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“A Wide and Free Range of Thought...”

Toward the end of 1915 several district police headquarters in Poltava
Province were ordered to mount a search for a certain Rudhan, alias Rudchan,
alias Mirny. The wanted man, who had supposedly gone underground, was
described as a “prominent member of the Ukrainian movement.” However, these
orders were never acted on — whether through sheer inefficiency on the part
of the imperial bureaucratic machine, whose operation had been becoming
increasingly erratic since the beginning of the First World War, or because
the local officialdom was not entirely devoid of common sