

			“They’ve caught them before!”

			The howling voice of a woman leapt in fright from a window into the street:

			“Come to your senses! What are you, a bachelor or something?”

			As they were passing by the house of legless Zosimov, who on account of his injury received a monthly allowance from the factory, he stuck his head out of a window and cried:

			“Pashka! They’re going to yank your head off, you bastard, for the work you’re doing – you wait and see!”

			The mother winced and stopped. That cry had provoked a sharp feeling of anger in her. She glanced into the cripple’s fat, swollen face, and he hid his head, cursing. Then, quickening her pace, she caught up with her son and followed in his wake, trying not to fall behind.

			Pavel and Andrei did not seem to notice anything or to hear the calls that accompanied them. They walked calmly, without hurrying. Then they were stopped by Mironov, an older man, modest and respected by all for his sober, pure life.

			“Are you not working either, Danilo Ivanovich?” asked Pavel.

			“My wife’s nearing her time. Well, and it’s an uneasy sort of day!” Mironov explained, examining the comrades intently before asking in a low voice:

			“They say you mean to make a scene for the director, boys, and break his windows for him, yes?”

			“Are we drunk, then?” exclaimed Pavel.

			“We’re just going to walk down the street with some flags and sing some songs!” said the Ukrainian. “Listen to our songs: they’ve got our beliefs in them!”

			“I know your beliefs!” said Mironov pensively. “I’ve read those bits of paper. Well I never, Nilovna!” he exclaimed, smiling at the mother with intelligent eyes. “Are you off to mutiny too?”

			“You ought to take a walk with the truth, even if it’s just before you die.”

			“Just listen to you!” said Mironov. “It’s evidently true what they’re saying about you taking banned books to the factory!”

			“Who’s saying that?” asked Pavel.

			“It’s what they’re saying! Well, goodbye, be strong!”

			The mother laughed quietly, finding it pleasant that people were saying such things about her. Pavel said to her with a grin:

			“You’re going to go to prison, Mama!”

			The sun was rising ever higher, pouring its warmth into the bright freshness of the spring day. The clouds were drifting along more slowly, and their shadows had become finer, more transparent. They crept softly along the street and over the roofs of the houses, they shrouded the people, and it seemed as if they were cleaning the settlement, wiping dirt and dust from walls and roofs and boredom from faces. Things were becoming more cheerful, and voices rang out more loudly, drowning the distant noise of working machines.

			Once again, from everywhere, from windows, from yards, there crept or flew into the mother’s ears words anxious and angry, thoughtful and cheerful. But now she wanted to argue, to thank, to explain, she wanted to get involved in the strangely motley life of this day.

			Around a corner of the street, in a narrow lane, a crowd of people had gathered, about a hundred strong, and ringing out in its depths was the voice of Vesovshchikov:

			“They’re squeezing the blood from us, like the juice out of cranberries!” His clumsy words fell upon the people’s heads.

			“That’s right!” the booming sound of several voices replied at once.

			“The lad’s trying!” said the Ukrainian. “Well, I’ll go and help him!…”

			He bent and, before Pavel could manage to stop him, inserted his long, lithe body into the crowd like a corkscrew into a cork. His melodious voice rang out:

			“Comrades! They say there are different peoples living on the earth – Jews and Germans, Englishmen and Tatars. But I don’t believe it! There are only two peoples, two irreconcilable tribes – the rich and the poor! People dress differently and talk differently, but look at the way rich Frenchmen, Germans and Englishmen treat the working people and you’ll see that all of them are Bashi-Bazouks for the working man,* may a bone stick in their throats!”

			Someone in the crowd laughed.

			“And if we take a look from the other side, we’ll see that the French worker, the Tatar and the Turk lead just the same dog’s life as we, the Russian working people, do!”

			More and more people were approaching from the street, and one after another, stretching out their necks, rising up onto their toes, they were silently squeezing into the lane.

			Andrei raised his voice further.

			“Workers abroad have already understood this simple truth, and today, on this bright May Day…”

			“Police!” someone shouted.

			Riding into the lane from the street, straight at the people, were four mounted policemen, brandishing lashes and shouting:

			“Disperse!”

			People frowned, making way for the horses unwillingly. Some climbed onto fences.

			“Some pigs have been sat on horses and here they are grunting – now we’re generals too!” cried someone’s resonant, cheery voice.

			The Ukrainian remained alone in the middle of the lane, and two horses advanced upon him, tossing their heads. He moved aside, and at the same moment the mother grabbed him by the arm and dragged him after her, grumbling:

			“Promised he’d be with Pasha, but here he is risking his neck alone!”

			“Sorry!” said the Ukrainian with a smile.

			An alarming, shattering weariness took hold of Nilovna; it was rising from within and making her head spin, bringing about a strange alternation of sadness and joy in her heart. She wanted the dinner siren to cry out soon.

			They came out onto the square, towards the church. People were standing and sitting around it, densely packed inside the railings, about five hundred cheerful youngsters and little children. The crowd was heaving, and people were lifting their heads up restlessly and gazing into the distance in all directions, impatiently expectant. There was a sense of something heightened, and some looked bewildered, while others conducted themselves with false bravado. There were the quiet sounds of women’s subdued voices, and men would turn away from them in annoyance, while at times a low oath would ring out. A muffled noise of hostile friction enveloped the motley crowd.

			“Mitenka!” a woman’s voice quavered quietly. “Take pity on yourself!…”

			“Lay off!” rang out in reply.

			But Sizov’s steady voice spoke calmly and convincingly:

			“No, we shouldn’t abandon the young ones! They’ve become wiser than us, and they live more boldly! Who stood up for the marsh copeck? They did! That needs to be remembered. They were dragged from one prison to another for that, but all of us were winners from it!…”

			The siren began to roar, swallowing the people’s voices in its black sound. The crowd shuddered, those sitting down stood up, for a moment everything froze and became wary, and many a face turned pale.

			“Comrades!” Pavel’s voice rang out, sonorous and strong. A hot, dry mist scorched the mother’s eyes, and with a single movement of her suddenly strengthened body she was standing behind her son. Everyone turned to Pavel, surrounding him as iron filings do a magnet.

			The mother looked into his face and saw only the eyes, proud and bold, burning…

			“Comrades! We have decided to declare openly who we are; today we are raising our banner, the banner of reason, truth and freedom!”

			A staff, long and white, flashed through the air, dipped, cut through the crowd, disappeared within it and, a minute later, above the upturned faces of the people, there flew up like a red bird the broad sheet of the banner of the working people.

			Pavel raised his arm aloft, and the staff swayed, then a dozen hands took hold of the smooth white wood, and among them was the hand of his mother.

			“Long live the working people!” he cried.

			Hundreds of voices answered him in a booming cry.

			“Long live the social-democratic workers’ party, our party, comrades, our spiritual home!”

			The crowd was seething, and forcing their way through it towards the banner were those who understood its significance: taking their place alongside Pavel were Mazin, Samoilov and the Gusevs; pushing people apart with his head down was Nikolai; while some other people the mother did not know, young and with blazing eyes, were pushing her aside…

			“Long live the working people of all countries!” cried Pavel. And ever growing in strength and joy, a thousand-voiced echo answered him with a sound that rocked the soul.

			The mother grabbed Nikolai’s arm and somebody else’s; she was choking on her tears, but not crying, her legs were trembling, and with shaking lips she said:

			“My dears…”

			A broad smile spread across Nikolai’s pockmarked face as he looked at the banner, mumbling something and reaching out his arm to it, and then suddenly he seized the mother’s neck with that arm, kissed her and burst out laughing.

			“Comrades!” the Ukrainian sang out, drowning the boom of the crowd with his soft voice. “We have now set off on a religious procession in the name of a new god, a god of light and truth, a god of reason and goodness! Far from us is our goal, while crowns of thorns are nigh! Whoever does not believe in the power of truth, whoever does not have the boldness to stand up for it unto death, whoever does not believe in himself and is afraid of suffering – step aside away from us! We call upon those who have faith in our victory to follow us; those who cannot see our goal, let them not go with us, only woe awaits them. Into ranks, comrades! Long live the holiday of the free! Long live May Day!”

			The crowd came together more tightly. Pavel waved the banner; it spread out in the air and began to float forward, illumined by the sun, in a broad red smile…

			“Come then, let us renounce the old world.”

			Fedya Mazin’s resonant voice rang out and was joined by dozens of others in a soft, strong wave:

			“Let us shake off its dust from our feet!…”

			The mother walked behind Mazin with an ardent smile on her lips and looked over his head at her son and the banner. There were glimpses all around her of joyous faces and eyes of different colours, and marching ahead of everyone were her son and Andrei. She could hear their voices – Andrei’s soft, rich voice merged harmoniously into a single sound with her son’s deep bass.

			“Stand up now, arise, working people,
Stand up now and fight, hungry folk!…”

			And people came running to meet the red banner, calling out, merging with the crowd and then marching back with it, and their cries were extinguished in the sounds of the song, the song which had been sung quieter than the others at home – but in the street it flowed evenly, directly, with terrible strength. There was iron fortitude to be heard in it, and while summoning men to the long road to the future, it spoke honestly of the hardships of the journey. The dark slag of the past and the heavy clod of habitual feelings were melting in its great, serene flame, and the accursed fear of the new was burning out and turning to ash…

			Someone’s face, frightened and joyous, swayed alongside the mother, and a quavering voice exclaimed with a sob:

			“Mitya! Where are you going?”

			Without stopping, the mother said:

			“Let him go – don’t you worry! I was very afraid too – my son’s ahead of them all. The one who’s carrying the banner – that’s my son!”

			“Where are you going, you rogues? There are soldiers there!”

			And suddenly seizing the mother’s arm with her bony hand, the woman, tall and thin, exclaimed:

			“My dear woman, how they’re singing! And Mitya’s singing too…”

			“Don’t you worry!” the mother murmured. “It’s a sacred cause… Just think, there’d be no Christ, would there, if people hadn’t died for His sake!”

			This idea blazed up suddenly in her head and struck her with its clear, simple truth. She glanced into the face of the woman who was holding on tightly to her arm and repeated it, smiling in surprise:

			“There’d be no Christ if people hadn’t died for His, the Lord’s, sake!”

			Sizov appeared beside her. He took off his hat, waved it in time with the song and said:

			“Stepped out openly, Mother, eh? Thought up a song. And what a song, Mother, eh?”

			“The Tsar needs many troops for his army,
Come on and give your sons up to him now!”

			“They’re not afraid of anything!” said Sizov. “But my son’s in his grave…”

			The mother’s heart began beating too hard, and she started to fall behind. She was quickly pushed aside, squeezed towards the fence, and a dense wave of people flowed swaying past her – there were lots of them, and this gladdened her.

			“Stand up now, arise, working people!…”

			It was as if a huge brass trumpet were singing in the air, singing and rousing people, eliciting in one breast a readiness for battle, in another an indistinct joy, a presentiment of something new, burning curiosity, here exciting a vague tremor of hope, there opening an outlet for a caustic stream of anger, accumulated over years. Everyone was peering ahead to where the red banner swayed and fluttered in the air.

			“Let’s go!” roared someone’s rapturous voice. “Splendid, lads!”

			And evidently feeling something big, that he could not express in ordinary words, a man swore, using strong, bad language. But anger too, the dark, blind anger of the slave, hissed like a snake and writhed in angry words, disturbed by the light that had fallen on it.

			“Heretics!” cried a cracked voice, shaking a fist.

			And somebody’s whining squeal stole importunately into the mother’s ears:

			“Against the Sovereign Emperor, against His Majesty the Tsar? Rebelling?”

			Troubled faces flashed past the mother, bobbing up and down; men and women ran by; the people poured in a stream of dark lava, drawn by this song which, with the pressure of its sounds, seemed to be overturning everything before it, clearing the way. Gazing at the red banner in the distance, she could see, without seeing it, the face of her son, his bronzed forehead and his eyes, burning with the bright fire of faith.

			But now she was at the tail of the crowd, among people who walked unhurriedly, peering ahead indifferently with the cold curiosity of spectators who know the end of the spectacle in advance. They walked and talked in low voices, confidently:

			“There’s one company by the school, and another by the factory…”

			“The Governor’s here…”

			“Really?”

			“I saw him myself – he’s here!”

			Someone swore joyfully and said:

			“They’ve started to be afraid of the likes of us, though! The army and the Governor.”

			“My dears!” went the beat in the mother’s heart.

			But the words around her sounded dead and cold. She quickened her step to get away from these people, and it was easy for her to overtake their slow, lazy pace.

			And suddenly it was as if the head of the crowd had struck against something, and its body, without stopping, rocked back with an anxious, quiet rumbling. The song shuddered too, then poured out quicker and louder. But again the dense wave of sounds sank, crept backwards. One after another, voices dropped out of the choir, and individual cries rang out, attempting to raise the song to its former height and push it forward:

			“Stand up now, arise, working people!
Advance on the foe, hungry folk!…”

			But there was no shared, united certainty in this call, and already aquiver in it was alarm.

			Not seeing anything, not knowing what had happened up ahead, the mother pushed the crowd aside, moving quickly forward, but people were coming back towards her, some with bowed heads and knitted brows, others smiling bashfully, still others whistling derisively. She examined their faces anxiously, and her eyes were silently enquiring, requesting, calling…

			“Comrades!” Pavel’s voice rang out. “Soldiers are people just like us. They won’t hit us. Why hit us? Because we have the truth everyone needs? But they too need that truth. They don’t understand it for the moment, but the time is already nigh when they too will stand alongside us, when they’ll march not under the banner of robbery and murder, but under our banner of freedom. And so that they should understand our truth the quicker, we should go forward. Forward, comrades! Ever forward!”

			Pavel’s voice sounded firm, the words rang in the air, distinct and clear, but the crowd was disintegrating, one after another people were going off to right and left towards the houses, leaning against fences. The crowd was now in the form of a wedge, whose point was Pavel, and burning red above his head was the banner of the working people. And the crowd resembled a black bird too – with its wings spread wide, it was on its guard, ready to rise up and fly, and Pavel was its beak…

		

	
		
			XXVIII

			At the end of the street, the mother saw, there stood a grey wall of homogeneous people without faces closing the way out into the square. Shining cold and thin above the shoulder of each of them were the sharp stripes of bayonets. And coming at the workers from that silent and motionless wall was a breath of cold, which pressed up against the mother’s chest and penetrated into her heart.

			She squeezed into the crowd to where people familiar to her, standing ahead by the banner, were mingling with unfamiliar ones, as though for support. She pressed her side up tight against a tall, clean-shaven man; he was one-eyed, and turned his head sharply to look at her:

			“What are you doing? Who do you belong to?” he asked.

			“I’m Pavel Vlasov’s mother!” she replied, feeling her knees trembling and her lower lip involuntarily dropping.

			“Aha!” said the one-eyed man.

			“Comrades!” said Pavel. “Forward all our lives – we have no other path!”

			All became quiet and sentient. The banner rose, swayed and, fluttering pensively above the people’s heads, moved smoothly towards the grey wall of soldiers. The mother flinched, closed her eyes and gasped – Pavel, Andrei, Samoilov and Mazin, just the four of them, had broken away from the crowd.

			And slowly the bright voice of Fedya Mazin began to quaver in the air:

			“A victim, you fell…*”

			he began to sing.

			“…in the battle… most dread…”

			responded rich, lowered voices in two heavy sighs. The men stepped forward, striking the ground with their feet in a staccato rhythm. And the new song began to flow, decisive and determined.

			“You gave ev’rything that you could for them all…”

			Fedya’s voice meandered in a bright ribbon.

			“…for freedom…”

			his comrades sang in concert.

			“Aha-a!” somebody to one side shouted gloatingly. “They’ve started singing the requiem, the sons of bitches!…”

			“Thump him!” rang out an irate cry.

			The mother clutched at her breast with both hands, looked around and saw that the crowd, which had filled the street densely before, stood now indecisive, vacillating and watching the men with the banner move away from it. A few dozen followed them, and every step forward made someone leap aside, as though the path down the middle of the street were red-hot and burning the soles of people’s feet.

			“The tyrants will fall…”

			prophesied the song on Fedya’s lips.

			“…and the people will rise!…”

			a choir of strong voices, certain and stern, sang the second part back to him.

			But quiet words were breaking through the song’s harmonious flow:

			“He’s giving orders…”

			“On guard!” rang out up ahead in a sharp cry.

			The bayonets swayed sinuously in the air, fell and stretched themselves out towards the banner, smiling slyly.

			“Forward march!”

			“Let’s go!” said the one-eyed man, and, thrusting his hands into his pockets, he took a big step to the side.

			The mother watched unblinking. The grey wave of soldiers surged and, stretching out to the entire width of the street, moved off evenly and coldly, carrying before it a sparse comb of silvery, glittering teeth of steel. Taking long strides, she drew closer to her son, and she saw Andrei, too, take a step ahead of Pavel and screen him with his long body.

			“March beside me, comrade!” cried Pavel sharply.

			Andrei was singing, his hands were clasped behind his back, and he had tilted his head up. Pavel nudged him with his shoulder and cried again:

			“Beside me! You have no right! In front is the banner!”

			“Di-isperse!” cried a little officer in a shrill voice, brandishing a white sabre. He raised his legs high and, with knees unbending, stamped his soles boldly on the ground. The mother was struck by his brightly polished boots.

			And to one side, a little behind him, there marched with a heavy step a strapping, shaven-headed man with thick, grey whiskers wearing a long, grey coat with a red lining and with yellow stripes down the sides of his wide trousers. He too, like the Ukrainian, had his hands behind his back; he had raised his thick grey eyebrows high and was looking at Pavel.

			The mother saw an immense amount, and motionless in her breast was a loud cry which, with every sigh, was ready to burst out to freedom and was choking her, but which she contained, clutching at her breast with her hands. She was pushed, and she rocked on her feet, walking forward without any thought, almost unconscious. She sensed there were ever fewer people behind her as the cold wave came towards them and scattered them.

			Ever closer together moved the men of the red banner and the solid chain of grey men, and the face of the soldiers was clearly visible, as wide as the entire street, hideously squashed into a narrow, dirty yellow stripe in which there was an uneven sprinkling of multicoloured eyes, and ahead of which the slim spikes of the bayonets sparkled cruelly. Directed at the people’s chests, even without having touched them, they were destroying the crowd by chipping away one person after another.

			The mother heard the patter of people running behind her. Dispirited, anxious voices cried:

			“Disperse, lads…”

			“Vlasov, run!…”

			“Get back, Pavlukha!”

			“Drop the banner, Pavel!” said Vesovshchikov gloomily. “Give it here – I’ll hide it!”

			He grabbed at the staff with his hand and the banner rocked back.

			“Leave it alone!” cried Pavel.

			Nikolai jerked his hand back as though it had been scalded. The song died away. People stopped, packing solidly around Pavel, but he fought his way forward. Silence fell, suddenly, all at once, as though it had descended unseen from above and enveloped everyone in a transparent cloud.

			Some twenty people stood beneath the banner, no more, but they stood firm, drawing the mother towards them through her sensation of fear for them and her vague desire to say something to them…

			“Take that away from him, Lieutenant!” the steady voice of the tall old man rang out.

			Stretching his arm forward, he pointed to the banner.

			The little officer went running up to Pavel, grabbed at the staff with one hand and cried in a shrill voice:

			“Drop it!”

			“Hands off!” said Pavel loudly.

			The banner trembled redly in the air, bent to the right and to the left, and then again stood erect; the little officer flew back and sat down on the ground. Nikolai slipped past the mother with uncharacteristic speed, holding his outstretched arm with his fist clenched before him.

			“Take them!” the old man roared, stamping his foot on the ground.

			Several soldiers leapt forward. One of them swung his rifle butt, and the banner shuddered, bowed down and disappeared in a grey knot of soldiers.

			“Oh!” cried someone miserably.

			And the mother cried out with a bestial, howling noise. But Pavel’s clear voice rang out to her from the crowd of soldiers in reply:

			“Goodbye, Mama! Goodbye, dear…”

			“He’s alive! He’s thought of me!” were two beats of the mother’s heart.

			“Goodbye, my nenko!”

			Standing up on tiptoe and waving her arms, she tried to catch sight of them and did see Andrei’s round face above the heads of the soldiers – it was smiling, it was bowing to her.

			“My dears… Andryusha!… Pasha!…” she cried.

			“Goodbye, comrades!” they cried out of the crowd of soldiers.

			They were answered by a repeated, ragged echo whose response came from windows, from somewhere up above, from roofs.

		

	
		
			XXIX

			She was pushed in the chest. She saw through the mist in her eyes before her the little officer; his face was red and strained, and he was shouting at her:

			“Be off, woman!”

			She looked at him from head to toe and saw at his feet the staff of the banner, broken in two, and on one part a piece of red material was still intact. Bending down, she picked it up. The officer ripped the pole from her hands, threw it aside and, stamping his feet, shouted:

			“Be off, I say!”

			From among the soldiers a song flared up and began to flow:

			“Stand up now, arise, working people…”

			Everything was spinning, swaying, shuddering. There was a deep, alarming noise in the air, like the dull noise of telegraph wires. The officer leapt back, screaming in irritation:

			“Stop that singing! Sergeant-Major Krainov…”

			Staggering, the mother went up to the fragment of staff he had thrown down and picked it up once again.

			“Shut their mouths for them!…”

			The song faltered, quavered, broke off, died away. Someone took the mother by the shoulders, turned her around and pushed her in the back…

			“Go on, go on…”

			“Clear the street!” cried the officer.

			A dozen paces away from her the mother saw a crowd of people, dense once again. They were growling, grumbling, whistling and, slowly retreating into the depths of the street, spilling away into yards.

			“Go on, you devil!” a young soldier with a moustache shouted right in her ear as he drew level with her, and he pushed her onto the pavement.

			She set off, leaning on the staff and with her legs buckling. So as not to fall, she clutched with her other hand at walls and fences. In front of her people were backing away, beside her and behind her marched soldiers, shouting:

			“Go on, go on…”

			The soldiers overtook her, and she stopped and looked back. They were standing in a sparse chain at the end of the street too, soldiers, blocking the way out into the square. The square was empty. Grey figures swayed up ahead as well, moving slowly towards the people…

			She meant to turn back, but unaccountably went forward once more and, on reaching a side street, narrow and deserted, turned into it.

			She stopped once more. She heaved a heavy sigh and listened. Somewhere up ahead there was the hum of people.

			Leaning on the staff, she began striding forward, suddenly sweating, twitching her eyebrows, moving her lips, waving an arm, and some words flared up like sparks in her heart, flared up, jostling, igniting an insistent, powerful desire to say them, to shout out…

			The lane turned sharply to the left, and around the corner the mother caught sight of a large, tight knot of people; someone’s voice, loud and powerful, was saying:

			“You don’t keep going towards bayonets, brothers, not for the sake of a bit of mischief!”

			“How about them, eh? Soldiers coming towards them, but they just stand there! Stand there, my brothers, without fear…”

			“That’s Pasha Vlasov for you!…”

			“And what about the Ukrainian?”

			“Hands behind his back and smiling, the devil…”

			“My dears! People!” the mother cried, squeezing into the crowd. They stepped aside respectfully before her. Someone laughed.

			“Look, she’s got the flag! That’s the flag in her hand!”

			“Be quiet!” said another voice sternly.

			The mother spread her arms wide…

			“Listen, for Christ’s sake! All of you are dear… all of you are warm-hearted… look without fear – what’s happened? The children are marching through the world, our own blood marching for the truth… for everyone! For all of you, for your babies, they have condemned themselves to the Way of the Cross…* they seek bright days… They want another life in truth, in justice… they want goodness for all!”

			Her heart was bursting, her breast was tight, her throat was dry and hot. Being born deep inside her were words of great love that embraced everything and everyone, and they were burning her tongue, moving it ever more powerfully, ever more freely.

			She saw they were listening to her, they were all silent; she sensed the people tightly packed around her were thinking, and a desire grew within her – now already clear to her – a desire to push people in that direction, after her son, after Andrei, after all who had been handed over to the soldiers and left on their own.

			Scanning the glum, attentive faces around her, she continued with gentle power:

			“Our children are marching through the world towards joy, they’ve set off for the sake of everyone and for the sake of Christ’s truth against everything that our vicious, false and greedy people have used to take us captive, bind and crush us! My warm-hearted men, it’s for the entire people that our young blood has risen, you know, it’s for the entire world, for all working people that they’ve set off!… So don’t draw back from them, don’t renounce them, don’t leave your children on a lonely path. Take pity on yourselves… have faith in the hearts of your sons – they’ve given birth to the truth, and for the truth’s sake they’re perishing. Have faith in them!”

			Her voice broke and, grown weak, she swayed, but someone held her up by the arms…

			“It’s God’s word she’s talking!” someone cried in an agitated, muffled voice. “God’s word, good people! Listen!”

			Another felt sorry for her:

			“Dear me, how she’s beating herself up!”

			He met with disagreement and a reproof:

			“She’s not beating herself up, she’s battering us fools – get that clear!”

			A high, tremulous voice soared up above the crowd:

			“Christians! My Mitya, an innocent soul, what did he do? He followed his comrades, those he loved… What she says is true – why are we abandoning the children? What harm have they done us?”

			The mother started to tremble at these words and responded with quiet tears.

			“Go home, Nilovna! Go on, Mother! You’re worn out!” said Sizov loudly.

			He was pale, his beard was dishevelled and shaking. Suddenly, knitting his brows, he cast a stern gaze over everyone, straightened his entire body and said distinctly:

			“My son Matvei was crushed at the factory, you know that. But if he’d been alive, I’d have sent him to join their ranks myself, I’d have said: ‘You go too, Matvei! Go on, it’s right, it’s the honest thing to do!’”

			He broke off, fell silent, and all were gloomily silent, powerfully gripped by something huge, new, but no longer frightening for them. Sizov raised a hand, shook it and continued:

			“This is an old man talking – you know me! I’ve worked here for thirty-nine years, and I’ve lived on this earth for fifty-three. My nephew, an innocent boy, a good lad, has been taken away again today. He was marching at the front too, next to Vlasov, right by the banner…”

			He flapped an arm, sank into himself and, taking the mother’s hand, said:

			“This woman spoke the truth. Our children want to live according to honour and reason, and we went and abandoned them, we left, yes! Go, Nilovna…”

			“My dear ones!” she said, casting her tear-stained eyes over all of them. “Life is for the children, the earth is for them!…”

			“Go, Nilovna. Here, take the pole,” said Sizov, handing her the fragment of the staff.

			The mother was watched with sadness, with respect, and a hum of sympathy followed her. Sizov silently moved people aside from her path, they made way and, obedient to some obscure force that drew them after the mother, unhurriedly went after her, exchanging brief words in low voices.

			By the gates of her house, leaning on the fragment of the banner, she turned to them, bowed and, gratefully, quietly, said:

			“Thank you…”

			And once again remembering her idea, the new idea to which, as it seemed to her, her heart had given birth, she said:

			“Our Lord Jesus Christ wouldn’t exist if people hadn’t died for His glory…”

			The crowd looked at her in silence.

			She bowed to the people again and went into her house, and Sizov, bowing his head, went in with her.

			The people stood by the gates talking about something.

			And they dispersed without haste.

		

	
		
			Part Two

		

	
		
			I

			The rest of the day passed in a mottled mist of memories and a deep weariness that enveloped body and soul. There was the bobbing grey shape of the little officer, Pavel’s gleaming bronze face and Andrei’s smiling eyes.

			She walked around the room, sat down by the window, looked into the street, then walked around again with a raised eyebrow, shuddering, gazing about and, devoid of thought, searching for something. She drank water without slaking her thirst and could not extinguish the hot smouldering of anguish and hurt in her breast. The day had been chopped in two – in its beginning there had been substance, but now everything had leaked out of it, and extending before her was a doleful wasteland, and there flickered the perplexing question:

			“What now?…”

			Korsunova came. She waved her arms around, shouted, cried and went into raptures, stamped her feet, made suggestions and promises, threatened someone. None of it touched the mother.

			She heard Maria’s strident voice: “Aha! How they’ve offended the people, though! The factory’s risen up – the whole of it’s risen up!”

			“Yes, yes!” the mother said quietly, nodding her head, but her eyes were motionless, scrutinizing what had already become the past and, along with Andrei and Pavel, had left her. She could not cry: her heart had contracted, gone dry, her lips had gone dry too and there was a shortage of moisture in her mouth. Her hands were shaking, and the skin on her back was aquiver with little tremors.

			In the evening the gendarmes came. She received them without surprise, without fear. They came in noisily, and there was something cheerful and contented about them. Baring his teeth, the yellow-faced officer said:

			“Well then, how are you? We meet for a third time, yes?”

			She was silent, passing her dry tongue over her lips. The officer talked a lot, sermonizing, and she sensed he was enjoying talking. But his words did not get through to her, did not disturb her. Only when he said: “You yourself are to blame, Mother, if you didn’t know how to instil respect for God and the Tsar in your son…” – only then did she reply in a muffled voice, standing by the door and not looking at him:

			“Yes, our children are our judges. They will rightly condemn us for abandoning them on such a road.”

			“What?” cried the officer. “Louder!”

			“I’m saying the children are the judges!” she repeated with a sigh.

			Then he started talking about something rapidly and angrily, but his words circled around without touching her.

			Maria Korsunova was one of the witnesses. She stood next to the mother, but did not look at her, and whenever the officer turned to her with some question or other, with a low bow she hurriedly replied in a monotonous way:

			“I don’t know, Your Honour! I’m an uneducated woman, engaged in trade, and in my stupidity I don’t know anything…”

			“Be quiet, then!” the officer ordered, with his moustache twitching. She bowed and, thumbing her nose at him unnoticed, whispered to the mother:

			“He can get stuffed!”

			She was ordered to search Vlasova. She began blinking her eyes and goggled at the officer, saying in fright:

			“Your Honour, I don’t know how to do that!”

			He stamped his foot and shouted. Maria lowered her eyes and said to the mother quietly:

			“All right – undo your buttons, Pelageya Nilovna…”

			Rummaging and groping around inside her dress, with a bloodshot face she whispered:

			“Ooh, the dogs, eh?”

			“Are you saying something there?” cried the officer sternly, glancing into the corner where she was conducting the search.

			“About women’s stuff, Your Honour!” Maria mumbled in fright.

			When he ordered the mother to sign the record of proceedings, with her unskilled hand she inscribed on the paper in boldly shining, printed letters:

			“Working man’s widow Pelageya Vlasova.”

			“What have you written? What’s that for?” the officer exclaimed, pulling a fastidious face, and then with a smirk said: “Savages…”

			They went away. The mother stood by the window with her arms crossed over her chest and, unblinking, yet seeing nothing, spent a long time gazing into space with raised eyebrows, compressing her lips and clenching her jaws so tight that she soon felt a pain in her teeth. The paraffin had burnt away in the lamp, and the flame, with a crackle, was going out. She blew on it and was left in darkness. A dark cloud of dreary thoughtlessness filled her breast, hampering the beating of her heart. She stood for a long time, and her legs and eyes grew tired. She heard Maria stop by the window and shout in a drunken voice:

			“Pelageya! You asleep? My unhappy martyr, you sleep!”

			The mother went to bed without undressing and, as though having fallen into deep water, sank into restless sleep.

			She dreamt of the yellow, sandy barrow beyond the marsh on the way to town. At its edge, above the precipice that descended to the pits they took sand from, stood Pavel, quietly and sonorously singing in Andrei’s voice:

			“Stand up now, arise, working people…”

			She was walking down the road past the barrow and, with the palm of her hand resting on her forehead, was looking at her son. Against the background of the blue sky his figure was outlined distinctly and sharply. She felt too ashamed to approach him, because she was pregnant. And she also had a child in her arms. She carried on walking. Some children were playing ball in a field – there were a lot of them – and the ball was red. The child reached towards them from her arms and noisily burst out crying. She offered her breast to him and turned back, but now there were soldiers standing on the barrow, pointing their bayonets at her. She ran quickly towards the church that stood in the middle of the field, towards the white, light church, built, as it seemed, of clouds and immeasurably tall. Someone’s funeral was taking place there, and the coffin was large and black, and its lid tightly shut. But the priest and the deacon were walking around the church in white chasubles singing:

			“Christ is risen from the dead…”

			The deacon was censing, bowing to her and smiling; his hair was bright red and his face cheerful, like Samoilov’s. From above, from the cupola, fell rays of sunlight as wide as towels. In both choir places boys were quietly singing:

			“Christ is risen from the dead…”

			“Take them!” the priest suddenly cried, stopping in the middle of the church. His chasuble vanished, and on his face there appeared stern grey whiskers. Everyone started to flee, and the deacon ran off, tossing his censer aside and holding his head in his hands, like the Ukrainian. The mother dropped the child onto the floor under people’s feet, and they ran around him, glancing back fearfully at the little naked body, while she fell to her knees and cried to them:

			“Don’t abandon the child! Take him…”

			“Christ is risen from the dead…”

			sang the Ukrainian, with his hands behind his back and smiling.

			She bent down, picked the child up and sat him on a cart loaded with planks, walking slowly beside which was Nikolai, who was chuckling and saying:

			“They’ve given me a difficult job…”

			The street was dirty, and people were poking their heads out of the windows of the houses, whistling, shouting and waving their arms. The day was clear, and the sun was burning brightly, but there were no shadows anywhere.

			“Sing, nenko!” said the Ukrainian. “That’s the way life is!”

			And he sang, drowning every sound with his voice. The mother was walking behind him; suddenly she stumbled, flying quickly into bottomless depths, and those depths howled fearfully to greet her…

			She woke up in the grip of trembling. It was as if someone’s heavy, horny hand had seized her heart and were gently squeezing it in malicious play. The call to work was droning insistently, and she determined that this was already the second one. Books and clothing were lying about the room in disorder, everything had been displaced and turned upside down, and the floor was covered in footprints.

			She got up and, without washing and without praying to God, started tidying the room. Her eye was caught in the kitchen by a stick with a piece of red calico; she took it in her hands with hostility and meant to shove it under the stove, but with a sigh she removed the scrap of banner from it, carefully folded the shred of red cloth and put it into her pocket, while the stick she snapped in two over her knee and threw onto the hearth. Then she washed the windows and floor with cold water, put the samovar on and got dressed. She sat down in the kitchen by the window, and once again the question stood before her:

			“What’s to be done now?”

			Remembering she had yet to say her prayers, she went and stood in front of the icons, and then, after standing for a few seconds, sat down again – her heart was empty.

			It was strangely quiet, as if the people who yesterday had been shouting so much in the street had today hidden in their houses, thinking in silence about that unusual day.

			Suddenly she recalled a picture she had once seen in the days of her youth: in the old park belonging to some landowners, the Zausailovs, there was a big pond, densely covered in water lilies. On a grey day in autumn she had been walking past the pond and had caught sight of a boat in the middle of it. The pond had been dark and calm, and the boat might have been glued to the black water, sadly adorned with yellow leaves. There had been an air of deep sorrow and mysterious grief about that boat without rower or oars, solitary and motionless on the matt water amidst the dead leaves. The mother had stood for a long time on the bank of the pond then, thinking – who was it that had pushed the boat away from the bank and why? That evening it had been learnt that the wife of the Zausailovs’ bailiff – a small woman with always tousled black hair and a rapid step – had drowned herself in the pond.

			The mother drew her hand across her face, and her thoughts began drifting timidly over her impressions of the previous day. She sat in their grip for a long time, with her eyes fixed on a cold cup of tea and the desire flaring up in her soul to see someone wise and straightforward, and to ask them about many things.

			And as if in response to her desire, after dinner Nikolai Ivanovich appeared. But when she saw him, alarm suddenly took hold of her and, without answering his greeting, she began saying quietly:

			“Oh, my dear man, you’ve made a mistake coming here! It’s incautious! You’ll be seized, you know, if they see you…”

			Shaking her hand firmly, he adjusted his glasses and, bending his face down close to her, explained in urgent speech:

			“I arranged with Pavel and Andrei, you see, that if they were arrested I was to move you to town the very next day!” he said gently and anxiously. “Has there been a search here?”

			“There has. They rummaged and groped around. Those people have no shame and no conscience!” she exclaimed.

			“What do they need shame for?” said Nikolai with a shrug of the shoulders, and he began telling her why she had to live in town.

			She listened amicably to the solicitous voice, looked at him with a pale smile and, without understanding his arguments, was surprised by her feeling of affectionate trust for this man.

			“If Pasha wanted it,” she said, “and I won’t be in your way—”

			He interrupted her:

			“Don’t worry about that. I live alone, my sister comes just occasionally.”

			“I’ll have to earn my keep,” she reflected out loud.

			“A job’ll be found, if you want!” said Nikolai.

			Already indissolubly merged for her with the concept of a job was her notion of the work of her son and Andrei and their comrades. She moved towards Nikolai and, looking him in the eye, asked:

			“It will?”

			“My home’s a small one, a bachelor’s…”

			“I’m not talking about that, not about a job in the house!” she said quietly.

			And she sighed sadly, stung by the fact that he had not understood her. With his short-sighted eyes smiling, he said pensively:

			“Now, if during a visit to Pavel you were to try and find out from him the address of the peasants who were asking about a newspaper—”

			“I know them!” she exclaimed joyfully. “I’ll find them and do everything you say. Who’s going to think I’m carrying forbidden things? I used to take them into the factory – glory to Thee, Lord!”

			She suddenly had an urge to be going down roads somewhere, past forests and villages, with a knapsack over her shoulder and a stick in her hand.

			“You get me onto that job, dear, please do!” she said. “I’ll go everywhere for you. Through every province, I’ll find every path! I’ll go winter and summer, to the very grave, a wandering pilgrim – is that such a bad lot for me?”

			She grew sad when she saw herself as a homeless wanderer, begging for alms in the name of Christ at the windows of village huts.

			Nikolai took her hand cautiously and stroked it with his warm one. Then, glancing at the clock, he said:

			“We’ll talk about it later on!”

			“My dear!” she exclaimed. “The children, the bits of our heart most dear to us, are giving up their freedom and their lives, perishing without pity for themselves – and what am I doing, a mother?”

			Nikolai’s face turned pale, and quietly, looking at her with gentle attention, he said:

			“You know, that’s the first time I’ve heard such words…”

			“What can I say?” she asked with a sorrowful shake of the head, spreading her hands in a gesture of impotence. “If I had the words to talk about my maternal heart…”

			She stood up, raised by the strength that was growing in her breast and intoxicating her head with an ardent onslaught of indignant words:

			“Many would burst into tears… Even the wicked and brazen…”

			Nikolai stood up too, and glanced at the clock once again.

			“So it’s decided – you’ll move to my place in town?”

			She nodded her head in silence.

			“When? Make it soon!” he urged, and added gently: “I shall be anxious for you, truly!”

			She glanced at him in surprise – what was she to him? With his head bowed and smiling in embarrassment, he stood before her, round-shouldered, short-sighted, dressed in a simple black jacket, and it was as if nothing he wore were his own…

			“Do you have any money?” he asked, lowering his eyes.

			“No!”

			He quickly pulled a purse from his pocket, opened it and reached out to her.

			“Here, please, take this…”

			The mother involuntarily smiled and, shaking her head, remarked:

			“Everything in a new way! And money has no value! Some people lose their souls for it, but for you it’s nothing special! As if you keep it on you as a favour to people…”

			Nikolai laughed quietly.

			“It’s a terribly inconvenient and unpleasant thing, money! It’s always awkward both to take and to give it…”

			He took her hand, squeezed it firmly and urged her once again:

			“So, make it soon!”

			And, quiet as ever, he left.

			After seeing him out, she thought:

			“So kind – but didn’t say a thing to comfort me…”

			And she could not make out whether she found this unpleasant or merely surprising.

		

	
		
			II

			She was ready to go to him on the fourth day after his visit. When the cart with her two chests drove out of the settlement into open country, she suddenly felt, as she looked back, that she was abandoning for good the place where a dark and difficult spell of her life had passed and where another one had begun, full of new grief and also of joy that quickly swallowed up the days.

			The factory stretched out on soot-blackened earth like a huge, dark-red spider, with its chimneys raised high into the sky. Huddling up to it were the little one-storey houses of the workers. Grey and squashed, they crowded together in a tight little heap on the edge of the marsh and looked at one another dolefully with their dim little windows. Above them rose the church, dark-red too, matching the factory, but its bell tower was shorter than the factory chimneys.

			The mother sighed and adjusted the collar of her cardigan, which was tight at her throat.

			“Get along!” muttered the carrier, flapping the reins at his horse. He was a bowlegged man of indefinite age with sparse, faded hair on his face and head and colourless eyes. He walked alongside the cart, rocking from side to side, and it was clearly all the same to him where he went, to the right or to the left.

			“Get along!” he said in a colourless voice, kicking out in a funny way with his crooked legs, shod in heavy boots caked in dry mud. The mother looked around. The fields were empty, like her soul…

			Nodding its head dolefully, the horse drove its legs hard into deep, softly hissing sand, heated by the sun. The badly oiled, battered cart creaked, and all the noises, along with the dust, stayed behind…

			Nikolai Ivanovich lived on a desolate street on the edge of town, in a little green wing built onto a dark, two-storey house, swollen by old age. In front of the wing was a dense patch of garden, and peeping in affectionately at the windows of the apartment’s three rooms were the branches of lilacs and acacias and the silvery leaves of young poplars. The rooms were quiet and clean: patterned shadows trembled soundlessly on the floor; stretching along the walls there were shelves, tightly packed with books; and there were portraits hanging of some stern people or other.

			“Will you be comfortable here?” asked Nikolai, leading the mother into a small room which had one window looking out onto the garden and another onto the yard, densely overgrown with grass. And in this room, too, all the walls were taken up by bookcases and bookshelves.

			“I’d be better in the kitchen!” she said. “The kitchen’s nice and light and clean…”

			He seemed to her to be alarmed about something. But when, in an awkward and embarrassed way, he started trying to dissuade her, and she agreed, he immediately cheered up.

			All three rooms were filled with a special sort of air – breathing was easy and pleasant, but one’s voice involuntarily dropped, not wanting to speak too loudly and disturb the peaceful pensiveness of the people looking down raptly from the walls.

			“The flowers need watering!” said the mother, feeling the soil in the flowerpots on the window sills.

			“Yes, yes!” her host said guiltily. “I like them, you know, but there’s no time to look after them…”

			Observing him, she saw that in his own cosy apartment, too, Nikolai walked carefully, detached and distant from everything surrounding him. He would bring his face right up close to whatever he was looking at and, adjusting his glasses with the slender fingers of his right hand, screw up his eyes, aiming a wordless question at the object that interested him. Sometimes he would pick something up in his hand, lift it up to his face and scan it thoroughly; it was as if he had come into the room along with the mother, so that for him, as for her, everything here was unfamiliar, unaccustomed. Seeing him like this, the mother immediately felt at home in these rooms. She followed Nikolai around, noting what stood where and asking about his routine, and he answered her in the guilty tone of a man aware he does everything wrong, but who knows no other way.

			After watering the flowers and stacking the sheet music scattered on the piano into an orderly pile, she looked at the samovar and remarked:

			“That needs cleaning…”

			He drew his fingers over the dull metal, lifted a finger to his nose and looked at it seriously. The mother grinned affectionately.

			When she went to bed and ran through her day, she lifted her head from the pillow in surprise and looked around. For the first time in all her life she was in a stranger’s house, and it did not make her feel inhibited. She thought about Nikolai solicitously and felt a desire to do everything as well as she could for him and to bring something affectionate and warming into his life. Her heart was touched by Nikolai’s awkwardness, his funny lack of know-how, his estrangement from the ordinary, and something wisely childlike in his light eyes. Then her thoughts fixed firmly on her son, and May Day unfolded before her again, all clothed in new sounds, inspired with new meaning. And the woe of that day was, like the day as a whole, peculiar – it did not bend her head to the ground, like the dull, stunning blow of a fist, but stung her heart with many a sharp prick and stirred up quiet rage in it, straightening her bent back.

			“The children are marching through the world,” she thought, listening to the unfamiliar sounds of the nocturnal life of the town. They were creeping in through the open window, making the foliage in the garden rustle, flying in from afar, tired and pale, and dying quietly inside the room.

			Early in the morning she cleaned the samovar, boiled it, noiselessly collected the crockery and, sitting in the kitchen, began waiting for Nikolai to wake up. His cough rang out, and he came through the door, holding his glasses in one hand and covering his throat with the other. After answering his greeting, she carried the samovar off into the other room, and he started washing, splashing the water onto the floor, dropping the soap and his toothbrush and snorting at himself.

			Over tea Nikolai told her:

			“I do a very sad job at the zemstvo board,* observing the way our peasants go broke…”

			And with a guilty smile he repeated:

			“People sapped by hunger go to their graves prematurely, their children are born weak, they perish like flies in the autumn – we know all that, we know the reasons for the misfortune, and while we’re scrutinizing them, we’re paid a salary. And thereafter, properly speaking – nothing…”

			“And what are you – a student?” she asked him.

			“No, I’m a teacher. My father’s a factory manager in Vyatka, but I became a teacher. I began giving the peasants in the village books though, and for that I was put in prison. After prison I worked as an assistant in a bookshop, acted incautiously and ended up in prison again, and then I was exiled to Archangel. I had some unpleasantness with the governor there, too, and was dispatched to the White Sea coast, to a little village where I spent five years.”

			In the light, sun-washed room, his speech sounded calm and equable. The mother had heard many such stories by now, but could never understand why people told them so calmly, treating them as something inevitable.

			“My sister will be coming today!” he announced.

			“Is she married?”

			“Widowed. Her husband was exiled to Siberia, but escaped and died abroad two years ago of consumption.”

			“Is she younger than you?”

			“Six years older. I owe her a great deal. You just listen to the way she plays! That’s her piano… all in all there are lots of her things here, but the books are mine…”

			“And where does she live?”

			“Everywhere!” he answered with a smile. “Wherever someone bold is needed, there she is.”

			“Doing the same work too?” the mother asked.

			“Of course!” he said.

			He soon left for the office, and the mother fell into thought about “the same work” that people were doing persistently and calmly from one day to the next. And she felt the same in the face of those people as she would have in the face of a mountain in the night-time.

			At about midday, a lady in a black dress appeared, tall and shapely. When the mother opened the door to her, she dropped a little yellow suitcase onto the floor and, quickly seizing Vlasova’s hand, asked:

			“You’re Pavel Mikhailovich’s Mama, yes?”

			“Yes,” the mother replied, made to feel ill at ease by her rich clothing.

			“You’re just as I imagined you! My brother wrote that you’d be staying with him!” said the lady, taking off her hat in front of the mirror. “Pavel Mikhailovich and I have long been friends. He’s told me about you.”

			Her voice was rather muffled, and she spoke slowly, but her movements were quick and strong. The smile of her big grey eyes was young and clear, but slender, radiant little lines were already shining on her temples, and above the little shells of her ears was the silvery gleam of grey hairs.

			“I’m hungry!” she declared. “A cup of coffee would be nice just now…”

			“I’ll make some right away!” the mother responded and, getting the coffee service out of a cupboard, asked quietly: “And did Pasha really talk about me?”

			“A lot…”

			She took out a small leather cigarette case, lit a cigarette and, pacing up and down the room, asked:

			“Are you very afraid for him?”

			Watching the blue tongues of fire from the spirit lamp flickering under the coffee pot, the mother smiled. Her unease before the lady had disappeared in the depths of her joy.

			“So he talks about me, my dear one!” she thought, at the same time as she was slowly saying: “Of course, it’s hard, but it would have been worse before – now I know he’s not alone…”

			And looking into the woman’s face, she asked her:

			“And what’s your name?”

			“Sofia!” the other replied.

			The mother looked at her closely with a penetrating gaze. There was something flamboyant about this woman, too brash and hasty.

			Sipping the coffee quickly, she said with confidence:

			“The main thing is for none of them to be in prison long, for them all to be convicted quickly! And as soon as they’re exiled, we’ll arrange Pavel Mikhailovich’s escape straight away – he’s needed here.”

			The mother glanced at Sofia mistrustfully, and she, after looking for a place to leave her cigarette butt, pushed it into the soil of a flower pot.

			“That ruins the flowers!” the mother remarked automatically.

			“Sorry!” said Sofia. “Nikolai’s always telling me that too!” And taking the butt out of the pot, she threw it out of the window.

			The mother looked into her face in embarrassment and said guiltily:

			“No, I’m sorry! I said it without thinking. Who am I to be instructing you?”

			“And why not instruct me, if I’m a slattern?” Sofia responded with a shrug of the shoulders. “Is the coffee ready?* Thank you! But why the one cup? Aren’t you having any?”

			And suddenly, taking the mother by the shoulders, drawing her towards her and looking into her eyes, she asked in surprise:

			“You’re not feeling shy, are you?”

			Smiling, the mother replied:

			“I just spoke to you about the cigarette butt, and you ask if I’m feeling shy!”

			And without concealing her surprise, she began, as if questioning:

			“I came to your house just yesterday, but I’ve made myself at home; I’m not afraid of anything, I’m saying what I want…”

			“And so you should!” Sofia exclaimed.

			“My head’s spinning, and it’s as if I’m a stranger to myself,” the mother continued. “It used to be the way that you’d have to be around someone a long, long time before saying anything from the heart, but now your heart’s always open, and you say things straight away that you wouldn’t have thought of before…”

			Sofia lit up another cigarette, illuminating the mother’s face gently and silently with her grey eyes.

			“You say ‘arrange an escape’? But then how will he live as a fugitive?” the mother asked, posing the question that was worrying her.

			“That’s unimportant!” Sofia replied, pouring herself some more coffee. “He’ll live as dozens of escapees do… I’ve just met a man and seen him off, a very valuable one too, and he was exiled for five years, but only actually lived in exile for three and a half months…”

			The mother looked at her intently, smiled and, shaking her head, said quietly:

			“No, it looks to have made a mess of me, that May Day! I feel awkward somehow, and it’s as if I’m walking down two roads at once: first I think I understand everything, then suddenly it’s like I’m in a fog. Right now I look at you, and you’re a fine lady and you’re doing this work… You know Pasha and you appreciate him, for which you have my thanks…”

			“Well, it’s you should have my thanks!” Sofia laughed.

			“Why me? I didn’t teach him all this!” said the mother with a sigh.

			Sofia placed her cigarette butt on her saucer, gave a toss of her head and, with thick golden locks of hair spilling down her back, went away, saying:

			“Well, it’s time I took all this splendour off…”

		

	
		
			III

			Nikolai appeared towards evening. They had dinner, and over dinner Sofia recounted, laughing, how she had met and hidden the man who had escaped from exile, how she had been afraid of spies, seeing them in everyone, and how funnily the fugitive had behaved. There was something in her tone that reminded the mother of the bragging of a worker who had done some difficult job well and was happy.

			She was now dressed in a light, loose dress, the colour of steel. She seemed taller in this dress, and it was as if her eyes had darkened and her movements become more serene.

			“You’re going to have to take on another job, Sofia,” began Nikolai after dinner. “You know we’ve planned a newspaper for the countryside, but the link with the people out there has been lost thanks to the latest arrests. Pelageya Nilovna’s the only one who can show us how to find the man who’s going to take on the distribution of the newspaper. You go there with her. It needs to be done soon.”

			“Very well,” said Sofia, puffing at her cigarette. “Shall we go, Pelageya Nilovna?”

			“All right, let’s…”

			“Is it far?”

			“Eighty versts or so…”

			“Marvellous! And now I shall play a little. Can you put up with some music, Pelageya Nilovna?”

			“Don’t ask me – act as though I’m not here!” said the mother, settling down in a corner of the sofa. She could see that the brother and sister did not seem to be paying her any attention, yet at the same time it turned out that, like it or not, at their imperceptible instigation she was constantly intruding in their conversation.

			“Now listen, Nikolai! This is Grieg.* I brought it today… Shut the windows.”

			She opened up the music and struck the keys lightly with her left hand. The singing of the strings began, lush and full. With a deep sigh, another note, rich in sound, flowed to join them. Ringing brightly from beneath the fingers of the right hand, there flew from the strings an anxious flock of strangely transparent cries which began to sway and beat like frightened birds against the dark background of the low notes.

			At first the mother was untouched by these sounds; she heard in their flow only ringing chaos. Her ear was unable to catch the melody in the complex quivering of the mass of notes. Half-asleep, she watched Nikolai sitting with his legs folded beneath him at the other end of the long sofa, she scrutinized Sofia’s severe profile and her head, covered in a heavy mass of golden hair. At first a ray of sun cast a warm light onto Sofia’s head and shoulder, and then it fell onto the keys of the piano and began to quiver under the woman’s fingers, embracing them. The music was filling the room up ever more tightly and, imperceptibly for the mother, rousing her heart.

			And for some reason, from the dark pit of the past there arose before her an injury long forgotten, but now coming back to life with bitter clarity.

			One day her now deceased husband had come home from work late at night, very drunk, had grabbed her by the arm, thrown her from the bed onto the floor, kicked her in the side and said:

			“Get out of here, scum, I’m sick of you!”

			To protect herself from his blows, she had quickly picked up their two-year-old son and, on her knees, used his body to cover her, like a shield. He had cried, struggling in her hands, frightened, naked and warm.

			“Get out!” Mikhail had roared.

			She had leapt to her feet, rushed into the kitchen, thrown a cardigan over her shoulders, wrapped the child in a shawl and, in silence, without cries or complaints, barefooted, in just her nightshirt with the cardigan on top of it, had set off down the street. It had been May, the night fresh, and the dust of the street had stuck coldly to her feet, getting right in between the toes. The child had cried and struggled. She had bared her breast, pressed her son up against her body and, driven by fear, had walked and walked down the street, singing a lullaby:

			“Oh-oh-oh… oh-oh-oh!…”

			But it had already been getting light, and she had felt fearful and ashamed, expecting someone to come out into the street and see her, half-naked. She had gone down towards the marsh and sat on the ground beneath a closely packed group of young aspens. And she had sat like that for a long time, embraced by the night, gazing motionless into the darkness with wide-open eyes and fearfully singing a lullaby to the now sleeping child and to her own injured heart…

			“Oh-oh-oh… oh-oh-oh… oh-oh-oh!…”

			At some point during the moments she had spent there, some kind of quiet black bird had flashed over her head as it flew into the distance, and this had roused her and got her up. Shivering with cold, she had set off for home to meet the customary horror of blows and fresh insults…

			An echoing chord, indifferent and cold, sighed a final time, sighed and died away.

			Sofia turned, asking her brother in a low voice:

			“Did you like it?”

			“Very much!” he said, giving a start, like someone being woken. “Very much…”

			Quivering and singing in the mother’s breast was the echo of her memories. And somewhere away to one side there was a thought developing:

			“Here people are, living amicably, calmly. They don’t quarrel, they don’t drink vodka, they don’t argue over a crust of bread… the way people who lead the hard life do…”

			Sofia was smoking a cigarette. She smoked a lot, almost continually.

			“It was Kostya’s favourite thing while he was alive!” she said, hurriedly inhaling smoke, and again she struck a soft, sad chord. “How I used to love playing for him. How sensitive he was and responsive to everything, full of everything…”

			“She must be reminiscing about her husband,” the mother noted in passing. “Yet she’s smiling…”

			“That man gave me so much happiness…” Sofia said quietly, accompanying her thoughts with the light sounds of the strings. “He knew so well how to live…”

			“Ye-es!” said Nikolai, pulling at his beard. “A melodious soul!…”

			Sofia threw away the cigarette she had started to smoke, turned to the mother and asked her:

			“The noise I make doesn’t disturb you, no?”

			The mother replied with a vexation she could not contain:

			“Don’t ask me – I don’t understand a thing. I just sit and listen and think to myself…”

			“No, you ought to understand!” said Sofia. “A woman can’t fail to understand music, especially if she’s sad…”

			She struck the keys hard, and a loud cry rang out, as if someone had heard some news that was dreadful for them – it had struck them in the heart and torn out this stunning sound. Young voices trembled in fright and went rushing away in hurried confusion; a loud, wrathful voice cried out again, drowning everything. Some misfortune must have taken place, yet it had called to life not laments, but wrath. Then someone gentle and strong appeared and started to sing a simple, pretty song, persuading, appealing to be followed.

			The mother’s heart filled with a desire to say something nice to these people. She was smiling, intoxicated by the music, and felt herself capable of doing something the brother and sister needed.

			And after looking around to see what could be done, she quietly went into the kitchen to put on the samovar.

			But her desire did not disappear, and while she was pouring the tea, smiling in embarrassment, and as though rubbing her heart with words of warm affection, given in equal measure to them and to herself, she said:

			“We people of the hard life feel everything, but it’s hard for us to express it; we’re ashamed that, you know, we understand, but can’t say it. And because of the shame, we often get angry with our thoughts. Life’s battering and stinging us from all directions, and a rest would be nice, but our thoughts won’t allow it.”

			Nikolai listened, wiping his glasses. Sofia looked on with her enormous eyes wide open, forgetting to smoke her cigarette, which was going out. She was sitting by the piano, half-turned towards it and gently touching the keys at times with the slender fingers of her right hand. A chord would cautiously be poured into the speech of the mother, who was hurriedly clothing her feelings in simple, heartfelt words.

			“At least I’ll be able to say something about myself and other people now, because I’ve started to understand and I can compare things. The way I lived before, I had nothing to compare with. In our existence, everyone lives the same. But now I can see how others live, I remember the way I used to live myself, and I feel bitter, it’s hard for me!”

			She lowered her voice and went on:

			“Maybe I’m saying something wrong, and there’s no need to say it, because you know it all for yourselves…”

			Tears began to ring in her voice and, looking at them with a smile in her eyes, she said:

			“But I’d like to open up my heart to you so you can see how I wish you well, the very best!”

			“We can see it!” said Nikolai quietly.

			She was unable to sate her desire and told them again what had been new for her and had seemed to her inestimably important. She began telling them about her life of hurt and patient suffering, told them without anger, with a smile of regret on her lips, unrolling the grey scroll of sad days, enumerating her husband’s blows, and she was amazed herself at the insignificance of the grounds for those blows, surprised herself at her own inability to deflect them…

			They listened to her in silence, overwhelmed by the profound meaning of the simple story of a person who had been considered a beast, and who had herself, for a long time, uncomplaining, felt she was the thing she was taken to be. Thousands of lives seemed to be speaking through her lips; everything in the way she had lived had been commonplace and simple, but a countless multitude of people had lived just as simply and ordinarily on this earth, and her story took on the significance of a symbol. Nikolai set his elbows on the table, rested his head on his palms and did not move, gazing at her through his glasses with tensely narrowed eyes. Sofia reclined against the back of her chair and would wince at times, shaking her head. Her face became even more thin and pale, and she did not smoke.

			“I thought I was unfortunate once, it seemed to me that my life was a fever,” she said quietly, lowering her head. “That was in exile. A little provincial town, with nothing to do and nothing to think about except yourself. I was putting all my misfortunes together and weighing them up because of having nothing to do: so, I’d quarrelled with my father, whom I loved, I’d been expelled from grammar school and insulted, then prison, the treachery of a comrade who was dear to me, my husband’s arrest, prison again and exile, my husband’s death. And it seemed to me then that I was the most unfortunate of people. But all my misfortunes, and ten times more, aren’t the equal of a month of your life, Pelageya Nilovna… That daily torture over a period of years… Where do people draw the strength to suffer from?”

			“They get used to it!” Vlasova replied with a sigh.

			“I thought I knew life!” said Nikolai pensively. “But when it’s not a book talking about it, and not my scattered impressions of it, but life itself, like that – it’s fearful! And it’s the trivialities that are fearful, the insignificant things, the minutes that make up the years…”

			The conversation flowed and grew, encompassing the hard life from every side, and the mother delved deep into her memories, extracting the daily injuries from the twilight of the past, and created a painful picture of the mute horror in which her youth had been lost. Finally she said:

			“Oh dear, I’ve tired you out with my talking: it’s time you had a rest! Telling it all’s not possible…”

			The brother and sister took their leave of her in silence. Nikolai seemed to her to bow lower than he always had before and to squeeze her hand tighter. And Sofia saw her to her room and, stopping in the doorway, said quietly:

			“Have a rest, goodnight!”

			There was warmth in her voice, and her grey eyes caressed the mother’s face softly…

			She took Sofia’s hand and, squeezing it in her own, replied:

			“Thank you!…”

		

	
		
			IV

			A few days later, the mother and Sofia appeared before Nikolai as poorly dressed townswomen in worn calico dresses and cardigans, with knapsacks over their shoulders and staffs in their hands. The costume reduced Sofia’s height and made her pale face even more severe.

			Bidding his sister farewell, Nikolai squeezed her hand tight, and the mother again noted the simplicity and serenity of their relationship. These people had neither kisses nor affectionate words, but their attitude to one another was so sincere and solicitous. Where she lived, people did a lot of kissing, often used affectionate words and always bit one another like hungry dogs.

			The women walked in silence through the streets of the town, went out into the open country and began striding shoulder to shoulder along a wide, well-trodden road between two rows of old birches.

			“Won’t you get tired?” the mother asked Sofia.

			“Do you think I’ve not done much walking? This is something I’m familiar with…”

			Merrily, as if boasting of the pranks of her childhood, Sofia began telling the mother about her revolutionary work. She had had to live under an assumed name when using false documents, dress up in disguise while hiding from spies, carry poods of forbidden books around various different towns, arrange escapes for exiled comrades and accompany them abroad. A secret printing press had been set up in her apartment, and when the gendarmes, learning of this, had come to search it, she had left, managing to dress up as a maid a minute before their arrival, encountering her guests at the gates of the house, and with no outer clothing, with a light scarf on her head and a paraffin can in her hands, in winter, in a hard frost, she had walked through the entire town from one end to the other. Another time, she had arrived in a town not her own to see acquaintances and, when she was already on her way up the stairs to their apartment, had noticed there was a search going on there. It had been too late to turn back, so then she had boldly rung at a door a floor below her acquaintances’ apartment and, going in with her suitcase to strangers, had candidly explained her situation to them.

			“You can give me up if you like, but I don’t think you’ll do that,” she had said confidently.

			They had been very frightened and had not slept all night, expecting someone to come knocking at the door at any minute, but had been unable to bring themselves to give her up to the gendarmes and had joined her in the morning in laughing at themselves. Once, dressed up as a nun, she had travelled in the same train carriage and on the same bench as the spy who had been on her trail and who, boasting of his cunning, had told her how he did it. He had been certain she was travelling in the second-class carriage of the train, had got out at every stop and, on returning, had said to her:

			“Nowhere to be seen – she must have gone to bed. They get tired too – it’s a hard life, just like ours!”

			The mother listened to her stories, laughed and looked at her with caressing eyes. Tall and thin, Sofia strode down the road on her shapely legs with a firm, easy step. In her gait, her words, in the very sound of her voice, a little muffled, yet still bright, in the whole of her upright figure there was a great deal of spiritual health and cheerful boldness. She looked at everything with young eyes and everywhere saw something that gladdened her with its youthful joy.

			“Look, what a splendid pine,” Sofia exclaimed, pointing a tree out to the mother. The mother stopped and looked, but the pine was no taller and no bushier than any other.

			“It’s a nice tree!” she said with a smile. And she saw the way the wind played with the grey hairs above the woman’s ear.

			“A skylark!” Sofia’s grey eyes burned with affection, and her body seemed to rise from the earth to meet the music that resounded unseen in the clear heights. At times, bending lithely, she would pick a wild flower and lovingly stroke the trembling petals with light touches of her quick, slender fingers. And softly and prettily she would sing something.

			All of this moved the mother’s heart closer to the bright-eyed woman, and she unwittingly pressed up against her, trying to walk in step. But at times there would suddenly be something sharp in Sofia’s words, which would seem to the mother unnecessary and would arouse in her a wary thought:

			“Mikhail isn’t going to like her…”

			But a minute later Sofia would again be speaking simply and sincerely, and the mother would be looking into her eyes with a smile.

			“How young you still are!” she said with a sigh.

			“Oh, I’m already thirty-two!” Sofia exclaimed.

			Vlasova smiled.

			“That’s not what I mean – to look at, you might be thought older. But looking into your eyes and listening to you, it’s a real surprise, as if you were a girl. Your life’s restless and hard, dangerous, but your heart smiles.”

			“I don’t feel things are hard for me, and I can’t imagine a better, more interesting life than this one… I’m going to call you Nilovna; Pelageya doesn’t suit you.”

			“Call me whatever you like!” said the mother pensively. “Whatever you like, you call me it. I just keep looking at you, listening and thinking. It’s nice for me to see you know the ways to the human heart. Everything a person has inside opens up before you without shyness, without worries – their soul flies open of its own accord to greet you. And what I think about all of you is: they’re going to overcome the evil in life – they’re going to, for sure!”

			“We’ll be victorious because we’re with the working people!” said Sofia in a loud, confident voice. “Everything possible is hidden away inside them, and with them all is achievable! We just have to awaken their consciousness, which isn’t given the freedom to grow…”

			Her speech aroused a complicated feeling in the mother’s heart – for some reason she felt pity for Sofia, an inoffensive, friendly pity, and she wanted to hear different words from her, simpler ones.

			“Who’s going to reward you for your labours?” she asked quietly and sadly.

			Sofia replied, as it seemed to the mother, with pride:

			“We’re already rewarded! We’ve found a life for ourselves that satisfies us, we live with all the strength of our soul – what more can you want?”

			The mother glanced at her and lowered her head, as again she thought: “Mikhailo isn’t going to like her…”

			Filling their breasts with the sweet air, they walked not at a fast, but at a good pace, and for the mother it was as if she were going on a pilgrimage. Her childhood came to mind, and the positive joy with which she had sometimes, on a holiday, walked from the village to a distant monastery to see its wonder-working icon.

			Sometimes, in a low voice, but prettily, Sofia would sing some new songs about the sky or love, or she would suddenly start reciting verse about the fields and the forests or the Volga, and the mother would listen with a smile and unwittingly nod her head to the rhythm of the line, yielding to its music.

			Inside her breast it was warm, quiet and pensive, as in a little old garden on a summer’s evening.

		

	
		
			V

			On the third day they arrived at the village, the mother asked a peasant working in the fields where the tar factory was, and soon they had gone down a steep woodland path, with the roots of trees lying across it like steps, to a small, round clearing, littered with charcoal and kindling and flooded in tar.

			“Here we are then!” said the mother, looking around in disquiet.

			Sitting, having dinner by a hut made of stakes and branches, at a table made of three rough planks set on trestles dug into the earth, were Rybin – completely black, in a shirt unbuttoned at the chest – Yefim and two other young lads. Rybin was the first to notice them, and putting the palm of his hand up to his eyes, he waited in silence.

			“Hello, brother Mikhailo!” cried the mother while still at some distance.

			He got up and, having recognized her, set off unhurriedly towards them, then stopped and, smiling, stroked his beard with a dark hand.

			“We’re on a pilgrimage!” said the mother as she approached. “I thought: ‘Why don’t I drop in and visit my brother!’ This is my friend, Anna’s her name…”

			Proud of her inventions, she threw a sidelong glance at Sofia’s face, serious and stern.

			“Hello!” said Rybin with a gloomy grin; he shook her hand, bowed to Sofia and continued: “Don’t lie: this isn’t the town – lying’s not needed! We’re all friends here…”

			Sitting at the table, Yefim was examining the wanderers keenly and saying something to his comrades in a buzzing voice. When the women came over to the table, he got up and bowed to them silently, while his comrades sat motionless, as though not noticing the guests.

			“We live like monks here!” said Rybin, giving Vlasova a light pat on the shoulder. “No one comes to see us, the master’s not in the village, the mistress has been taken to hospital and I’m a sort of manager. Do sit down at the table. I expect you’d like to eat? Yefim, you could get the milk out!”

			Yefim went unhurriedly into the hut, the wanderers removed the knapsacks from their shoulders and one of the lads, tall and thin, got up from the table to help them, while the other, thickset and shaggy-haired, leant pensively on the table and looked at them, scratching his head and quietly humming a song.

			The heavy aroma of tar, mingling with the stifling smell of rotting leaves, made their heads spin.

			“This one’s name is Yakov,” said Rybin, indicating the tall lad, “and that’s Ignaty. Well, how’s your son?”

			“In prison!” said the mother with a sigh.

			“In prison again?” exclaimed Rybin. “He liked it there, didn’t he?”

			Ignaty stopped singing. Yakov took the staff from the mother’s hand and said:

			“Sit down!…”

			“And what about you? Do sit down!” Rybin invited Sofia. She sat down silently on a tree stump, scrutinizing Rybin closely.

			“When did they take him?” asked Rybin, settling down opposite the mother and exclaiming with a shake of the head: “You have no luck, Nilovna!”

			“Never mind!” she said.

			“Well? Are you getting used to it?”

			“I’m not getting used to it, but I can see that it can’t be avoided!”

			“Right!” said Rybin. “Well, tell us the story…”

			Yefim brought a pot of milk, took a cup from the table, rinsed it out with water and, pouring milk into it, moved it towards Sofia while listening attentively to the mother’s story. He moved and did everything noiselessly and carefully. When the mother had finished her brief story, everyone was silent for a minute or so, and nobody looked at anyone else. Ignat, sitting at the table, was drawing some sort of pattern on the planks with a fingernail, Yefim was standing behind Rybin, resting an elbow on his shoulder, and Yakov, leaning against a tree trunk, had folded his arms over his chest and lowered his head. Sofia was examining the men from under her brows…

			“Ye-es!” drawled Rybin slowly and morosely. “There you have it – in the open!…”

			“If we organized a parade like that here,” said Yefim with a gloomy grin, “the peasants’d beat us to death!”

			“They will that!” Ignat confirmed, nodding his head. “No, I’m going away to the factory: it’s better there…”

			“You say they’re going to put Pavel on trial?” Rybin asked. “So what will the punishment be? Have you heard?”

			“Penal servitude or permanent exile in Siberia…” she replied quietly.

			The three lads immediately looked at her, while Rybin lowered his head and slowly asked:

			“And when he was organizing this business, did he know what he was threatened with?”

			“Yes, he did!” said Sofia loudly.

			Everyone fell silent and was motionless, as if frozen in a single, cold thought.

			“Right!” Rybin continued in a severe and important voice. “I think he knew too. Looks before he leaps, a serious man. See that, lads? The man knew he might be bayonetted, or else he’d be treated to penal servitude, but off he went. If his mother had lain down in his path, he’d have stepped right over her. Would he have gone over you, Nilovna?”

			“He would!” said the mother, looking around with a shudder and a heavy sigh. Sofia stroked her arm in silence and stared straight at Rybin with knitted brows.

			“That is a man!” he said in a low voice, casting his dark eyes over everyone. And the six people were silent once again. Slender rays of sunlight hung in the air like golden ribbons. Somewhere a crow was cawing with conviction. The mother looked around, upset by memories of May Day and her anguish for her son and Andrei. There were tar barrels lying about in the cramped little clearing, which was bristling with uprooted tree stumps. The oaks and birches crowding densely around the clearing were imperceptibly advancing on it from all sides and, bound together by the quietness, immobile, were throwing warm, dark shadows onto the earth.

			Suddenly Yakov started away from the tree, took a step to one side, stopped and, throwing up his head, asked in a dry, loud voice:

			“Is it against such men that Yefim and I’ll be set?”

			“And who do you think it’ll be?” Rybin answered with a morose question. “They strangle us with our very own hands – that’s the whole trick!”

			“I’m going to be a soldier anyway!” Yefim declared stubbornly in a low voice.

			“Who’s trying to talk you out of it?” exclaimed Ignat. “You go!”

			And staring straight at Yefim, he said with a grin:

			“Only when you’re shooting at me, aim at the head… don’t cripple me, kill me outright!”

			“I’ve heard that before!” cried Yefim sharply.

			“Wait, lads!” said Rybin, examining them, and with an unhurried movement he raised an arm. “Here’s a woman!” he said, pointing at the mother. “Her son’s probably done for now…”

			“Why do you say that?” the mother asked in a low, melancholy voice.

			“It’s got to be done!” he replied morosely. “It’s got to be done, so that your hair doesn’t turn grey for nothing. Well, and has it killed her, what they’ve done? Nilovna, have you brought us some books?”

			The mother glanced at him and, after a pause, replied:

			“Yes, I have…”

			“Right!” said Rybin, slapping the palm of his hand down onto the table. “I realized it straight away, as soon as I saw you – why should you come here, if not for that? See? The son’s been knocked out of the ranks, and the mother’s taken his place!”

			Shaking his fist ominously, he uttered an obscenity.

			The mother took fright at his cry, looked at him and saw that Mikhail’s face was greatly changed – it had grown thinner, the beard had become uneven and the bones of his cheeks could be sensed beneath it. Slender red veins had appeared on the bluish whites of his eyes, as though he had not slept for a long time, and his nose had become gristlier, predatorily hooked. The open collar of his once red shirt, impregnated with tar, revealed his thin collarbones and the dense black fur on his chest, and in his figure as a whole there was now even more of the gloomy and funereal. The dry lustre of his inflamed eyes illuminated his dark face with the fire of rage. Sofia had turned pale and was silent, and she did not take her eyes off the men. Ignat, with his eyes narrowed, was giving his head an occasional shake, while Yakov, standing by the hut once more, was angrily picking the bark off a stake with his dark fingers. Behind the mother’s back Yefim was slowly pacing the length of the table.

			“The other day,” Rybin continued, “I was summoned by the Land Captain, and he says to me: ‘What did you say to the priest, you swine?’ – ‘Why am I a swine? I earn my crust by my own toil, and I’ve done nothing bad to anyone,’ I say, ‘there!’ He started yelling and gave me one in the teeth… I was held under arrest for three days. That’s the way you talk to the people, is it? Don’t expect forgiveness, you devil! If it’s not me, it’ll be someone else, and if it’s not you, then it’s your children who’ll have my injury taken out on them – remember that! You’ve ploughed up the breasts of the people with iron claws, you’ve sown anger in them – so don’t you expect mercy, devils of ours that you are! There.”

			He was totally full of seething malice, and quivering in his voice were sounds that frightened the mother.

			“And what had I said to the priest?” he continued more calmly. “After the assembly in the village, he’s sitting outside with the peasants and telling them: ‘People are a flock, and they always need a shepherd’ – right! And I joked: ‘When the fox is appointed Governor in the forest, there’ll be plenty of feathers, but no birds!’ He gave me a dirty look and started talking about the people needing to be patient and pray to God for him to grant the strength for patience. And I said: ‘The people pray a lot, but God clearly hasn’t got any time – he doesn’t hear!’ There. He started pestering me about what prayers I say. I says: ‘Just the one all my life, like all the people: “Lord, teach me the tricks of taking the gentlemen bricks, of eating rocks and spitting out logs!”’ He didn’t even let me finish. Are you a gentlewoman?” Rybin asked Sofia suddenly, cutting his story short.

			“Why should I be a gentlewoman?” she asked him quickly, giving a start at the unexpectedness.

			“Why?” Rybin grinned. “It’s fate, it’s the way you were born! There. Do you think you can hide the sin of nobility from people by wearing a cheap calico headscarf? We can recognize a priest even in a hempen shirt. You put your elbow in something wet on the table, and you winced and pulled a face. And your back’s too straight for a working person…”

			Fearing he would offend Sofia with his hard voice, his grin and his words, the mother started speaking hurriedly and sternly:

			“She’s my friend, Mikhailo Ivanych, she’s a good person, and she’s turned her hair grey in the cause. You’re not very…”

			Rybin sighed deeply.

			“Saying something hurtful, am I?”

			Sofia glanced at him and asked drily:

			“Did you want to tell me something?”

			“Me? Yes! A new man appeared here recently, Yakov’s cousin. He’s sick, consumptive. Can I invite him here?”

			“All right, do!” Sofia replied.

			Rybin glanced at her with narrowed eyes and, lowering his voice, said:

			“Yefim, you might go and tell him to be here by nightfall – there.”

			Yefim put on his cap and, in silence, looking at no one, disappeared unhurriedly into the wood. Rybin nodded his head in his wake, saying in a muffled voice:

			“He’s in torment! He’s to be a soldier, him and Yakov here. Yakov says simply: ‘I can’t,’ and he can’t either, but he wants to go… Thinks he can stir up the soldiers. I reckon it’s no use beating your head against a wall… There they are, bayonets in hand, and off they go. Ye-es, he’s in torment! And Ignaty torments his soul too, unfairly!”

			“Not unfairly at all!” said Ignat gloomily, without looking at Rybin. “They’ll win him round there, and he’ll start shooting no worse than the rest of them…”

			“Unlikely!” Rybin responded pensively. “But of course, it’s better to escape it. Russia’s a big country; where are you going to find anyone? Get hold of a passport and go round the villages…”

			“That’s what I’m going to do!” remarked Ignat, knocking a piece of kindling against his leg. “If we’ve made up our mind to go against things, we should keep on going!”

			The conversation stopped short. Bees and wasps circled solicitously, ringing in the quietness and adding shade to it. Birds were chirping, and somewhere far off were the sounds of a song, straying across the fields. After a pause, Rybin said:

			“Well, we need to work… Perhaps you’d like a rest? There are plank beds there, in the hut. Gather some dry leaves for them, Yakov… And you give me the books, Mother…”

			The mother and Sofia started to untie their knapsacks. Rybin bent down over them and, contented, said:

			“Look at that, brought quite a lot! Been doing this business long – what’s your name?” he turned to Sofia.

			“Anna Ivanovna!” she replied. “Twelve years… What of it?”

			“Nothing. Been to prison, I expect?”

			“I have.”

			“You see?” said the mother in a low voice, reproachfully. “And you were being rude about her…”

			He was silent for a while, and then, taking a pile of books into his arms, he bared his teeth and said:

			“Don’t be offended by me! A peasant with gentlefolk’s like pitch with water – they don’t get on together, they don’t mix!”

			“I’m not gentlefolk, I’m a person!” Sofia objected, smiling gently.

			“That’s as may be!” Rybin responded. “They say dogs used to be wolves. I’ll go and hide this.”

			Ignat and Yakov went up to him, reaching out their hands.

			“Give them to us!” said Ignat.

			“Are they all the same?” Rybin asked Sofia.

			“No, they’re different. There’s a newspaper here…”

			“Oh?”

			The three of them went away hurriedly into the hut.

			“The man’s on fire!” the mother said quietly, following them with a thoughtful gaze.

			“Yes,” Sofia responded quietly. “Never before have I seen a face such as his – like some sort of great martyr! Let’s go in there too, I want to take a look at them…”

			“Don’t be cross with him for being stern…” the mother said quietly.

			Sofia grinned:

			“How nice you are, Nilovna…”

			When they appeared in the doorway, Ignat raised his head, threw a passing glance at them and, sinking his fingers into his curly hair, bent over the newspaper lying on his knees; Rybin, standing, had caught a ray of sun that, penetrating the hut through a crack in the roof, was falling onto the newspaper, which he shifted about beneath it, moving his lips as he read; Yakov, kneeling, had leant his chest against the edge of a plank bed, and he was reading too.

			Going over into a corner of the hut, the mother sat down there, while Sofia, with her arm around the mother’s shoulders, looked on in silence.

			“Uncle Mikhailo, they’re criticizing us peasants!” said Yakov, under his breath and without turning around. Rybin did turn around, glanced at him and answered with a grin:

			“Lovingly!”

			After an intake of breath, Ignat raised his head and, closing his eyes, said:

			“It says here: ‘The peasant has ceased to be a person’ – of course he has!”

			Across his simple, open face slid a shadow of hurt.

			“All right then, come and put yourself in my skin, spend a bit of time in it, and I’ll see what you’ll be like, know-it-all!”

			“I’m going to lie down!” the mother said quietly to Sofia. “I’m a little tired after all, and my head’s spinning from the smell. What about you?”

			“I don’t want to.”

			The mother stretched out on a plank bed and began to doze. Sofia sat over her, observing the readers, and whenever a wasp or a bumblebee circled above the mother’s face, she solicitously drove it away. With her eyes half-closed, the mother saw this, and she found Sofia’s attention pleasing.

			Rybin came over and asked in a booming whisper:

			“Is she asleep?”

			“Yes.”

			He paused, looked intently into the mother’s face, sighed and said quietly:

			“She may be the first woman to have followed her son down his road, the first!”

			“Let’s not disturb her, come away!” Sofia suggested.

			“Yes, we’ve got to work. I’d like to have a talk, but it can wait till this evening! Come on, lads…”

			All three went, leaving Sofia by the hut. And the mother thought:

			“Well, that’s all right, thank God! They’re friends…”

			And she peacefully fell asleep, breathing in the heady smell of the wood and the tar.

		

	
		
			VI

			The tar workers came back happy to have finished work.

			Woken by their voices, the mother emerged from the hut, yawning and smiling.

			“You’ve been working, while I’ve been sleeping like a fine lady!” she said, examining everyone with affectionate eyes.

			“You’re forgiven!” responded Rybin. He was calmer, as tiredness had swallowed up his excess of excitement.

			“Ignat,” he said, “could you see about some tea! We take turns with the domestic chores here – it’s Ignaty feeding and watering us today!”

			“I’m prepared to give up my turn!” Ignat remarked, but began collecting kindling and branches for a fire while listening.

			“Guests are interesting for everyone!” said Yefim, settling down next to Sofia.

			“I’ll help you, Ignat!” said Yakov quietly, going off into the hut. Out of it he brought a cottage loaf, which he began cutting into pieces, laying them out around the table.

			“Hark!” Yefim exclaimed quietly. “He’s coughing…”

			Rybin listened and, nodding his head, said:

			“Yes, he’s coming…”

			And turning to Sofia, he explained:

			“In a minute he’ll be here, a witness. I’d like to take him from town to town and stand him in the squares for the people to listen to him. He always says the same thing, but everyone ought to hear it…”

			The quiet and the gloom were becoming denser, the men’s voices sounding softer. Sofia and the mother observed the peasants: they all moved slowly, heavily, with a strange sort of care, and they watched the women too.

			Out of the wood into the clearing came a tall, stooping man; he walked slowly, leaning heavily on a stick, and his hoarse breathing was clearly audible.

			“Here I am!” he said, and began coughing.

			He was dressed in a long, worn coat that reached his heels, and from under a round, crumpled hat his straggly strands of straight yellowish hair hung down listlessly. A light little beard grew on his bony yellow face, his mouth was half open and his eyes had sunk in deep beneath his forehead, from where they shone feverishly out of dark pits.

			When Rybin introduced him to Sofia, he said to her:

			“I’ve heard you’ve brought some books?”

			“I have.”

			“Thank you… on behalf of the people! They can’t yet understand the truth themselves… and so I, who have understood… say thank you on their behalf.”

			He breathed rapidly, snatching in the air in short, greedy breaths. His voice broke, and the bony fingers of his powerless hands crept over his chest, trying to do up the buttons of his coat.

			“Being in the wood so late is bad for you. The wood’s deciduous: it’s damp and sultry!” Sofia remarked.

			“Nothing’s good for me any more!” he replied, panting. “Only death’s good for me…”

			It was hard to listen to his voice, and his figure as a whole prompted that superfluous pity that is aware of its impotence and causes morose annoyance. He sat down on a barrel, bending his knees so cautiously it was as if he were afraid his legs would break, and he wiped his sweaty forehead. His hair was dry, dead.

			The campfire flared up, everything around flickered and began to quaver, the scorched shadows rushed fearfully into the wood and there was a glimpse above the flames of Ignat’s round face with its cheeks puffed up. The fire went out. There was the smell of smoke, and again the quietness and gloom closed in on the clearing, ears pricked and listening to the sick man’s hoarse words.

			“And I can do some good for the people as a witness to a crime as well… Here, take a look at me… I’m twenty-eight, but I’m dying! Whereas ten years ago I could lift twelve poods onto my shoulders without straining – it was nothing! ‘With health like this,’ I thought, ‘I’ll go seventy years without stumbling.’ But I’ve lived for ten and can manage no more. My masters have robbed me, stolen forty years of my life, forty years!”

			“Here it comes, his song!” said Rybin in a muffled voice.

			The fire flared up afresh, but stronger, brighter now, and again the shadows darted towards the wood, then once more they flooded back towards the flames and began to tremble around the campfire in a silent, hostile dance. Damp branches crackled and moaned in the flames. The foliage of the trees whispered and rustled, disturbed by a wave of heated air. There was the play of cheerful, lively tongues of flame, embracing one another, yellow and red, and rising upwards, scattering sparks; a burning leaf flew, and the stars in the sky smiled at the sparks, enticing them closer.

			“It isn’t my song: thousands of folk sing it without understanding the curative lesson there is for the people in their unhappy lives. How many cripples worn out by work die silently of hunger…” He started to cough, bending over and shuddering.

			Yakov put a bucket of kvass* onto the table, threw down a bunch of spring onions and said to the sick man:

			“Come, Savely, I’ve brought you some milk…”

			Savely shook his head, but Yakov put an arm around him, stood him up and led him to the table.

			“Listen,” said Sofia to Rybin in a quiet and reproachful voice, “why did you invite him here? He could die at any moment…”

			“He could!” Rybin agreed. “But for the time being, let him talk. He ruined his life for the sake of trifles, let him endure a little more for the sake of men – it’s all right! There.”

			“It’s as if you were gloating over something!” Sofia exclaimed.

			Rybin glanced at her and replied morosely:

			“It’s the gentlefolk who gloat over Christ, the way He groaned on the cross, whereas us, we’re learning from someone and would like you to do a bit of learning too…”

			The mother raised an eyebrow fearfully and said to him:

			“That’s enough from you!…”

			At the table the sick man began speaking again:

			“They destroy people with work – why? They steal a man’s life – why, I say? Our master – it was at Nefedov’s factory I lost my life – our master presented a singer with a gold washbasin, even with a gold chamberpot! My strength, my life was in that pot. That’s what it went on – a man killed me with work to amuse his lover with my blood – he bought her a gold chamberpot with my blood!”

			“Man is created in the image and likeness of God,” said Yefim, grinning, “and that’s what he’s spent on…”

			“Well, don’t be silent!” exclaimed Rybin, striking the palm of his hand on the table.

			“Don’t put up with it!” Yakov added quietly.

			Ignat grinned.

			The mother noticed that the lads, all three of them, listened with the insatiable attention of hungry souls, and every time Rybin spoke, they looked into his face with watchful eyes. Savely’s speech brought strange, sharp grins to their faces. There was no pity for the sick man to be felt in them.

			Leaning towards Sofia, the mother asked quietly:

			“Is he really telling the truth?”

			Sofia replied loudly:

			“Yes, it’s the truth! It was in the newspapers about that present, it was in Moscow…”

			“And there was no punishment for him, none at all!” said Rybin in a muffled voice. “And he ought to be punished, brought out in front of the people and hacked to pieces, and his rotten flesh should be thrown to the dogs. Great punishments will be carried out by the people when they rise. They’ll spill much blood to wash away their injuries. That blood is their blood, it was drunk from their veins, they are its owners.”

			“I’m cold!” said the sick man.

			Yakov helped him stand up and led him off towards the fire.

			The campfire was burning brightly, and faceless shadows were flickering around it, observing in wonderment the merry play of the flames. Savely sat down on a tree stump and stretched his transparent, withered hands out towards them. Rybin nodded in his direction and said to Sofia:

			“This is more dramatic than books! When a machine rips an arm off or kills a worker, the explanation is – his own fault. But when the blood’s sucked out of a man and he’s abandoned like carrion, there is no explanation. I can understand any killing, but torture, just for a joke, that I don’t! Why do they torture the people, why do they torment us all? For a joke, for fun, to make living on earth amusing, so that everything can be bought with blood – a singer, horses, silver knives, a gold basin, expensive toys for the kiddies. You work, work more, and through your labour I’ll accumulate money and present my lover with a golden pisspot.”

			The mother listened and looked, and once again the path of Pavel and all those with whom he was marching shone out and lay like a bright band before her in the darkness.

			After finishing dinner, everyone settled themselves around the campfire; before them burned the flames, hurriedly eating up the firewood, and behind them hung the darkness, which had enveloped the wood and the sky. The sick man looked into the flames with wide eyes, continually coughing, shaking all over; it seemed as if the remnants of his life were bursting impatiently out of his chest, in a rush to leave a body eaten away by disease. Reflections of the fire trembled on his face without bringing life to the dead skin. Only the eyes of the sick man burned with a dying flame.

			“Maybe you should go inside the hut, Savely?” Yakov asked, bending over him.

			“What for?” he replied with an effort. “I’ll sit here for a while – I’ve not got much time left to be with people!…”

			He cast an eye over everyone, paused, and then with a pale grin continued:

			“I like being with you. I look at you and think: perhaps they’ll avenge those who’ve been robbed, the people killed out of greed…”

			He got no reply, and he soon dozed off with his head hanging impotently down on his chest. Rybin looked at him and began quietly:

			“He comes to us, sits and tells always the same story about that insult to a man. The whole of his soul is in there, as though he’d had his eyes put out by it and can see nothing else.”

			“What more do you actually want, then?” said the mother pensively. “If people are wearing themselves out in their thousands day after day at work so that their master can throw money away for a joke, what, then?…”

			“It’s boring listening to him!” Ignat said quietly. “If you hear it just once you won’t forget it, and he always says the one thing!”

			“Everything’s squeezed in there, into that one thing… the whole of life, you understand?” Rybin remarked morosely. “I’ve heard his fate ten times, and all the same, there are times you doubt it. You have good moments, when you don’t want to believe in man’s vileness, in his madness… when you feel sorry for everyone, the rich as well as the poor… the rich man’s gone astray too! One is blinded by hunger, the other by gold. ‘Oh people,’ you think, ‘oh brothers! Pull yourselves together, think honestly, think without sparing yourselves, think!’”

			The sick man rocked, opened his eyes and lay down on the ground. Yakov got up noiselessly, went into the hut, brought out a sheepskin coat, put it on top of his cousin and sat down again next to Sofia.

			Smiling fervently, the rosy face of the fire lit up the dark figures around it, and the voices of the people poured pensively into the quiet crackling and hissing of the flame.

			Sofia talked about the people’s worldwide struggle for the right to live, about the battles of the peasants of Germany long ago, about the misfortunes of the Irish, about the great feats of the French workers in their frequent battles for freedom…

			In the wood, dressed in the velvet of night, in the little clearing, fenced in by trees and covered by the dark sky, in the face of the fire, in a circle of inimically astonished shadows, events that had shaken the world of the replete and the greedy rose again, one after another, the peoples of the earth passed by, streaming with blood, exhausted by battles, and the names of fighters for freedom and justice were recalled.

			Soft was the rather muffled sound of the woman’s voice. As though coming from out of the past, it awakened hopes and inspired confidence, and the people listened in silence to the tale of their brothers in spirit. They looked into the woman’s face, thin and pale, and illumined ever more brightly before them was the sacred cause of all the peoples of the world – the endless struggle for freedom. A man could see his desires and thoughts in a distant past, veiled by a dark, bloody curtain, amidst men of different tribes unknown to him, and inwardly, in mind and heart, he joined together with that world, seeing in it friends who had resolved long before, firmly and with a single mind, to achieve justice on earth, who had sanctified their resolve with innumerable sufferings, had spilt rivers of their blood for the sake of the triumph of a life that was new, bright and joyous. Arising and growing was a sense of spiritual intimacy with all; being born was a new heart for the earth, filled with an ardent aspiration to understand all, to unite all in itself.

			“The day will come when the workers of all countries will raise their heads and say firmly – enough! We don’t want this life any more!” Sofia’s voice rang out confidently. “Then the illusory strength of those strong in their greed will crumble, the earth will slip away from under their feet and there’ll be nothing for them to lean on…”

			“So it will be!” said Rybin, bowing his head. “Don’t spare yourself and you’ll overcome everything!”

			The mother listened with one eyebrow raised and with a smile of joyous surprise frozen on her face. She saw that everything sharp, strident and sweeping, everything that had seemed to her excessive about Sofia, had now disappeared, had been drowned in the ardent, steady stream of her story. She liked the quietness of the night, the play of the fire, Sofia’s face, but most of all, the stern attention of the peasants. They sat motionless, trying not to disturb the serene flow of the story, afraid of cutting short the bright thread that linked them with the world. Only at times would one of them carefully add some wood to the flames, and whenever swarms of sparks and smoke rose from the campfire, someone would drive the sparks and smoke away from the women by waving a hand in the air.

			Once Yakov stood up and requested quietly:

			“Wait, before you carry on…”

			He ran into the hut, brought out some clothes, and he and Ignat together silently wrapped them around the women’s legs and shoulders. Sofia spoke again, painting the day of victory, inspiring in the men a belief in their strength, awakening in them a consciousness of what they have in common with all who give their lives to fruitless labour for the stupid amusements of the satiated. The words did not excite the mother, but the great feeling aroused by Sofia’s story, a feeling that embraced them all, filled her breast, too, with a gratefully prayerful thought about the people who go amidst dangers to those who are shackled with the chains of labour and bring them gifts of honest reason, gifts of love of the truth.

			“Help them, Lord!” she thought, closing her eyes.

			At dawn, exhausted, Sofia fell silent and, smiling, looked around at the pensive, brightened faces around her.

			“It’s time for us to go!” said the mother.

			“It is!” said Sofia wearily.

			One of the lads sighed heavily.

			“It’s a shame you’re going!” said Rybin in an unusually soft voice. “You speak well! That’s a great thing, making people feel close to one another! When you know that millions want the same thing as we do, your heart becomes kinder. And there’s great strength in kindness!”

			“You treat a man with kindness, and he treats you to blindness!” Yefim said quietly with a grin, and quickly leapt to his feet. “It’s time for them to leave, Uncle Mikhailo, before anyone sees them. We’ll give out the books, and the authorities will be searching for where they came from. Someone might remember there were those wanderers who were here…”

			“Well, thank you, Mother, for your labours!” said Rybin, interrupting Yefim. “I keep on thinking of Pavel when I look at you – you’ve set out on a good path!”

			Softened, he was smiling a broad, kind smile. It was fresh, but he stood in just his shirt with the collar unbuttoned and his chest bared down low. The mother looked his big figure over and advised him gently:

			“You should put something on, it’s cold!”

			“I’m warmed from within!” he replied.

			The three lads were standing by the fire chatting, and at their feet lay the sick man, covered with sheepskin coats. The sky was turning pale, the shadows were melting, and the leaves were quivering as they waited for the sun.

			“So, farewell then!” said Rybin, shaking Sofia’s hand. “How can you be found in town?”

			“You look for me!” said the mother.

			The lads went up to Sofia slowly, in a tight group, and pressed her hand in silence, awkwardly gentle. Clearly evident in each of them was secret contentment, grateful and friendly, and this feeling must have been troubling for them in its novelty. Smiling with eyes that were dry from the sleepless night, they looked silently into Sofia’s face and shifted from one foot to the other.

			“Won’t you have some milk before setting off?” asked Yakov.

			Smoothing his hair in embarrassment, Ignat announced:

			“There isn’t any – I spilt it…”

			And all three grinned.

			They were talking about milk, but the mother sensed that they were thinking about something else, without words, wishing Sofia and her well, all the best. This visibly touched Sofia and provoked embarrassment in her too, a chaste modesty that allowed her to say nothing more than a quiet:

			“Thank you, comrades!”

			They exchanged glances, as though that last word had gently shaken them.

			The sick man’s muffled cough rang out. The charcoal in the burning fire was extinguished.

			“Farewell!” said the peasants in a low voice, and that sad word stayed with the women for a long time.

			They walked unhurriedly down a woodland path in the pre-morning twilight, and the mother, striding behind Sofia, said:

			“It’s good, all this, as if in a dream it’s so good! People want to know the truth, my dear, they do! And it’s like in church, before matins on a big holiday… the priest hasn’t arrived yet, it’s dark and quiet, it’s awesome in the church, but the people are already gathering… here a candle’s lit in front of an icon, one’s set burning there as well, and little by little they drive away the darkness, lighting up God’s house.”

			“That’s right!” Sofia answered cheerfully. “Only here God’s house is the whole earth!”

			“The whole earth!” the mother repeated pensively, shaking her head. “It’s so good, it’s hard even to believe it… And you spoke well, my dear, really well! And I was afraid they wouldn’t like you…”

			After a pause, Sofia replied quietly and cheerlessly:

			“With them you become more straightforward…”

			They walked and talked about Rybin, about the sick man, about the lads who had been so attentively silent and had so awkwardly, and yet eloquently, expressed their feeling of grateful friendship through their little attentions to the women. They emerged into open country. The sun was rising to meet them. Not yet visible to the eye, it had spread a transparent fan of pink rays across the sky, and the dewdrops in the grass had begun to shine with multicoloured sparks of cheery, vernal joy. The birds were waking up, enlivening the morning with their merry pealing. Some fat crows were flying along, cawing busily and flapping their wings heavily, and somewhere there was an oriole whistling anxiously. The far distance was revealing itself, shedding the nocturnal shadows from its hills to meet the sun.

			“Sometimes a person can talk and talk, but you don’t understand him till he manages to say some simple word to you, then it alone will suddenly throw light on everything!” the mother recounted thoughtfully. “That’s how it was with that sick man. I’ve heard about it, and I know for myself the way the workers are squeezed at factories and everywhere. But you get used to it from an early age, and it doesn’t sting your heart too much. And suddenly he told of such a hurtful, such a rotten thing. Lord! Do people really give up their whole lives to work so that their masters can permit themselves to mock them? That can’t be justified!”

			The mother’s thoughts had fixed on the incident, and with its obtuse, brazen brilliance it was shedding light before her on a series of antics of the same kind about which she had once known, but had forgotten.

			“They’ve clearly had their fill of everything and now they’re feeling sick! I know one land captain made the peasants bow to his horse when it was led through the village, and anyone who didn’t bow he’d put under arrest. Well, why did he need to do that? It’s impossible to understand, impossible!”

			In a low voice, Sofia began singing a song as cheery as the morning…

		

	
		
			VII

			The flow of Nilovna’s life was strangely serene. This serenity amazed her at times. Her son was in prison, and she knew a grave punishment awaited him, but every time she thought about this, her memory, irrespective of her will, summoned up before her Andrei, Fedya and a long row of other faces. Absorbing all those people who shared his fate, Pavel’s figure grew in her eyes and prompted a contemplative feeling, which involuntarily and imperceptibly extended her thoughts about him and sent them off in all directions. They spread out everywhere in slender, uneven rays, touching everything, and they sought to cast light on everything, to gather everything into a single picture, and they prevented her from fixing on any one thing, prevented her longing for her son and her fear for him taking firm shape.

			Sofia soon went away somewhere, then appeared some five days later, cheerful and lively, but after a few hours she vanished again, appearing once more after a couple of weeks. She seemed to be rushing through life in wide circles, looking in occasionally on her brother to fill his apartment with her good cheer and music.

			The music became pleasant for the mother. As she listened, she felt as if warm waves were beating her in the chest and pouring into her heart, which beat more evenly, and in which, like seeds in earth that is abundantly moistened and deeply ploughed, the waves of her thoughts grew quickly and boldly, and words bloomed easily and beautifully, awakened by the power of the sounds.

			The mother found it hard to come to terms with Sofia’s untidiness, as she threw her things about everywhere, her cigarette butts and ash, but even more so with her sweeping speeches; the impression was all too painful beside Nikolai’s serene certainty and the invariable soft seriousness of his words. Sofia seemed to her like an adolescent in a hurry to pass herself off as a grown-up, who looks upon people as curious toys. She talked a lot about the sanctity of labour, yet senselessly increased that of the mother with her untidiness; she talked about freedom, yet the mother could see she inhibited everyone with her sharp impatience and continual arguments. There was a lot that was contradictory about her, and the mother, seeing this, treated her with tense caution and watchful attention, without the constant warmth in her heart that Nikolai elicited from her.

			Always preoccupied, he led from day to day a monotonous, measured life: at eight o’clock in the morning he had tea and, reading the newspaper, told the mother the news. Listening to him, the mother saw with astonishing clarity how the heavy machine of life pitilessly ground people down and turned them into money. She sensed in him something he had in common with Andrei. Like the Ukrainian, he spoke about people without malice, considering everyone to be to blame for life’s bad order, but his faith in a new life was not as fervent as Andrei’s, and not as bright. He always spoke calmly, with the voice of an honest, stern judge, and although he smiled a quiet smile of regret, even when talking of something terrible, still his eyes shone coldly and firmly. Seeing their brilliance, the mother understood that this man forgave no one anything, was unable to forgive, and, sensing that this firmness was hard for him, she felt sorry for Nikolai. And she liked him more and more.

			At nine o’clock he would leave for work, and she would tidy the rooms, prepare dinner, wash, put on a clean dress and, sitting in her room, look at the pictures in books. She had already learnt to read, but this always demanded an effort of her and, when reading, she quickly became weary and ceased to understand the connections between the words. Whereas looking at the pictures fascinated her like a child, as they opened up before her a comprehensible, almost palpable world that was new and wonderful. Huge cities arose, fine buildings, machines, ships, monuments, the innumerable riches created by men and the mind-boggling diversity of the work of nature. Life broadened endlessly, revealing to her eyes each day the huge, the mysterious, the wonderful, and it aroused ever more strongly the woman’s awakened and hungry soul with the abundance of its riches, the innumerableness of its beauties. She especially enjoyed looking at the folios of the zoological atlas, and although it was printed in a foreign language, still it gave her the most vivid impression of the earth’s beauty, richness and vastness.

			“Great is the earth!” she said to Nikolai.

			She was touched most of all by the insects, and especially the butterflies, and she looked in astonishment at the drawings depicting them, reasoning:

			“What beauty, Nikolai Ivanovich, eh? And there’s so much of this sweet beauty everywhere, yet everything’s hidden from us, and everything flies by, and we don’t see it. People rush around, and they know nothing, they can’t admire anything, they don’t have the time for it, or the desire. How much pleasure they could take if they knew how rich the earth was, how many amazing things lived on it. And everything is for everyone, and each one is for everything, isn’t that so?”

			“Precisely!” said Nikolai, smiling. And he brought more books with pictures.

			Guests often gathered at his place in the evenings – Alexei Vasilyevich, a handsome man with a pale face and a black beard, solid and taciturn; Roman Petrovich, a pimply, round-headed man who was always smacking his lips regretfully; Ivan Danilovich, small and slim, with a sharp little beard and a thin voice, provocative, loud and sharp as a needle; Yegor, always laughing at himself, his comrades and his illness, which kept on spreading inside him. There were other people, too, who came from various far-off towns. Nikolai had long, quiet talks with them, always about the same thing, about the working people of the earth. They argued and grew heated, waving their arms about, and they drank a lot of tea; sometimes, to the noise of the conversation, Nikolai would silently compose proclamations, then read them to his comrades and rewrite them straight away in block capitals, while the mother would painstakingly collect the little pieces of torn-up drafts and burn them.

			She poured the tea and was amazed at the fervour with which they spoke about the life and fate of the working people, about how quicker and better to sow ideas about the truth among them and raise their spirits. They often got angry and disagreed with one another; they would accuse each other of things, take umbrage and then argue again.

			The mother felt that she knew the life of the workers better than these people, and it seemed to her that she saw more clearly than they did the immensity of the task they had taken upon themselves, and this allowed her to have for all of them the condescending, slightly sad feeling an adult has for children who are playing husband and wife without understanding the drama of their relationship. She involuntarily compared their speeches with the speeches of her son and Andrei and, in comparing, sensed a difference which she could not at first understand. It seemed to her at times that here they shouted more forcefully than they had sometimes in the settlement, and she explained it to herself thus:

			“They know more, so they talk louder…”

			But too often did she see that all of these people seemed to be provoking one another deliberately and getting heated for show, as though each of them wanted to prove to his comrades that the truth was nearer and dearer to him than to them, and the others took offence at this and, trying to prove in their turn their nearness to the truth, began arguing sharply and rudely. Each wanted to jump higher than the other, it seemed to her, and this aroused her anxious sorrow. She would twitch an eyebrow and, looking at them all with beseeching eyes, think:

			“They’ve forgotten about Pasha and his comrades…”

			Always straining to listen closely to the arguments and, of course, not understanding them, she sought the emotion behind the words and saw that, when they had talked about goodness in the settlement, they had taken it in the round, as a whole, while here everything was broken down into pieces and diminished; there they had had deeper and stronger emotions, while here was a place of sharp ideas that dissected everything. And here they spoke more of the destruction of the old, while there they had dreamt of the new, and that had made the speeches of her son and Andrei more accessible and more comprehensible to her…

			She noticed that whenever any working people came to see Nikolai, he would become unusually familiar, a sweet sort of expression would appear on his face and he would speak differently to the way he generally did, perhaps more coarsely, perhaps more carelessly.

			“He’s making an effort to be understood!” she thought.

			But this was no comfort to her, and she could see the visiting worker was shrinking as well, as if bound from within, unable to speak as easily and freely as he did with her, a simple woman. Once, when Nikolai had left the room she remarked to some young man:

			“Why are you so shy? You’re not a little boy taking an exam, are you?…”

			He gave a broad grin:

			“Even lobsters go red out of water… he’s not one of us, after all…”

			Sometimes Sashenka would visit, but she never stayed long, was always businesslike in her talk, never laughing, and each time, as she was leaving, she would ask the mother:

			“So, is Pavel Mikhailovich well?”

			“Thank God!” the mother would say. “He’s all right, he’s cheerful!”

			“Give him my greetings!” the girl would request, and then disappear.

			At times the mother complained to her that they were holding Pavel for a long time and not setting a date for his trial. Sashenka frowned and was silent, but her fingers would be moving about rapidly.

			Nilovna felt a desire to say to her:

			“My dear girl, I do know you love him…”

			But she could not bring herself to do so – it was as if the girl’s stern face, her tightly pursed lips and dry, businesslike speech repulsed any affection in advance. Sighing, the mother would wordlessly squeeze the hand reached out to her and think:

			“My unhappy girl…”

			One day Natasha came. She was overjoyed to see the mother, smothered her in kisses and, incidentally, all of a sudden somehow, announced quietly:

			“My mummy’s died, died, the poor thing!…”

			She gave a toss of the head, wiped her eyes with a quick gesture of her hand and continued:

			“I do feel sorry for her – she wasn’t fifty, she might have lived for a long time yet. But if you look at it a different way, you can’t help thinking death is probably easier than that life. Always alone, a stranger to everyone, not needed by anyone, cowed by my father’s shouting – was that really a life she had? It’s a life when people can expect something good, but she had nothing to wait for other than hurt…”

			“It’s true what you say, Natasha!” said the mother after some thought. “It’s a life when people can expect some good, but if there’s nothing to wait for, what sort of life is that?” And gently stroking the girl’s hand, she asked: “Are you left all alone now?”

			“All alone!” Natasha replied easily.

			The mother paused, and then suddenly remarked with a smile:

			“Never mind! Good people don’t live alone: other people always attach themselves to them…”

		

	
		
			VIII

			Natasha got a job out of town as a teacher at a weaving mill, and Nilovna began delivering forbidden books, proclamations and newspapers to her.

			This became her work. Several times a month, disguised as a nun or a trader in lace and handmade linen, a prosperous townswoman or a wandering pilgrim, she would travel or walk about the province with a sack on her back or a suitcase in her hand. In train carriages and on steamboats, in hotels and coaching inns, she would everywhere conduct herself simply and calmly, be the first to enter into conversation with unknown people and fearlessly attract attention to herself with her gentle, sociable speech and the confident manners of a worldly-wise person who has seen a lot of things.

			She enjoyed talking to people, enjoyed listening to their stories about life, their complaints and quandaries. Her heart was overflowing with joy every time she noticed acute dissatisfaction in anybody, the dissatisfaction that, protesting against the blows of fate, looks intensively for answers to questions that have already formed in the person’s mind. Ever more broadly and with greater variety did the picture of human life unfold before her, a bustling, anxious life in the struggle for satiety. Clearly visible everywhere was a crudely naked, brazenly unconcealed aspiration to deceive people, to clean them out, to squeeze greater personal benefit from them, to drain them of blood. And she saw that there was a lot of everything on earth, and yet the people were in need and lived half-hungry alongside innumerable riches. In towns there stood churches filled with gold and silver that God did not need, while in the church porches there were shivering beggars, waiting in vain for a little copper coin to be thrust into their hands. She had seen this before, the rich churches and the gold-embroidered chasubles of the priests, the shacks of the destitute people and their shameful rags, but it had seemed natural to her before, while now it seemed irreconcilable and insulting to the poor, to whom, she knew, the church was dearer and more necessary than it was to the rich.

			From pictures, from depictions of Christ and stories about Him, she knew that He, the friend of paupers, had dressed simply, yet in the churches, where the poor came to Him for comfort, she saw Him bound in brazen gold and silk that rustled fastidiously at the sight of poverty. And she involuntarily recalled Rybin’s words:

			“They’ve deceived us with God too!”

			Without noticing it herself, she had begun praying less, yet she was thinking more and more about Christ and the people who, without mentioning His name, as though not even knowing about Him, lived, as it seemed to her, according to His bidding, and who, like Him, considering the earth the kingdom of the poor, wanted to share all the riches of the earth equally among men. She thought about this a lot, and this idea grew in her soul; deepening and embracing all she saw and all she heard, it grew, taking on the bright face of a prayer that shed an even light over the dark world, the whole of life and all people. And it seemed to her that Christ Himself, Whom she had always loved with a confused love, a complex feeling, where fear was closely tied up with hope and tenderness with sorrow, Christ had now become dearer to her and was already different, more exalted and conspicuous for her, more joyous and brighter in face, as if He were, indeed, rising again for life, laved and revived by the hot blood that men had spilt generously in His name, while chastely omitting to proclaim the name of the unfortunate friend of man. She would always return to Nikolai from her journeys, joyfully excited by what she had seen and heard on her way, cheery and content with the work she had done.

			“It’s good travelling everywhere and seeing a lot!” she would say to Nikolai in the evenings. “You can understand the way life is set up. The people are pushed aside, cast away to its edge, and there they potter about, hurt, but, whether they want to or not, thinking – why? Why am I driven away? Why is there a lot of everything, yet I’m hungry? And there’s so much wisdom everywhere, yet I’m stupid and ignorant. And where is He, the merciful God, before Whom there is no rich man or poor man, but all are children, dear to His heart? Little by little the people are getting indignant about their life, and they sense that untruth will smother them if they don’t think about themselves!”

			And more and more often she felt a pressing desire to speak to people in her own language about the injustices of life; sometimes it was hard for her to suppress this desire…

			Catching her looking at pictures, Nikolai, with a smile, would always tell her something wonderful. Struck by the audacity of man’s enterprises, she would ask Nikolai doubtfully:

			“Is it really possible?”

			And insistently, with unshakable confidence in the truth of his prophecies, gazing through his glasses at her face with kind eyes, he would tell her magical tales about the future:

			“There is no measure for man’s desires, and his strength is inexhaustible! But nonetheless, the world is still very slow to grow rich in spirit, because everyone now, wanting to liberate themselves from dependence, is compelled to amass not knowledge, but money. But when people kill greed, when they liberate themselves from the captivity of forced labour…”

			She rarely understood the sense of his words, but the feeling of serene faith that animated them was becoming ever more accessible to her.

			“There are too few free people on earth, that’s its misfortune!” he said.

			This she could understand: she knew people who had freed themselves from greed and spite, and she understood that if there were more such people, the dark and terrible face of life would become friendlier and simpler, kinder and brighter.

			“Against his will man has to be cruel!” said Nikolai with sadness.

			She nodded her head in agreement, remembering what the Ukrainian had said.

		

	
		
			IX

			One day, Nikolai, who was always punctual, came back from work a lot later than usual and hurriedly, without taking his things off, rubbing his hands excitedly, said:

			“Do you know, Nilovna, one of our comrades has escaped from prison today. But who is it? I wasn’t able to find out…”

			Gripped by anxiety, the mother rocked on her feet, sat down on a chair and asked in a whisper:

			“Was it, perhaps, Pasha?”

			“Perhaps!” Nikolai replied, jerking his shoulders up. “But how can he be helped to hide – where’s he to be found? I’ve just been walking around the streets in case I came across him. It’s silly, but I’ve got to do something! And I’m going to go again…”

			“Me too!” cried the mother.

			“You go to Yegor’s: maybe he knows something,” Nikolai suggested, disappearing in haste.

			She threw a shawl over her head and, gripped by hope, quickly followed him out. There were spots in front of her eyes, and her heart was thumping fast, forcing her almost to run. With her head down, she was going to meet what was possible and did not notice anything around her.

			“I’ll get there, and there he’ll be!” the hope kept flashing and pushing her on.

			It was hot, she was so tired she was gasping for breath and when she got to the staircase to Yegor’s apartment, she stopped, powerless to go any farther, turned around and, with a quiet cry, closed her eyes for a moment in surprise: it had seemed to her that Nikolai Vesovshchikov was standing in the gateway with his hands thrust into his pockets. But when she looked again, there was no one there…

			“I imagined it!” she thought to herself, striding up the stairs and listening. Down below in the yard could be heard the muffled tread of slow steps. Stopping at a turn in the staircase, she bent over and looked down, and again she saw a pockmarked face smiling at her.

			“Nikolai! Nikolai…” she exclaimed, going down towards him, but her heart began to ache with disappointment.

			“You go on! Go on!” he answered in a low voice, waving a hand.

			She ran quickly up the stairs, went into Yegor’s room and, seeing him lying on the sofa, whispered, panting:

			“Nikolai’s escaped… from prison!…”

			“Which Nikolai?” Yegor asked hoarsely, raising his head from a cushion. “There are two of them in there…”

			“Vesovshchikov… He’s coming here!…”

			“Wonderful!”

			He had already come into the room, put the hook down to lock the door and, having taken off his hat, was laughing quietly as he smoothed down the hair on his head. Leaning his elbows on the sofa, Yegor lifted himself up and, nodding his head, let out a croak.

			“Welcome…”

			Nikolai went up to the mother with a broad smile and took her by the hand:

			“If I hadn’t seen you, I might as well have gone back to prison! I don’t know anyone in town, and if I went back to the settlement they’d grab me straight away. I’m walking about thinking – idiot! What did you get away for? Suddenly I see Nilovna running along! So I came after you…”

			“How did you get away?” the mother asked.

			He sat down awkwardly on the edge of the sofa and, shrugging his shoulders in embarrassment, said:

			“The chance came my way! I was taking exercise, and some criminals started hitting a jailer. There’s this one, used to be a gendarme, but was discharged for thieving, he spies, informs, gives no one any peace! They’re hitting him and there’s a commotion, the jailers are scared, they’re running around blowing whistles. I see the gates are open, the square, the town. And off I went, unhurriedly. Like in a dream. Got a little way away and came to my senses – where am I to go? I look, and the prison gates are already shut…”

			“Hm!” said Yegor. “You should have gone back, sir, knocked politely on the door and asked them to let you in. You know: ‘Sorry, I got a bit carried away…’”

			“Yes,” Nikolai continued with a grin, “it’s silliness. But all the same, I feel awkward about my comrades, not saying anything to anyone… I’m walking along, and I see some people carrying a dead child. I followed the coffin, bowed my head, I’m not looking at anyone. I sat a while at the graveyard, got a breath of air, and this one idea came into my head…”

			“One?” asked Yegor, adding with a sigh: “I don’t suppose it’s that cramped in there…”

			Vesovshchikov was not offended, but laughed and tossed his head.

			“Well, my head’s not as empty now as it used to be. But you’re still ill, Yegor Ivanovich…”

			“One does what one can!” Yegor replied with a chesty cough. “Carry on!”

			“Then I went to the zemstvo museum. Walked around for a while there, had a look, and all the time I’m thinking: ‘So, then, where do I go now?’ Even got angry with myself. And I was really hungry! Went outside, and I’m walking around and feeling annoyed… I see the police are looking closely at everyone. ‘Well,’ I think, ‘with a mug like mine I’ll soon be facing divine judgement!…’ Suddenly Nilovna’s running towards me, I stepped aside and then followed her – and that’s it!”

			“And I didn’t even notice you!” said the mother guiltily. She was examining Vesovshchikov, and she thought he seemed to have got lighter.

			“My comrades are sure to be worried,” said Nikolai, scratching his head.

			“And don’t you feel sorry for the authorities? They’re worried too, aren’t they?” remarked Yegor. He opened his mouth and started moving his lips, as though he were chewing the air. “Joking aside, though! You need to be hidden, which isn’t easy, albeit pleasant. If I could get up…” He gasped for breath, threw his hands onto his chest and with weak movements began rubbing it.

			“You’re seriously ill, Yegor Ivanovich!” said Nikolai, lowering his head. The mother sighed and cast her eyes anxiously around the cramped little room.

			“That’s my personal business!” replied Yegor. “Ask about Pavel, Mamasha – there’s no need for play-acting!”

			Vesovshchikov gave a broad smile.

			“Pavel’s all right! He’s well. He’s like a sort of elder for us there. He talks with the authorities and generally gives the orders. He’s well respected…”

			Vlasova nodded her head, listening to Vesovshchikov’s account, and threw sidelong glances at Yegor’s swollen, bluish face. Immobile, frozen, bereft of expression, it seemed strangely flat, and only the sparkle in its eyes was lively and merry.

			“You might give me something to eat, honest to God, I’m really hungry!” Nikolai exclaimed all of a sudden.

			“Mamasha, there’s bread on the shelf, then go into the corridor and knock at the second door on the left. A woman’ll open it; tell her to come here and bring everything she has that’s edible with her.”

			“What do you mean, everything?” Nikolai protested.

			“Don’t worry, it’s not a lot…”

			The mother went out and knocked at the door, and, while listening to the quietness behind it, she thought sadly of Yegor:

			“He’s dying…”

			“Who is it?” enquired a voice on the other side of the door.

			“From Yegor Ivanovich!” the mother replied in a low voice. “He’s asking for you…”

			“I’ll be there in a moment!” came the reply, but the door remained unopened. The mother waited a little and then knocked again. This time the door opened quickly, and out into the corridor came a tall woman in glasses. Hurriedly straightening the rumpled sleeve of her cardigan, she asked the mother sternly:

			“What is it you want?”

			“I’ve come from Yegor Ivanovich…”

			“Aha! Let’s go. Oh, but I know you!” the woman exclaimed quietly. “Hello! It’s dark here…”

			Vlasova looked at her and remembered that she had occasionally visited Nikolai.

			“All friends!” flashed through her head.

			Advancing on Vlasova, the woman made her go on ahead, while she, following behind, asked:

			“Is he in a bad way?”

			“Yes, he’s lying down. He wanted you to bring something to eat…”

			“Well, that’s not necessary…”

			As they went into Yegor’s room, they were greeted by his wheezing:

			“I’m heading for my forefathers, my friend. Lyudmila Vasilyevna, this man left prison without the permission of the authorities, the audacious fellow! First of all feed him and then hide him somewhere.”

			The woman nodded her head and, gazing attentively into the sick man’s face, said sternly:

			“You should have sent for me, Yegor, just as soon as these people got here! And I can see that you’ve failed to take your medicine twice – such negligence! Comrades, go to my room! People will soon be here from the hospital for Yegor.”

			“Am I going to hospital, after all?” asked Yegor.

			“Yes. I’ll be there with you.”

			“There too? Oh Lord!”

			“Don’t be silly…”

			While talking, the woman straightened the blanket at Yegor’s chest, examined Nikolai intently and looked to check the amount of medicine in a phial. She spoke in an even, low voice, her movements were smooth, her face was pale and her dark brows almost met above the bridge of her nose. The mother did not like her face – it seemed haughty, and the look of the eyes was unsmiling, lustreless. And she spoke as though she were giving orders.

			“We’re leaving!” she continued. “I’ll be back soon! Give Yegor a tablespoon of this. Don’t let him talk…”

			And she left, taking Nikolai away with her.

			“A wonderful woman!” said Yegor with a sigh. “A magnificent woman… You ought to work with her, Mamasha – she gets very tired…”

			“You stop talking! Here, better take this!…” the mother told him gently.

			He swallowed the medicine and, screwing up one eye, continued:

			“I’m going to die anyway, even if I do stay silent…”

			He looked the mother in the face with the other eye, and his lips parted slowly into a smile. The mother bent her head, and an acute feeling of pity prompted her tears.

			“It’s all right, it’s natural… The pleasure of living entails the duty of dying…”

			The mother put a hand on his head and said quietly once again:

			“Be quiet, eh?…”

			He closed his eyes, as though listening to the wheezing in his chest, and continued stubbornly:

			“It’s pointless being quiet, Mamasha! What will I gain from silence? A few extra seconds of death throes, whereas I lose the pleasure of chatting with a good person. I don’t suppose there are such good people in the other world as there are in this one…”

			The mother interrupted his talking uneasily:

			“She’ll come back, the fine lady, and she’ll tell me off because you’re talking…”

			“She’s not a fine lady, but a revolutionary, a comrade, a wonderful soul. She definitely will tell you off, Mamasha. She tells everyone off all the time…”

			And slowly, making an effort to move his lips, Yegor began telling the story of his neighbour’s life. His eyes were smiling, and the mother could see he was deliberately teasing her, but, gazing at his face, covered in a moist shade of blue, she thought anxiously:

			“He’s going to die…”

			Lyudmila came in and, closing the door carefully behind her, began addressing Vlasova:

			“It’s essential that your acquaintance change his clothes and get away from here as quickly as possible, so can you go straight away, Pelageya Nilovna, get some clothes for him and bring everything here? It’s a shame Sofia’s not here – hiding people is her speciality.”

			“She’s coming back tomorrow!” Vlasova remarked, throwing her shawl over her shoulders.

			Every time she was given some sort of errand, she was gripped by a powerful desire to carry the work out quickly and well, and she was no longer able to think of anything other than her task. And now, preoccupied, she lowered her eyebrows and asked in a businesslike way:

			“How do you think he should be dressed?”

			“It doesn’t matter! He’ll be going at night…”

			“It’s worse at night – not so many people on the street, more watching, and he’s not very cunning…”

			Yegor laughed hoarsely.

			“Can I come and see you at the hospital?” the mother asked.

			Coughing, he nodded his head. Lyudmila’s dark eyes looked into the mother’s face, and she suggested:

			“Do you want to take turns with me being with him? Yes? Good! But for now, go quickly…”

			Taking the mother gently, but firmly, by the arm, she led her out through the door and there said quietly:

			“Don’t be offended by my sending you packing! But talking’s bad for him… And I do still have hope…”

			She clenched her fists, and her fingers cracked, and her eyelids dropped wearily over her eyes…

			This explanation embarrassed the mother, and she murmured:

			“There’s no need…”

			“Look to see there are no spies!” the woman said quietly. Lifting her hands to her face, she gave her temples a rub; her lips were quivering, and her face had become softer.

			“I know!…” the mother answered her, not without pride.

			After going out through the gates, she stopped for a moment to straighten her shawl and, imperceptibly, but vigilantly, looked around. By now she was almost infallible in her ability to distinguish a spy in a crowd in the street. Quite familiar to her were the accentuated unconcern of the walk, the strained nonchalance of the gestures, the expression of exhaustion and boredom on the face and, poorly concealed behind it all, the wary, guilty flickering of anxious, unpleasantly sharp eyes.

			She spotted no familiar face on this occasion and set off unhurriedly down the street, then hired a cab and told the cabman to take her to the market. Buying clothes for Nikolai, she haggled hard with the sellers and, incidentally, cursed her drunkard of a husband for whom she had to buy a complete new set of clothes almost monthly. This invention had little effect on the traders, but she herself was very pleased with it; she had worked out on the way that the police would naturally understand the need for Nikolai to change his clothing and would send spies to the market. With similarly naive precautions she returned to Yegor’s apartment, and then she had to accompany Nikolai to the outskirts of town. She and Nikolai walked on different sides of the street, and the mother found it funny, but nice, to see Vesovshchikov striding along heavily with his head down, catching his feet in the long skirts of his ginger-coloured coat and adjusting the hat that kept slipping down over his nose. They were met on a deserted street by Sashenka, and, bidding Vesovshchikov farewell with a nod of the head, the mother set off for home.

			“And Pasha’s inside… And Andryusha…” she thought sadly.

		

	
		
			X

			Nikolai greeted her with an anxious exclamation:

			“Do you know – Yegor’s in a very, very bad way! He’s been taken to hospital; Lyudmila was here, and she wants you to go to her there…

			“At the hospital?”

			Straightening his glasses with a nervous movement, Nikolai helped her to put on her cardigan and, squeezing her hand with his own thin, warm one, said in a quavering voice:

			“Yes! Take this parcel with you. Has Vesovshchikov been fixed up?”

			“Everything’s fine…”

			“I’ll come and see Yegor too…”

			The mother’s head was spinning with tiredness, but Nikolai’s anxious mood had aroused in her a melancholy presentiment of drama.

			“He’s dying,” was the dark thought that thudded dully in her head.

			But when she arrived in the small, clean, bright hospital room and saw that Yegor was sitting on his bed in a white heap of pillows, chuckling hoarsely, it immediately reassured her. Smiling, she stood in the doorway and listened to the patient telling the doctor:

			“Treatment is reform…”

			“Don’t play the fool, Yegor!” the concerned doctor exclaimed in a thin voice.

			“And I’m a revolutionary, I hate reforms…”

			The doctor placed Yegor’s hand carefully on his lap, got up from his chair and, plucking pensively at his beard, began fingering the oedemas on the patient’s face.

			The mother knew the doctor well, for he was one of Nikolai’s close comrades, and his name was Ivan Danilovich. She started towards Yegor, and he stuck his tongue out in her direction. The doctor turned around.

			“Ah, Nilovna! Hello! What’s that you’re holding?”

			“Books, I expect.”

			“He mustn’t read!” the little doctor remarked.

			“He wants to make me into an idiot!” Yegor complained.

			Short, heavy sighs and catarrhal wheezing were bursting out of Yegor’s chest, his face was covered in droplets of sweat and, lifting his heavy, uncooperative arms slowly, he would wipe his forehead with the palm of his hand. The strange immobility of his swollen cheeks disfigured his broad, kind face, all of its features had disappeared beneath a deathly mask, and only the eyes, sunk deep in the oedemas, looked out clearly, smiling a condescending smile.

			“Hey, science! I’m tired, can I lie down?” he asked.

			“No!” said the doctor tersely.

			“Well, I will when you leave…”

			“Don’t let him do that, Nilovna! Put the pillows straight. And please don’t talk with him: it’s bad for him…”

			The mother nodded her head. The doctor went away with quick little steps. Yegor threw back his head, closed his eyes and froze, with only his fingers stirring gently. Wafting from the little room’s white walls was a dry cold, a dull sadness. Into the large window looked the curly tops of lime trees, and there were patches of yellow shining brightly in their dark, dusty foliage, the cold touches of the coming autumn.

			“Death’s coming to me slowly… reluctantly…” Yegor began, without moving and without opening his eyes. “It’s evidently a little sorry for me – I was such an easy lad to get on with…”

			“You ought to keep quiet, Yegor Ivanovich!” the mother begged, quietly stroking his hand.

			“Just wait and I will be quiet…”

			Gasping for breath and uttering the words with an effort, he continued, interrupting his speech with pauses of powerlessness:

			“It’s excellent that you’re with us, it’s nice to see your face. ‘How will she end up?’ I ask myself. It’s sad when you think that prison and all sorts of swinishness await you, like everyone else. You’re not afraid of prison?”

			“No!” she replied simply.

			“Well, of course not. But prison is rotten, after all – it’s what crippled me. To be honest, I don’t want to die…”

			“Maybe you won’t just yet!” the mother wanted to say, but after glancing into his face, she remained silent.

			“I could still work… But if work’s not possible, there’s nothing to live for and living’s stupid…”

			“True, but it’s no comfort!” The mother involuntarily recalled Andrei’s words and heaved a heavy sigh. She had grown very tired over the course of the day, and she was hungry. The sick man’s monotonous, chesty whisper filled the room and crept helplessly over the smooth walls. The tops of the limes outside the window were like low-hanging storm clouds, and their sorrowful blackness was astonishing. Everything was becoming strangely still in the immobility of twilight, in the doleful expectation of the night.

			“I’m in a bad way!” said Yegor and, closing his eyes, fell silent.

			“Go to sleep!” the mother advised. “Perhaps you’ll feel better.”

			Then she listened closely to his breathing, looked around, sat still for a few minutes, gripped by cold sadness, and dozed off.

			A cautious noise by the door woke her and, with a start, she saw Yegor’s open eyes.

			“Forgive me, I fell asleep!” she said quietly.

			“You forgive me too…” he repeated, quietly as well.

			The evening twilight looked in at the window, the dull cold lay heavy on the eyes, everything had become strangely dim, and the sick man’s face had turned dark.

			A rustling was heard and Lyudmila’s voice:

			“Sitting in the dark and whispering. Where’s the switch here?”

			Suddenly the room was completely flooded in white, unfriendly light. In its midst stood Lyudmila, all black, tall and erect.

			Yegor’s whole body gave a violent start, and he lifted a hand to his chest.

			“What is it?” cried Lyudmila, running up to him.

			He was looking at the mother with eyes that stood still, and now they seemed large and strangely bright.

			With his mouth wide open, he lifted his head up, and his arm reached forward. The mother carefully took his hand and, holding her breath, looked into Yegor’s face. With a spasmodic, violent movement of the neck he threw back his head and said loudly:

			“I can’t go on – it’s over!…”

			His body quivered gently, his head fell powerless onto his shoulder, and in his wide-open eyes was a deathly reflection of the cold light of the lamp that burned above the bed.

			“My sweet!” whispered the mother.

			Lyudmila walked slowly away from the bed, stopped by the window and, gazing into space in front of her, said in an unusually loud voice that Vlasova did not recognize:

			“He’s dead…”

			She bent down, put her elbows on the window sill and suddenly, as if she had been hit on the head, dropped powerless to her knees, hid her face in her hands and let out a muffled moan.

			After settling Yegor’s heavy arms on his chest and straightening his strangely heavy head on the pillow, wiping her tears, the mother went across to Lyudmila, leant over her and gently stroked her thick hair. The woman turned to her slowly; her matt eyes morbidly widened, she got to her feet and whispered with trembling lips:

			“We walked into exile and lived there together; we were in all sorts of different prisons… At times it was unbearable, repulsive –  many lost heart…”

			Loud, dry sobbing choked her, but she overcame it and, bringing her face up close to the mother’s, a face softened by gentle, sad emotion that made it look younger, she continued in a rapid whisper, sobbing tearlessly:

			“But he was always inexhaustibly cheerful, he joked and laughed, manfully concealing his suffering… he tried to encourage the weak. Kind, sensitive, sweet… There, in Siberia, the idleness corrupts people, it often calls to life bad feelings – but he could battle with them so well!… What a comrade he was, if only you knew! His private life was difficult, agonizing, but nobody ever heard him complain, nobody! I was his close friend, I owe much to his heart; he gave me everything he could from his mind and, alone and tired, never asked for either affection or attention in return…”

			She went over to Yegor, bent down and, kissing his hand, said in a low, mournful voice:

			“Comrade, my dear sweet man, I thank you, thank you with all my heart – farewell! I shall work like you, tirelessly, without doubts, all my life!… Farewell!”

			There were sobs shaking her body and, gasping for breath, she laid her head on the bed at Yegor’s feet. The mother shed abundant tears in silence. For some reason she tried to contain them, she wanted to give Lyudmila a special, powerful sort of affection, she wanted to talk about Yegor with kind words of love and sorrow. Through her tears she looked into his sunken face and eyes, drowsily covered by lowered lids, at his lips, dark and set in a slight smile. It was quiet and miserably light…

			Ivan Danilovich came in with hurried little steps, as always, came in, stopped suddenly in the middle of the room and, thrusting his hands with a quick gesture into his pockets, asked in a nervous, loud voice:

			“Some time ago?”

			He got no reply. Quietly rocking on his feet and wiping his brow, he went up to Yegor, gave his hand a squeeze and stepped aside.

			“It’s not surprising, with his heart it ought to have happened six months ago… at least…”

			His high, inappropriately loud, forcibly calm voice suddenly broke. Leaning his back against the wall, he twisted his little beard with rapid fingers and, blinking frequently, watched the group by the bed.

			“Yet another one!” he said quietly.

			Lyudmila stood up, moved away to the window and opened it. A minute later, all three of them were standing by the window, pressing up close to one another and looking into the gloomy face of the autumnal night. Twinkling above the black tops of the trees were the stars, extending interminably the depths of the heavens…

			Lyudmila took the mother by the arm and pressed up in silence against her shoulder. The doctor, with his head bowed low, was cleaning his pince-nez with a handkerchief. In the quietness outside the window, the evening noise of the town was sighing wearily, the cold wafted into their faces and stirred the hair on their heads. Lyudmila was shuddering, and a tear flowed down her cheek. Flying about in the hospital corridor were jaded, frightened sounds, the hurried shuffling of feet, groans, a doleful whispering. The people standing motionless by the window looked into the darkness and were silent.

			The mother felt she was superfluous and, after carefully freeing her arm, with a bow to Yegor she went towards the door.

			“Are you leaving?” the doctor asked quietly without looking round.

			“Yes…”

			Out in the street she thought about Lyudmila and recalled her miserable tears:

			“She doesn’t even know how to cry…”

			Yegor’s final words elicited a quiet sigh from her. Pacing slowly down the street, she recalled his lively eyes, his jokes, his stories about life.

			“Living is hard for a good person, but dying is easy… How am I going to die?…”

			Then she imagined Lyudmila and the doctor by the window in the white, excessively light room, with Yegor’s dead eyes behind them, and, gripped by an oppressive sense of pity for people, she heaved a heavy sigh and started walking faster – a vague feeling of some sort hurried her along.

			“I have to make haste!” she thought, submitting to the sad yet lively force that was pushing her gently on from within.

		

	
		
			XI

			The mother was busy arranging the funeral the whole of the following day, and in the evening, when she, Nikolai and Sofia were having tea, Sashenka appeared, strangely loud and animated. There was a flush burning on her cheeks, her eyes shone merrily and she seemed to the mother to be absolutely full of some sort of joyous hope. Her mood intruded sharply and stormily upon the sad tone of reminiscence about the dead man and, in failing to blend with it, was troubling for everyone and dazzling, like a fire that flares up unexpectedly in darkness. Tapping a finger pensively on the table, Nikolai said:

			“You’re not yourself today, Sasha…”

			“Really? Maybe not!” she replied, and laughed a happy laugh.

			The mother looked at her in silent reproach, while Sofia remarked in a tone of reminder:

			“We were talking about Yegor Ivanovich…”

			“Such a wonderful man, wasn’t he?” exclaimed Sasha. “I never saw him without a smile on his face, without a joke. And how he worked! He was an artist of revolution, he had a great master’s command of revolutionary thought. He always drew pictures of falsehood, violence and untruth with such simplicity and power.”

			She spoke in a low voice with a pensive smile in her eyes, but that smile could not extinguish the fire in her gaze, the fire of exultation that no one understood, but that was clearly evident to all.

			They did not want to cede their mood of sorrow for a comrade to the feeling of joy introduced by Sasha and, unconsciously defending their sad right to live off grief, unwittingly tried to draw the girl into the circle of their own mood…

			“And now he’s dead!” Sofia insisted, gazing at her attentively.

			Sasha cast a quick, enquiring glance over all of them, and her brows knit in a frown. Lowering her head, she fell silent, putting her hair in place with a slow gesture.

			“Dead?” she said loudly after a pause, and looked at everyone again with defiant eyes. “What does ‘dead’ mean? What’s ‘dead’? Is my respect for Yegor dead, my love for him, a comrade, the memory of the work of his thought, is that work dead? Have the feelings he aroused in my heart disappeared? Is my image of him as a steadfast, honest man shattered? Is all that dead? It’ll never be dead for me, I know. It seems to me we’re in too much of a hurry to say of a man: ‘he’s dead’. ‘His lips are dead, but may his word live on for ever in the hearts of the living!’”

			Agitated, she sat down at the table again, leant her elbows on it and continued more quietly, more thoughtfully, gazing at her comrades with a smile in her clouded eyes:

			“Maybe what I’m saying’s silly, but I believe, comrades, in the immortality of honest people, the immortality of those who’ve granted me the good fortune of leading the splendid life that I do, one that makes me joyously drunk with its amazing complexity, the variety of things in it and the growth of ideas as dear to me as my heart is. We’re perhaps too thrifty in the expenditure of our feelings; we do a lot of our living through ideas, and that rather twists us; we evaluate, but we don’t feel…”

			“Has something good happened to you?” asked Sofia with a smile.

			“Yes!” said Sasha, nodding her head. “Very good, I think! I was talking to Vesovshchikov all night. I didn’t like him before: he seemed to me coarse and ignorant. And that’s what he was, undoubtedly. There was a fixed, ignorant irritation with everyone about him, he was somehow always putting himself at the centre of everything in a dreadfully difficult way, being rude and bitter, saying: ‘Me, me, me!’ There was something bourgeois, something irritating about it…”

			She smiled, and again cast a radiant gaze over everyone.

			“Now he says ‘comrades’! And you should hear the way he says it. With an embarrassed, gentle sort of love – you can’t convey it in words! He’s become amazingly straightforward and sincere, and he’s completely overflowing with desire for work. He’s found himself, he can see his strength, knows what he hasn’t got; and the main thing is that a truly comradely feeling has been born in him…”

			Vlasova listened to Sasha’s speech, and it was nice for her to see this severe girl softened and joyous. But at the same time, somewhere deep in her soul, a jealous thought arose:

			“And what about Pasha?…”

			“He’s completely gripped,” Sasha continued, “by thoughts of his comrades, and do you know what he’s trying to convince me of? The need to organize their escape, yes! He says it’s really very easy…”

			Sofia raised her head and said animatedly:

			“And what do you think, Sasha? That’s an idea!”

			The cup of tea in the mother’s hand started trembling. Sasha knitted her brows, containing her animation, paused, and then, in a serious voice, but smiling joyously, she said uncertainly:

			“If everything really is as he says, we ought to try! It’s our duty!…”

			She blushed, sank onto a chair and fell silent.

			“My dear, dear girl!” thought the mother, smiling. Sofia smiled too, and Nikolai, gazing gently into Sasha’s face, quietly laughed. Then the girl raised her head, looked sternly at everyone and, pale, with flashing eyes, said drily with hurt in her voice:

			“You laugh, and I understand why… You think I have a personal interest?”

			“Why, Sasha?” asked Sofia slyly, getting up and going over to her. This question seemed to the mother unnecessary and hurtful for the girl; she sighed and, raising her eyebrows, looked at Sofia reproachfully.

			“But I reject it!” Sasha exclaimed. “I’ll take no part in deciding the question if you look at it…”

			“Stop it, Sasha!” said Nikolai calmly.

			The mother went over to her, too, and, bending, cautiously stroked her head. Sasha seized her hand and, raising her own flushed face, glanced in confusion into the mother’s. The latter smiled and, finding no words to say to Sasha, sighed sadly. But Sofia sat down on a chair beside Sasha, put an arm around her shoulders and, peering into her eyes with a curious smile, said:

			“You’re a funny girl!…”

			“Yes, I think I’ve made a fool of myself…”

			“How could you have thought…” Sofia continued. But Nikolai interrupted her in a serious, businesslike way:

			“If an escape’s possible, there can’t be two opinions about organizing it. First and foremost, we need to know whether it’s what our imprisoned comrades want…”

			Sasha lowered her head.

			Lighting a cigarette, Sofia glanced at her brother and, with a grand gesture, threw the match away into a corner.

			“But how could they not want it?” said the mother with a sigh. “Only I don’t believe it’s possible…”

			Everyone was silent, and she so wanted to hear something more about the possibility of an escape!

			“I need to see Vesovshchikov!” said Sofia.

			“I’ll tell you when and where tomorrow!” Sasha replied in a low voice.

			“What’s he going to do?” asked Sofia, pacing around the room.

			“It’s been decided to get him working as a typesetter at the new printing office. Until then he’ll be staying with the forest warden.”

			Sasha’s brows had knit in a frown, her face had taken on its usual severe expression and her voice sounded dry. Nikolai went up to the mother as she was washing the cups and said to her:

			“You’re going on a visit the day after tomorrow, so Pavel needs to be given a message. You see, we need to know…”

			“I understand, I do!” she hastened to respond. “I’ll be sure to give it to him…”

			“I’m going!” Sasha announced and, after shaking everyone by the hand in silence, left quickly, erect and dry, with a tread that was somehow especially firm.

			Sofia put her hands on the mother’s shoulders and, rocking her on her chair, asked with a smile:

			“Would you love such a daughter, Nilovna?…”

			“Oh Lord! If I could just see them together for a day!” Vlasova exclaimed, ready to burst into tears.

			“Yes, a little happiness is good for all of us,” Nikolai remarked in a low voice. “But there isn’t anyone who’d wish for just a little happiness. And when there’s a lot of it, it’s cheap…”

			Sofia sat down at the piano and started playing something sad.

		

	
		
			XII

			Next morning, several dozen men and women were standing by the hospital gates waiting for their comrade’s coffin to be brought out into the street. Circling around them cautiously were spies, catching the odd exclamation with their sharp ears, memorizing faces, manners and words and watching them from the other side of the street was a group of policemen with revolvers at their belts. The effrontery of the spies, the mocking smiles of the police and their readiness to show their strength irritated the crowd. Some, concealing their irritation, made jokes, others looked dolefully at the ground, trying not to notice the insults, yet others did not bother to contain their fury and laughed ironically at the administration that was afraid of people armed only with words. The pale-blue sky of autumn looked brightly into the street paved with round, grey stones and dotted with yellow foliage, while the wind swept the leaves up into the air, then dropped them back down under people’s feet.

			The mother stood in the crowd and, watching familiar faces, thought with sadness:

			“There are so few of you, so few! And hardly any working people…”

			The gates opened, and the lid of the coffin was carried out into the street bearing wreaths decorated with red ribbons. The people removed their hats in unison, and it was as if a flock of black birds had flown up above their heads. A tall police officer with thick black whiskers on his red face was moving quickly into the crowd, and striding behind him, unceremoniously shoving people aside, were soldiers who stamped their heavy boots noisily on the stones. In a husky, commanding voice, the officer said:

			“Remove the ribbons, please!”

			He was surrounded by a tight circle of men and women who were saying something to him, waving their arms, getting agitated and pushing one another away. Flashing before the mother’s eyes were pale, excited faces with shaking lips, and rolling down the face of one woman were tears of hurt…

			“Down with violence!” someone’s young voice cried out, then was lost on its own in the noise of the argument.

			The mother, too, felt bitterness in her heart, and, turning to her neighbour, a poorly dressed young man, she said indignantly:

			“They won’t even let a man be buried the way his comrades want – what ever’s going on?”

			Animosity was growing, the coffin lid swayed above the people’s heads, the wind played with the ribbons, wrapping them round heads and faces, and there was the dry, nervous, rustling sound of silk.

			The mother was enveloped by fear of a possible clash, and in a hurried, low voice she said to right and left:

			“So be it – if that’s how they want it, remove the ribbons! Let them have it their way, why not?…”

			A loud, sharp voice rang out, drowning the noise:

			“We demand that we are not prevented from seeing off on his final journey a man you harassed…”

			Someone started singing in a high, thin voice:

			“A victim, you fell in battle…”

			“Remove the ribbons, please! Yakovlev, cut them off!”

			There was the clang of a sabre being drawn. The mother closed her eyes, expecting a cry. But it grew quieter, people growled and snapped like wolves brought to bay. Then, with their heads bowed low, they silently moved forward, filling the street with the sound of their shuffling footsteps.

			Up in front, the plundered coffin lid with its crumpled wreaths floated in the air, and policemen on horseback rocked from side to side. The mother was walking on the pavement and could not see the coffin in the dense crowd that, packed tightly around it, had imperceptibly grown and filled the entire width of the street. The grey figures of horsemen towered up at the rear of the crowd too, while at the sides, keeping their hands on their sabres, strode policemen on foot, and to be glimpsed everywhere, scanning people’s faces, were the sharp eyes of the spies the mother knew well.

			“Farewell, our comrade, farewell…”

			two beautiful voices began to sing sadly.

			“None of that!” a cry rang out. “We’ll remain silent, gentlemen!”

			There was something stern and impressive about that cry. The sorrowful song broke off, the sound of voices became quieter and only the firm thudding of feet on stones filled the street with a steady, muffled noise. It rose above the people’s heads, floating away into the transparent sky, and shook the air like the echo of the first thunder of a still-distant storm. The cold wind, ever strengthening, bore the dust and litter of the town streets inimically on towards the people, blowing their clothes and hair about, blinding their eyes, beating into their chests and getting caught up in their legs…

			This silent funeral without any priests or heart-rending singing, the pensive faces and knitted brows elicited an eerie feeling in the mother, and her thought, circling slowly, clad her impressions in sad words:

			“There are so few of you who’re for the truth…”

			She strode with her head lowered, and it seemed to her they were burying not Yegor, but something else, something she was used to, that was dear to her, that she needed. She felt melancholy and ill at ease. Her heart was filling with an indistinct, anxious feeling of disagreement with these people seeing Yegor off.

			“Of course,” she thought, “Yegorushka didn’t believe in God, and they, too, are all…”

			But she had no desire to complete her thought and sighed, wanting to shift the weight from her soul.

			“Oh Lord, Lord Jesus Christ! Surely it won’t be like this for me too…”

			They came to the graveyard and spent a long time going round and round down the narrow paths between the graves, until they came out onto an open space, sprinkled with short white crosses. They crowded about the grave and fell silent. The stern silence of the living amidst the graves augured something terrible, making the mother’s heart shudder and stand still in expectation. The wind whistled and howled between the crosses, and the crumpled flowers trembled sorrowfully on the lid of the coffin…

			The police stood to attention, on their guard, gazing at their chief. Into position over the grave stepped a tall young man, hatless, long-haired, black-browed and pale. And at the same moment the husky voice of the police chief rang out:

			“Gentlemen…”

			“Comrades!” the black-browed man began in a voice loud and sonorous.

			“Permit me!” cried the policeman. “I have to announce that I cannot allow any speeches…”

			“I’m going to say just a few words!” the young man declared calmly. “Comrades! Over the grave of our teacher and friend, let us swear that we shall never forget his bidding, that each of us will tirelessly, all his life, go on digging a grave for the source of all our motherland’s calamities, for the evil force that oppresses it, the autocracy!”

			“Arrest him!” cried the policeman, but his voice was drowned by a discordant outburst of shouting:

			“Down with the autocracy!”

			Pushing the crowd apart, the policemen rushed towards the orator, while he, surrounded on all sides by a tight circle, waved an arm in the air and shouted:

			“Long live freedom!”

			The mother was pushed to one side, and there she leant against a cross in terror and, expecting a blow, closed her eyes. A turbulent whirlwind of discordant sounds was deafening her, the earth was rocking beneath her feet and the wind and her terror were making it hard to breathe. The whistling of policemen flew alarmingly through the air, a rough, commanding voice rang out, women were screaming hysterically, the wood of fences was cracking and there was the muffled, heavy tramping of feet over dry earth. This lasted a long time, and standing with her eyes shut became unbearably frightening for her.

			She took a look and rushed forward with a cry, reaching out her arms. Not far away from her, on a narrow path amidst the graves, some policemen who had surrounded the long-haired man were fighting off the crowd, which was attacking them from all sides. Flashing in the air, white and cold, were bared sabres, flying up above people’s heads and falling quickly down. Canes were flashing, and bits of fences, and circling in a wild dance were the cries of grappling men, raised up high was the pale face of the young man, and over the storm of malicious irritation his strong voice boomed:

			“Comrades! What are you wasting yourselves on?…”

			He was winning. One after another, people were dropping their sticks and jumping back, but the mother kept on making her way forward, carried along by an insuperable force, and she saw Nikolai, with his hat pushed onto the back of his head, shoving people intoxicated with malice aside, and heard his reproachful voice:

			“You’ve gone mad! Calm down!…”

			One of his hands seemed to her to be red.

			“Nikolai Ivanovich, come away!” she cried, rushing up to him.

			“Where are you going? You’ll be hit there…”

			Standing next to her and seizing her shoulder was Sofia, hatless, with dishevelled hair, supporting a young lad, almost a boy. He was wiping his battered, bloodied face with his hand and murmuring with trembling lips:

			“Let me go – it’s all right…”

			“Look after him, take him to our place! Here’s a handkerchief: bandage his face!…” said Sofia quickly, and, putting the lad’s hand into the mother’s, she ran off, saying: “Quickly, go away – you’ll be arrested!…”

			People were dispersing in all directions through the graveyard, and striding heavily after them between the graves were the policemen, getting clumsily entangled in the skirts of their greatcoats, cursing and brandishing their sabres. The lad followed them with his gaze like a wolf.

			“Quick, let’s go!” the mother cried quietly, wiping his face with the handkerchief.

			Spitting out blood, he murmured:

			“Don’t worry: it doesn’t hurt. He hit me with the sabre handle… Well, and I gave him one too, with a stick! He even started howling!…”

			And shaking a bloodied fist, with his voice breaking, he concluded:

			“Just wait, you’ve seen nothing yet. We’ll crush you without a fight when we rise, all the working people!”

			“Quickly!” the mother hurried him, striding rapidly towards a small gate in the graveyard fence. She thought the police had hidden and would be waiting for them out there in the open field, beyond the fence, and as soon as they went out, the police would rush at them and start beating them. But when she cautiously opened the door and glanced out into the field, clad in the grey cloth of autumnal twilight, the quietness and the absence of people at once reassured her.

			“Let me bandage your face,” she said.

			“There’s no need: I’m not ashamed to be like this! It was an honest fight: he hit me, I hit him…”

			The mother hurriedly bandaged the wound. The sight of the blood filled her breast with pity, and when her fingers felt the moist warmth, she was racked by a tremor of horror. Rapidly and silently she led the casualty across the field, holding him by the hand. Freeing his mouth, he said with a smirk in his voice:

			“Where is it you’re dragging me, comrade? I can walk by myself!…”

			But she could feel him staggering, his legs were shaky as he walked and his hand was trembling. He spoke in a weakening voice and, without waiting for any reply, said to her:

			“I’m Ivan, a tinsmith – who are you? There were three of us in Yegor Ivanovich’s group, three tinsmiths… but eleven people in all. We were very fond of him, God rest his soul! Though I don’t believe in God…”

			On one of the streets the mother hired a cab and, helping Ivan into the carriage, she whispered to him: “Now be quiet!” and cautiously muffled his mouth with the handkerchief.

			He raised a hand to his face but could no longer free his mouth, and the hand fell powerless onto his lap. Yet he continued to mutter through the handkerchief all the same:

			“I won’t forget those blows of yours, my dears… And before him there was a student, Titovich, working with us… on political economy… Then he was arrested…”

			The mother put her arm around Ivan and laid his head on her breast; suddenly the lad’s whole body grew heavy, and he fell silent. Paralysed by fright, she looked from side to side from under her brows, thinking policemen were about to come running out from somewhere around a corner, spot Ivan’s bandaged head, seize and kill him.

			“Been drinking, has he?” asked the cabman, turning around on the box and smiling genially.

			“Had a real skinful!” the mother replied with a sigh.

			“Your son?”

			“Yes, he’s a cobbler. And I work as a cook…”

			“You’re kept busy. Ri-ight…”

			After waving his whip at the horse, the cabman turned around again and continued in a quieter voice:

			“There’s just been a fight at the graveyard, d’you hear?… They was burying some politician, right, one of those who’s against the bosses… they’ve got their arguments with the bosses, they have. More of the same was burying him, friends of his, they must have been. And so they started shouting: ‘Down with the bosses,’ they says, ‘they’re bringing the people to ruin…’ So the police are beating them! They say some was hacked to death. Well, and the police had to take it too…” He fell silent and then, shaking his head in distress, in a strange voice he said: “Disturbing the dead, waking the dead men!”

			The cab rattled as it bounced over the stones, Ivan’s head pushed softly against the mother’s breast and the cabman, sitting half-turned around, muttered pensively:

			“There’s agitation among the people, disorder’s rising from the earth, it is! Last night the gendarmes came to our neighbours and they was busy doing something right through till morning, then in the morning they took this blacksmith with them, led him away. They say he’ll be taken to the river at night and drowned in secret. And the blacksmith was all right, he was…”

			“What was his name?” the mother asked.

			“The blacksmith? Savel, and his surname’s Yevchenko. Still young, but already understood a lot. Understanding’s forbidden, it seems! He’d come, he would, and he’d say: ‘What sort of life do you cabmen have?’ – ‘That’s right,’ we says, ‘our life’s worse than a dog’s.’”

			“Stop!” said the mother.

			The jolt made Ivan come round, and he gave a quiet groan.

			“The lad’s in a daze!” the cabman remarked. “Oh dear, vodka, vodka…”

			Moving his legs with difficulty and with his whole body swaying, Ivan walked across the yard, saying:

			“It’s all right, I can manage…”

		

	
		
			XIII

			Sofia was already home, and she greeted the mother with a cigarette between her teeth, fussing and excited.

			Laying the casualty down on the sofa, she deftly removed the handkerchief from his head and issued instructions, screwing up her eyes at the cigarette smoke.

			“Ivan Danilovich, they’re here! Are you tired, Nilovna? You were frightened, yes? Well, you have a rest. Nikolai, a glass of port for Nilovna!”

			Stunned by what she had experienced, breathing heavily and with a painful pricking sensation in her chest, the mother murmured:

			“Don’t you worry about me…”

			And yet with the whole of her being she was tremulously looking for some attention, some reassuring affection.

			In from the next room came Nikolai, with a bandaged hand, and the doctor, Ivan Danilovich, all dishevelled and bristling like a hedgehog. He quickly went up to Ivan and bent over him, saying:

			“Water, lots of water, clean linen cloths, cotton wool!”

			The mother started off towards the kitchen, but Nikolai took her by the arm with his left hand and, leading her into the dining room, said gently:

			“That wasn’t addressed to you, but to Sofia. You’re very agitated, you dear thing, yes?”

			The mother met his intent, sympathetic gaze and, with sobbing she could not contain, exclaimed:

			“What was going on, my sweet! They were hacking at people, hacking!”

			“I saw!” said Nikolai, giving her the wine and nodding his head. “Both sides got a little heated. But don’t worry, they were using the flats of their swords, and it seems only one person’s seriously wounded. I saw him being struck, and I was the one who pulled him out of the mêlée…”

			Nikolai’s face and voice and the warmth and light in the room calmed Vlasova. Glancing at him gratefully, she asked:

			“And you were struck too?”

			“I seem to have carelessly caught my hand on something myself and torn the skin. Have some tea – it’s cold, and you’re lightly dressed…”

			She reached her hand out towards the cup and saw that her fingers were covered in spots of dried blood; with an involuntary movement she dropped the hand onto her lap – her skirt was damp. Opening her eyes wide and raising her eyebrows, she threw a sidelong glance at her fingers; her head was spinning and there was a thumping in her heart:

			“The same thing could happen to Pasha too!”

			Ivan Danilovich came in without his jacket and with his shirtsleeves rolled up, and to Nikolai’s silent question he said in his thin voice:

			“An insignificant wound to the face, but the skull’s fractured, though not badly either – he’s a strong lad! He has lost a lot of blood, however. Do we send him to hospital?”

			“What for? Let him stay here!” Nikolai exclaimed.

			“That’s all right today, well, and maybe tomorrow, but then it’ll be more convenient for me if he’s admitted to hospital. I haven’t the time to make house calls! Are you going to write a leaflet about the incident at the graveyard?”

			“Of course!” Nikolai replied.

			The mother got up quietly and went into the kitchen.

			“Where are you going, Nilovna?” He stopped her, worried. “Sonya can cope by herself!”

			She glanced at him and, shuddering, replied with a strange smile:

			“I’ve got blood on me…”

			Getting changed in her own room, she once again fell into thought about the calmness of these people, about their ability to get over terrible things quickly. This sobered her, driving the fear from her heart. When she entered the room where the casualty was lying, Sofia was bending over him and saying:

			“Nonsense, comrade!”

			“But I’ll be in your way!” he objected in a weak voice.

			“You just keep quiet – it’s better for you…”

			The mother stood behind Sofia and, putting her hands on her shoulder and looking with a smile into the casualty’s pale face, she began to recount, laughing, how he had been delirious in the cab and had frightened her with his incautious words. Ivan listened, his eyes burning feverishly, and he smacked his lips, exclaiming quietly in embarrassment:

			“Oh dear… what an idiot!”

			“Well, we’ll leave you alone!” declared Sofia, straightening the blanket on top of him. “You rest!”

			They went away into the dining room and there spent a long time talking about the day’s incident. And they already treated the drama as something distant, looking confidently into the future and discussing the plan of action for the following day. Their faces were weary, but their thoughts were lively and, in talking about their cause, these people did not conceal their dissatisfaction with themselves. Shifting nervously on his chair and making an effort to take the edge off his thin, sharp voice, the doctor said:

			“Propaganda, propaganda! It’s not enough now – the young workers are right! Agitation needs to be spread wider – the workers are right, I say…”

			Nikolai responded gloomily and in tune with him:

			“Complaints are coming in from everywhere about a shortage of literature, and we’re still unable to set up a good printing office. Lyudmila’s wearing herself out, and she’s going to be taken ill if we don’t give her some assistants…”

			“What about Vesovshchikov?” asked Sofia.

			“He can’t stay in town. He’ll only take on the work in a new printing office, and we’re still one person short for it…”

			“Will I do?” the mother asked quietly.

			All three glanced at her and were silent for several seconds.

			“Good idea!” exclaimed Sofia.

			“No, it’d be difficult for you, Nilovna!” said Nikolai drily. “You’d have to live out of town, stop visiting Pavel and generally…”

			Sighing, she objected:

			“That’s no great loss for Pasha, and those visits are only heart-rending for me as well! You can’t talk about anything. You stand opposite your son like an idiot, and they hang on your every word, waiting for you to say something you shouldn’t…”

			The events of recent days had wearied her, and now, hearing of an opportunity for her to live out of town, far from all these dramas, she snatched at that opportunity greedily.

			But Nikolai changed the subject.

			“What are you thinking about, Ivan?” he turned to the doctor.

			Raising his head, which was hanging low over the table, the doctor replied dolefully:

			“There aren’t enough of us, that’s what! It’s essential to work more energetically… and it’s essential to convince Pavel and Andrei to escape, they’re both too valuable to be sitting doing nothing…”

			Nikolai knitted his brows and shook his head doubtfully, throwing a passing glance at the mother. She realized they felt awkward talking about her son in front of her and she went off to her room, bearing in her breast a quiet resentment towards these people for having been so inattentive to her wishes. Lying in bed with her eyes open, to the accompaniment of quietly whispering voices she surrendered to the power of her anxieties.

			The day that had elapsed was gloomily incomprehensible and full of ominous hints, but she found it hard to think about it and, pushing her doleful impressions aside, she fell to thinking about Pavel. She wanted to see him at large, yet at the same time this frightened her; she felt that everything around her was becoming more strained and threatened some sharp clashes. People’s silent patience was disappearing, giving way to tense expectation, irritation was growing markedly, sharp words were to be heard, and there was a breath of something exciting coming from everywhere… Every proclamation provoked animated talk at the market, in shops, among servants and artisans, every arrest in town awakened a fearful, perplexed and sometimes unconsciously sympathetic echo of opinions about the reasons for the arrest. More and more often she was hearing words that had once frightened her from ordinary people: revolt, socialists, politics; they were uttered derisively, but clumsily concealed behind the derision was an inquisitive question; they were uttered with malice, behind which could be heard fear; they were uttered pensively, with hope and menace. Slowly, but in wide circles, agitation was spreading through stagnant, ignorant life, sleepy thought was waking and the customary relaxed attitude to the content of the day was wavering. She saw all this more clearly than the others, for she knew life’s doleful face better than they did, and now, seeing lines of reflection and irritation upon it, she was both joyous and frightened. Joyous, because she considered this the work of her son, afraid, knowing that, if he came out of prison, he would take up his position in front of them all, in the most dangerous place. And would perish.

			Sometimes the image of her son would grow before her to the size of the hero of a fairy tale, and in it were united all the honest, brave words she had heard, all the people she liked, everything heroic and bright that she knew. Then, touched, proud and in quiet rapture, she feasted her eyes on it and thought, full of hope:

			“Everything will be fine, everything!”

			Her love, a mother’s love, would flare up, squeezing her heart so tight it almost hurt, but then the maternal would hinder the growth of the human, it would burn it up, and in the grey ash of anxiety, instead of a great feeling a doleful thought would timidly beat:

			“He’s going to perish… be done for!…”

		

	
		
			XIV

			At noon she was sitting opposite Pavel in the prison office, examining his bearded face through the mist in her eyes, looking for an opportunity to pass him the note she was squeezing tightly between her fingers.

			“I’m well, as is everyone else,” he said in a low voice. “And how are you?”

			“All right! Yegor Ivanovich has passed away!” she said mechanically.

			“Really?” Pavel exclaimed, and quietly lowered his head.

			“The police were fighting at the funeral and one man was arrested!” she continued artlessly. The Assistant Prison Governor smacked his thin lips in indignation, leapt up from his chair and mumbled:

			“That’s forbidden, you’ve got to understand it! Talking about politics is forbidden!…”

			The mother got up from her chair as well and, as though not understanding, declared guiltily:

			“I’m not talking about politics, but about a fight! And they did fight, it’s true. And they even cracked someone’s head open…”

			“It doesn’t matter! I must ask you to be quiet! That’s to say, to be quiet about everything that doesn’t concern you personally, the family or, generally, your home!”

			Sensing he had got himself in a tangle, he sat down at a desk and, sorting through some papers, added in a doleful, weary voice:

			“I’m responsible, and…”

			The mother looked round and, quickly thrusting the note into Pavel’s hand, heaved a sigh of relief:

			“You don’t know what to talk about…”

			Pavel grinned.

			“I don’t know either…”

			“Then you don’t need the visits!” the official remarked irritably. “There’s nothing to talk about, but they come and cause trouble anyway…”

			“Will the trial be soon?” the mother asked after a pause.

			“The Public Prosecutor was here the other day and said it would…”

			They spoke insignificant words to one another that neither needed, but the mother could see that Pavel’s eyes were looking into her face gently and lovingly. Still just as equable and calm as ever, he had not changed, only his beard had grown a lot, making him look older, and his wrists had become whiter. She felt a desire to do something that would please him, to tell him about Nikolai, and without altering her voice, in the same tone she had been using to say unnecessary and uninteresting things, she continued:

			“I saw your godson…”

			Pavel looked her intently in the eye, silently enquiring. Meaning to remind him of Vesovshchikov’s pockmarked face, she tapped a finger on her cheek…

			“The boy’s all right, he’s alive and well and he’ll soon be getting a job.”

			Her son understood, nodded his head to her and, with a merry smile in his eyes, replied:

			“That’s good!”

			“There you are, then!” she pronounced with satisfaction, pleased with herself and touched by his joy.

			Saying goodbye to her, he gave her hand a tight squeeze.

			“Thank you, Mother!”

			A joyful sense of warm intimacy with him went to her head like alcohol, and, lacking the strength to answer in words, she answered with a silent handshake.

			At home she found Sasha. The girl usually came to see Nilovna on the days when the mother was on a visit. She never asked about Pavel, and if the mother herself did not talk about him, Sasha would look intently into her face and content herself with that. But now she greeted her with a troubled question:

			“Well, how is he?”

			“All right, he’s well!”

			“Did you give him the note?”

			“Of course! I passed it so cleverly…”

			“Did he read it?”

			“But where? How could he?”

			“Yes, I forgot!” the girl said slowly. “We’ll wait another week, another week! And what do you think – will he agree?”

			She knitted her brows and looked into the mother’s face with fixed eyes.

			“I just don’t know,” the mother pondered. “Why not leave, if it’s without danger?”

			Sasha tossed her head and asked drily:

			“Do you know what the patient can eat? He’s asking for food.”

			“He can have anything, anything! I’ll just be a moment…”

			She went into the kitchen. Sasha moved slowly after her.

			“Can I help?”

			“There’s no need, thank you!”

			The mother bent down to the stove, getting out a pot. The girl said to her quietly:

			“Wait…”

			Her face was pale, her eyes mournfully wide, and only with an effort did her trembling lips begin whispering, quickly and ardently:

			“I want to ask something of you. I know he won’t agree! Persuade him! He’s needed, tell him he’s essential to the cause, that I’m afraid he’ll be taken ill. You can see – the date for the trial still hasn’t been set…”

			It was evidently hard for her to speak. She had drawn her whole body up straight, she was looking away to the side and her voice sounded uneven. With her eyelids lowered wearily, the girl was biting her lips, and the fingers of her tightly clenched fists were cracking.

			The mother was ruffled by this outburst, but she could understand it and, agitated, filled with a feeling of sadness, she put her arms around Sasha and quietly replied:

			“My dear girl! He won’t listen to anyone other than himself, not anyone!”

			They were both silent, pressing tightly against one another. Then Sasha carefully removed the mother’s arms from her shoulders and said with a shudder:

			“Yes, you’re right! It’s all silliness, nerves…”

			And suddenly serious, she concluded simply:

			“Anyway, let’s feed the casualty…”

			Sitting by Ivan’s bed, she was already asking, solicitous and gentle:

			“Does your head hurt a lot?”

			“Not really, only everything’s confused! And I feel weak,” Ivan replied, bashfully pulling his blanket up to his chin and screwing up his eyes, as though there were a bright light. Noticing he could not bring himself to eat in front of her, Sasha got up and left.

			Ivan sat up on the bed, followed her with his gaze and, blinking, said:

			“Be-eautiful!…”

			His eyes were bright and merry, his teeth small and close set, and his voice not yet fully broken.

			“How old are you?” the mother asked pensively.

			“Seventeen.”

			“And where are your parents?”

			“In the country; I’ve been here since I was ten, I finished school and came straight here! And what’s your name, comrade?”

			The mother was always amused and touched by this word when it was addressed to her. And now, smiling, she asked:

			“What do you need to know that for?”

			After an embarrassed pause the youth explained:

			“You see, a student from our group – that’s to say, who used to read with us – he told us about the mother of Pavel Vlasov, the worker – you know, the May Day demonstration?”

			She nodded her head and pricked up her ears.

			“He was the first one to raise the banner of our party openly!”  the youth declared with pride, and his pride struck a chord in the mother’s heart.

			“I wasn’t there at the time, we were planning to arrange our own demonstration here then, but it fell through! There weren’t enough of us then. But next year, do come along!… You’ll see!”

			He choked in the excitement of looking forward to future events, and then, waving his spoon in the air, he continued:

			“Well then, Vlasova, I’m saying, the mother. She came into the party too after that. They say she’s such a woman – it’s simply wonderful!”

			The mother smiled broadly – it was nice for her to hear the boy’s rapturous praise. Nice, but awkward. She even wanted to say to him: “I’m Vlasova!”, but she restrained herself and, with gentle mockery, with sadness, she said to herself: “Oh dear, you silly old fool!…”

			“You must eat more! Get well quickly for the good cause!” she said, suddenly agitated and bending towards him.

			The door opened, there was the smell of damp, autumnal cold, and in came Sofia, rosy and merry.

			“There are spies courting me like suitors after a wealthy young girl, honestly! I need to clear out of here… Well, Vanya, how are you? All right? How’s Pavel, Nilovna? Is Sasha here?”

			Lighting up a cigarette, she asked without expecting replies, caressing the mother and the youth with the gaze of her grey eyes. The mother looked at her and, smiling inwardly, thought:

			“Here am I mixing with good people too!”

			And bending towards Ivan again, she said:

			“Get well, my son!”

			And she went off into the dining room. There Sofia was telling Sasha:

			“She’s already got three hundred copies ready! She’ll kill herself working like this! That’s heroism! You know, Sasha, it’s a great joy to live among such people, to be their comrade and work with them…”

			“Yes!” the girl replied quietly.

			Over tea in the evening Sofia said to the mother:

			“You need to go out into the country again, Nilovna.”

			“All right! When?”

			“In three days or so – can you do that?”

			“Very well…”

			“You should ride,” Nikolai advised in a low voice. “Hire post horses, and please go by a different route, through the Nikolskoye volost…”*

			He fell silent and frowned. This did not suit his face, changing his always serene expression in a strange and unattractive way.

			“It’s a long way through Nikolskoye!” the mother remarked. “And expensive using horses…”

			“You see, the thing is,” Nikolai continued, “I’m completely against this trip. There’s unrest out there, there have already been arrests, some teacher has been taken and we need to be careful. We ought to bide our time…”

			Tapping her fingers on the table, Sofia remarked:

			“It’s important that we maintain continuity in the distribution of literature. You’re not afraid to go, are you, Nilovna?” she asked suddenly.

			The mother was stung.

			“When was I ever afraid? I did it the first time without fear… and now suddenly…” Without finishing the phrase, she lowered her head. Every time she was asked if she was afraid, if it was convenient for her, if she could do this or that, she heard in such questions a request being addressed to her, and it seemed to her that people were distancing her from themselves, shifting her aside and treating her differently to the way they did each other.

			“You’re wrong to ask me if I’m afraid,” she said with a sigh. “You don’t ask each other about fear.”

			Nikolai hurriedly removed his glasses, put them on again and looked intently into his sister’s face. The embarrassed silence alarmed Vlasova, and she rose from her chair guiltily, wanting to say something to them, but Sofia reached out and touched her hand and uttered a quiet request:

			“Forgive me! I won’t do it again!”

			This made the mother laugh, and a few minutes later all three were talking anxiously and amicably about the trip out into the country.

		

	
		
			XV

			At dawn the mother was shaking in a post chaise along a road turned to mud by the autumn rain. A damp wind was blowing, splashes of mud were flying about and the driver, sitting half-turned towards her on his seat, was complaining pensively in a nasal voice:

			“I says to him, my brother, that is, well then, let’s share things out! And that’s what we started to do…”

			He suddenly whipped the left-hand horse and shouted with animosity:

			“Gee up! Get on, you son of a witch!…”

			The fat crows of autumn were pacing preoccupied over the bare, ploughed fields, and the wind came swooping down on them, whistling coldly. The crows would turn their sides to the wind’s buffeting, and it would blow their feathers about, knocking them off their feet, so then, yielding to its strength, with lazy flaps of their wings they would fly away to some other spot.

			“Well, and he did me out of my fair share. And I can see there’s nothing I can do about it,” said the driver.

			The mother heard his words as if in a dream, as her memory constructed before her the long series of events that had been lived through in recent years and, going over them again, she saw herself everywhere. Previously life had been shaped somewhere far away by who knows who and why, but now a lot was being done before her very eyes, with her help. And this aroused in her a tangled sense of distrust of and satisfaction with herself, bewilderment and quiet sadness…

			Everything all around was rocking in slow motion: there were grey clouds drifting in the sky and ponderously overtaking one another, wet trees shaking their naked tops could be glimpsed down the sides of the roads, there were fields spread out all around, and hills rose up into the air, then became diffused.

			The nasal voice of the driver, the ringing of the carriage bells and the damp whistling and hissing of the wind merged into a flickering, sinuous stream, and it flowed over the fields with monotonous power…

			“Heaven itself’s too small for a rich man – that’s the way of it!… He started reaping, and the authorities became his friends,” drawled the coachman, rocking on his seat.

			When they arrived at the posting station, he unharnessed the horses and said to the mother in a hopeless voice:

			“You might let me have five copecks – I could at least have a drink!”

			The mother gave him a coin, and, tossing it on his palm, in the same tone of voice, the driver informed her:

			“Three to spend on a drop of vodka, two on a bit of bread…”

			After midday, worn out and frozen through, the mother arrived in the big village of Nikolskoye, went into the posting station, asked for some tea and took a seat at a window, putting her heavy suitcase down under the bench. Visible from the window was a small square, covered in a trampled carpet of yellow grass, and the building of the volost board, dark-grey and with a sagging roof. On the building’s porch sat a bald-headed, long-bearded peasant in shirtsleeves, smoking a pipe. A pig was walking across the grass. Twitching its ears discontentedly, it was poking its snout into the ground and occasionally shaking its head.

			Storm clouds were drifting in dark masses, piling up on top of one another. It was quiet, murky and dreary, and life seemed to have hidden away somewhere, to have concealed itself.

			Suddenly the village constable galloped into the square, reined in his chestnut horse by the porch of the volost-board building and, brandishing his whip in the air, shouted at the peasant. His cries beat against the window panes, but the words were inaudible. The peasant stood up and reached out an arm, pointing into the distance; the constable jumped to the ground, swayed on his feet, tossed the reins to the peasant as he grabbed with his hands at the handrail, went ponderously up onto the porch and disappeared through the volost board’s doors…

			Again it grew quiet. The horse twice beat a hoof against the soft ground. Into the room came a teenaged girl with a short yellow plait on the back of her head and gentle eyes in her round face. On outstretched arms she was carrying a large tray with battered edges filled with crockery, and she was biting her lips and bowing with frequent nods of her head.

			“Hello, good girl!” said the mother affectionately.

			“Hello!”

			While setting out the plates and tea service on the table, the girl suddenly announced excitedly:

			“They’ve just caught a robber, they’re bringing him here!”

			“What robber’s that?”

			“I don’t know…”

			“Well, what’s he done?”

			“I don’t know!” the girl repeated. “I only heard they’d caught him! The watchman from the volost board has run to fetch the district superintendent.”

			The mother looked out of the window, and some peasants had appeared in the square. Some were walking slowly and steadily, others were hurriedly doing up their sheepskin coats as they walked. Stopping by the volost board’s porch, everybody was looking somewhere away to the left.

			The girl glanced outside and then ran from the room, noisily slamming the door. The mother winced, moved her suitcase farther under the bench and, throwing her shawl over her head, set off towards the door, hurrying and yet containing the incomprehensible desire that had suddenly taken hold of her to walk quickly, to run…

			When she emerged onto the porch, the sharp cold struck her in the eyes and chest, she gasped for breath and her legs went numb – walking across the middle of the square with his hands tied behind his back was Rybin, and striding alongside him were two village policemen, striking the ground rhythmically with their sticks, while by the porch of the volost-board building stood a crowd of people waiting in silence.

			Stunned, the mother watched fixedly; Rybin was saying something, and she could hear his voice, but the words vanished without an echo in the dark, trembling emptiness of her heart.

			She came to her senses and caught her breath; by the porch stood a peasant with a broad, light beard, whose blue eyes were gazing intently into her face. Coughing and rubbing her throat with hands weakened by fear, she asked him with some difficulty:

			“Who ever’s that?”

			“Just you look!” the peasant replied and turned away. Another peasant came up and stood next to them.

			The village policemen stopped in front of the crowd, which was continuing to grow quickly, but silently, and then suddenly above it rose Rybin’s rich voice.

			“Christians! Have you heard of those reliable documents in which the truth about our peasant life was written? Well, it’s for those documents I’m suffering, it was me that distributed them to the people!”

			Rybin was surrounded more closely. His voice sounded calm and measured. This sobered the mother.

			The blue-eyed peasant was nudged in the side by the other one as he asked quietly:

			“D’you hear?” Without replying, the former raised his head and glanced again into the mother’s face. And the other peasant looked at her too. He was younger than the first, with a dark, wispy little beard and a thin face dotted with freckles. Then they both moved away to one side of the porch.

			“They’re afraid!” the mother noted involuntarily.

			Her attention was becoming keener. From the elevated position of the porch she could clearly see Mikhail Ivanovich’s battered black face, could discern the ardent lustre of his eyes; she wanted him to see her too and, standing on tiptoe, she stretched her neck out towards him.

			People were looking at him glumly, with mistrust, and were silent. Only in the rearmost rows of the crowd was the suppressed sound of voices to be heard.

			“Peasants!” said Rybin, his voice full and taut. “Do believe those documents: I may have to accept death for them now; they’ve beaten me and tortured me, they wanted to get out of me where I got them from, and they’re going to beat me some more, but I’m going to endure it all! Because it’s the truth in those documents, and that truth should be dearer to us than bread – there!”

			“What’s he saying this for?” one of the peasants by the porch exclaimed quietly. The blue-eyed one slowly replied:

			“It doesn’t matter now – you might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb…”

			People were standing looking from under their brows, taciturn and gloomy, as though there were something invisible, but heavy, lying on top of them all.

			The village constable appeared on the porch and, swaying, roared in a drunken voice:

			“Who’s that talking?”

			He suddenly rolled down from the porch, grabbed Rybin by the hair and, jerking his head forward then pushing it back, shouted:

			“Is it you talking, you son of a bitch, is it you?”

			The crowd lurched and began buzzing. The mother lowered her head in impotent anguish. And Rybin’s voice rang out again:

			“There, look, good people…”

			“Silence!” The constable struck him on the ear. Rybin staggered and shifted his shoulders.

			“They tie your hands together and torment you as they like…”

			“Village policemen! Bring him in! Disperse, you people!” Jumping about in front of Rybin like a dog on a chain in front of a piece of meat, the constable was punching him in the face, in the chest and in the stomach.

			“Stop beating him!” shouted someone in the crowd.

			“Why are you beating him?” another voice offered in support.

			“Let’s go!” said the blue-eyed peasant with a nod of the head to the other one. And they both set off unhurriedly towards the volost-board building, followed by the mother’s kind gaze.  She heaved a sigh of relief – the constable had run ponderously back up onto the porch and, from there, shaking his fist, was yelling frenziedly:

			“Bring him here, I tell you…”

			“Don’t!” a powerful voice rang out in the crowd, and the mother realized it was the peasant with the blue eyes that had spoken. “Don’t allow it, lads! They’ll take him in there and beat him to death. Then later on they’ll say it was us, and we killed him! Don’t allow it!”

			“Peasants!” boomed Mikhaila’s voice. “Don’t you see your life, don’t you understand how they rob you, how they deceive you, how they drink your blood? You’re what holds everything together, you’re the number-one power on earth, but what rights do you have? To peg out from hunger, that’s your only right!…”

			The peasants suddenly started shouting, each interrupting the other:

			“It’s right, what he says!”

			“Call the district superintendent of police! Where’s the district superintendent?…”

			“The village constable’s galloped off to fetch him…”

			“Drunk!…”

			“It’s not our business to fetch the authorities here…”

			The noise kept on growing, rising higher.

			“Say we won’t let him be beaten…”

			“Untie his hands…”

			“See that no harm’s done!…”

			“My hands are hurting!” said Rybin evenly and sonorously, drowning every other voice. “I won’t run away, men! I can’t hide from my justice, it lives within me…”

			Several men walked steadily away from the crowd in different directions, talking in low voices among themselves and shaking their heads. But more and more excited people, badly and hurriedly dressed, came running. They seethed around Rybin like dark foam, and he stood like a chapel in a wood in their midst with his hands up above his head and, giving them a shake, he shouted into the crowd:

			“Thank you, good people, thank you! We have to free one another’s hands ourselves – right! Who’s going to help us?”

			He wiped his beard and then again raised a hand, which was covered in blood.

			“There’s my blood: it’s flowing for justice!”

			The mother stepped down from the porch, but from the ground she could not see Mikhaila, who was hemmed in by people, and she went back up onto the steps. It was hot inside her breast, and something vaguely joyful was atremble there.

			“Peasants! Find those documents, read them and don’t believe the authorities or the priests when they say the people who are bringing the truth for us are atheists and rebels. The truth walks the earth in secret, it seeks a nest amongst the people; it’s like the knife and fire for the authorities: they can’t accept it, it’ll cut their throats, it’ll burn them up! For you the truth is a good friend; for the authorities it’s a sworn enemy. That’s why it hides!…”

			Several exclamations broke out in the crowd once again.

			“Listen, Christians!…”

			“Oh, you’re done for, brother…”

			“Who gave you away?”

			“The priest!” said one of the village policemen.

			Two of the peasants swore violently.

			“Watch it, lads!” a cry of warning rang out.

		

	
		
			XVI

			Walking towards the crowd was the district superintendent of police, a tall, thickset man with a round face. His cap was tilted onto the side of his head, and one end of his moustache was twirled upwards while the other drooped down, giving a crooked look to a face disfigured by an obtuse, blank smile. He carried a sabre in his left hand, while waving his right hand in the air. His footsteps could be heard, heavy and firm. The crowd was parting before him. Something sullen and dispirited appeared on their faces, the noise ceased, dropped, as though receding into the ground. The mother sensed the skin on her forehead trembling, and her eyes had become hot. Again she felt the urge to go into the crowd, but she leant forward and froze in a tense pose.

			“What’s all this?” the superintendent asked, stopping opposite Rybin and looking him up and down. “Why aren’t his hands tied? Policemen! Tie them together!”

			His voice was high and ringing, but colourless.

			“They were tied, but the people untied them!” replied one of the village policemen.

			“What? The people? Which people?”

			The superintendent looked at the people standing in a semicircle in front of him. And in the same monotonous, white voice, neither raising it nor lowering it, he continued:

			“Who’s that – the people?”

			He swung out and poked the hilt of his sabre into the chest of the blue-eyed peasant.

			“Is that you, Chumakov, the people? Well, who else? You, Mishin?”

			And with his right hand he pulled on someone’s beard.

			“Disperse, scum! Otherwise I’ll let you have it, I’ll show you!”

			In his voice and on his face there was neither irritation, nor threat; he spoke calmly and hit people with customary, smooth movements of his long, strong arms. People were retreating before him, lowering their heads, turning their faces aside.

			“Well? What’s the matter with you?” he addressed the village policemen. “Get tying!”

			He uttered a cynical oath, looked at Rybin again and said to him loudly:

			“Hands behind your back!”

			“I don’t want my hands tied!” began Rybin. “I don’t intend to run away and I’m not fighting, so why tie me up?”

			“What?” the superintendent asked, taking a step towards him.

			“You’ve tormented the people enough, you brutes!” Rybin continued, raising his voice. “There’ll be a red day coming soon for you too…”

			The policeman stood in front of him and looked him in the face, twitching his moustache. Then he took a step back and sang out in amazement in a whistling voice:

			“You son of a bitch, you! What were those words?”

			And he suddenly hit Rybin hard and fast in the face.

			“You can’t kill the truth with your fist!” cried Rybin, advancing upon him. “And you have no right to beat me, you lousy dog!”

			“I don’t dare? I?” The policeman emitted a long, drawn-out howl.

			And again he swung an arm, aiming at Rybin’s head. Rybin ducked down, and the blow missed him, while the policeman staggered and barely stayed on his feet. Someone in the crowd gave a loud snort, and Mikhail’s irate cry rang out again:

			“Don’t you dare hit me, I say, you devil!”

			The policeman looked around: the people were sullenly and silently converging to form a tight, dark ring…

			“Nikita!” the policeman called loudly, looking around. “Hey, Nikita!”

			Out from the crowd moved a short, stocky peasant in a sheepskin jacket. He was looking at the ground with his big, shaggy head lowered.

			“Nikita!” said the policeman unhurriedly, twirling his moustache. “Give him one in the ear, a good one!”

			The peasant took a step forward, stopped opposite Rybin and raised his head. Rybin hit him point-blank in the face with hard, true words:

			“There, people, look how the brutes choke you with your very own hand! Look and think!”

			The peasant slowly raised a hand and hit him lazily on the head.

			“Is that the way to do it, you son of a bitch?” the policeman screamed.

			“Hey, Nikita!” came a low voice from the crowd. “Don’t forget about God!”

			“Hit him, I tell you!” the policeman cried, pushing the peasant in the neck.

			The peasant stepped to one side and, bending his head, said sullenly:

			“Not any more…”

			“What?”

			The policeman’s face twitched, he began stamping his feet and, cursing, threw himself at Rybin. The blow made a dull thud, Mikhailo rocked and threw up an arm, but with a second blow the policeman toppled him to the ground and, jumping around and roaring, he began kicking Rybin in the chest, the sides and the head.

			The crowd started to hum with animosity and began rocking as it moved upon the policeman; he noticed, leapt back and pulled his sabre from its scabbard.

			“Rebelling, are you? Eh? Is that the way it is?…”

			His voice quavered, screeched and seemed to break and grow hoarse. Together with his voice he suddenly lost his strength, drew his head into his shoulders, crouched and, turning his empty eyes in all directions, backed away, cautiously feeling for the ground behind him with his feet. Retreating, he shouted in a hoarse, alarmed voice:

			“Very well! Take him – I’m leaving – come on then! Do you realize, you damned scum, that he’s a political criminal, going against the Tsar, stirring up revolts – do you realize that? And you want to defend him, eh? So you’re rebels? Aha-a!…”

			Not stirring, not blinking, without strength or thought, the mother stood as though in a bad dream, crushed by fear and pity. Buzzing in her head like bumblebees were the offended, sullen and angry cries of the people, the voice of the superintendent was trembling, and there was the hiss of somebody whispering…

			“If he’s committed an offence, then put him on trial!…”

			“Have mercy on him, Your Honour…”

			“How can you, really, without any law?…”

			“How can it be? If everyone starts dishing out beatings like that, what’ll happen then?…”

			The people broke into two groups – one, surrounding the superintendent, was shouting and trying to persuade him; the other, smaller in number, stayed around the beaten man, humming in a muffled, sullen way. Several people picked him up from the ground, and the village policemen again tried to tie his hands.

			“Just you wait, you devils!” people shouted at them.

			Mikhailo was wiping the dirt and blood from his face and beard and silently looking around. His gaze slid across the mother’s face, and she, with a start, stretched out towards him and unwittingly threw up an arm – he turned away. But a few minutes later his eyes came to rest upon her face again. It seemed to her that he stood up straight and raised his head, and his bloodied cheeks began to tremble…

			“He’s recognized me – has he really recognized me?…”

			And she started nodding her head to him, trembling with melancholy, eerie joy. But the next moment she saw that standing beside him and looking at her too was the blue-eyed peasant. His gaze momentarily awoke in her the consciousness of danger…

			“What ever am I doing? I’ll be seized as well, won’t I!”

			The peasant said something to Rybin; the latter gave a toss of the head and, in a quavering voice, but distinctly and cheerfully, he began:

			“It’s all right! I’m not the only one on earth, and they won’t fish out the whole truth! Wherever I’ve been, there the memory of me will remain – there! Even if they’ve ravaged the nest and there are no more friends or comrades there…”

			“He’s saying that for me!” the mother quickly realized.

			“But there’ll come a day when the eagles will fly out to freedom, and the people will be liberated!”

			Some woman brought a bucket of water and, groaning and wailing, started washing Rybin’s face. Her thin, plaintive voice got entangled in Mikhailo’s words and prevented the mother understanding them. A crowd of peasants came up with the superintendent in front of them, and someone shouted loudly:

			“Hey, let’s have a cart for the prisoner! Whose turn is it?”

			And then there rang out what was for the superintendent a new voice, offended, as it seemed:

			“I can strike you, but no, you can’t strike me – you don’t dare, you blockhead!”

			“Right! And who are you – God?” cried Rybin.

			A discordant, soft explosion of exclamations drowned out his voice.

			“Don’t argue, Uncle! This is the authorities!…”

			“Don’t be angry, Your Honour! The man’s not himself…”

			“Be quiet, you nutcase!”

			“They’re going to take you to town now…”

			“There’s more law there!”

			The cries of the crowd sounded conciliatory, pleading, and they merged into a vague bustling, everything about which was hopeless and mournful. The village policemen took Rybin by the arms, led him onto the porch of the volost-board building and disappeared through the doors. The peasants slowly dispersed across the square, and the mother saw the blue-eyed one heading towards her, looking at her from under his brows. Her knees began trembling, and a sense of despondency started gnawing at her heart, making her feel nauseous.

			“Don’t walk away!” she thought. “Don’t!”

			And, holding on tight to the handrail, she waited.

			Standing on the porch of the volost-board building, the superintendent was waving his arms around and saying in a reproachful voice, now white and soulless once more:

			“You’re fools, you sons of bitches! You’re getting involved in a matter like this – a state matter – without understanding a thing! You swine! You should be thanking me, bowing down at my feet for my kindness! If I wish it, you’ll all go and do hard labour…”

			A couple of dozen peasants stood with their hats off, listening. It was getting dark, and the storm clouds were sinking lower. The blue-eyed man came up to the porch and said with a sigh:

			“That’s the way things are here…”

			“Ye-es,” she responded quietly.

			He gave her a frank look and asked:

			“What is it you do?”

			“Buy up lace from peasant women, linen too…”

			The peasant slowly stroked his beard. Then, gazing in the direction of the volost-board building, in a low, dreary voice he said:

			“You won’t find any of that here…”

			The mother looked down her nose at him, waiting for the moment when it would be most convenient to go off to her room. The peasant’s face was pensive and handsome, and his eyes were sad. Broad-shouldered and tall, he was wearing a kaftan, covered all over in patches, a clean cotton shirt, ginger-coloured trousers of heavy rural cloth and down-at-heel shoes on otherwise bare feet…

			For some reason the mother heaved a sigh of relief. And suddenly, giving in to an instinct that preceded a vague idea, she surprised herself by asking him:

			“Well, can I spend the night at your place?”

			She asked, and everything inside her stretched taut – her muscles, her bones. She drew herself up straight, gazing at the peasant with fixed eyes. Prickly thoughts flashed quickly through her head:

			“I’ll be the undoing of Nikolai Ivanovich. I won’t see Pasha for a long time! They’ll beat me up!”

			Gazing at the ground and pulling the kaftan together at his chest, the peasant unhurriedly replied:

			“Spend the night? Yes, you can, why not? Only my hut isn’t a very good one…”

			“I’ve not been spoilt!” the mother answered instinctively.

			“Yes, you can!” the peasant repeated, looking her up and down searchingly.

			It had already grown dark, his eyes shone coldly in the gloom and his face seemed very pale. As if gathering momentum, the mother said:

			“I’ll come right away, then, and you can bring my suitcase…”

			“All right.”

			He twitched his shoulders, pulled his kaftan together again and said in a low voice:

			“Look, here comes the cart…”

			Rybin appeared on the porch of the volost-board building with his hands again tied together and his head and face wrapped in something grey.

			“Farewell, good people!” his voice rang out in the cold of the evening twilight. “Search for truth, keep it safe, trust the man who brings you an honest word, don’t spare yourselves in the pursuit of truth!…”

			“Silence, dog!” the voice of the superintendent cried from somewhere. “Drive the horses on, you fool of a policeman!”

			“Why spare yourselves? What sort of life do you have?…”

			The cart moved off. Sitting on it with the two village policemen on either side, Rybin cried in a muffled voice:

			“What do you perish for, going hungry? Try for freedom; it’ll bring both bread and truth – farewell, good people!…”

			The hurrying noise of the wheels, the tramp of the horses and the voice of the superintendent enveloped his speech, confused and smothered it.

			“It’s over!” said the peasant with a toss of his head and, turning to the mother, continued in a low voice: “You sit there at the posting station, and I’ll be along in a little while…”

			The mother went into the room, sat down at the table in front of the samovar, picked up a piece of bread, glanced at it and slowly put it back on the plate. She did not feel like eating, and there was a sensation of nausea growing again in the pit of her stomach. Disagreeably warm, it weakened her, sucking the blood out of her heart and making her head spin. Before her was the face of the blue-eyed peasant – strange, as though unfinished, it did not inspire trust. For some reason she did not want to think openly that he would give her away, but the idea had already occurred to her and lay heavy on her heart, blunt and immobile.

			“He noticed me!” she pondered idly and impotently. “He noticed, he guessed…”

			But the idea developed no further, drowning in wearisome despondency and the viscous feeling of nausea.

			Succeeding the noise, the timid quietness that had hidden outside the window laid bare something repressed and frightened about the village, it sharpened her sense of solitude, filling her soul with gloom, as grey and soft as cinders.

			The girl came in and, stopping by the door, asked:

			“Shall I bring some fried eggs?”

			“There’s no need. I really don’t feel like anything – they’ve frightened me with their shouting!”

			The girl approached the table, recounting in an excited, but low voice:

			“The way the superintendent hit him! I was standing nearby, I could see; he made all his teeth crumble, he’s spitting, and the blood’s as thick as can be, and dark!… No eyes at all! He’s a tar-worker. The village constable’s lying down here with us, he’s good and drunk, but still calling for liquor. He says there was a whole band of them, and that one, the bearded one, he’s the oldest, so he’s the leader. They caught three, but one escaped, you see. They caught the teacher too, he’s with them as well. They don’t believe in God, and they try and persuade others to rob churches, that’s the way they are! And our men, some of them felt sorry for him, that man, but others say they should finish him off! We’ve got such vicious people here, dear oh dear!”

			The mother listened carefully to the incoherent, rapid speech, trying to suppress her alarm and dispel her doleful expectation. And the girl must have been pleased that someone was listening to her, for, choking on her words, she chattered more and more animatedly, lowering her voice:

			“Daddy says everything’s because of the bad harvest! Our earth’s bearing nothing for a second year, and we’re worn out! Now, because of that, men like them are appearing – it’s awful! They’re shouting at assemblies and fighting. The other day, when Vasyukov was being sold up for arrears, he gave the elder such a whack in the mug. ‘There’s my arrears for you,’ he says…”

			Heavy footsteps rang out on the other side of the door. Resting her hands on the table, the mother rose to her feet…

			In came the blue-eyed peasant and, without removing his hat, asked:

			“So where’s the luggage?”

			He picked up the suitcase with ease, gave it a shake and said:

			“It’s empty! Marka, see the visitor to my hut.”

			And off he went without a backward glance.

			“Are you spending the night here?” the girl asked.

			“Yes! I’ve come for lace – I buy lace…”

			“They don’t make it here! They do in Tinkovo and Daryina, but not here!” the girl explained.

			“I’m going there tomorrow…”

			After paying the girl for the tea, she gave her three copecks and thus greatly delighted her. In the street, with her bare feet slapping quickly over the damp earth, the girl said:

			“Would you like me to run to Daryina and tell the women to bring their lace here? They’ll come here, and you don’t have to go there. After all, it’s twelve versts…”

			“That’s not necessary, dear!” the mother replied, striding beside her. The cold air had refreshed her, and an unclear resolve was slowly being born inside her. Vague, but promising, it was having difficulty developing, and, wanting to quicken its growth, the woman asked herself insistently:

			“What am I to do? If I’m frank and do my best…”

			It was dark, damp and cold. The windows of the huts shone dimly with a reddish, motionless light. Cattle were lowing drowsily in the quietness, and brief cries rang out. The village was shrouded in dark, dispirited pensiveness…

			“This way!” said the girl. “You’ve picked a bad place to spend the night: he’s terribly poor, that man…”

			She felt her way to the door, opened it and cried cheerfully into the hut:

			“Auntie Tatyana!”

			And off she ran. Her voice came flying out of the darkness:

			“Farewell!…”

		

	
		
			XVII

			The mother stopped by the threshold and, shading her eyes with the palm of her hand, looked around. The hut was cramped and small, but clean, that was immediately striking. Out from behind the stove looked a young woman, who bowed in silence and disappeared. A lamp was burning on the table in the corner with the icons.

			The master of the hut was sitting at the table, tapping a finger on its edge and looking the mother intently in the eye.

			“Come in!” he said, though not at once. “Tatyana, go and call Pyotr, look lively!”

			The woman went away quickly without a glance at her guest. Sitting on the bench opposite her host, the mother looked around – her suitcase was nowhere to be seen. A wearisome quietness filled the hut; there was only the barely audible crackling of the flame in the lamp. The peasant’s face, preoccupied and frowning, swayed indefinitely in the mother’s eyes, arousing in her a doleful vexation.

			“So where’s my suitcase?” she asked, loudly and all of a sudden, surprising herself.

			The peasant shifted his shoulders and replied pensively:

			“It won’t get lost…”

			Lowering his voice, he continued glumly:

			“In front of the little girl just now I said it was empty on purpose, but no, it isn’t empty. There’s heavy things inside it!”

			“Well?” asked the mother. “What, then?”

			He stood up, went over to her, bent down and quietly asked:

			“Do you know that man?”

			The mother winced, but replied firmly:

			“I do!”

			It was as if this short answer had lit her up inside and made everything outside her clear. She sighed with relief, shifted on the bench and sat more firmly…

			The peasant gave a broad grin.

			“I saw when you gave him a sign, and so did he. I had a word in his ear and asked if it was someone he knew standing on the porch.”

			“And what did he say?” the mother asked quickly.

			“Him? He said: ‘There’s a lot of us.’ Yes! ‘A lot,’ he says…”

			He glanced enquiringly into his guest’s eyes and, smiling again, continued:

			“A man of great strength!… Bold… straight out he says: ‘Me!’ They beat him, but he sticks to his guns…”

			His voice, uncertain and not strong, his unfinished face and bright, open eyes were more and more reassuring for the mother. The place of alarm and despondency in her breast was gradually being taken by caustic, sharp pity for Rybin. Unable to stop herself, with anger sudden and bitter she dispiritedly exclaimed:

			“The scoundrels, the fiends!”

			And she let out a sob.

			The peasant moved away from her, nodding his head morosely.

			“The authorities have certainly made themselves some friends, ye-es!!”

			And suddenly turning to the mother again, he said to her quietly:

			“What I want to say is, I’m guessing there’s a newspaper in the suitcase, is that right?”

			“Yes!” the mother replied simply, wiping away her tears. “I was bringing it to him.”

			Furrowing his brows, he gathered his beard in his fist and, gazing to one side, paused.

			“It used to reach us, and books did too. We know that man – we’d seen him!”

			The peasant stopped, had a think and then asked:

			“Well then, what are you going to do with it now – with the suitcase?”

			The mother looked at him and said in a challenging tone:

			“Leave it with you!…”

			He was not surprised and did not protest, just repeating briefly:

			“With us…”

			With an affirmative nod of the head he released his beard from his fist, combed it out with his fingers and sat down.

			With implacable, stubborn insistence the mother’s memory brought the scene of Rybin’s torture in front of her eyes; his image extinguished all thoughts in her head, pain and hurt on the man’s behalf pushed all other feelings into the background, and she was no longer able to think of the suitcase or of anything else. Tears flowed unrestrained from her eyes, but her face was morose and her voice did not quaver when she said to the master of the hut:

			“They rob, crush and trample a man in the dirt – curse them!”

			“Strength!” the peasant responded quietly. “They’ve got great strength!”

			“And where do they get it from?” the mother exclaimed in vexation. “They get it from us, from the people, everything’s taken from us!”

			This peasant was irritating her with his bright, but incomprehensible face.

			“Ye-es!” he drawled pensively. “It’s a wheel…”

			He pricked up his ears sharply, bent his head down towards the door and, after having a listen, said quietly:

			“They’re coming…”

			“Who?”

			“Friends… probably…”

			In came his wife, and after her into the hut stepped a peasant. He threw his hat into a corner, quickly went up to his host and asked him:

			“Well, and?”

			The latter gave an affirmative nod of the head.

			“Stepan!” said the woman, standing by the stove. “Maybe she, the visitor, wants something to eat?”

			“I don’t, thank you, dear!” the mother replied.

			The peasant went up to the mother and started talking in a quick, overstrained voice:

			“So, allow me to make your acquaintance! My name’s Pyotr Yegorov Ryabinin, nicknamed the Awl. I understand a little of your affairs. Literate and no fool, so to speak…”

			He grasped the hand the mother reached out to him and, shaking it, turned to his host:

			“Here, Stepan, look! Varvara Nikolayevna’s a kind lady, it’s true! But what she says about all this is nonsense, fantasy! As though it’s little boys and various students stirring the people up out of stupidity. But you and I have just seen a solid peasant, just the way he should be, seen him arrested, and now here, a middle-aged woman and, as it would appear, not the blood of gentlefolk. Don’t take offence – of what stock would you be?”

			He spoke hurriedly, distinctly and without drawing breath; his little beard trembled nervously, and his eyes, squinting, quickly scanned the woman’s face and figure. Ragged, dishevelled, with tangled hair on his head, he looked as if he had just been fighting with someone, had overcome his opponent and was utterly gripped by the joyous excitement of victory. The mother liked his cheerfulness and the fact that he had immediately begun talking directly and simply. Gazing affectionately into his face, she answered the question, and he shook her hand hard once again, and burst into quiet, rather dry, broken laughter.

			“It’s clean work, Stepan, you see? Excellent work! I told you, it’s the people beginning to do things for themselves. And that fine lady, she won’t tell the truth – it’s harmful for her. I respect her, sure enough! A good person and wishes us well – a little bit, anyway, but with no losses for herself! But the people, they want to go straight ahead and aren’t afraid of losses or harm, d’you see? The whole of life’s harmful for them, there’s losses everywhere, there’s nowhere for them to turn, there’s nothing anywhere around except people on all sides shouting: “Stop!’”

			“I see!” said Stepan, nodding his head, and immediately added: “She’s worried about her luggage.”

			Pyotr winked slyly at the mother and again began to talk, waving his hand in reassurance:

			“Don’t worry! Everything’ll be in order, Mamasha! I’ve got your little suitcase. A while ago, when he told me about you, that you had a part in this, too, and knew that man, I says to him: ‘Look, Stepan! You can’t stand gaping in such a severe case!’ Well, and you seemed to sense us too, Mamasha, when we were standing beside you. The faces of honest people are easy to see, as there aren’t a lot of them walking the streets, if truth be told! I’ve got your little suitcase…”

			He sat down next to her and, with a pleading look into her eyes, continued:

			“If you want to disembowel it, we’ll help you to do so with pleasure! We need books…”

			“She wants to give us the lot!” Stepan remarked.

			“Excellent, Mamasha! We’ll find a place for everything!…”

			He leapt to his feet, laughed and, contented, striding quickly to and fro about the hut, said:

			“An amazing occurrence, so to speak! Though perfectly simple. In one place there’s a rip, in another a fastening. That’s all right! And a newspaper’s good, Mamasha, and it does its work – it rubs people’s eyes! It’s not nice for the gentlefolk. I work for a fine lady about seven versts from here, doing carpentry; she’s a good woman, it’s got to be said: she gives us various books, and sometimes you’ll read one and things just come to you! All in all, we’re grateful to her. But I showed her an edition of a newspaper, and she was even a bit offended. ‘Stop reading that, Pyotr,’ she says! ‘It’s little boys with no sense that make them,’ she says. ‘And your woes will only grow as a result, prison and Siberia,’ she says, ‘follow that…’”

			He fell silent again all of a sudden, had a think and asked:

			“Tell me, Mamasha, is that man a relative of yours?”

			“Not family!” the mother replied.

			Pyotr laughed soundlessly, very pleased with something, and started nodding his head, but the next second it seemed to the mother that the words “not family” were out of place, and offensive in relation to Rybin.

			“I’m not related to him,” she said, “but I’ve known him a long time and respect him like my own brother… an elder brother!”

			The word she needed was not to be found, something with which she was unhappy, and again she was unable to contain her quiet sobs. Morose, expectant quietness filled the hut. Bending his head towards his shoulder, Pyotr stood as though listening to something intently. Leaning his elbows on the table, Stepan kept pensively tapping a finger on the tabletop all the time. His wife was in the gloom, leaning against the stove, and the mother could feel her incessant gaze, and at times the mother herself would look her in the face, which was oval and dark-complexioned with a straight nose and abruptly receding chin. Her greenish eyes shone attentively and sharply.

			“A friend, then!” said Pyotr quietly. “With a strong character, oh yes!… Rated himself highly, as he should! There’s a man, eh, Tatyana? You say…”

			“Is he married?” Tatyana asked, interrupting his speech, and the thin lips of her small mouth compressed tightly.

			“Widowed!” the mother replied sadly.

			“And that’s why he’s brave!” said Tatyana in a low, deep voice. “A married man won’t go down such a road – he’ll be too scared…”

			“What about me? I’m married and everything,” exclaimed Pyotr.

			“That’s enough, gossip!” the woman said, not looking at him and curling her lips. “I mean, who are you? You just talk, and occasionally you’ll read a book. There’s little benefit for people from you and Stepan whispering in corners.”

			“Lots of people hear me, mate!” retorted the peasant in a quiet and offended voice. “I’m like the yeast here – you’re wrong to say that…”

			Stepan glanced silently at his wife and then lowered his head again.

			“And why do men marry?” Tatyana asked. “They need a woman to work for them, they say, why do any work?”

			“Not finished yet?” Stepan interjected in a muffled voice.

			“What’s the sense of working? You live half-starved from one day to the next all the same. Children are born, and there’s no time to look after them, because of work that brings no bread.”

			She went up to the mother and sat down next to her, speaking insistently, without complaint or sadness…

			“I had two. One, a two-year-old, got scalded with boiling water and died, the other was premature and stillborn, all because of this accursed work! Joy for me? I say men do wrong to marry, they’re only tying their own hands; they should live freely, trying to achieve the order we need, they should go out for truth directly, like that man! Is what I say right, Ma?…”

			“It is!” said the mother. “It is, dear, otherwise life won’t be overcome…”

			“Do you have a husband?”

			“He died. I’ve got a son…”

			“And where’s he? Living with you?”

			“He’s in prison!” the mother replied.

			And she felt these words, along with the customary sadness they always provoked, filling her breast with serene pride.

			“They’ve put him away for a second time, and all because he understood God’s truth and was openly sowing it… He’s young, handsome and wise! He thought up the newspaper, and it was him that set Mikhail Ivanovich on the path, even if Mikhailo is twice his age! And now they’re going to put my son on trial for it, and he’ll be condemned, and he’ll go away to Siberia and do his work again…”

			She spoke, and the proud feeling kept on growing in her breast, and creating the image of a hero; it demanded words for itself and made her throat tight. It was essential for her to counterbalance with something bright and reasonable all the gloomy things she had seen that day that were crushing her head with their senseless horror and shameless cruelty. Unconsciously submitting to this demand of a healthy soul, she gathered everything light and pure she had seen into a single fire, which dazzled her with its pure burning…

			“Many such people have already been born, more and more of them are being born, and all of them will stand up for freedom for the people and truth until they die…”

			She had forgotten caution, and although she did not name names, she recounted everything she knew about the secret work for the liberation of the people from the chains of greed. Drawing images dear to her heart, she invested her words with all the strength, all the abundance of her love, awakened in her breast so late by life’s alarming shocks, and she herself feasted her eyes with ardent joy upon the people who arose in her memory, illuminated and ornamented by her feeling.

			“Common work is going on all over the earth, in every town, and there’s no measuring or counting the strength of good people; it keeps on growing and will continue to do so until the hour of our victory…”

			Her voice poured out evenly as she found the words easily, quickly stringing them like multicoloured beads onto the strong thread of her desire to cleanse her heart of the blood and dirt of that day. She saw that the men had seemingly taken root in the spots where her speech had found them, that they were not stirring, but were looking her seriously in the face, and she heard the irregular breathing of the woman sitting next to her, and it all increased the strength of her faith in what she was saying and promising to people…

			“Everyone who has a hard life, who is oppressed by need and lawlessness, who has been overcome by the rich and their underlings, everyone, the people as a whole, must go to meet those who are perishing in prisons and suffering death pangs on their behalf. With no thought of gain for themselves, they’ll explain where the path to happiness for all people lies, they’ll say without deceit that the path’s a difficult one, and they won’t take anyone with them by force, but once you’ve stood beside them, you’ll never leave them, you’ll see it’s all true, this road, and no other!”

			It was nice for her to realize her long-held desire – here she was, talking to people about the truth herself!

			“The people can march with the likes of them; they won’t be satisfied with just a little; they won’t stop until they’ve overcome all the deceit, all the malice and greed; they won’t give up until the people as a whole have merged into a single soul, until they say in a single voice: ‘I’m the master: I myself will construct laws equal for all!’…”

			Tired, she fell silent and looked around. Serenely into her breast came the certainty that her words would not go to waste. The men were looking at her, waiting for something more. Pyotr had crossed his arms over his chest, narrowed his eyes, and a smile was trembling on his mottled face. With one elbow on the table, Stepan had thrust his entire body forward, stretching out his neck and seemingly listening still. A shadow lay on his face, and that made it look more finished. His wife, sitting next to the mother, had bent over, putting her elbows on her knees, and was looking down at her feet.

			“Well, then!” said Pyotr in a whisper, sitting down carefully on a bench and shaking his head.

			Stepan slowly straightened up, looked at his wife and spread his arms in the air, as if wanting to embrace something…

			“If you’re to take this cause on,” he began in a pensive, low voice, “then it really has got to be wholeheartedly…”

			Pyotr interjected shyly:

			“Yes, no looking back!…”

			“It’s a big venture!” Stepan continued.

			“Covering the entire earth!” Pyotr added again.

		

	
		
			XVIII

			The mother leant her back against the wall and, lifting her head up high, listened to their words as they softly weighed things up. Tatyana rose, looked around and then sat down again. Her green eyes shone drily as she looked at the men with discontent and disdain on her face.

			“You’ve clearly suffered a great deal of woe,” she said suddenly, turning to the mother.

			“That’s so!” the mother responded.

			“You speak well – the heart’s drawn along by your speech. ‘Lord!’ you think. ‘If I could just look through a chink at people like that and at life. What are you living for? You’re a sheep!’ I’m literate, me, I read books and think a lot, sometimes I can’t even sleep at night for thinking. But what’s the point? If I don’t think, I’ll wither away for nothing, and if I do, it’ll be for nothing as well.”

			She spoke with a smile in her eyes, and at times it was as if she were suddenly biting her speech off like a thread. The men were silent. The wind was stroking the window panes, rustling the straw on the roof and humming quietly in the chimney. A dog was howling. And reluctant, occasional raindrops tapped on the window. The light in the lamp flickered and dimmed, but a second later flared up again, even and bright.

			“I’ve listened to your speeches, and so that’s what people live for! And it’s so wonderful, I’m listening to you and I can see that I know it, don’t I? But before you I never heard anything of the sort and never had such ideas…”

			“We need to have something to eat, Tatyana, and to put the light out!” Stepan said slowly and gloomily. “People will notice there was a light burning for a long time at the Chumakovs’. It’s not important for us, but it might turn out badly for our guest…”

			Tatyana stood up and went to the stove.

			“Ye-es!” said Pyotr quietly and with a smile. “Keep a sharp lookout now, gossip! When a newspaper appears amongst the people…”

			“I’m not talking about myself. If I get arrested, that’s no great loss!” said Stepan.

			His wife went up to the table and said:

			“Out of the way…”

			He got up, stepped aside and, watching her laying the table, declared with a grin:

			“The value of the likes of us is five copecks a bunch, and even that’s only when there’s a hundred to the bunch…”

			The mother suddenly began to feel sorry for him – she now liked him more and more. After her speech she felt rested from the dirty weight of the day, she was pleased with herself and wished everyone good things, wished them well.

			“Your judgement’s wrong!” she said. “A man doesn’t have to agree with the way he’s valued by other people who need nothing from him but his blood. You should put your own value on yourselves, from within, and not for your enemies, but for your friends…”

			“What friends do we have?” the peasant exclaimed quietly. “Until they get their bit…”

			“And I’m telling you the people do have friends…”

			“They do, yes, but not here, that’s the thing!” Stepan responded pensively.

			“Well, make friends here.”

			Stepan had a think and said quietly:

			“Yes, we should…”

			“Do sit down at the table!” said Tatyana.

			Over dinner, Pyotr, who had been dispirited by the mother’s speeches and had seemed bewildered, was again talking quickly and animatedly:

			“Mamasha, to go unnoticed, so to speak, you need to leave here good and early. And ride to the next station, not into town – take post horses…”

			“Why? I’ll take her,” said Stepan.

			“No, don’t! If anything happens, they’ll ask if she spent the night. ‘Yes, she did.’ – ‘And where did she get to?’ – ‘I took her away!’ – ‘Aha, you took her away? Off you go to jail!’ Understand? And why hurry off to jail? Everything in its turn: when his time is nigh, the Tsar too has to die, as they say. Whereas this is straightforward – she spent the night, hired horses and left! All sorts spend the night with different people. Travellers are always passing through the village…”

			“Where was it you learnt to be afraid, Pyotr?” Tatyana asked sarcastically.

			“You need to know everything, gossip!” exclaimed Pyotr, slapping himself on the knee. “Know how to be afraid and know how to be brave! Remember the hard time the Land Captain gave Vaganov over that newspaper? You can’t persuade Vaganov to pick a book up now, not for any money! Believe you me, Mamasha, when it comes to some things I’m an absolute rogue, everyone knows that very well. I’ll scatter books and papers for you in the very best way, as many as you like. The people here aren’t very literate, of course, and they’re fearful, but the times are squeezing their ribs so hard that, willy-nilly, a man goggles and asks what’s going on? And a book gives him a perfectly simple answer: this is what – think, try and understand! There are examples of an illiterate understanding more than a literate man, especially if the literate one’s well fed! I go everywhere around here and I see a lot – it’s all right! You can survive, but brains are needed and a good deal of cunning to avoid getting into trouble at once. The authorities, their nose can sense it too, if there seems to be a bit of a chill blowing from a peasant, if he’s not smiling much and not at all amiably, and generally wants to try doing without the authorities! The other day in Smolyakovo, a little village not far from here, they arrived to beat the taxes out of people, but the men kicked up a fuss and went for their clubs! The district superintendent says straight out: ‘Oh, you sons of bitches! This is against the Tsar, you know!’ There was one man there, Spivakin, and he says: ‘You can go to the devil with your Tsar! What sort of Tsar is he when he’s dragging the last shirt off your back?…’ That’s what it’s come to, Mamasha! Of course, Spivakin was seized and taken off to jail, but his word remains, and even the little boys know it – it cries out, it lives!”

			He did not eat, but kept on talking in a rapid whisper, with his dark, roguish eyes shining cheerfully, generously scattering countless observations about the life of the countryside like copper coins from a purse before the mother.

			Stepan said to him a couple of times:

			“You should have a bite to eat…”

			Pyotr would grab a piece of bread and a spoon, but again he would be spilling out his stories like a young goldfinch his song. Finally, after dinner, leaping to his feet, he declared:

			“Well, time I went home!…”

			He stopped in front of the mother and, nodding his head, shook her hand and said:

			“Farewell, Mamasha! Maybe we’ll never meet again! I have to tell you that it’s very good, all this! Meeting you and hearing your speeches is very good! Is there anything else in your little suitcase, apart from printed matter? A woollen shawl? Wonderful, a woollen shawl, Stepan, remember that! He’ll bring you your suitcase in just a moment! Let’s go, Stepan! Farewell! All the best!…”

			When they had gone, you could hear the cockroaches rustling, the wind playing noisily over the roof and banging the chimney door, and light rain beating monotonously against the window. Tatyana was preparing a bed for the mother, pulling clothing down off the stove and the raised sleeping platform and laying it out on a bench.

			“He’s a lively man!” the mother remarked.

			Glancing at her from under her brows, her hostess replied:

			“He makes a lot of din, but you can only hear it close by.”

			“And how’s your husband?” the mother asked.

			“All right. He’s a good man, doesn’t drink, we get on well – he’s all right! But he’s weak in character…”

			She straightened up and, after a pause, asked:

			“I mean, what should happen now – should the people revolt? Of course! Everyone’s thinking about it, only it’s each one separately, to himself. When what’s needed is for people to start talking out loud… and, to begin with, some one person has to make up their mind…”

			She sat down on a bench and suddenly asked:

			“Tell me – do young gentlewomen do this too, go round seeing workers, reading? They’re not squeamish, not afraid?”

			And after listening carefully to the mother’s reply, she heaved a deep sigh. Then, lowering her eyelids and bending her head, she began again:

			“In one book I read the words ‘a senseless life’. I understood that very well, straight away! I know that sort of life, when there are ideas, but they’re not linked, and they wander like sheep without a shepherd – there’s no way, no one to gather them… That’s what a senseless life is. I’d run away from it and wouldn’t look back – there’s such anguish when you understand something!”

			The mother saw that anguish in the dry lustre of the woman’s green eyes, on her thin face, and she heard it in her voice. She felt a desire to comfort her, to be nice to her.

			“You understand what to do, dear—”

			Tatyana quietly interrupted her:

			“You have to know how to do it. It’s ready for you – go to bed!”

			She moved away towards the stove and stood there in silence, upright, stern, focused. The mother went to bed without undressing, felt an aching tiredness in her bones and let out a quiet groan. Tatyana put out the lamp, and when the hut was tightly packed with darkness, her low, even voice rang out. It sounded as if it were wiping something from the flat face of the stifling darkness.

			“You don’t pray. I don’t think there’s a God either. And there are no miracles.”

			The mother turned uneasily on the bench; looking straight at her through the window was bottomless darkness, and creeping insistently into the quietness was a barely audible swishing and rustling. Fearfully, and almost in a whisper, she began:

			“I don’t know about God, but I do believe in Christ… And I believe His words – love thy neighbour as thyself* – I believe in that!…”

			Tatyana was silent. In the darkness, the mother could see the faint contour of her erect figure, grey against the black background of the stove. She stood motionless. The mother closed her eyes in anguish.

			Suddenly a cold voice rang out:

			“I can’t forgive either God or men for the deaths of my children – not ever!…”

			Nilovna half-rose uneasily, as her heart understood the strength of the pain that had prompted those words.

			“You’re young: there’ll be other children,” she said gently.

			The woman replied in a whisper, and not at once:

			“No! I’m damaged, the doctor says – I’ll never give birth again…”

			A mouse ran across the floor. Something gave a loud, dry crack, tearing the immobility of the quietness apart with an invisible lightning flash of sound. And again the swishings and rustlings of the autumn rain on the thatch of the roof became clearly audible, they ran through it like someone’s frightened, slender fingers. And drops of water fell dejectedly onto the ground, marking the slow progress of the autumn night…

			Through deep drowsiness the mother heard muffled footsteps, outside and in the lobby. The door opened cautiously, and a quiet call rang out:

			“Tatyana, in bed, are you?”

			“No.”

			“Is she asleep?”

			“Apparently, yes.”

			A flame flared up, began to quiver and drowned in darkness. A man approached the mother’s bed, straightened a sheepskin coat and tucked up her feet. This kindness touched the mother gently with its simplicity, and closing her eyes again, she smiled. Stepan undressed in silence and climbed onto the sleeping platform. It grew quiet.

			Lending a sensitive ear to the lazy fluctuations in the drowsy quietness, the mother lay motionless, and before her in the darkness swayed Rybin’s face, bathed in blood…

			A muffled whispering could be heard on the sleeping platform.

			“You see the sort of people who’re taking it up? Already getting on, had their fill of woe, they’ve worked, and it’s time they had a rest, but there they are! And you, you’re young, intelligent – oh Styopa…”

			The man’s soft, rich voice replied:

			“You can’t take up a thing like this without thought…”

			“I’ve heard that before…”

			The sounds broke off and then rose again – Stepan’s voice began buzzing:

			“It’s got to be done like this: first have a talk with the men individually – there’s Alyosha Makov, spirited, literate, and he’s been upset by the authorities. Sergei Shorin, a peasant with intelligence too. Knyazev, an honest, brave man. That’s enough for the time being! I need to have a look at the people she was talking about. I’ll take my axe and go into town as if I’m chopping firewood, gone to make some money, like. I need to be careful here. She’s right when she says a man’s worth is what he does. Like that man. You could stand him even before God, and he wouldn’t give up… he’s dug in. And what about Nikitka, eh? Felt ashamed – it’s a miracle!”

			“A man’s being beaten in front of you, and you just gaped…”

			“Just wait! And thank God we didn’t beat him ourselves, that man, that’s what!”

			He was whispering for a long time, now lowering his voice so that the mother could barely hear his words, now all at once beginning to buzz in a voice rich and strong. Then the woman would stop him:

			“Quiet! You’ll wake her…”

			The mother fell into deep sleep – it came down upon her all at once like a stifling cloud, enveloped her and bore her away.

			Tatyana woke her up when the grey twilight of morning was still looking blindly into the windows of the hut, when floating sleepily and melting in the cold quiet above the village was the bronze sound of the church’s warning bell.

			“I’ve put the samovar on, have some tea, or else you’ll be cold on the journey straight from sleep…”

			Combing out his tangled beard, Stepan asked the mother in businesslike fashion how to find her in town, and it seemed to her that the peasant’s face had become better today, more complete. While having tea, he remarked with a grin:

			“It’s wonderful the way it’s happened!”

			“What?” asked Tatyana.

			“This meeting! Just like that…”

			The mother said pensively but with certainty:

			“There’s amazing simplicity in everything about this cause.”

			Her host and hostess were restrained in parting with her, spending words meanly, but generously displaying a host of little attentions to her comfort.

			Sitting in the britzka, the mother thought of how this peasant would start working cautiously, noiselessly, like a mole, and tirelessly. And the discontented voice of his wife would always be heard near to him, the burning lustre of her green eyes would be flashing and the vengeful, wolf-like anguish of a mother over her dead children would never die in her as long as she lived.

			She recalled Rybin, his blood, face, ardent eyes, his words, and her heart sank in a bitter sense of impotence in the face of brutes. And all the way to town, against the dull background of the grey day, there stood before the mother the strong figure of black-bearded Mikhaila, in a ripped shirt, with his hands tied behind his back and his hair dishevelled, clothed in wrath and faith in his truth. The mother thought about the countless villages that nestled timidly against the earth, about the people secretly waiting for the coming of the truth, and about the thousands of people who worked all their lives, unthinking and in silence, expecting nothing.

			Life presented itself as an unploughed rolling field, which, straining and dumb, waits for workmen and makes a silent promise to free, honest hands:

			“Impregnate me with the seeds of reason and truth, and I will repay you a hundredfold!”

			She remembered her success and, feeling deep in her breast a quiet quiver of joy, she modestly suppressed it.

		

	
		
			XIX

			At home, Nikolai opened the door to her, dishevelled and with a book in his hands.

			“Already?” he exclaimed joyfully. “You’ve been quick!”

			His eyes blinked behind his glasses, affectionate and lively; he helped her to take her things off and, looking into her face with an affectionate smile, said:

			“There was a search here in the night, you see, and I thought: ‘What can the reason be?’ Had something happened to you? But they hadn’t arrested you. After all, if they’d arrested you, then they wouldn’t have left me either!…”

			He led her into the dining room, continuing animatedly:

			“I shall be given the sack now, though. Not that it grieves me. I’m fed up with counting horseless peasants!”

			The room looked as if, in a silly, mischievous attack, someone strong had been pushing on the walls of the house from the outside until everything inside had been shaken up. The portraits were lying about on the floor, the wallpaper had been ripped away and was sticking out in tatters; in one spot a floorboard had been taken up, a window sill had been pulled loose and cinders had been spilt onto the floor by the stove. The mother shook her head at the appearance of the familiar scene and looked intently at Nikolai, sensing something new about him.

			On the table were the extinguished samovar, some unwashed crockery, sausage and cheese on a piece of paper instead of a plate, and there were bits of bread and crumbs lying around, books and charcoal for the samovar. The mother grinned. Nikolai, too, smiled in embarrassment.

			“I’m the one that added to the scene of devastation, but it’s all right, Nilovna, it’s all right! I think they’ll come again, and that’s why I haven’t cleared it all up. Well, how was your trip?”

			The question gave her a hard jolt in the chest – before her appeared Rybin, and she felt guilty about not having spoken of him at once. Leaning over on her chair, she moved towards Nikolai and, trying to keep calm, afraid of forgetting something, began her account.

			“He’s been seized…”

			Nikolai’s face winced.

			“Has he?”

			The mother stopped his question with a movement of her hand and carried on just as though she were sitting before justice itself, lodging a complaint about a man being tortured. Nikolai leant against the back of his chair, turned pale and listened, biting his lip. He slowly took off his glasses, put them onto the table and drew his hand across his face, as if wiping an invisible cobweb from it. His face had become sharp, his cheekbones protruded strangely and his nostrils quivered; the mother was seeing him like this for the first time, and he frightened her a little.

			When she had finished, he stood up and walked around the room in silence for a minute or so with his fists thrust deep into his pockets. Then he muttered through his teeth:

			“He must be an outstanding man. It’ll be hard for him in prison: people like him don’t feel well there!”

			He was pushing his hands deeper and deeper into his pockets to contain it, but his agitation could be sensed by the mother all the same and communicated itself to her. His eyes had become narrow like the points of knives. Pacing around the room again, he spoke coldly and furiously:

			“Just look how awful it is! A small group of stupid men, protecting their ruinous power over the people, beat, smother and crush everyone. Savagery grows, cruelty becomes the law of life, just think! Some beat people and are brutalized by their impunity; they’re infected with a voluptuous thirst for torture, the repulsive illness of slaves given the freedom to display all the power of their slavish feelings and bestial habits. Others are poisoned by vengeance, yet others, cowed to the point of stupefaction, become dumb and blind. The people are being corrupted, all the people!”

			He stopped and fell silent, clenching his teeth.

			“You become brutalized yourself, willy-nilly, in this brutal life!” he said quietly.

			But gaining control of his excitement, with a firm gleam in his eye he glanced almost calmly into the mother’s face, flooded with wordless tears.

			“However, we must lose no time, Nilovna! Let’s try and pull ourselves together, dear comrade…”

			Smiling sadly, he went up to her and, bending down and pressing her hand, asked:

			“Where’s your suitcase?”

			“In the kitchen!” she replied.

			“There are spies standing at our gates; we won’t be able to carry such a mass of paper out of the house unnoticed – there’s nowhere to hide it – and I think they’ll come again tonight. So whatever the regret over the work, we’ll burn it all.”

			“What?” the mother asked.

			“Everything in the suitcase.”

			She understood him, and no matter how sad she was, a feeling of pride in her success prompted a smile on her face.

			“There’s nothing there, not a single sheet!” she said, and gradually livening up, she began telling of her meeting with Chumakov. Nikolai listened to her, knitting his brows at first in disquiet, then with surprise, and finally, interrupting the account, he cried:

			“Listen, this is excellent! You’re an amazingly lucky person…” Squeezing her hand, he exclaimed quietly: “You’re so touching with your faith in people… truly, I love you like my own mother!…”

			Smiling, she watched him with curiosity, trying to understand why he had become so bright and lively.

			“Generally, things are wonderful!” he said, rubbing his hands and laughing a quiet, affectionate laugh. “You know, I’ve been enjoying myself terribly these last days, I’ve been with workers all the time, reading, talking, watching. And the things I’ve accumulated in my soul – they’re amazingly healthy and pure. What good people, Nilovna! I’m talking about young workers – strong, sensitive, full of the thirst to understand everything. You look at them and you can see that Russia’s going to be the earth’s brightest democracy!”

			He raised a hand in affirmation, as if he were taking an oath, and after a pause continued:

			“I’d been sitting here writing, and somehow or other I’d started moping, grown musty over the books and figures. Almost a year of such a life – it’s abnormal. After all, I’m accustomed to being among the working people, and when I lose touch with them, I start to feel awkward – you know, I’m stretching, I’m straining for that life. But now I can live freely again, I’ll be seeing them, working with them. You understand, I’ll be at the cradle of newborn ideas, in the presence of youthful creative energy. It’s amazingly simple, beautiful and terribly exciting; you become young and firm, and your life is rich!”

			He let out an embarrassed, merry laugh, and his joy, which she was able to understand, captured the mother’s heart.

			“And then you’re an awfully good person!” Nikolai exclaimed. “How brightly you sketch people, how well you see them!…”

			Nikolai sat down next to her, turning his joyous face aside in embarrassment and smoothing his hair, but soon he turned back and, gazing at the mother, listened greedily to her flowing, simple and bright account.

			“An amazing slice of luck!” he exclaimed. “You had every chance of going to prison, and suddenly! Yes, the peasant is evidently stirring a little – which is natural, by the way! That woman – I can see her amazingly clearly!… We need to get special people working on rural affairs. People! We don’t have enough of them… Life demands hundreds of hands…”

			“If only Pasha could be free. And Andryusha!” she said quietly.

			He glanced at her and lowered his head.

			“You see, Nilovna, this will be hard for you to hear, but I’ll say it anyway: I know Pavel well, and he isn’t going to escape from prison! He needs a trial, he needs to rise to his full stature – he isn’t going to turn that down. And nor should he! He’ll escape from Siberia.”

			The mother sighed and replied quietly:

			“Well, then. He knows what’s best…”

			“Hm!” said Nikolai the next minute, gazing at her through his glasses. “If only this peasant of yours would make haste to come and see us! You see, it’s essential to write a leaflet for the countryside about Rybin – it’ll do him no harm, as he’s behaving so boldly. I’ll write it today, and Lyudmila will print it promptly… But how will the leaflet get there?”

			“I’ll take it…”

			“No, thank you!” Nikolai exclaimed quickly. “I’m thinking, won’t Vesovshchikov do for this, eh?”

			“Shall I have a word with him?”

			“Yes, have a try. And give him some tips.”

			“And what am I going to do?”

			“Don’t you worry!”

			He sat down to write. She threw glances at him as she tidied up the table and saw the pen trembling in his hand as it covered the paper with rows of black words. Sometimes the skin on his neck would quiver, he would throw back his head, close his eyes and his chin would tremble. This disturbed her.

			“That’s it ready!” he said, standing up. “Hide this leaflet somewhere about your person. But be aware that, if the gendarmes come, they’ll search you too.”

			“To hell with them!” she answered calmly.

			In the evening, the doctor, Ivan Danilovich, came.

			“Why is it the authorities are suddenly so worried?” he said, rushing around the room. “There were seven searches in the night. Where’s the patient, eh?”

			“He’d already gone yesterday!” Nikolai replied. “Today, you see, is Saturday: he’s got his reading session and he can’t miss it…”

			“Well, that’s stupid, sitting at reading sessions with a cracked head…”

			“I tried to demonstrate that, but without success…”

			“He wants to show off in front of his comrades,” the mother remarked, “as if to say: ‘Look, I’ve already spilt my blood’…”

			The doctor glanced at her, pulled a savage face and, clenching his teeth, said:

			“Ooh, you’re a bloodthirsty one…”

			“Well, Ivan, there’s nothing for you to do here, and we’re expecting guests, so go away! Nilovna, give him the leaflet…”

			“Another leaflet?” the doctor exclaimed.

			“Here! Take it and pass it to the printing office.”

			“I’ve taken it. I’ll pass it on. Is that all?”

			“It is. There’s a spy at the gates.”

			“I saw. At my door too. Well, goodbye! Goodbye, you savage woman. And do you know, friends, the fight at the graveyard’s a good thing in the end! The whole town’s talking about it. Your leaflet on the matter’s very good, and it came at the right time. I’ve always said a good quarrel’s better than a bad peace…”

			“All right, off you go…”

			“Not very polite! Your hand, Nilovna! But the young lad acted stupidly all the same. Do you know where he lives?”

			Nikolai gave him the address.

			“I must go and see him tomorrow. He’s a fine young kid, eh?”

			“Very…”

			“He needs to be looked after – he has a healthy brain!” said the doctor as he left. “It’s from kids of precisely his sort that a truly proletarian intelligentsia has to grow to take our place when we go away to where there are probably no more class contradictions…”

			“You’ve started chattering a lot, Ivan…”

			“Well, I’m feeling cheerful, that’s why. So, you’re expecting prison? I hope you have a rest there.”

			“Thank you. I’m not tired.”

			The mother listened to their conversation and found their concern for the working man pleasant.

			After seeing the doctor out, Nikolai and the mother started to have tea and a snack, talking quietly and awaiting the night’s guests. Nikolai spent a long time telling her about his comrades living in exile and about those who had already escaped from it and were continuing their work under false names. The bare walls of the room bounced the quiet sound of his voice back, as though astonished and mistrustful of these stories about modest heroes who had selflessly given their strength to the great cause of the world’s renewal. A warm shadow gently surrounded the woman, bringing heat to her heart and a feeling of love for these unknown people, who all joined together in her imagination, forming one huge man, full of inexhaustible, steadfast strength. Slowly, but tirelessly, he walks across the earth, using hands that love their labour to cleanse it of the age-old mould of lies, to lay bare before the eyes of men the simple and clear truth of life. And the great truth, rising again, calls with an identical welcome upon everyone to come to it, promising to everyone equally freedom from greed, malice and lies, the three monsters which have enslaved and cowed the entire world with their cynical power… This image evoked in her soul a feeling like the one with which she had once used to stand before an icon, ending with a joyous and grateful prayer any day which had seemed to her easier than the other days of her life. Now she had forgotten those days, but the feeling aroused by them had broadened, become lighter and more joyous, had grown deeper into her soul and, alive, flared up ever more brightly.

			“And the gendarmes haven’t come!” exclaimed Nikolai, suddenly interrupting his tale.

			The mother glanced at him and, after a pause, responded in annoyance:

			“They can go to hell!”

			“It goes without saying! But it’s time you went to sleep, Nilovna: you must be desperately tired, though you’re amazingly strong, it’s got to be said! So much agitation and anxiety, and you come through everything so easily! The only thing is, your hair’s turning grey quickly. Well, you go and rest.”

		

	
		
			XX

			The mother woke up, roused by a loud banging at the kitchen door. The banging was continuous and patiently dogged. It was still dark and quiet, and in the quietness the stubborn drumming sound of the knocking was alarming. Getting dressed in haste, the mother quickly went out into the kitchen and, standing by the door, asked:

			“Who is it?”

			“Me!” replied an unfamiliar voice.

			“Who?”

			“Open up!” came the quiet, pleading response from behind the door.

			The mother lifted the hook and gave the door a push with her foot, and in came Ignat, saying joyfully:

			“Well, I wasn’t wrong!”

			He was splattered with mud up to his waist, his face was grey, his eyes were sunken and only his curly hair stuck out wildly in all directions, bursting out from under his hat.

			“We’ve had a misfortune!” he pronounced in a whisper, locking the door.

			“I know…”

			This surprised the lad. Blinking his eyes, he asked:

			“How?”

			Briefly and hurriedly she told him.

			“And did they take the other two? Your comrades?”

			“They weren’t there. They’d gone to report as recruits! They took five men, including Uncle Mikhail…”

			He drew the air in through his nose and said with a grin:

			“And I was left. They must be looking for me.”

			“How ever did you remain at liberty?” the mother asked. The door from the other room quietly opened a little way.

			“Me?” exclaimed Ignat, sitting on a bench and looking around. “The forester came running a minute before them, he knocks at the window and says: ‘Watch it, lads: they’re coming to get you’…”

			He laughed quietly, wiped his face with the tail of his kaftan and continued:

			“Well, even with a hammer you can’t stun Uncle Mikhail. He says to me at once: ‘Ignat, quick, to the town! Remember a woman getting on in years?’ And he’s scribbling a note. ‘Here, go!…’ I’m crawling through the bushes and I can hear them coming! There are lots of them, making a noise on every side, the devils! In a noose around the tar factory. I lay down in the bushes, and they went by! At that point I got up, and it was get walking and keep going! I was walking for a whole day and two nights without rest.”

			It was evident that he was pleased with himself – there was a smile shining in his brown eyes, and his big red lips were quivering.

			“I’ll give you some tea to drink at once!” said the mother hurriedly, seizing the samovar.

			“Have the note…”

			He lifted a foot with some difficulty and, frowning and crying out, set it down on the bench.

			Nikolai appeared in the doorway.

			“Hello, comrade!” he said, screwing up his eyes. “Let me help you.”

			And bending down, he started quickly unwinding the dirty puttee.

			“Well,” the lad quietly exclaimed, jerking his leg, and, blinking his eyes in amazement, he looked at the mother.

			Not noticing his look, she said:

			“I need to massage his feet with vodka…”

			“Of course!” said Nikolai.

			Ignat snorted in embarrassment.

			Nikolai found the note, smoothed it out and, bringing the piece of crumpled grey paper close to his face, he read:

			“‘Don’t turn your attention from the cause, Mother – tell the tall lady not to forget us and to write more about our affairs, please. Farewell, Rybin.’”

			Nikolai slowly let the hand with the note drop and said in a low voice:

			“That’s magnificent!…”

			Ignat looked at them, gently moving the dirty toes of his swollen foot; the mother, hiding her face, which was wet with tears, went up to him with a basin of water, sat down on the floor and reached her hands out to his foot; he quickly shoved it under the bench, exclaiming in fright:

			“What are you doing?”

			“Give me your foot, quickly…”

			“I’ll bring the spirit at once,” said Nikolai.

			The lad was shoving his foot farther and farther under the bench and mumbling:

			“What are you doing? Are we in hospital, or something?…”

			Then she began taking the puttee off the other foot.

			Ignat sniffed loudly and, moving his neck awkwardly, looked down at her, relaxing his lips in a funny way.

			“Do you know,” she began in a quavering voice, “they gave Mikhail Ivanovich a beating…”

			“What?” the lad exclaimed, quietly and fearfully.

			“Yes. He’d been beaten up when they brought him in, and in Nikolskoye the village constable hit him, and the district superintendent too – in the face – and he kicked him… till he bled!”

			“They know how to do that!” the lad responded, knitting his brows. His shoulders shuddered. “That’s to say, I’m scared of them, like the devil! And did the peasants beat him?”

			“One did hit him – the superintendent ordered him to. But the others, no, they even took his part – you shouldn’t beat him, they said…”

			“Ye-es, the peasants are beginning to realize who stands where and why.”

			“They have reasonable people there too…”

			“Where don’t they? It’s need! They’re everywhere, but hard to find.”

			Nikolai brought a bottle of spirit, put some charcoal in the samovar and left in silence. After following him with curious eyes, Ignat asked the mother quietly:

			“Is the gentleman a doctor?”

			“There are no gentlefolk in this work, all are comrades…”

			“It’s odd for me!” said Ignat, smiling distrustfully and in bewilderment.

			“What’s odd?”

			“Oh, nothing. At one end faces get hit, at the other feet get washed, and what’s in the middle?”

			The door from the other room swung open, and Nikolai, standing on the threshold, said:

			“And in the middle are the people who lick the hands of the ones hitting the faces and sucking the blood of the ones whose faces are being hit – that’s the middle!”

			Ignat glanced at him respectfully and, after a pause, said:

			“That’s about right!”

			The lad stood up, stepped from one foot to the other, pressing them hard against the floor, and remarked:

			“Like new again! Thank you…”

			Then they sat in the dining room having tea, and Ignat told them in a strong voice:

			“I used to deliver the newspaper – I’m a really good one for walking.”

			“Do a lot of the people read?” asked Nikolai.

			“All that are literate, even the rich ones, read, but they don’t take ours, of course… After all, they understand that the peasants are going to wash the earth out from under the gentlemen and rich folk with their blood, and then they’ll divide it up themselves too, and they’ll divide it up in such a way that, of course, there’ll be no more masters and workmen! Why else get into a fight, if not for that!”

			He even seemed to be offended, looking at Nikolai distrustfully, enquiringly. Nikolai smiled in silence.

			“And if the whole world fought today, and we won, but tomorrow one’s rich again and another’s poor, then no, thank you! We understand very well that wealth’s like quicksand, it doesn’t lie still, it starts flowing all over the place again! No, what ever do we want that for!”

			“Don’t get angry!” joked the mother.

			Nikolai exclaimed pensively:

			“How can we get a leaflet out there quickly about Rybin’s arrest?”

			Ignat pricked up his ears.

			“And is there a leaflet?” he asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Give it to me – I’ll take it!” the lad offered, rubbing his hands.

			The mother laughed quietly, not looking at him.

			“But you’re tired, aren’t you, and afraid, you said?”

			Smoothing down his curly hair with the broad palm of his hand, in a calm, businesslike voice Ignat said:

			“Fear’s one thing, the cause is another! What are you laughing about? Look at you too!”

			“Oh dear, what a child!” the mother involuntarily exclaimed, giving in to the feeling of joy that he evoked. Embarrassed, he smirked:

			“How about that – a child!”

			Examining the lad with genially narrowed eyes, Nikolai began:

			“You’re not going to go back there…”

			“What, then? Where am I going?” Ignat asked uneasily.

			“Someone else will go instead of you, and you’ll tell them in detail what needs to be done and how – very well?”

			“All right!” said Ignat, not at once and reluctantly.

			“And we’ll get you a good passport and fix you up as a forester.”

			The lad threw his head up quickly and, worried, asked:

			“And if the peasants come taking firewood, or else… in general, what’ll I do? Tie them up? That won’t suit me…”

			The mother laughed, and Nikolai too, and this embarrassed and aggrieved the lad again.

			“Don’t worry!” Nikolai comforted him. “You won’t have to tie up any peasants, believe me!…”

			“Well, there!” said Ignat, relaxing and smiling merrily. “I’d like to go to the factory – they say there are some quite intelligent fellows there…”

			The mother rose from the table and, gazing pensively out of the window, said:

			“Oh, what a life! You have a laugh five times a day, you have a cry five times! Well, have you finished, Ignaty? Go and sleep…”

			“But I don’t want to…”

			“Go on, go on…”

			“It’s strict here! Well, I’m going… Thanks for the tea and sugar, and your kindness…”

			Lying down on the mother’s bed and scratching his head, he muttered:

			“Everything’ll be stinking of tar here now… oh dear! There’s no need for all this… I don’t feel sleepy… The way he latched on to that about the middle… The devils…”

			And letting out a sudden loud snore, he fell asleep, with his eyebrows raised and his mouth half-open.

		

	
		
			XXI

			In the evening, he was sitting on a chair opposite Vesovshchikov in a little room on a basement floor and, in a lowered voice, with furrowed brows, was telling him:

			“Four times on the middle window…”

			“Four?” Nikolai repeated anxiously.

			“First of all three, like this!”

			And he struck the table with a bent finger, counting:

			“One, two, three. Then, after waiting a moment, once more.”

			“I get it.”

			“A red-haired peasant will open up and ask if you’ve come for the midwife. You’ll say yes, from the factory owner! No more – he’ll already understand!”

			Both thickset and firm, they were sitting with their heads bent together and talking in restrained voices, while the mother stood by a table with her arms crossed over her breast, scrutinizing them. All these secret knocks and prearranged questions and answers made her smile inwardly, and she thought:

			“They’re still children…”

			A lamp was burning on the wall, casting light on battered buckets and scraps of roofing iron on the floor. The room was filled with the smell of rust, oil paint and damp.

			Ignat was wearing a thick autumn coat of shaggy material, and he liked it; the mother saw how lovingly he stroked the sleeve with the palm of his hand, the way he examined himself, twisting his strong neck awkwardly. And there was a soft beating in her breast.

			“Children! My dear ones…”

			“There!” said Ignat, getting up. “So remember: first to Muratov and ask for Granddad…”

			“Got it!” replied Vesovshchikov.

			But Ignat evidently did not believe him and repeated afresh all the knocks, words and signs, then finally reached out a hand.

			“Give them my greetings! They’re good people – you’ll see…”

			He looked himself over contentedly, stroked the coat with both hands and asked the mother:

			“Shall I go?”

			“Will you find your way?”

			“Of course I will… Goodbye then, comrades!”

			And he left, lifting his shoulders high, sticking out his chest, with a new hat tilted to one side and his hands thrust confidently into his pockets. His light curls shook cheerily on his temples.

			“Well, now I’ve got a job to do too!” said Vesovshchikov, softly going up to the mother. “I was already getting bored… I’d slipped out of prison, and what for? I’m just hiding. Whereas there I was studying, Pavel put such pressure on my brains there, it was a real pleasure! Well then, Nilovna, what have they decided about escaping?”

			“I don’t know!” she replied with an involuntary sigh.

			Putting a heavy hand on her shoulder and moving his face up close to her, Nikolai said:

			“You tell them – they’ll listen to you – it’s really easy! You look for yourself, here’s the prison wall, by it there’s a streetlamp. Opposite is wasteland, to the left there’s the graveyard, to the right – streets, the town. A lamplighter comes up to the streetlamp during the day to clean the lamps, puts his ladder against the wall, climbs up, fixes the hooks of a rope ladder onto the top of the wall, lowers it into the prison yard, and off you go! There, inside the wall, they know what time it’s going to be done and they’ll ask the criminals to make a noise, or else they’ll make it themselves, and at that moment, those who have to will be up the ladder and over the wall – one, two, three and it’s done!”

			He waved his arms in front of the mother’s face as he sketched out his plan, and everything, according to him, was simple, clear and clever. She knew him as difficult and clumsy. Nikolai’s eyes had looked at everything with sullen anger and distrust before, but now it was as if they had been cut anew: they shone with an even, warm light, convincing the mother and exciting her…

			“Just think, I mean, it’ll be in the daytime!… It has to be in the daytime. Who’d imagine that a prisoner would risk escaping in the daytime, in front of the whole prison?…”

			“What if they shoot them!” said the woman with a shudder.

			“Who? There are no soldiers, and the jailers use their revolvers to hammer nails in…”

			“Everything’s ever so simple…”

			“You’ll see, it’s true! No, you have a word with them. I’ve got everything ready – the rope ladder, the hooks for it – the owner of this place’ll be the lamplighter…”

			Someone was moving around and coughing outside the door, and there was the clatter of iron.

			“There he is!” said Nikolai.

			A tin bath was pushed through the open door, and a hoarse voice muttered:

			“Get in, you devil…”

			Then a round, grey-haired, hatless head with bulging eyes appeared, moustachioed and genial.

			Nikolai helped drag in the bath, and through the door strode a tall, stooping man, who coughed, puffing out his clean-shaven cheeks, spat and gave a hoarse greeting:

			“Good health…”

			“Now, ask him!” exclaimed Nikolai.

			“Me? What about?”

			“About escaping…”

			“Aah!” said the owner, wiping his moustache with black fingers.

			“Now, she doesn’t believe it’s simple, Yakov Vasilyevich.”

			“Hm, doesn’t believe it? That means she doesn’t want to. But you and I want to, and so we do believe it!” he said calmly, and then, suddenly bending in half, launched into muffled coughing. He cleared his throat, then stood in the middle of the room for a long time rubbing his chest, wheezing and scrutinizing the mother with wide-open eyes.

			“It’s up to Pasha and his comrades to decide,” said Nilovna.

			Nikolai lowered his head in thought.

			“Who’s Pasha?” asked the owner, sitting down.

			“My son.”

			“What’s his surname?”

			“Vlasov.”

			He nodded, got out his tobacco pouch, took out his pipe and, filling it with tobacco, said jerkily:

			“Heard of him. My nephew knows him. He’s in prison too, my nephew – Yevchenko, heard of him? My name’s Gobun. They’ll have locked up all the young ones in prison soon; us old ones’ll have our freedom then! One of the gendarmes promises me he’ll even send my nephew to Siberia. And he will, the dog!”

			After lighting up, and with frequent spitting onto the floor, he turned to Nikolai:

			“So she doesn’t want to? Her business. Man’s free, and if you’re tired of sitting – walk, tired of walking – sit. Been robbed – keep quiet, getting hit – put up with it, been killed – lie still. That’s all obvious. But I’ll get Savka out. I will.”

			His short, barked phrases made the mother feel bewildered, but the final words aroused envy.

			Walking down the street into a cold wind and rain, she thought about Nikolai:

			“The way he is now – who’d have imagined it?”

			And remembering Gobun, almost as if in prayer she pondered:

			“I’m obviously not the only one that’s living anew!…”

			And following this, a thought about her son grew in her heart:

			“If only he’d agree!”

		

	
		
			XXII

			On Sunday, when saying goodbye to Pavel in the prison office, she felt a little ball of paper in her hand. With a start, as though he had burnt the skin of her palm, she glanced into her son’s face, requesting and enquiring, but found no reply. Pavel’s blue eyes were smiling the usual smile she knew, calm and firm.

			“Farewell!” she said, sighing.

			Her son reached his hand out to her again, and something gentle flickered in his face.

			“Farewell, Mother!”

			She waited, not releasing his hand.

			“Don’t worry, don’t be angry!” he said.

			These words and the stubborn line on his forehead gave her his answer.

			“What do you mean?” she murmured, lowering her head. “Why should I?…”

			And she left in a hurry, without looking at him, so as not to betray her emotion with the tears in her eyes and the trembling of her lips. On the way home, there seemed to her to be an ache in the bones of the hand in which she was tightly squeezing her son’s answer, and the whole arm had become heavy, as if from a blow on the shoulder. At home, thrusting the note into Nikolai’s hand, she stood in front of him and, waiting for him to smooth out the tightly rolled-up piece of paper, again felt a tremor of hope. But Nikolai said:

			“Of course! All that he writes is: ‘We’re not going to leave, comrades, we can’t. None of us. We’d lose all respect for ourselves. Turn your attention to the peasant who was arrested recently. He’s deserving of your trouble, worthy of the expenditure of effort. It’s too hard for him here. Daily clashes with the authorities. He’s already had twenty-four hours of solitary. They’ll wear him down. We’re all asking for him to be helped. Comfort and be kind to my mother. Tell her – she’ll understand everything.’”

			The mother raised her head and quietly, in a quavering voice, said:

			“Why the need to tell me? I understand!”

			Nikolai quickly turned aside, took out a handkerchief, blew his nose loudly and muttered:

			“I’ve picked up a cold, you see…”

			Then, after covering his eyes with his hands to adjust his glasses, pacing up and down the room, he began:

			“You see, we wouldn’t have had time anyway…”

			“Never mind! Let them try him!” said the mother, furrowing her brows, but her breast was filling with raw, dull anguish.

			“Yes, I’ve received a letter from a comrade in St Petersburg…”

			“After all, he can escape from Siberia too… can’t he?”

			“Of course! The comrade writes that the case will soon be arranged, and the sentence is known: deportation for everyone. You see? These petty cheats are turning their trial into the most vulgar comedy. You understand – the sentence is drawn up in St Petersburg before the trial…”

			“You can stop that, Nikolai Ivanovich!” the mother said resolutely. “There’s no need to comfort me, no need to explain. Pasha will do no wrong; he won’t torment either himself or other people for nothing! And he loves me, yes! You see – he thinks about me. ‘Explain,’ he writes, ‘comfort her,’ eh?…”

			Her heart was thudding fast, and her head was spinning from her agitation.

			“Your son is a fine man!” exclaimed Nikolai uncharacteristically loudly. “I respect him greatly!”

			“D’you know what? Let’s think about Rybin!” she suggested.

			She wanted to do something immediately, go somewhere, walk until she was tired out.

			“Yes, very well!” Nikolai replied, pacing up and down the room. “We could do with Sashenka…”

			“She’ll be here. She always comes on the days I see Pasha…”

			Lowering his head pensively, biting his lips and twisting his beard, Nikolai sat down on the sofa next to the mother.

			“It’s a pity my sister’s not here…”

			“It’ll be good to arrange it now, while Pasha’s there – it’ll make him happy!” said the mother.

			They were silent for a while, then suddenly, slowly and quietly the mother said:

			“I don’t understand why he doesn’t want to…”

			Nikolai leapt to his feet, but then there was the sound of the bell. They glanced at one another straight away.

			“It’s Sasha, hm!” Nikolai pronounced quietly.

			“How will you tell her?” asked the mother, just as quietly.

			“Ye-es, you know…”

			“I feel very sorry for her…”

			The ringing was repeated less loudly, as though the person outside the door could not make their mind up either. Nikolai and the mother stood up and set off together, but by the door into the kitchen Nikolai stepped aside, saying:

			“Better if you…”

			“Does he not agree?” the girl asked firmly when the mother opened the door to her.

			“No.”

			“I knew it!” said Sasha simply, but her face turned pale. She undid the buttons of her coat and, having done two up again, tried to take it off her shoulders. She had no success. Then she said:

			“Rain, wind – it’s horrible! Is he well?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well and cheerful,” said Sasha in a low voice, examining her hand.

			“He writes that Rybin should be freed!” the mother announced, not looking at the girl.

			“Really? It seems to me we ought to use that plan,” the girl said slowly.

			“I think so too!” said Nikolai, appearing in the doorway. “Hello, Sasha!”

			Reaching her hand out, the girl asked:

			“So what’s the matter? Everyone agrees the plan’s a good one?…”

			“But who’s going to organize it? Everyone’s busy…”

			“Let me!” said Sasha quickly, getting to her feet. “I have the time.”

			“Do it! But you need to ask the others…”

			“Very well, I will! I’ll go straight away.”

			And she started doing up the buttons of her coat again with confident movements of her slim fingers.

			“You should have a rest!” the mother suggested.

			She smiled gently and, softening her voice, replied:

			“Don’t worry: I’m not tired…”

			And after shaking their hands in silence, she went away, cold and stern once more.

			Going up to the window, the mother and Nikolai watched the girl cross the yard and disappear through the gates. Nikolai began quietly whistling, sat down at the table and started to write something.

			“She’ll get to work on this business and then she’ll find it easier!” said the mother in a quiet, pensive voice.

			“Yes, of course!” Nikolai responded and, turning to the mother, with a smile on his quiet face asked: “And you, Nilovna, did that cup pass you by* – did you not know longing for a loved one?”

			“Oh, come on!” she exclaimed with a wave of a hand. “What longing could there have been! There was fear, fear of being married off to this one or that one.”

			“And there was no one you were fond of?”

			She had a think and answered:

			“I don’t remember, my dear. How could there not have been?… I must have been fond of someone, only I don’t remember!”

			She looked at him and simply, with calm sadness, concluded:

			“My husband beat me a lot, and everything that was before him has somehow been wiped from my memory.”

			He turned away to the table, and she left the room for a minute, and when she returned, Nikolai began to talk, throwing her affectionate glances, gently and lovingly caressing his memories with his words:

			“Well I, you see, I had an experience like Sasha’s too! I loved a girl – she was an amazing person, wonderful. I met her at about twenty and I’ve loved her ever since – I love her now, to tell the truth! I love her just the same, with all my soul, gratefully and for ever…”

			Standing next to him, the mother could see his eyes light up with a warm, clear light. Putting his arms onto the back of his chair, and onto them his head, he looked somewhere far away, and his whole body, thin and lean, but strong, seemed to be thrusting forward, like the stem of a plant towards the light of the sun.

			“What was the mater with you? You should have married!” the mother advised.

			“Oh, she’s already been married five years…”

			“But what about earlier on?”

			After some thought he replied:

			“That was the way it all turned out somehow, you see: she’s in prison and I’m at large, I’m at large and she’s in prison or in exile.* It’s very similar to Sasha’s situation, truly! Finally she was exiled to Siberia for ten years, terribly far away! I even wanted to go after her. But both she and I were conscience-stricken. And there she met another man, a comrade of mine, a very good lad! Then they escaped together, and now they’re living abroad, yes…”

			Nikolai stopped speaking, took off his glasses, wiped them, looked at the lenses against the light and began wiping them again.

			“Oh, my dear!” the woman exclaimed lovingly, shaking her head. She felt sorry for him, and at the same time there was something about him that made her smile a warm, maternal smile. But he altered his pose, took his pen in his hand again and started to speak, marking the rhythm of his speech with strokes of the pen:

			“Family life reduces a revolutionary’s energy – it always does! There’s children, a lack of means, the necessity to do a lot of work for one’s bread, whereas a revolutionary has to develop his energy tirelessly, ever deeper and wider. The time demands it, we always have to march ahead of everyone, because we are the workers summoned by the force of history to destroy the old world and create a new life. And if we fall behind, giving in to tiredness or carried away by the imminent possibility of some small gain, that’s wrong, that’s all but a betrayal of the cause! There’s no one we could walk alongside without perverting our faith, and we should never forget that our mission isn’t small gains, but only complete victory.”

			His voice had become strong, his face had turned pale, and blazing in his eyes was the usual restrained and steady power. Again there was a loud ring, cutting Nikolai’s speech short – it was Lyudmila, who had come in a coat too light for the time of year and with cheeks red from the cold. Taking off her ripped galoshes, she said in an angry voice:

			“The trial’s been arranged for a week’s time!”

			“Is that certain?” called Nikolai from the next room.

			The mother went to him quickly, not understanding whether he was agitated by fear or joy. Walking next to her, Lyudmila said ironically in her deep voice:

			“It is! In the courthouse they’re saying quite openly that the sentence is already prepared. But what does that mean? Is the government afraid that its officials will be soft on its enemies? After corrupting its servants for so long, so diligently, is it still not certain of their readiness to be dishonourable?…”

			Lyudmila sat down on the sofa, rubbing her thin cheeks with the palms of her hands, and burning in her dull eyes was scorn, while her voice filled more and more with fury.

			“You’re wasting your breath, Lyudmila!” said Nikolai soothingly. “They can’t hear you, can they?…”

			The mother strained to listen carefully to her speech, but did not understand a thing, involuntarily repeating to herself one and the same words:

			“The trial, the trial in a week’s time?”

			She suddenly sensed the approach of something implacable and inhumanly severe.
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			Thus, in this cloud of bewilderment and despondency, beneath the weight of melancholy expectations, she lived in silence for one day, two, but on the third day Sasha came and said to Nikolai:

			“Everything’s prepared! Today at one o’clock…”

			“Already prepared?” he asked in surprise.

			“But why not, though? I only had to get a place and clothing for Rybin; Gobun took everything else upon himself. Rybin will have to walk just one block. He’ll be met in the street by Vesovshchikov, disguised, of course; he’ll throw a coat over him, give him a hat and show him the route. I’ll be waiting for him, I’ll give him a change of clothes and take him away.”

			“Not bad! And who’s Gobun?” asked Nikolai.

			“You’ve seen him. It was in his apartment you had classes with the metal workers.”

			“Ah! I remember. A rather eccentric old man…”

			“He’s a retired soldier, a roof-maker. A man of little education with an inexhaustible hatred for all violence… A bit of a philosopher,” said Sasha pensively, looking out of the window. The mother listened to her in silence, and slowly ripening inside her was something still unclear.

			“Gobun wants to free his nephew – you remember, Yevchenko, you liked him, that foppish, immaculate one?”

			Nikolai nodded his head.

			“He has everything well organized,” Sasha continued, “but I’m beginning to have doubts about it succeeding. Exercise is taken by everyone together; when the prisoners see the ladder, I think a lot are going to want to escape…”

			Closing her eyes, she paused, and the mother moved closer to her.

			“And they’ll get in each other’s way…”

			All three of them were standing in front of the window, the mother behind Nikolai and Sasha. Their rapid talk was stirring up a troubled feeling in her heart…

			“I’m going to go there!” she said suddenly.

			“Why?” asked Sasha.

			“Don’t go, dear! You might somehow get caught! Don’t do it!” Nikolai advised.

			The mother looked at him and repeated, more quietly, but more insistently:

			“No, I’m going to go…”

			They quickly exchanged glances, and Sasha, shrugging her shoulders, said:

			“It’s to be understood…”

			Turning to the mother, she took her by the arm, swayed towards her and said in a voice that was simple and dear to the mother’s heart:

			“I’ll tell you all the same that there’s no point in your expecting…”

			“Sweetheart!” the mother exclaimed, pressing the girl against her with a trembling hand. “Take me along – I won’t get in the way! I need this. I don’t believe it’s possible – escaping!”

			“She’s coming!” the girl said to Nikolai.

			“It’s your affair!” he answered, bowing his head.

			“We can’t be together. You go into the fields, to the allotments. The wall of the prison can be seen from there. But what if you’re asked what you’re doing there?”

			Gladdened, the mother replied confidently:

			“I’ll think of something to say!…”

			“Don’t forget that you’re known to the prison warders!” said Sasha. “And if they see you there…”

			“They won’t!” the mother exclaimed.

			Hope that had been smouldering unnoticed all the time suddenly flared up painfully bright in her breast and enlivened her…

			“And maybe he too…” she thought, hurriedly putting on her things.

			An hour later the mother was in the field behind the prison. A sharp wind was flying around her, blowing her dress out, beating against the frozen earth, shaking the ramshackle fence of the allotment she was passing and striking the low wall of the prison with all its might. After toppling over the wall, it swept some men’s cries up from the yard, scattered them through the air and carried them off into the sky. There the clouds were scudding quickly, opening little apertures up into the blue heights.

			Behind the mother was an allotment, in front of her the graveyard, and to the right, about ten sazhens* away, the prison. There was a soldier lunging a horse by the graveyard, while another standing next to him was stamping his feet noisily on the ground, shouting, whistling and laughing. There was no one else anywhere near the prison.

			She went slowly on past them towards the graveyard fence, throwing stealthy glances backwards and to the right. And suddenly she felt that her feet had grown cold and heavy, as though they had frozen to the ground: out from around the corner of the prison, walking hurriedly, as lamplighters always do, came a stooping man with a ladder on his shoulder. Blinking in fright, the mother glanced quickly at the soldiers: they were marking time, while the horse was running around them; she looked at the man with the ladder: he had already set it against the wall and was climbing up unhurriedly. After waving a hand into the yard, he quickly descended and disappeared around the corner. The mother’s heart was beating hurriedly, but the seconds were passing slowly. Against the dark wall of the prison, the line of the ladder was hardly noticeable amid patches of dirt and brick laid bare by fallen plaster. And suddenly above the wall there was a black head, up grew a body, which rolled over the wall and slid down it. Another head appeared in a shaggy hat, a black shape rolled down onto the ground and vanished quickly around the corner. Mikhailo straightened up, looked around and tossed his head.

			“Run, run!” whispered the mother, stamping her foot.

			There was a humming in her ears, and loud cries were reaching her, and then there was a third head above the wall. Clutching her hands to her breast, the mother watched, rooted to the spot. A blond head without a beard surged up, as though wanting to break free, but then it suddenly vanished behind the wall. The shouting was ever louder and wilder, and the wind carried the shrill trills of whistles through the air. Mikhailo was walking beside the wall, and then he was already beyond it and crossing the open space between the prison and the buildings of the town. It seemed to her that he was walking too slowly and should not have his head lifted so high – anyone who looked into his face would remember it for ever. She whispered:

			“Quickly… quickly…”

			Something behind the prison wall made a dry banging noise, and the tinkling of broken glass was heard. Digging his feet into the ground, the soldier with the horse was pulling it towards him; the other, with his fist held up to his mouth, was shouting something in the direction of the prison, and when he had finished, he turned his head side on to the prison and cocked his ear.

			The mother was straining and twisting her neck in all directions, and her eyes, seeing everything, believed nothing – too simple and quick had been the accomplishment of what she had imagined would be fearful and complicated, and that speed, having stunned her, was lulling her consciousness. Rybin was no longer to be seen in the street: there was some tall man in a long coat walking along and a little girl running. Out from around the corner of the prison sped three jailers running close to one another, each with his right hand stretched out in front of him. One of the soldiers rushed towards them, while the other ran around the horse, trying to mount it, but it was jumping about, being uncooperative, and everything around was bobbing up and down with it as well. Whistles cut through the air incessantly, choking on their noise. And their alarming, desperate cries awakened the consciousness of danger in the woman; giving a start, she set off alongside the fence of the graveyard, following the jailers, but they and the soldiers ran around the other corner of the prison and disappeared. Running the same way in their wake went the Assistant Prison Governor in an unbuttoned tunic. From somewhere the police appeared, and ordinary people came running.

			The wind was spinning around and rushing about, as though rejoicing at something, bearing ragged, confused cries and whistling to the woman’s ears… This chaos gladdened the mother, and she started striding quicker, thinking:

			“So he could’ve as well!”

			Suddenly from around the corner of the fence there raced out towards her a pair of policemen.

			“Stop!” cried one, breathing hard. “A man with a beard – have you seen him?”

			She pointed a hand at the allotments and answered calmly:

			“He ran that way – what is it?”

			“Yegorov! Blow your whistle!”

			She set off for home. She felt sorry about something, and there was something bitter and disappointing weighing on her heart. As she was entering a street from the field, a cab cut across her path. Raising her head, she caught sight of a young man with a fair moustache and a pale, tired face inside the vehicle. He looked at her too. He was sitting crookedly, and probably because of this his right shoulder was higher than his left.

			Nikolai greeted her joyfully.

			“Well, how was it?”

			“It seemed to be a success…”

			Trying to recreate all the minor details in her memory, she started telling him about the escape and spoke as if relaying somebody else’s story, while doubting the truth of it.

			“We’re in luck!” said Nikolai, rubbing his hands. “But how afraid I was for you! The devil knows how afraid! You know, Nilovna, take my friendly advice – don’t be afraid of the trial! The sooner it is, the nearer Pavel’s freedom, believe me! Perhaps he’ll get away on the road. And the trial’s a thing more or less like this…”

			He started drawing a picture of a court session for her, and she listened and understood that he was afraid of something and wanted to reassure her.

			“Maybe you think I’m going to say something to the judges,” she suddenly said. “Ask them for something?”

			He leapt up, started waving his arms at her and cried in an offended tone:

			“Not at all!”

			“I’m afraid, it’s true! What I’m afraid of, I don’t know!…” She paused with her eyes roaming the room.

			“Sometimes I think they’ll start being offensive to Pasha, scoffing at him. ‘You common fellow, you,’ they’ll say, ‘you son of a common man! What have you dreamt up?’ And Pasha’s proud – he’ll give them such an answer! Or Andrei’ll jeer at them. All of them there are hot-headed. And so you think: ‘What if he can’t endure it?’… And they’ll give him such a sentence you’ll never ever see him again!”

			Nikolai was glumly silent, tugging at his little beard.

			“You can’t get these ideas out of your head!” the mother said quietly. “It’s a fearful thing, a trial! When they start looking into everything and weighing it up! It’s really fearful! It’s not the punishment that’s fearful, but the trial. I don’t know how to put it…”

			She sensed that Nikolai did not understand her, and this hampered her desire to talk about her fear even more.
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			This fear grew in her breast like mould, constraining her breathing with its heavy dampness, and, when the day of the trial came, she carried with her into the courtroom a heavy, dark load that bent her back and neck.

			Outside, acquaintances from the settlement said hello to her, and she bowed in silence as she made her way through the sullen crowd. In the corridors of the courthouse and in the courtroom she was met by relatives of the defendants, and they too said things in lowered voices. The words seemed to her unnecessary, and she did not understand them. All the people were gripped by one and the same mournful feeling, and this was communicated to the mother and dispirited her still more.

			“Sit next to me!” said Sizov, moving up on a bench.

			She sat down obediently, straightened her dress and glanced around. Streaks of green and crimson and blotches of some sort started floating around together in front of her eyes, and some slender yellow threads began to sparkle.

			“Your son’s been the undoing of our Grisha!” said the woman sitting next to her in a quiet voice.

			“Shut up, Natalya!” Sizov answered sullenly.

			The mother looked at the woman: it was Samoilova, and further along sat her husband, a bald man of good appearance with a big red beard. His face was bony; he was looking straight ahead with narrowed eyes, and his beard was trembling.

			Through tall windows the courtroom was evenly filled with a dull light, and outside the snow slid down the window panes. Between the windows hung a large portrait of the Tsar in a wide, richly shining gold frame, and the straight folds of heavy crimson curtains were covering the side edges of the frame. In front of the portrait a table covered in heavy green cloth stretched almost the entire width of the room; behind a rail by the wall to the right stood two wooden benches, and to the left there were two rows of crimson chairs. Running noiselessly around the room were officials with green collars and gold buttons on their chests and stomachs. A quiet whispering roamed timidly through the murky air, and there was the mixed smell of a pharmacy. All of this – the colours, the shiny spots, the sounds and the smells – put pressure on her eyes and invaded her breast along with her breath, filling her ravaged heart with the inert, mottled murk of despondent fear.

			Suddenly one of the people said something in a loud voice; the mother gave a start, everyone stood up and, grabbing Sizov’s arm, she rose as well.

			In the left-hand corner of the courtroom a tall door opened, and from it there emerged, swaying, a little old man in glasses. Shaking on his small grey face were sparse white sideburns, his shaved upper lip had collapsed into his mouth, his sharp cheekbones and chin were resting on the high collar of his uniform coat and there seemed to be no neck beneath the collar. His arm was being supported from behind by a tall young man with a porcelain face, round and rosy, and moving slowly in their wake were three more men in uniform coats with gold embroidery and three in civilian dress.

			They were busy at the table for a long time, settling into their chairs, and when they had sat down, one of them, a man in an unbuttoned uniform coat with a lazy, clean-shaven face, began saying something to the little old man, moving his plump lips heavily and soundlessly. The little old man listened, sitting strangely straight and motionless, and behind the lenses of his glasses the mother saw two small colourless dots.

			By a lectern at the end of the table stood a tall, rather bald man, who coughed from time to time and rustled some papers.

			The little old man lurched forward and began to speak. The first words he pronounced clearly, but those following seemed to come unravelled on his thin grey lips.

			“I am opening… Bring in…”

			“Look!” Sizov whispered, nudging the mother gently and standing up.

			A door had opened in the wall behind the rail, from which came a soldier with a drawn sabre over his shoulder, and behind him there appeared Pavel, Andrei, Fedya Mazin, both of the Gusevs, Samoilov, Bukin, Somov and another half a dozen youngsters not known to the mother by name. Pavel was smiling gently, as was Andrei, baring his teeth and nodding his head; the courtroom became lighter and somehow more ordinary thanks to their smiles, their animated faces and the movement they brought into the strained, stiff silence. The rich shine of the gold on the uniform coats grew dull, became softer, and a current of cheerful certainty, a breath of vital strength touched the mother’s heart, awakening it. And on the benches behind her, where hitherto the people had been waiting dispiritedly, there now arose a low hum in response.

			“They’re not scared!” she heard Sizov’s whisper, while Samoilov’s mother to the right let out a quiet sob.

			“Be quiet!” a stern cry rang out.

			“I’m warning…” said the little old man.

			Pavel and Andrei sat down next to one another, and with them on the front bench sat Mazin, Samoilov and one of the Gusevs. Andrei had shaved off his beard, but his moustache had grown and drooped down, giving his round head a resemblance to the head of a cat. Something new had appeared on his face, sharp and caustic in the lines of his mouth, dark in his eyes. Two little stripes showed black on Mazin’s upper lip, and his face had become fuller. Samoilov was just as curly as before, and Ivan Gusev grinned just as broadly.

			“Oh Fedka, Fedka!” whispered Sizov, lowering his head.

			The mother listened to the little old man’s incomprehensible questions, which he asked without looking at the defendants, with his head resting motionless on the collar of his uniform coat, and she heard her son’s calm, brief replies. It seemed to her that the senior judge and all his colleagues could not be evil, cruel people. Examining the faces of the judges closely and trying to make some prediction, she quietly sensed the growth of new hope in her breast.

			The porcelain man was reading out a document with indifference, his even voice filled the courtroom with boredom and the people it washed over sat motionless, as though frozen. Four barristers were conversing quietly but animatedly with the defendants, all of them made quick, powerful movements and were reminiscent of big black birds.

			On one side of the little old man was a fat, chubby judge with small, swollen eyes whose body filled his chair, and on the other was a round-shouldered one with a gingery moustache on a pale face. He had reclined his head wearily against the back of his chair and was thinking about something with half-closed eyes. The Procurator’s face, too, was exhausted and bored. Behind the judges sat the Mayor, a plump, solid man, stroking his cheek pensively, the Marshal of the Nobility, a grey-haired, big-bearded, red-faced man with large, kind eyes, and the volost elder in a tight-fitting peasant’s coat with a huge belly that clearly embarrassed him – he kept trying to conceal it with the tail of his coat, which would then keep slipping down again.

			“There are no criminals here, no judges,” Pavel’s firm voice rang out, “here there are only captives and victors…”

			It became quiet, and for several seconds the mother’s ear heard only the high-pitched, hasty scratching of a pen on paper and the beating of her own heart.

			And the senior judge, as though listening to something closely too, waited. His colleagues stirred. Then he said:

			“Mm, yes, Andrei Nakhodka! Do you plead…”

			Andrei slowly half-rose, straightened up and, tugging at his moustache, looked at the little old man from under his brows.

			“What can I plead guilty to?” the Ukrainian began in a melodious, unhurried voice, as always, shrugging his shoulders. “I haven’t killed or stolen – I simply don’t agree with an order of life in which people are compelled to rob and kill one another…”

			“Answer more briefly,” said the old man with an effort, but clearly.

			On the benches behind her the mother sensed animation, people were quietly whispering about something and moving, as though freeing themselves from the porcelain man’s web of grey words.

			“Hear the way they answer?” whispered Sizov.

			“Fyodor Mazin, answer…”

			“I don’t want to!” Fedya said clearly, leaping to his feet. His face was flushed with excitement, his eyes sparkling, and for some reason he kept his hands hidden behind his back.

			Sizov gasped quietly; the mother widened her eyes in amazement.

			“I’ve refused any defence, I’m going to say nothing, I consider your trial unlawful! Who are you? Did the people give you the right to try us? No, they didn’t! I don’t recognize you!”

			He sat down and hid his flaming face behind Andrei’s shoulder.

			The fat judge inclined his head towards the senior one and whispered something. The judge with the pale face lifted his eyelids, squinted at the defendants, reached a hand out to the table and scribbled something with a pencil on the paper lying in front of him. The volost elder shook his head, cautiously changed the position of his feet, put his belly down on his lap and covered it with his arms. Without moving his head, the little old man turned his trunk towards the red-haired judge and spoke with him soundlessly, while the latter heard him out with his head bowed. The Marshal of the Nobility exchanged whispers with the Procurator, and the Mayor listened to them, rubbing his cheek. The dull speech of the senior judge was heard once again.

			“How about that for telling them? Simply better than anyone!” Sizov whispered in amazement in the mother’s ear.

			The mother was smiling in perplexity. All that had been happening had at first seemed to her a superfluous and tedious foreword to some fearful thing that would appear and immediately overwhelm everyone with cold horror. But the calm words of Pavel and Andrei had sounded so fearless and firm, it was as though they had been spoken in the little house in the settlement and not in front of a court. Fedya’s fervent outburst had enlivened her. There was something bold growing in the courtroom, and the mother guessed from the movement of the people behind her that she was not alone in sensing it.

			“Your opinion?” said the little old man.

			The rather bald Procurator stood up and, holding on to the lectern with one hand, quickly began to speak, quoting some figures. There was nothing fearful about his voice.

			But at the same time there was a dry, prickly coating to it that irritated and alarmed the mother’s heart – she had a vague sense of something that was hostile to her. It did not threaten, did not shout out, but was developing invisibly, imperceptibly. It was oscillating in a lazy, obtuse way somewhere around the judges, as though shrouding them in an impenetrable cloud, through which nothing from without could reach them. She looked at the judges, and all of them were incomprehensible to her. They were not angry with Pavel or Fedya as she had expected, they did not use words that would offend them, but everything they asked about seemed to her unnecessary to them; they seemed to ask reluctantly, to hear out the replies with difficulty, to know everything in advance and to be interested in nothing.

			Here was a gendarme standing before them, speaking in a bass voice:

			“Everyone named Pavel Vlasov as the main ringleader…”

			“And Nakhodka?” the fat judge asked lazily in a low voice.

			“And him too…”

			One of the barristers stood up, saying:

			“May I?”

			The little old man asks someone:

			“Do you have no objection?”

			All the judges seemed to the mother unhealthy men. Morbid weariness told in their poses and voices and lay on their faces, morbid weariness and tiresome, grey boredom. All of this was evidently difficult and uncomfortable for them – the uniform coats, the courtroom, the gendarmes, the barristers, the duty to sit in those chairs, ask questions and listen.

			Standing before them was the familiar yellow-faced officer, drawing out his words in a loud, pompous voice as he talked about Pavel, about Andrei. Listening to him, the mother involuntarily thought:

			“How little you know.”

			And she could already look at the men behind the rail without fear for them and without pity for them: pity did not suit them, all of them elicited from her amazement and love alone, love that embraced her heart warmly; the amazement was calm, the love joyously clear. Young and strong, they sat to one side by the wall, barely intervening in the monotonous talk of the witnesses and judges or the arguments of the barristers with the Procurator. At times someone would grin contemptuously and say something to his comrades, and mocking smiles would flit across their faces too. Andrei and Pavel spent almost all of the time conversing quietly with one of the defence counsels – the mother had seen him the day before at Nikolai’s. Their conversation was listened to attentively by Mazin, more animated and mobile than the others. Samoilov would at times say something to Ivan Gusev, and the mother could see that every time, as he imperceptibly pushed his comrade away, Ivan was barely able to contain his laughter, his face would redden, his cheeks would puff out and he would bow his head. A couple of times he did actually snort, but after that he sat puffed up for several minutes, trying to be more demure. And in each of them, one way or another, youth was bubbling, easily overcoming their efforts to contain its lively ferment.

			Sizov touched her lightly on the elbow, and she turned towards him: his face was contented and a little anxious. He whispered:

			“Look at how much stronger they’ve got, these mummy’s boys, eh? Barons, eh?”

			The talking in the courtroom was being done by the witnesses, hurriedly and in colourless voices, and by the judges, reluctantly and apathetically. The fat judge yawned, covering his mouth with a plump hand, and the one with the ginger moustache had turned even paler; sometimes he would raise a hand and, pressing a finger tightly on the bone of his temple, look blindly at the ceiling with plaintively widened eyes. The Procurator would occasionally scribble with a pencil on a piece of paper, then resume a soundless conversation with the Marshal of the Nobility, while the latter, stroking his grey beard, opened his huge, handsome eyes wide and smiled, bending his neck self-importantly. The Mayor sat with his legs crossed and drummed his fingers noiselessly on his knee, observing their movements with great concentration. Only the volost elder, having established his belly firmly on his lap and supporting it solicitously with his hands, sat with his head bowed and seemed to be alone in listening closely to the monotonous murmur of voices, while the little old man, stuck into his chair, poked up out of it motionless, like a weathervane on a windless day. It continued for a long time, and the torpor of boredom blinded people once more.

			“I declare…” said the little old man and, squashing the next words with his thin lips, he stood up.

			Noise, sighs, quiet exclamations, coughing and shuffling filled the courtroom. The defendants were led away and, as they were leaving, they smiled and nodded their heads to relatives and acquaintances, while Ivan Gusev called to someone in a low voice:

			“Never fear, Yegor!…”

			The mother and Sizov went out into the corridor.

			“Will you come and have some tea at the eating house?” the old man asked her solicitously and pensively. “We’ve got an hour and a half!”

			“I don’t want to.”

			“Well, I won’t go either. No, what about those lads, eh? They sit there as if they were the only real people, and everyone else was neither here nor there. And Fedka, eh?”

			Samoilov’s father came up to them, holding his hat in his hand. He smiled sullenly and said:

			“My Grigory? He’s refused a defence counsel and doesn’t want to speak. He was the first, you hear, to think that one up. Your lad, Pelageya, was all for barristers, but mine says: ‘Don’t want one!’ And then four of them refused…”

			Next to him stood his wife. Blinking her eyes frequently, she wiped her nose with the end of her headscarf. Samoilov took his beard in his hand and, gazing at the floor, continued:

			“You know, I’ll be damned! You look at them, the devils, and you can see they were wrong to do all this, ruining themselves to no end. Then suddenly you start thinking – or maybe they’re right? You remember them growing and growing at the factory, always being seized, but like ruffs in a river, not dying out, no! And again you think – perhaps they’ve got the force behind them?”

			“It’s hard for us to understand this business, Stepan Petrov!” said Sizov.

			“It is hard, yes!” Samoilov agreed.

			Taking a deep breath through her nose, his wife remarked:

			“They’re all well, curse them…”

			And, unable to suppress the smile on her broad, flabby face, she continued:

			“Don’t you be angry, Nilovna – I did blurt out to you a little while back that, you know, your son’s to blame. But the devil only knows who’s most to blame, if truth be known! Look at what the gendarmes and spies said about our Grigory. He did what he could as well, the red-haired devil!”

			She was evidently proud of her son, without, perhaps, understanding her feeling, but her feeling was familiar to the mother, and she answered her words with a kind smile and quiet words:

			“A young heart’s always closer to the truth…”

			People were wandering about the corridor, gathering in groups, conversing excitedly and thoughtfully in muffled voices. Hardly anybody was standing by themselves – clearly visible on everyone’s faces was a desire to talk, to ask, to listen. In this narrow white tube between two walls people were roaming backwards and forwards, as though buffeted by a strong wind, and everyone seemed to be seeking an opportunity to find a firm, solid foothold on something.

			Bukin’s elder brother, tall and drained of colour as well, was turning around quickly in all directions, waving his arms and arguing:

			“The volost elder Klepanov’s out of place in this business…”

			“Be quiet, Konstantin!” urged his father, a little old man, looking around warily.

			“No, I’m going to say it! There’s a rumour going round about him that he killed his bailiff last year over the bailiff’s wife. And she’s living with him now, so how’s that to be understood? And, what’s more, he’s well known as a thief…”

			“Oh good gracious, Konstantin!”

			“That’s right!” said Samoilov. “That’s right! The trial’s not really correct…”

			Bukin heard his voice and quickly came over, bringing everyone with him, and, waving his arms around, red with excitement, he shouted:

			“For theft, for murder, people get tried by a jury, ordinary people, peasants, townsmen, fine! But people who’re against the authorities get tried by the authorities – how come? If you upset me, and I give you one in the teeth, and then you try me for it, of course I’ll end up guilty, but who was the first to upset someone, you? You!”

			A guard, grey-haired and hook-nosed with medals on his chest, pushed the crowd apart and, wagging a finger, said to Bukin:

			“Hey, stop shouting! This a tavern, is it?”

			“Permit me, Mister War Hero, I understand! Listen, if I hit you, and I’m the one to try you, what do you suppose…”

			“I’m ordering you be taken out of here!” said the guard sternly.

			“Where to? What for?”

			“Outside. So you don’t yell…”

			Bukin looked round at everyone and said in a low voice:

			“The main thing for them is for people to be silent…”

			“And what did you think?!” the old man shouted, stern and rude.

			Bukin spread his hands and began to talk more quietly:

			“And again, why are the people not admitted to the trial, but only relatives? If you’re giving a fair trial, give it in front of everyone – what’s there to be afraid of?”

			Samoilov repeated, but louder now:

			“It’s not an honest trial – that’s right!…”

			The mother wanted to tell him what she had heard from Nikolai about the unlawfulness of the trial, but she had not understood it properly and had in part forgotten the words. Trying to remember them, she moved away from the other people and noticed that she was being looked at by some young man with a fair moustache. He kept his right hand in his trouser pocket, which made his left shoulder lower, and this peculiarity of his figure seemed familiar to the mother. But he turned his back on her and, preoccupied with her memories, she immediately forgot about him.

			But a minute later her hearing caught the sound of a question in a low voice:

			“That woman?”

			And louder, more joyfully, someone replied:

			“Yes!”

			She looked around. The man with the crooked shoulders was standing sideways on to her and saying something to his neighbour, a black-bearded lad in a short coat and knee-length boots.

			Again her memory gave an uneasy start but formed nothing that was clear. Flaring up imperiously in her breast was the desire to talk to people about her son’s truth; she wanted to hear what people would say against that truth, and on the basis of their words she wanted to guess what the decision of the court would be.

			“Is this really a trial?” she began cautiously in a low voice, turning to Sizov. “They’re trying to find out who did what, but why it was done, they don’t ask. And they’re all old – the young should be tried by the young…”

			“Yes,” said Sizov, “it’s hard for us to understand this business, it’s hard!” And he shook his head pensively.

			A guard opened the door of the courtroom and cried:

			“Relations! Show your tickets…”

			Unhurriedly, a sullen voice said:

			“Tickets – like going to the circus!”

			There could now be sensed in all of the people an indistinct irritation, a vague bad temper; they had started to be more relaxed, making a noise and arguing with the guards.

		

	
		
			XXV

			As he took his seat on the bench, Sizov was grumbling about something.

			“What are you saying?” asked the mother.

			“Nothing! The people are fools…”

			A little bell rang. Someone announced indifferently:

			“The court is in session…”

			Again everyone stood up, and again, in the same order, the judges came in and took their seats. The defendants were led in.

			“Hold tight!” Sizov whispered. “The Procurator’s going to speak.”

			The mother stretched out her neck, thrust her whole body forward and froze in new expectation of something fearful.

			Standing sideways on to the judges with his head turned towards them and leaning his elbow on the lectern, the Procurator took a breath and, waving his right hand jerkily in the air, began to speak. The mother could not make out the first words; the Procurator’s voice was smooth and rich and flowed unevenly, now slowly, now quicker. The words would be stretched out monotonously into a long row, like cotton stitching, then suddenly fly out in a hurry, circling like a swarm of black flies over a block of sugar. But she found nothing fearful in them, nothing threatening. Cold as snow and grey as ash, they came pouring and pouring out, filling the courtroom with something annoyingly tiresome, like fine, dry dust. This speech, short on feeling and long on words, must have failed to reach Pavel and his comrades and evidently had no effect on them whatsoever, for they all sat calmly and, conversing soundlessly as before, they would sometimes smile, sometimes frown in order to conceal a smile.

			“He’s lying!” whispered Sizov.

			She could not have said that. She heard the Procurator’s words and understood that he was accusing everyone, not singling anyone out; having spoken about Pavel, he began to speak about Fedya, and having set him alongside Pavel, he insistently moved Bukin towards them – it seemed he was packing everyone up, sewing them up in a single sack and stacking them up close to one another. But the meaning of his words on the surface did not satisfy, or touch, or frighten her; she had, after all, been expecting something fearful, and she stubbornly looked for it behind the words, in the face, the eyes, the voice of the Procurator, in his white hand, flashing unhurriedly through the air. There was something fearsome, she could feel it, but it was elusive and did not lend itself to definition as it covered her heart again with a dry and caustic coating.

			She looked at the judges: they were undoubtedly bored, listening to this speech. The lifeless yellow and grey faces expressed nothing. The Procurator’s words spilt a fog out into the air, imperceptible to the eye, but which kept growing and thickening around the judges, enveloping them more tightly in a cloud of indifference and weary expectation. The senior judge did not move, he had withered in his upright pose and the little grey dots behind the lenses of his glasses would at times disappear, diffusing across his face.

			And seeing this dead apathy, this mild indifference, the mother asked herself in puzzlement:

			“Are they judging?”

			The question was pinching her heart and, gradually squeezing the expectation of something fearsome out of it, was stinging her throat with a sharp sensation of hurt.

			The Procurator’s speech broke off unexpectedly somehow; he made several quick little stitches, bowed to the judges and sat down, rubbing his hands. The Marshal of the Nobility began nodding his head to him, opening his eyes wide, and the Mayor reached out his hand, while the elder gazed at his belly and smiled.

			But his speech had evidently not gladdened the judges, for they did not stir.

			“I call upon the defence counsel,” said the little old man, lifting some piece of paper up to his face, “acting for Fedoseyev, Markov and Zagorov.”

			A barrister whom the mother had seen at Nikolai’s stood up. His face was good-natured and broad, his little eyes smiled radiantly and it seemed as if there were two blades poking out from beneath his reddish eyebrows, cutting something in the air like scissors. He began to speak unhurriedly, sonorously and clearly, but the mother could not listen closely to his speech, for Sizov was whispering in her ear:

			“Did you understand what he was saying? Did you? Deranged, he says, crazy people. Is that Fyodor?”

			She did not reply, dispirited by painful disenchantment. Her hurt was growing, depressing her soul. It now became clear to Vlasova why she had expected justice, had thought to see stern, honest competition between her son’s truth and the truth of his judges. She had imagined that the judges would spend a long time carefully questioning Pavel in detail all about the life of his heart, that they would examine with penetrating eyes all of her son’s thoughts and deeds, all of his days. And when they saw his innocence, they would say justly and loudly:

			“This man is innocent!”

			But there had been nothing of the sort: it seemed as if the defendants were a long way out of sight for the judges, while for the defendants the judges were superfluous. Exhausted, the mother lost interest in the trial and, aggrieved, not listening to any words, thought:

			“Is this really a trial?”

			“That’s telling them!” Sizov whispered approvingly.

			There was already another barrister trying to speak, a small man with a sharp, pale and mocking face, but the judges were stopping him.

			The Procurator leapt up and said something quickly and angrily about protocol, then the little old man began speaking in admonishment; tilting his head deferentially, the defence counsel listened to them and began his speech again.

			“Pick away!” remarked Sizov. “Pick them to pieces!”

			Animation was increasing in the courtroom, combative passion was sparkling, the barrister was irritating the old skin of the judges with his barbed words. The judges seemed to move closer together, puffed themselves up and swelled to ward off the sharp and biting thrusts of the words.

			But then up got Pavel, and it suddenly became unexpectedly quiet. The mother’s entire body rocked forward. Pavel calmly began to speak:

			“A man of the party, I acknowledge only the judgement of my party and will not speak in my defence; but, because my comrades who have also rejected any defence wish it, I shall try to explain to you what you haven’t understood. The Procurator has called our appearance beneath the banner of social democracy a rebellion against supreme authority and has regarded us all the time as rebels against the Tsar. I must declare that for us the autocracy is not the only chain that has shackled the body of the country, it is merely the first and the nearest chain that we are duty-bound to tear off the people…”

			The quietness was deepening to the sound of the firm voice, and it was as though it were moving the walls of the courtroom further apart. Pavel seemed to be shifting far to one side, away from anyone else, and becoming more prominent.

			The judges began stirring, ponderously and anxiously. The Marshal of the Nobility whispered something to the judge with the lazy face, the latter nodded his head and turned to the little old man, while from the other side at the same time the big judge was saying something in his ear. Swaying to right and left in his chair, the little old man said something to Pavel, but his voice was drowned in the even, broad flow of Vlasov’s speech.

			“We are socialists. That means we are enemies of private property, which divides people, arms them against one another, creates an irreconcilable clash of interests, lies, in trying to conceal or justify that clash, and corrupts everyone with lying, hypocrisy and malice. We say that a society which regards a man only as a tool for its enrichment is antihuman, it is hostile to us; we cannot be reconciled with its morality, two-faced and mendacious; the cynicism and cruelty of its attitude to the individual are offensive to us; we want to, and we will, struggle against all forms of physical and moral enslavement of man by such a society, against all methods of crushing a man for the sake of cupidity. We, the workers, are the people by whose labour everything, from gigantic machines to children’s toys, is created, we are the people deprived of the right to struggle for their human dignity; everyone tries, and is able, to turn us into a tool for the achievement of their aims, and we now want to have freedom enough for it to give us the opportunity, with time, of gaining all power. Our slogans are simple: down with private property, all means of production to the people, all power to the people, obligatory labour for all. You see – we are not rebels!”

			Pavel grinned, passed a hand slowly over his hair and the fire of his blue eyes flared up brighter.

			“Please, get to the point!” said the president, loud and clear. He turned his chest towards Pavel and looked at him, and it seemed to the mother that his dim left eye was burning with a bad, greedy fire. And all the judges were looking at her son in a way that made it seem as if their eyes were sticking to his face, fastening on to his body, thirsting for his blood, to use it to revive their own worn-out bodies. But he, erect, tall, standing firm and strong, was reaching an arm out towards them and saying in a low, distinct voice:

			“We are revolutionaries, and will be so, just as long as some only command, and others only work. We stand against the society whose interests you are ordered to protect as its, and your, irreconcilable enemies, and reconciliation between us is impossible until we are victorious. We, the workers, will be victorious! Your masters are not at all as strong as they think. That same property, in accumulating and preserving which they sacrifice millions of the people they have enslaved, that same strength that gives them power over us, is the cause of hostile friction between them, destroys them physically and morally. Property demands too much effort for its protection and, in essence, all of you, our lords, are more slaves than we are, for you are enslaved spiritually, we only physically. You cannot renounce the yoke of prejudice and habit, the yoke which has deadened you spiritually, while nothing prevents us from being inwardly free; the venoms with which you poison us are weaker than those antidotes which, without intending it, you pour into our consciousness, which is growing, developing unceasingly, burning ever faster and drawing behind it all that is best, all that is spiritually healthy, even from your midst. Take a look – you no longer have anyone able to battle ideologically on behalf of your power, you have already expended all the arguments capable of protecting you from the pressure of historical justice, you cannot create anything new in the sphere of ideas, you are spiritually barren. Our ideas are growing, they are burning ever brighter, they are drawing in the masses, organizing them for the struggle for freedom. Consciousness of the great role of the worker fuses all the workers of the world together into one soul, and there is nothing you can use to hold back this process of the renewal of life except cruelty and cynicism. But cynicism is obvious, and cruelty irritates. And the hands that today are stifling us will soon be shaking our hands in a comradely way. Your energy is the mechanical energy of the growth of gold, it unites you in groups that are called upon to devour one another, while our energy is the vital force of the ever-growing consciousness of the solidarity of all workers. All that you do is criminal, for it is directed towards the enslavement of people; our work is freeing the world of the spectres and monsters born of your lying, malice and greed, monsters that have cowed the people. You have torn man away from life and destroyed him; socialism is uniting the world you have destroyed into a single, great whole, and it will happen!”

			Pavel stopped for a second and repeated, quieter and stronger:

			“It will happen!”

			The judges were exchanging whispers, pulling strange faces, and all without taking their greedy eyes off of Pavel, and the mother felt that they were soiling his supple, strong body with their looks, envying his health, power and freshness. The defendants listened attentively to their comrade’s speech, their faces turned pale and their eyes sparkled joyously. The mother gulped her son’s words down, and they engraved themselves in orderly rows upon her memory. The little old man stopped Pavel several times, explaining something to him, and once even gave a sad smile; Pavel would hear him out in silence and start speaking again sternly, but calmly, making people listen to him, subordinating the will of the judges to his own. But finally the old man cried out, stretching an arm towards Pavel; in reply to him, somewhat mockingly, Pavel’s voice poured out:

			“I’m finishing. I didn’t mean to offend you personally – on the contrary: attending this comedy that you call a trial unwillingly, I feel almost compassion for you. After all, you are people, and it’s always hurtful for us to see others, even if they are hostile to our aim, so shamefully humiliated by their service to force, who have lost to such a degree any consciousness of their human dignity…”

			He sat down without a glance at the judges, while the mother, holding her breath, looked intently at the judges and waited.

			Andrei, all radiant, clasped Pavel’s hand firmly, Samoilov, Mazin and everyone else stretched towards him animatedly, and smiling, a little embarrassed by his comrades’ impulses, he glanced in the direction where the mother was sitting and nodded his head to her, as though asking:

			“All right?”

			She answered him with a deep sigh of joy, completely bathed in a hot wave of love.

			“There, the trial’s begun!” whispered Sizov. “He really told them, eh?”

			She nodded her head in silence, pleased that her son had spoken so boldly, and perhaps even more pleased that he had finished. Anxiously beating in her head was the question:

			“Well? What are you all going to do now?”
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			What her son had said was nothing new for her – she knew these ideas – but here before the court she had sensed for the first time the strange, enthusing strength of his belief. She was amazed by Pavel’s calmness, and his speech collected in her breast in a star-like, radiant ball of firm certainty of his innocence and his victory. Now she expected the judges to dispute with him bitterly, to argue angrily, setting forth their own truth. But then Andrei stood up, swayed, glanced at the judges from under his brows and began speaking:

			“Gentlemen defence counsels…”

			“There is a court before you, not a defence!” the judge with the sick face remarked to him in a loud, angry voice. From the expression on Andrei’s face the mother could see that he wanted to play the fool; his moustache was trembling, and shining in his eyes was the sly feline gentleness that she knew. He raised a long arm to give his head a hard rub and sighed:

			“Really?” he said, shaking his head. “‘In my view, you’re not judges, but only defence counsels…”

			“I’d ask you to speak to the point in hand!” the little old man remarked drily.

			“To the point? Very well! I’d made myself think you really were judges, independent, honest men…”

			“The court has no need of your reference!”

			“Has no need? Hm – well, I’ll continue all the same… You are men for whom there is no ‘ours’, no ‘yours’ – you are free men. Now here before you stand two sides, and one is complaining: ‘He’s robbed and completely victimized me!’ While the other replies: ‘I have the right to rob and victimize, because I have a gun’…”

			“Do you have anything to say that’s to the point?” the little old man asked, raising his voice. His hand was trembling, and it was nice for the mother to see he was getting angry. But she did not like Andrei’s behaviour: it did not accord with her son’s speech, and she wanted a serious, strict argument.

			The Ukrainian looked at the little old man in silence and then, rubbing his head, said seriously:

			“To the point? But why ever should I speak to the point with you? My comrade has said what you needed to know. Others will tell you everything else when the time comes…”

			The little old man half-rose and announced:

			“I am denying you the right to speak! Grigory Samoilov!”

			Pursing his lips tightly, the Ukrainian sank lazily onto the bench, and next to him Samoilov stood up, tossing his curls.

			“The Procurator called my comrades savages, enemies of culture…”

			“You must speak only about what concerns your case!”

			“It does. There’s nothing that doesn’t concern honest men. And I’d request you not to interrupt me. I’m asking you: what is your culture?”

			“We’re not here to have a debate with you! Get to the point!” said the little old man, baring his teeth.

			Andrei’s behaviour had clearly changed the judges: it was as if his words had wiped something off of them, blotches had appeared on their grey faces, and there were cold, green sparks burning in their eyes. Pavel’s speech had irritated them, but had restrained their irritation with its power, which had unwittingly inspired respect, whereas the Ukrainian had torn away that restraint and had easily lain bare what was beneath it. They exchanged whispers with strange grimaces and had begun moving too quickly for themselves.

			“You educate spies, you deprave women and girls, you put a man in the position of a thief and a murderer, you poison him with vodka: international slaughter, universal deceit, depravity and degeneration – that’s your culture! Yes, we are enemies of that culture!”

			“Please!” shouted the little old man with his chin shaking. But Samoilov, all red and with flashing eyes, shouted too:

			“But we respect and value that other culture which you have allowed to rot in prisons, have driven to madness…”

			“Enough from you! Fyodor Mazin!”

			Little Mazin rose like a needle suddenly poking up into the air and said in a breaking voice:

			“I… I swear! I know it – you’ve condemned me.”

			He choked, turned pale, and all that was left of his face were his eyes, and reaching out an arm he cried:

			“I give you my word! Wherever you send me, I’ll escape, I’ll come back and I’ll work all the time, all my life. I give you my word!”

			Sizov let out a loud croak and started fidgeting. And the public as a whole, giving in to a wave of excitement that was rising higher and higher, emitted a strange, muffled humming. Some woman was crying, someone had a choking cough. The gendarmes were examining the defendants in dull surprise and the public with malice. The judges were swaying, and the old man cried shrilly:

			“Ivan Gusev!”

			“I don’t want to speak!”

			“Vasily Gusev!”

			“Nor do I!”

			“Fyodor Bukin!”

			The somewhat albino lad, drained of colour, rose heavily and, shaking his head, said slowly:

			“You should be ashamed! I’m a slow man, but even I can understand justice!” He lifted a hand above the level of his head and fell silent with his eyes half-closed, as though sizing something up in the distance.

			“What’s the matter?” cried the old man in irritation and amazement, leaning back in his chair.

			“To hell with you…”

			Bukin sank morosely back onto the bench. There was something huge and important in his dark words, there was something sadly reproachful and naive. This was felt by all, and even the judges listened closely, as though wondering whether there might be an echo that would be clearer than those words. And on the benches for the public everything froze; only the quiet crying swayed in the air. Then, with a shrug of the shoulders, the Procurator grinned, the Marshal of the Nobility cleared his throat noisily and whispers were gradually born once more, twisting excitedly through the courtroom.

			Leaning towards Sizov, the mother asked:

			“Are the judges going to speak?”

			“It’s all over… they’re only going to announce the sentence…”

			“Nothing more?”

			“No…”

			She did not believe him.

			Samoilova was moving about uneasily on the bench, pushing the mother with her shoulder and elbow and saying quietly to her husband:

			“How can that be? Is it really possible?”

			“You can see it is!”

			“What ever’s going to happen to him, to Grisha?”

			“Lay off…”

			Something displaced, violated and broken could be sensed in everyone, and people were blinking their dazzled eyes in bewilderment, as if something had lit up in front of them that was bright, unclear in outline and incomprehensible in meaning, but engaging in its power. And not understanding the great thing that had suddenly revealed itself, the people were hurriedly expending what was a new feeling for them on what was petty, obvious and comprehensible to them. The elder Bukin, unabashed, whispered loudly:

			“Forgive me, why won’t they let them speak? The Procurator can say anything and as much as he likes…”

			An official was standing by the benches and, waving his arms at the people, saying in a low voice:

			“Quiet! Quiet…”

			Samoilov leant back and boomed behind his wife’s back, tossing the words out jerkily:

			“Of course, let’s say they’re guilty. But let them explain! What was it they were against? I want to understand! I have my own interest too…”

			“Quiet!” exclaimed the official, wagging a finger at him.

			Sizov nodded his head morosely.

			But the mother was looking fixedly at the judges and could see they were becoming more and more excited, conversing with one another in indistinct voices. The sound of their talk, cold and slippery, was touching her face, and its touch prompted a trembling in her cheeks and a sickly, nasty sensation in her mouth. For some reason it seemed to the mother that they were all talking about the bodies of her son and his comrades, about the young men’s muscles and limbs, full of hot blood and vital strength. These bodies were igniting in them the malign envy of beggars, the sticky greed of the emaciated and sick. They were smacking their lips and feeling regret over these bodies, capable of working and enriching, enjoying and creating. Now the bodies were leaving the working cycle of life, rejecting it, taking away with them the opportunity for anyone to have power over them, to exploit their strength, to devour it. And that was why the young men aroused in the old judges the vengeful, miserable irritation of a weakened wild animal that can see fresh food, but no longer has the strength to seize it, has lost the capacity to sate itself with another’s strength and growls morbidly, howls mournfully, seeing that a source of satiety is getting away from it.

			This idea, brutish and strange, took on a form all the more vivid, the more attentively the mother scrutinized the judges. They did not conceal, as it seemed to her, the excited greed and impotent embitterment of hungry creatures who were once able to devour a lot. For her, a woman and a mother, to whom her son’s body is always, and in any event, dearer than what is called the soul, for her it was terrible to see the way those dimmed eyes crept across his face, probed his chest, shoulders and arms, rubbed against his hot skin, as though seeking an opportunity to flare up, catch fire and warm the blood in the hardened veins and worn-out muscles of men who are half dead, but have now been partly brought back to life by injections of greed and envy of the young life they are to condemn and remove from themselves. It seemed to her that her son could feel those damp, unpleasantly itchy touches and was looking at her and shuddering.

			Pavel was looking into his mother’s face with slightly tired eyes, calmly and affectionately. At times he would nod his head to her and smile.

			“Freedom soon!” that smile said to her, and it was as if it were stroking the mother’s heart with its soft touches.

			Suddenly the judges all stood up at once. The mother involuntarily rose to her feet as well.

			“They’re off!” said Sizov.

			“For the sentence?” asked the mother.

			“Yes…”

			Her tension suddenly disappeared, her body was embraced by the stifling torpor of tiredness, her brow began to tremble, and sweat stood out on her forehead. A heavy feeling of disenchantment and hurt surged into her heart and was quickly reborn as soul-destroying contempt for the judges and the court. Sensing pain in her brows, she ran the palm of her hand firmly across her forehead and looked around: the relatives of the defendants were going up to the rail, and the courtroom was filling with the hum of conversation. She too went up to Pavel and, squeezing his hand tightly, burst into tears, full of hurt and joy, becoming confused in the chaos of contradictory feelings. Pavel spoke affectionate words to her, while the Ukrainian joked and laughed.

			All the women were crying, but more out of habit than grief. The grief that stuns with a sudden, blunt blow, that falls unexpected and unseen onto someone’s head, was absent; what there was was people’s sad consciousness of the need to part with their children, but that too was drowning, dissolving in the impressions provoked by the day. Fathers and mothers looked at their children with a troubled feeling, where their mistrust of youth and customary consciousness of their superiority to their children was merging strangely with another feeling, close to respect for them, and a sad, nagging thought about how they were now to live was blunted by the curiosity that was aroused by youth speaking boldly and fearlessly about the possibility of a different, good life. These feelings were constrained by an inability to express them; words were spent liberally, but the talk was about simple things, about linen and clothing, about the need to look after one’s health.

			But Bukin’s brother, throwing up his arms, was affirming to the younger brother:

			“Precisely – justice! And nothing else!”

			The younger Bukin replied:

			“Look after the starling…”

			“It’ll be fine!….”

			And Sizov was holding his nephew’s hand and saying slowly:

			“So, Fyodor, you’re going, then…”

			Fedya bent down and whispered something in his ear, smiling roguishly. The soldier on guard smiled too, but immediately pulled a stern face and let out a croak.

			The mother talked to Pavel as the others did, about the same things, about clothing, about his health, but crowding in her breast were dozens of questions, about Sasha, about herself, about him. And lying beneath all of it and gradually growing was a sense of the abundance of her love for her son, an intense desire to please him, to be closer to his heart. The expectation of something fearful had died, leaving behind it only an unpleasant trembling when she recalled the judges and a dark thought about them somewhere to the side. She felt within herself the birth of a great, bright joy, but she did not understand it and was confused. Seeing that the Ukrainian was talking to everyone, and understanding that he needed affection more than Pavel, she began to talk to him:

			“I didn’t like the trial!”

			“But why, nenko?” the Ukrainian exclaimed, smiling gratefully. “There’s life in the old dog yet…”

			“It’s not fearful, and neither is it clear to people who’s on the side of truth,” she said uncertainly.

			“Oho! What ever do you want?” Andrei exclaimed. “Do they really dispute the truth here?…”

			With a sigh and a smile she said:

			“I thought it was fearful, you know…”

			“The court is in session!”

			Everyone rushed quickly to their places.

			With one arm leaning on the table and hiding his face behind a document, the senior judge began reading it in a feebly buzzing voice, like a bumblebee.

			“He’s sentencing them!” said Sizov, listening intently.

			It became quiet. Everyone stood up, gazing at the old man. Small, dry, upright, he had something in common with a stick being held by an invisible hand. The judges were standing too, the volost elder with his head bent onto his shoulder and gazing at the ceiling, the Mayor with his arms crossed over his chest, the Marshal of the Nobility occasionally stroking his beard. The judge with the sick face, his plump colleague and the Procurator were looking in the direction of the defendants. And from behind the judges, over their heads from the portrait looked the Tsar, in a red tunic, with an indifferent white face, and crawling across his face was some sort of insect.

			“Deportation!” said Sizov with a sigh of relief. “Well, of course, thank the Lord! Hard labour, it was being said! It’s all right, mother! That’s all right!”

			“I knew it, I did,” she answered in a tired voice.

			“All the same! Now it’s for sure! Because who knows?” He turned to the condemned men, who were already being led away, and said loudly:

			“Goodbye, Fyodor! And everyone! God help you!”

			The mother nodded her head in silence to her son and to everyone else. She felt like bursting into tears, but was too ashamed.

		

	
		
			XXVII

			She left the court and was surprised that it was already night over the town, the lamps were on in the street and the stars were in the sky. Knots of people were crowding around the court, the snow was crunching in the frosty air, and there was the sound of young voices interrupting one another. A man wearing a grey hood looked into Sizov’s face and asked hurriedly:

			“What’s the sentence?”

			“Deportation.”

			“For all?”

			“For all.”

			“Thank you!”

			The man walked away.

			“You see?” said Sizov. “People are asking…”

			They were suddenly surrounded by up to a dozen young men and girls, and exclamations were quickly flung about, attracting other people. The mother and Sizov stopped. They were asked about the sentence, about how the defendants had conducted themselves, who had made speeches and what about, and in all of the questions could be heard one and the same note of avid curiosity, sincere and fervent, which aroused a desire to satisfy it.

			“Gentlemen! This is Pavel Vlasov’s mother!” someone cried in a low voice and, not at once, but quickly, all fell silent.

			“Allow me to shake your hand!”

			Someone’s strong hand squeezed the mother’s fingers; someone’s voice began speaking excitedly:

			“Your son will be an example of courage to us all…”

			“Long live the Russian worker!” rang out a resonant cry.

			The cries grew and multiplied, flaring up here and there, and from everywhere people came running, gathering around Sizov and the mother. The whistling of the police began leaping through the air, but its trills could not drown the cries. The old man was laughing, and to the mother it all seemed a sweet dream. They smiled, shook hands, bowed, and good, bright tears made her throat contract; her legs were trembling with tiredness, but her heart, sated with joy and swallowing everything, reflected her impressions like the bright face of a lake. And someone’s clear voice nearby was saying nervously:

			“Comrades! The monster devouring the Russian people has today again used its bottomless, greedy jaws to swallow…”

			“Let’s go, though, mother!” said Sizov.

			And at the same moment Sasha appeared from somewhere, took the mother by the arm and quickly dragged her away to the other side of the street, saying:

			“Go – they’ll quite likely be hitting people. Or arresting them. Deportation? To Siberia?”

			“Yes, yes!”

			“And how did he speak? I know, though. He was stronger and simpler than anyone, and sterner than anyone, of course. He’s sensitive and tender, but he’s just embarrassed about letting it show.”

			Her ardent half-whisper, her words of love, calmed the mother’s agitation and lifted her fallen strength.

			“When will you go to him?” she asked Sasha quietly and affectionately, pressing the girl’s arm against her own body. Gazing confidently ahead, the girl replied:

			“As soon as I find someone to take on my work. I’m expecting a sentence as well, after all. They’ll probably send me to Siberia too, and then I’ll state that I want to be settled in the place where he’s going to be.”

			From behind them came Sizov’s voice:

			“Give him my greetings, then! From Sizov, say. He knows me. Fyodor Mazin’s uncle…”

			Sasha stopped and turned, reaching out her hand.

			“I know Fedya. My name’s Alexandra.”

			“And your patronymic?”

			She glanced at him and replied:

			“I have no father.”

			“He’s dead, then…”

			“No, he’s alive!” the girl replied excitedly, and something stubborn and insistent rang out in her voice and appeared on her face. “He’s a landowner, and now he’s a land captain and he’s robbing the peasants…”

			“Ri-ight!” Sizov responded dispiritedly, and after a pause, walking beside the girl and giving her sidelong glances, he said:

			“So, Mother, farewell! I’ve got a long way to go. Goodbye, young lady – you’re harsh about your father! Of course, that’s your business…”

			“But if your son’s a rotten man who does harm to people, will you say so?” Sasha cried passionately.

			“Well, yes!” the old man answered, though not immediately.

			“That means justice is dearer to you than your son, and to me it’s dearer than my father…”

			Sizov smiled, shaking his head, then said with a sigh:

			“All right! Good answer! If there’s enough of you to last a long while, you’re going to overcome the old men; you’ve got a good head of steam!… Farewell, I wish you all the best! But be a bit softer on people, eh? Farewell, Nilovna! When you see Pavel, say I heard his speech. I didn’t understand everything, some of it was even scary, but say it was right!”

			He raised his hat and turned the corner of the street.

			“A good man, I should think!” remarked Sasha, following him with her big, smiling eyes.

			It seemed to the mother that the girl’s face was softer and kinder today than it usually was.

			At home they sat down on the sofa, pressing up tight to one another, and the mother, resting in the quietness, again began to talk about Sasha going to Pavel. Raising her thick eyebrows pensively, the girl gazed into the distance with her big, dreamy eyes, and across her pale face spread calm contemplation.

			“Then, when you have children, I’ll come out to you and look after them. And we’ll have a life there no worse than here. Pasha’ll find work – he’s got good hands…”

			Casting an enquiring glance at the mother, Sasha asked:

			“And wouldn’t you like to go after him now?”

			With a sigh the mother said:

			“What does he want me for? I’ll only be a hindrance if there’s an escape. And he wouldn’t agree to it either…”

			Sasha nodded her head.

			“No, he won’t.”

			“What’s more, I’ve got a job to do!” the mother added with a certain pride.

			“Yes!” Sasha responded pensively. “That’s a good thing…”

			And suddenly, giving a start, as though throwing something off her, she began speaking simply, in a low voice:

			“He won’t stay there. He’ll leave, of course…”

			“But what about you?… And the child, if there is one?…”

			“We’ll see later on. He shouldn’t consider me, and I shan’t hamper him. It’ll be hard for me to part with him, but, it stands to reason, I’ll manage. I shan’t hamper him, no.”

			The mother sensed that Sasha was capable of doing as she was saying, and she felt sorry for the girl. Putting her arms around her, she said:

			“My dear girl, it’s going to be hard for you!”

			Sasha smiled softly, pressing her whole body up against the mother’s.

			A weary Nikolai appeared and, taking off his things, began saying hurriedly:

			“Well, Sashenka, you get away while you still can! Two spies have been strolling behind me since morning, and so openly that it smells of an arrest. I have a premonition. Something’s happened somewhere. Incidentally, I’ve got Pavel’s speech here; it’s been decided to print it. Take it to Lyudmila, beg her to work really quickly. Pavel spoke splendidly, Nilovna!… Look out for spies, Sasha…”

			He rubbed his frozen hands hard as he spoke and, going up to the desk, preoccupied and dishevelled, began hurriedly opening drawers and selecting documents from them, some of which he tore up, while setting others aside.

			“It wasn’t so long ago that I cleaned everything out, but there’s so much of this and that already piled up again, damn it! You see, Nilovna, it’s quite likely better if you don’t spend the night at home either, eh? Being present for this particular music is quite tedious, and they might put you in prison too – and it’ll be vital for you to travel to and fro with Pavel’s speech…”

			“Why, what do they want me for?” said the mother.

			Waving his hand about in front of his eyes, Nikolai said with certainty:

			“I can smell something. What’s more, you could help Lyudmila, eh? Keep out of harm’s way…”

			The opportunity to take part in the printing of her son’s speech was pleasant for her, and she answered:

			“If that’s how it is, then I’ll leave.”

			And surprising herself, she said with certainty, but in a low voice:

			“I’m not afraid of anything now, thank the Lord!”

			“Wonderful!” exclaimed Nikolai without looking at her. “Here’s what: you tell me where my suitcase and my linen are, because you’ve taken everything into your predatory hands, and I’ve completely lost the capacity to dispose freely of my own personal property.”

			Sasha was silently burning scraps of paper in the stove and, when they had burnt away, was mixing the ashes thoroughly with the cinders.

			“Go away, Sasha!” said Nikolai, reaching a hand out to her. “Goodbye! Don’t forget to send me books, if anything interesting turns up. Well, goodbye, dear comrade! Be really careful…”

			“Are you expecting a long sentence?” asked Sasha.

			“The devil knows! They’ve probably got something on me. Nilovna, go together, eh? It’s harder to follow two people – all right?”

			“I’m going!” the mother replied. “I’ll put my things on at once…”

			She had been studying Nikolai carefully but, apart from the preoccupation masking his usual kind and gentle expression, she had not noticed anything. No excessive fussiness in his movements, no sign of agitation did she see in this man who was more dear to her than the others. Equally attentive to all, affectionate and even-tempered with all, always serenely alone, he remained for everyone the same as ever, living a secret life, both inside himself and somewhere out ahead of other people. But she knew he had become closer to her than anyone, and she loved him with a cautious love that did not seem to believe in itself. Now she felt unbearably sorry for him, but she contained this feeling, knowing that if she showed it, Nikolai would be bewildered and embarrassed and would become, as always, a little ridiculous, and she did not want to see him like that.

			She went back into the room, where he was shaking Sasha’s hand and saying:

			“Wonderful! I’m sure that’s very good for him and for you. There’s no harm in a little personal happiness. Are you ready, Nilovna?”

			He went up to her, smiling and adjusting his glasses.

			“Well, goodbye, for about three months, I’d like to think, or four, or six at the outside! Six months – that’s a great deal of life… Look after yourself, please, eh? Let’s have a hug…”

			Thin and slender, he put his strong arms around her neck, glanced into her eyes and laughed, saying:

			“I seem to have fallen in love with you – I’m always giving you hugs!”

			She was silent while kissing his forehead and cheeks, but her hands were shaking. So that he would not notice it, she unclasped them.

			“Now look, tomorrow be really careful! What you should do is send a boy in the morning – Lyudmila’s got a little lad there – and let him take a look. Well, goodbye, comrades! Everything’s all right!…”

			Outside, Sasha said to the mother quietly:

			“And he’ll go to his death just as simply, if he needs to, and will probably be in a bit of a hurry in just the same way. And when death looks him in the face, he’ll adjust his glasses, say ‘Wonderful!’ and die.”

			“I do love him!” whispered the mother.

			“I wonder at him, but love him – no! I respect him a lot. He’s dry somehow, though kind and even-tempered, maybe tender at times, but none of it’s human enough… Someone seems to be watching us. Let’s separate. And don’t go into Lyudmila’s if you think there’s a spy.”

			“I know!” said the mother. But Sasha added insistently:

			“Don’t go in! If that’s the case, come to me. Farewell for now!”

			She turned around quickly and set off in the opposite direction.

		

	
		
			XXVIII

			A few minutes later, the mother was sitting warming herself by the stove in Lyudmila’s little room. Her hostess, in a belted black dress, was pacing slowly up and down the room, filling it with rustling and the sound of her commanding voice.

			The fire in the stove was crackling and howling as it drew in the air from the room, and the woman’s speech rang out evenly:

			“People are much more stupid than evil. They only know how to see what’s close to them, what can be had now. But everything that’s close is cheap, and what’s dear is far off. After all, it would, in essence, be advantageous and pleasant for everyone if life became different and easier, and people more reasonable. But for that to happen it’s essential to stir oneself right away…”

			Suddenly stopping in front of the mother, she said more quietly, and as though excusing herself:

			“I see people rarely, and when anybody comes, I start talking. Is that ridiculous?”

			“Why?” the mother responded. She was trying to guess where this woman did the printing, but could see nothing unusual. In the room with its three windows looking into the street stood a sofa and a bookcase, a table and chairs, a bed by the wall; in the corner beside it a washstand, in another corner the stove, and on the walls there were photographs of pictures. Everything was new, sturdy and clean, and the monastic figure of the owner threw a cold shadow upon it all. There was a sense of something hidden away, concealed, but where was unclear. The mother examined the doors: through one she had come in from the little entrance hall, and by the stove was another door, tall and narrow.

			“I’ve come to you with work!” she said in embarrassment, noticing that her hostess had been observing her.

			“I know! People don’t come to me otherwise…”

			The mother thought she heard something strange in Lyudmila’s voice and looked her in the face; she was smiling with the corners of her thin lips, and her matt eyes were shining behind the lenses of her glasses. Shifting her gaze aside, the mother handed her Pavel’s speech.

			“Here, they want it printed really quickly…”

			And she started telling her about Nikolai’s preparations for arrest.

			Silently tucking the paper into her belt, Lyudmila sat down on a chair, and the red glow of the fire was reflected in the lenses of her glasses, while its hot smiles began to play on her immobile face.

			“When they come to me, I’m going to shoot at them,” she said in a low, decisive voice, after hearing out the mother’s account. “I have the right to defend myself against force, and I have to fight it myself if I call upon others to do so.”

			The reflections of the fire slipped from her face, and again it became severe and a little haughty.

			“You don’t have a good life!” the mother suddenly thought affectionately.

			Lyudmila started reading Pavel’s speech reluctantly, then bent ever closer over the paper, quickly tossing the sheets she had read aside, and when she had finished reading, she rose, straightened up and went over to the mother.

			“It’s good!”

			She had a think, bowing her head for a minute.

			“I didn’t want to talk to you about your son; I haven’t met him and I don’t like sad conversations. I know what it means when a dear one goes into exile! But I want to ask you – is it good to have such a son?…”

			“Yes, it is!” said the mother.

			“And frightening, yes?”

			Smiling serenely, the mother replied:

			“It’s not frightening any more…”

			Adjusting her smoothly combed hair with a swarthy hand, Lyudmila turned away to the window. A slight shadow was trembling on her cheeks, perhaps the shadow of a suppressed smile.

			“I’ll set it quickly. You lie down: you’ve had a hard day, you’re tired. Lie down here on the bed. I’m not going to sleep, and I may wake you up in the night to help me… When you go to bed, put out the lamp.”

			She threw two more logs into the stove, straightened up and went away through the narrow door by the stove, shutting it tight behind her. The mother followed her with her gaze and then began undressing, thinking about her hostess:

			“She’s sad about something…”

			Tiredness was making her head spin, but her soul was strangely serene, and everything was lit in her eyes with a soft and gentle light, quietly and evenly filling her breast. She already knew this serenity; it always came to her after great agitation, and previously it had alarmed her somewhat, but now it only expanded her soul, strengthening it with great and powerful feeling. She put the lamp out, lay down in the cold bed, huddled up under the blanket and fell quickly into a deep sleep.

			And when she opened her eyes, the room was full of the cold white lustre of a clear winter’s day, her hostess was lying on the sofa with a book in her hands and, smiling, unlike herself, was looking into the mother’s face.

			“Oh, good Heavens!” the mother exclaimed in embarrassment. “Look at me – is it late, eh?”

			“Good morning!” Lyudmila responded. “It’ll soon be ten, get up and we’ll have some tea.”

			“Why didn’t you wake me up?”

			“I wanted to. But I came over to you, and you were smiling so nicely in your sleep…”

			With a lithe movement of her entire body she rose from the sofa, went over to the bed and bent towards the mother’s face, and the mother saw something in her matt eyes that was dear and close to her and that she could understand.

			“I felt it was a shame to trouble you – maybe you were having a happy dream…”

			“I didn’t have any!”

			“Well, all the same! I liked your smile. Serene, it was, kind… big!”

			Lyudmila laughed, and the sound of her laugh was low and velvety.

			“And I fell to thinking about you… You have a hard life!”

			Twitching her eyebrows, the mother was silent, thinking.

			“Of course you do!” Lyudmila exclaimed.

			“I really don’t know!” the mother said cautiously. “Sometimes it seems hard. But there are so many things going on, everything’s so serious and surprising, with one thing coming after another quickly, so quickly…”

			A familiar wave of cheerful excitement was rising in her breast, filling her heart with images and ideas. She sat up on the bed, hurriedly clothing her thoughts in words.

			“Everything’s moving, moving towards one thing… There’s a lot that’s difficult, you know! People suffer, they’re beaten, beaten cruelly, and many joys are forbidden them, and that’s very difficult!”

			Lifting her head quickly, Lyudmila threw the look of an embrace at her and remarked:

			“You’re not talking about yourself!”

			The mother looked at her, got up from the bed and, as she dressed, said:

			“Well, how can you set yourself to one side when you love this one, and that one’s dear to you, and you’re frightened for all of them, sorry for each one, and everything’s jostling in your heart… How can you step aside?”

			Standing half-dressed in the middle of the room, for a moment she fell into thought. It seemed to her that she was no more the person who had lived through alarms and fear for her son, through thoughts about the preservation of his body, she was now no more, she had broken away and gone to some distant place, or perhaps had burnt away completely on the fire of agitation, and this had lightened and purified her soul, had renewed her heart with new strength. She harkened to herself, wanting to look inside her heart, but afraid of reawakening something old and alarming there.

			“What are you thinking about?” her hostess asked affectionately, going up to her.

			“I don’t know!” the mother replied.

			They paused, looking at one another, both smiled, then Lyudmila went out of the room, saying:

			“Now, what’s my samovar doing?”

			The mother looked out of the window; a cold, strong day was shining outside, and it was bright inside her breast too, but hot. She felt like talking about everything, talking a lot, joyously, with a vague feeling of gratitude to someone unknown for all that had descended into her soul and was glowing there with the light of evening before the sunset. She was troubled by a desire to pray, something that had not arisen for a long time. Somebody’s young face came to mind, and a resonant voice cried out in her memory: “That’s Pavel Vlasov’s mother!…” Sasha’s eyes sparkled, joyous and tender, the dark figure of Rybin arose, the firm, bronze face of her son smiled, Nikolai blinked in embarrassment – and suddenly it all stirred in a deep, easy sigh, became merged and mixed in a transparent, many-coloured cloud that enveloped all of her thoughts in a feeling of peace.

			“Nikolai was right!” said Lyudmila, coming in. “He’s been arrested. I sent a boy there as you said. There were police outside, he said, and he saw a policeman hiding outside the gates. And there are police spies roaming around, the boy knows them.”

			“Right!” said the mother, nodding her head. “Oh, the poor man…”

			She sighed, but without sadness, and at this she quietly wondered.

			“He’s been doing a lot of reading recently amongst the town’s workers, and all in all it was his time to come unstuck!” Lyudmila remarked glumly and calmly. “There were comrades telling him to leave! But he wouldn’t listen! My view is, in cases like that you have to make people go, not try and persuade them…”

			In the doorway there appeared a black-haired, rosy-cheeked boy with handsome blue eyes and a hooked nose.

			“Shall I bring in the samovar?” he asked in a resonant voice.

			“Yes please, Seryozha! My foster-son.”

			It seemed to the mother that Lyudmila was different today, more straightforward and closer to her. In the lithe swaying of her shapely body there was a great deal of beauty and strength, which somewhat softened her stern, pale face. The rings under her eyes had got bigger in the course of the night. And there was intense effort to be sensed in her, a tautly stretched string inside her soul.

			The boy brought in the samovar.

			“Seryozha, this is Pelageya Nilovna, the mother of the worker who was sentenced yesterday.”

			 Seryozha bowed silently, shook the mother’s hand, went out, brought in some rolls and sat down at the table. Pouring the tea, Lyudmila tried to convince the mother not to go home until it became clear who the police were waiting for there.

			“It may be you! They’re probably going to question you…”

			“Let them!” the mother responded. “And let them arrest me – it’s not the end of the world. Only I’d like to send Pasha’s speech out first.”

			“It’s already set. Tomorrow it’ll be possible to have it for the town and the settlement… Do you know Natasha?”

			“Of course!”

			“You’ll take it to her…”

			The boy was reading the newspaper and did not seem to hear anything, but at times his eyes would look out from behind the sheet of paper into the mother’s face, and she found it pleasant when she met their lively gaze, and she smiled. Lyudmila again recalled Nikolai without regret over his arrest, but her tone seemed perfectly natural to the mother. The time was passing quicker than on other days, and when they had finished having tea it was already about noon.

			“Well I never!” Lyudmila exclaimed.

			And at the same moment there was a hurried knocking. The boy got up and, narrowing his eyes, glanced enquiringly at Lyudmila.

			“Open the door, Seryozha. Who could it be?”

			And with a calm movement she lowered her hand into the pocket of her skirt, saying to the mother:

			“If it’s the gendarmes, you stand here, Pelageya Nilovna, in this corner. And you, Seryozha…”

			“I know!” the boy answered quietly as he disappeared.

			The mother smiled. These preparations did not worry her – she had no premonition of misfortune.

			In came the little doctor. Hurriedly he said:

			“Firstly, Nikolai’s been arrested. Aha, you’re here, Nilovna? You weren’t there at the time of the arrest?”

			“He’d sent me here.”

			“Hm, I don’t think that’s good for you!… Secondly, last night various young people printed some five hundred copies of the speech on hectographs. I’ve seen them, and they’re not badly done, sharp and clear. They want to scatter them around the town this evening. I’m against it – printed leaflets are better for the town, while these should be sent away somewhere.”

			“I’ll take them to Natasha!” the mother exclaimed animatedly. “Let me have them!”

			She was at once terribly keen to distribute Pavel’s speech, to sow her son’s words all over the earth, and she looked into the doctor’s face with eyes that awaited an answer, prepared to beg.

			“The devil knows how easy it’ll be for you to take that on now!” said the doctor uncertainly, pulling out his watch. “It’s eleven forty-three now; the train’s at five past two. The journey there takes five hours fifteen minutes. You’ll arrive in the evening, but not late enough. And that isn’t the point…”

			“It isn’t!” Lyudmila repeated, knitting her brows.

			“What is the point?” asked the mother, moving closer to them. “Only that the job should be done well…”

			Lyudmila cast an intent gaze at her and, rubbing her forehead, remarked:

			“You’re in danger…”

			“Why?” the mother exclaimed in a heated, demanding tone.

			“This is why!” began the doctor, quickly and jerkily. “You’ve vanished from the house an hour before Nikolai’s arrest. You’ve left for the factory where people know you as the teacher’s aunt. After your arrival at the factory pernicious leaflets have appeared. It all gets lashed in a noose around your neck.”

			“No one will notice me there!” the mother argued, becoming heated. “And when I get back, they’ll arrest me and ask where I’ve been…”

			Pausing for a second, she exclaimed:

			“I know what to say! From there I’ll go straight to the settlement – I’ve got an acquaintance there, Sizov, so I’ll say I went to see him straight from court, that I was taken there by my grief. And he has something to grieve about too: his nephew’s been convicted. He’ll give the same story. You see?”

			Sensing they were yielding to the strength of her desire, and seeking to spur them on to do so quickly, she spoke ever more insistently. And yield they did.

			“All right, go!” the doctor reluctantly agreed.

			Lyudmila was silent, pensively pacing the room. Her face had become dull and pinched, and she was holding her head with a noticeable tensing of the muscles of her neck, as though her head had become heavy all of a sudden and was involuntarily drooping onto her breast. The mother noticed this.

			“You’re always looking after me!” she said, smiling. “You don’t look after yourselves…”

			“That’s not true!” the doctor replied. “We do look after ourselves – we have to! And we’re highly critical of anyone who expends their strength pointlessly, yes indeed! Now, listen to me: you’ll get the speech at the station…”

			He explained to her the way it would be done, then looked her in the face and said:

			“Well, I wish you success!”

			And he left, unhappy about something anyway. When the door had closed behind him, Lyudmila went up to the mother, laughing soundlessly.

			“I understand you…”

			Taking her by the arm, she again started quietly pacing the room.

			“I have a son too. He’s already thirteen, but he lives with his father. My husband’s an Assistant Procurator. And the boy’s with him. ‘What will become of him?’ I often think…”

			Her rich voice faltered, but then her speech began to flow quietly and pensively once more.

			“He’s being raised by a conscious enemy of the people who are close to me and whom I consider the best people on earth. My son may grow up to be my enemy. He can’t live with me, as I’m living under a false name. I haven’t seen him for eight years – that’s a long time, eight years!”

			Stopping by the window, she looked into the pale, desolate sky and continued:

			“If he were with me, I’d be stronger, and I wouldn’t have the wound in my heart that’s always aching. And if he even died, it’d be easier for me…”

			“My darling!” the mother said quietly, feeling compassion scorching her heart.

			“You’re lucky!” said Lyudmila with a smile. “It’s magnificent, a mother and her son beside one another, that’s rare!”

			To her own surprise, Vlasova exclaimed:

			“Yes, it’s good!” And, as though imparting a secret, she lowered her voice and continued: “Everyone, you, Nikolai Ivanovich, all people of truth are beside one another too! People have suddenly become dear to me; I understand everyone. I don’t understand their words, but everything else, I do!”

			“Is that so?” said Lyudmila. “Is that so?…”

			The mother put her hand on Lyudmila’s chest and, pushing her gently, said almost in a whisper, and as though herself meditating on what she was saying:

			“Our children are marching through the world! That’s what I understand – our children are marching through the world, across the entire earth, all of them, from everywhere, and to one end! The best hearts are marching, people of honest mind, advancing steadily on all that’s evil, they’re marching, trampling on lies with their strong legs. Young and healthy, they’re taking their invincible strength always to one end – to justice! They’re marching to the conquest of all human grief, they’ve risen in arms for the destruction of all the earth’s misfortunes, they’re marching to overcome all that’s ugly, and overcome it they will! ‘We’ll light a new sun,’ one of them said to me, and they will! ‘We’ll unite all broken hearts in one!’ – and they will!”

			The words of forgotten prayers came to mind and, igniting them with new faith, she tossed them out of her heart like sparks.

			“The children marching down the roads of truth and reason bring love to everything and enrobe everything in new skies, illuminate everything with incorruptible fire from the soul. A new life is being accomplished in the flame of our children’s love for all the world. And who will extinguish that love, who? What power is greater than this one, who will subdue it? The earth has given birth to it, and the whole of life wants its victory, the whole of life!”

			She staggered back away from Lyudmila, exhausted by her agitation, and sat down, breathing hard. Lyudmila moved away too, soundlessly, cautiously, as though afraid of destroying something. She moved lithely around the room, looking ahead with the profound gaze of her matt eyes, and seemed to have become even taller, more erect, more slender. Her thin, stern face was focused, and her lips nervously compressed. The quietness in the room quickly calmed the mother; noticing Lyudmila’s mood, she asked guiltily in a low voice:

			“Maybe I said something wrong?…”

			Lyudmila turned quickly, glanced at her as if in fright and began speaking hurriedly, stretching out her arms towards the mother as if wanting to stop something.

			“Everything was right, right! But let’s not talk about this any more. Let it remain as it was said.” And more calmly she continued: “You’ll need to be going soon – it’s a long way, after all!”

			“Yes, soon! Oh, how glad I am, if only you knew! I’ll be taking the word of my son, the word of my blood! That’s like your own soul, isn’t it?”

			She was smiling, but her smile was not reflected clearly on Lyudmila’s face. The mother felt Lyudmila was cooling her joy with her restraint, and there suddenly arose in her a stubborn desire to pour her own fire into that severe soul, to ignite it – let it too sound in accord with the tune of her heart, which was full of joy. She took Lyudmila’s hands and squeezed them tight, saying:

			“My dear woman! How good it is when you know there is already light in life for all people and, when the time comes, they’ll see it and embrace it with their souls.”

			Her big, kind face was shuddering, her eyes were smiling radiantly and above them her brows were trembling, as though lending wings to their lustre. Big ideas were intoxicating her, she was putting into them all that made her heart burn, all she had managed to experience, and was compressing her thoughts into hard, capacious crystals of bright words. They were being born ever more strongly in her autumnal heart; illuminated by the creative power of the sun of spring, they were blossoming and glowing in it ever more vividly.

			“I mean, it’s as if a new god was to be born to people! Everything for everyone, everyone for everything! That’s the way I understand you all. Truly, all of you are comrades, all are family, all are children of one mother – truth!”

			Swamped once again by the wave of her own excitement, she stopped, caught her breath and, spreading her arms in a broad gesture, as if for an embrace, said:

			“And when I say that word – comrades! – to myself, I can hear with my heart that they’re coming!”

			She had achieved what she wanted: Lyudmila’s face had flushed in surprise, her lips were trembling and big transparent tears were rolling out of her eyes.

			The mother hugged her tight and laughed soundlessly, taking gentle pride in the victory of her heart.

			As they were saying goodbye, Lyudmila looked her in the face and asked quietly:

			“Do you know that it’s good to be with you?”

		

	
		
			XXIX

			Outside, the frosty air enveloped her body drily and firmly, penetrated her throat, tickled her nose and for a second compressed the breath in her chest. Stopping, the mother looked around: close to her, on the corner, stood a cabman in a shaggy hat, farther away there was a man of some sort walking along, hunched over and with his head drawn down into his shoulders, while skipping along in front of him and rubbing his ears was a soldier.

			“That soldier boy must have been sent to the shop!” she thought as she set off, listening with pleasure to the youthful, resonant way the snow was squeaking beneath her feet. She arrived at the station early, and her train was not yet ready, but in the dirty, smoke-begrimed third-class waiting room a lot of people had already gathered; the cold had driven some railway workers inside, and some cabmen and poorly dressed homeless people had come in to get warm. There were passengers too: several peasants, a fat merchant in a raccoon coat, a priest with a pockmarked young woman, his daughter, half a dozen soldiers and some fidgety townsfolk. People were smoking, talking, drinking tea and vodka. Someone at the buffet counter was letting out peals of laughter, and waves of smoke rolled around overhead. The door squealed as it opened, and its glass panes trembled and rang when it was noisily slammed shut. An oppressive smell of tobacco and salted fish assailed the nose.

			The mother sat down by the entrance, where she could be seen, and waited. Whenever the door opened, a cloud of cold air would fly in at her, which she found pleasant, and she would breathe it in deeply, filling her chest. People came in with bundles in their hands and, heavily dressed, would get clumsily stuck in the door, would curse and, with a croak, dropping their things onto the floor or a bench, would brush the dry hoar frost from the collars and sleeves of their coats and rub it off their beards and moustaches.

			In came a young man with a yellow suitcase in his hand; he looked around quickly and went straight up to the mother.

			“Going to Moscow?” he asked in a low voice.

			“Yes. To see Tanya.”

			“Here!”

			He put the suitcase down on the bench beside her, quickly took out a cigarette, lit up and, raising his hat, silently went away towards the other door. The mother stroked the cold leather of the suitcase with her hand, leant an elbow on it and, content, began examining the other people. A minute later she got up and went towards another bench nearer to the exit onto the platform. The suitcase was not a large one, and she held it lightly in her hand; she walked with her head up, examining the faces that flashed before her.

			A young man of some sort in a short coat with a raised collar bumped into her and jumped back in silence, throwing a hand up to his head. It seemed to her there was something familiar about him, and she looked back to see that he was looking at her from behind his collar with one light-coloured eye. This attentive eye pricked her, the hand in which she was holding the suitcase gave a shudder, and her load became suddenly heavier.

			“I’ve seen him somewhere!” she thought, using the thought to smother the unpleasant, troubled sensation in her breast, not allowing other words to define the feeling that was gradually, but imperiously constricting her heart with cold. But it was growing and rising to her throat, filling her mouth with a dry, bitter taste; she had an unbearable urge to turn and take another glance. She did so: cautiously shifting from one foot to the other, the man was standing in the same spot, seemingly wanting something, but unable to make up his mind. His right hand was thrust in between the buttons of his coat, the other he kept in his pocket, and that made his right shoulder seem higher than the left.

			She approached the bench unhurriedly and sat down carefully, slowly, as if afraid of doing herself some internal damage. Her memory, aroused by a sharp premonition of misfortune, set this man before her twice: once in the field outside of town after Rybin’s escape, the second time in court. There beside him stood that neighbourhood watchman to whom she had given a false indication of where Rybin had gone. She was known, she was being watched, that was clear.

			“Have they got me?” she asked herself. But the next instant she replied with a shudder:

			“Maybe not yet…”

			Then straight away, forcing herself, she said sternly:

			“They’ve got me!”

			She looked around and saw nothing, but thoughts were flaring up one after another in her brain, like sparks, and then going out.

			“Should I leave the suitcase and go?”

			But another spark flashed out more brightly:

			“Abandon my son’s word? To hands like those…”

			She pressed the suitcase against her.

			“Should I go with the case?… Run for it…”

			These thoughts seemed to her like someone else’s, as though someone had forced them into her from without. They burnt her, and their burns pricked her brain painfully and lashed at her heart like fiery threads. And in causing pain, they offended the woman, driving her away from herself, from Pavel and everything that had by now knitted together with her heart. She felt she was being insistently squeezed by a hostile force, it was pressing down on her shoulders and chest, humiliating her, immersing her in deathly fear; the veins on her temples began beating hard and the roots of her hair grew warm.

			Then, with one big, abrupt effort of her heart, which seemed to shake her through and through, she extinguished all these sly, weak little lights, saying to herself commandingly:

			“For shame!”

			She immediately felt better and was fully strengthened after adding:

			“Don’t you go shaming your son! No one’s afraid!”

			Her eyes met someone else’s morose, timid gaze. Then there was a glimpse of Rybin’s face in her memory. A few seconds of wavering seemed to make everything inside her firm. Her heart started beating more calmly.

			“What’s going to happen now?” she thought as she watched.

			The spy called a station guard over and whispered something to him, indicating her with his eyes. The guard looked him over and backed away. Another guard went over, listened intently and knitted his brows. He was an old man, big, grey-haired and unshaven. Now he nodded his head to the spy and set off towards the bench where the mother was sitting, while the spy quickly disappeared somewhere.

			The old man was striding unhurriedly, examining her face carefully with angry eyes. She moved further back on the bench.

			“As long as they don’t hit me…”

			He stopped next to her, paused, and then asked sternly in a low voice:

			“What are you looking at?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Aha, a thief! An old one, but no better than any other!”

			It seemed to her as though his words had struck her across the face, one, two; vicious and hoarse, they hurt as though they had torn her cheeks, whipped out her eyes…

			“Me? I’m not a thief, you’re lying!” she cried with all that was in her chest, and everything in front of her began spinning in the whirlwind of her indignation, intoxicating her heart with the bitterness of her hurt. She tugged at the suitcase and it came open.

			“Look! Look, everyone!” she cried, standing up and waving above her head the sheaf of proclamations she had pulled out. Through the noise in her ears she heard the exclamations of the people who were coming running, and she saw them running quicker, everyone, from everywhere.

			“What’s going on?”

			“There, a police spy…”

			“What is it?”

			“He says she’s stolen it…”

			“And so elderly, dear oh dear!”

			“I’m not a thief!” the mother said at the top of her voice, becoming a little calmer at the sight of the people pressing tightly around her on all sides.

			“Some political prisoners were being tried yesterday, and my son was there, Vlasov; he made a speech, and here it is! I’m taking it to people so that they can read it and think about the truth…”

			Somebody cautiously drew the documents out of her hands, and she threw them up in the air, tossing them into the crowd.

			“No one’ll praise you for doing that either!” exclaimed somebody’s timid voice.

			The mother saw the documents being grabbed, hidden away inside clothing and in pockets, and this made her firm on her feet once again. Calmer and stronger, straining her whole body, and feeling her awakened pride growing within her and her suppressed joy flaring up, she pulled sheaves of paper out from the suitcase and tossed them to left and right into people’s quick, greedy hands, saying:

			“What did they try my son and all who were with him for, do you know? I’ll tell you, and you can believe a mother’s heart and her grey hair: people were tried yesterday for bringing all of you the truth! I learnt yesterday that that truth… No one can argue with it, no one!”

			The crowd fell silent and continued to grow, becoming ever more solid, surrounding the woman in the continuous ring of a living body.

			“Poverty, hunger and illness, that’s what people are given by their work. Everything’s against us, we’re dying all our lives, working day after day, always in dirt, always deceived, while others through our labours amuse themselves and eat their fill and keep us like dogs on a chain in ignorance – we know nothing – and in fear – we’re afraid of everything! Our life is night, a dark night!”

			“Right!” came a muffled reply.

			“Shut her mouth for her!”

			At the back of the crowd the mother noticed the spy and two gendarmes, and she hurried to give away the final sheaves, but when her hand went down into the suitcase, there it encountered someone else’s hand.

			“Take them, take them!” she said, bending down.

			“Disperse!” the gendarmes were shouting, pushing people aside. The people gave way to the pushing reluctantly, blocking the gendarmes’ way with their mass, hindering them without, perhaps, even wanting to. They were powerfully attracted to the grey-haired woman with the big, honest eyes in a kind face, and, disconnected by life, detached from one another, they were now merging into something whole, warmed by the fire of the word for which many hearts, injured by the unfairness of life, had perhaps long been looking and thirsting. Those nearest stood in silence, and the mother could see their hungrily attentive eyes and feel warm breath on her face.

			“Go away, old woman!”

			“They’ll take you in a minute!…”

			“My, she’s a bold one!”

			“Move away! Disperse!” the gendarmes’ cries rang out ever closer. The people in front of the mother were swaying on their feet, grabbing hold of one another.

			It seemed to her as if everyone was ready to understand her, to believe her, and she was in a hurry, wanting to tell the people all that she knew, all of the ideas whose power she could feel. They were floating up easily from the depths of her heart and forming into a song, but she sensed with resentment that she did not have the voice: it was hoarse, shaky and breaking.

			“My son’s word is the pure word of a working man, an incorruptible soul! Recognize what’s incorruptible by its courage!”

			Someone’s youthful eyes were looking into her face with rapture and with fear.

			She was pushed in the chest, she rocked and sat down on the bench. The gendarmes’ hands could be glimpsed above the people’s heads as they grabbed at collars and shoulders, hurled bodies aside, tore hats off, throwing them far away. Everything went black and started rocking in the mother’s eyes, but, vanquishing her tiredness, she went on shouting with the remains of her voice:

			“Gather your strength together, people, into a single force!”

			A gendarme grabbed her by the collar with a big, red hand and shook her.

			“Shut up!”

			The back of her head struck against the wall, for a second her heart was clothed in the acrid smoke of fear, but then it flared up brightly once more, dispelling the smoke.

			“Go away!” said the gendarme.

			“Don’t be afraid of anything! There’s no torment more bitter than the one you breathe for the whole of your lives…”

			“Silence, I say!” One gendarme took her by the arm and gave her a tug. The other seized the other arm, and with long strides they started leading the mother away.

			“…that gnaws at your heart every day and sucks your breast dry!”

			The spy ran forward and, waving his fist in her face, cried shrilly:

			“Silence, you scum!”

			Her eyes widened and flashed, and her jaw started trembling. Bracing her legs on the slippery stone of the floor, she cried:

			“A resurrected soul cannot be killed!”

			“Bitch!”

			With a short swing of his arm the spy struck her in the face.

			“Serves her right, the old cow!” a gloating cry rang out.

			Something black and red blinded the mother’s eyes for an instant, and the salty taste of blood filled her mouth.

			A vivid, staccato explosion of cries enlivened her.

			“Don’t you dare hit her!”

			“Lads!”

			“Oh you bastard!”

			“Give him one!”

			“They can’t drown reason with blood!”

			She was pushed in the neck and back, hit on the shoulders and head, and everything began spinning, revolving in a dark whirl, in cries, howling and whistling; something dense and deafening was getting into her ears, forcing itself into her throat, stifling her, the floor was caving in and rocking beneath her feet, her legs were buckling, her body was shuddering in burning pain, it had become heavy and was swaying, powerless. But her eyes did not dim, and she saw many other eyes burning with a bold, sharp flame that was familiar to her, a flame that was dear to her heart.

			She was pushed through the doors.

			She tore an arm free and took hold of the doorpost.

			“Seas of blood won’t extinguish the truth…”

			Someone struck her hand.

			“You’ll only store up anger, you madmen! And it will come down upon you!”

			A gendarme grabbed her by the throat and started throttling her.

			She was croaking.

			“Unfortunate wretches…”

			Somebody answered her with a loud sobbing.

			– 1907 

		

	
		
			Note on the Text

			The text used for this translation is that found in all standard Soviet editions, in this instance in volume 4 of Sobranie sochinenii v 18-i tomakh, published by Goslitizdat (Moscow, 1960).

		

	
		
			Notes

			p.	12, kovsh: A traditional Russian drinking vessel, varying greatly in size, made of wood or metal in roughly the shape of a boat and with a single handle.

			p.	15, It’s the risen Christ going to Emmaus: See Luke 24:13–32.

			p.	23, Nenko: An affectionate Ukrainian term meaning “mother”.

			p.	23, Would you be a Tatar…  Not yet: The frequency with which Tatars made a living as rag-and-bone-men by the end of the nineteenth century meant that the name of the ethnic group became a synonym for such traders.

			p.	27, a story of savage people… killed wild beasts with stones: A popular brochure by Dmitry Nikolayevich Kudryavsky (1867–1920), How People Lived in Days of Old: Sketches of Primitive Culture (1894), was commonly read in workers’ revolutionary circles and is probably the work alluded to here.

			p.	31, seven versts: A verst was a Russian measure of length approximately equivalent to a kilometre.

			p.	34, She had heard that socialists had killed the Tsar: The Emperor Alexander II was assassinated by members of the revolutionary organization People’s Will in St Petersburg in 1881.

			p.	37, One of the new songs… agitated the woman: The song referred to is ‘The Workers’ Marseillaise’, with words composed by Pyotr Lavrovich Lavrov (1823–1900) in 1875, sung to the tune of the French national anthem. It was very popular during the 1905 Revolution and became the Russian national anthem for almost a year following the February Revolution of 1917.

			p.	40, About him organizing a sort of artel, like the flagellants: The flagellants were one of the numerous heretical sects still thriving in nineteenth-century Russia, here incongruously associated with a workers’ cooperative organization (artel).

			p.	56, I know the Dukhobors: The Dukhobors or Spirit Wrestlers were an oft-persecuted religious sect who preached equality and were opposed to all authority – spiritual or secular – that was in conflict with their conscience.

			p.	58, Take away this cup from me: See Matthew 26:39, Mark 14:36 and Luke 22:42.

			p.	58, He recognized Caesar: See Matthew 22:21 and Mark 12:17.

			p.	58, And he was wrong to curse the fig tree: See Mark 11:12–14.

			p.	59, God is the Word: See John 1:1.

			p.	64, joie de guerre: “Joy of war” (French).

			p.	81, poods: A pood was a Russian unit of weight equivalent to approximately sixteen kilograms.

			p.	85, Sehr gut: “Very good!” (German).

			p.	98, And have you heard… a new ear of corn: See John 12:24.

			p.	143, and the holding is four desyatins: A desyatin was a Russian unit of land measurement equivalent to a little over one hectare.

			p.	143, The troops used to beat the people in Stepan Razin’s time too, and in Pugachov’s: Stepan (Stenka) Timofeyevich Razin (1630–71) and Yemelyan Ivanovich Pugachov (1726–75) were Cossack leaders of popular revolts put down by Russian governmental forces.

			p.	151, Stand up now, arise, working people: See note to p. 37. More lines from the song are quoted hereafter with minor variations on the original lyric.

			p.	155, all of them are Bashi-Bazouks for the working man: Bashi-Bazouks were irregular soldiers of the Ottoman army, renowned for their brutality and indiscipline.

			p.	163, A victim, you fell: The song being sung here is ‘The Revolutionary Requiem’, adopted as a funeral march by the Russian revolutionary movement and based on two poems of the late 1870s and early 1880s by A. Arkhangelsky, the pseudonym of Anton Alexandrovich Amosov (1854–1915).

			p.	169, the Way of the Cross: The stages of Christ’s progress to His crucifixion.

			p.	184, the zemstvo board: A zemstvo was an elected district or provincial assembly with certain administrative powers which were carried out by an executive board.

			p.	186, Is the coffee ready: This is an apparent example of an authorial oversight in the text, as Sofia has already been drinking coffee.

			p.	188, This is Grieg: Edvard Hagerup Grieg (1843–1907), Norwegian composer.

			p.	208, kvass: A mildly alcoholic drink made from rye bread.

			p.	259, volost: A volost was an administrative unit consisting of a number of neighbouring villages whose affairs were run by a volost board.

			p.	289, And I believe His words – love they neighbour as thyself: See Matthew 22:39, Mark 12:31 and Luke 10:27.

			p.	312, And you, Nilovna, did that cup pass you by: See first note to p. 58.

			p.	313, she’s in prison and I’m at large, I’m at large and she’s in prison: This tautology would appear to be another example of an authorial oversight.

			p.	316, sazhens: A sazhen was a Russian measure of length equivalent to approximately two metres.
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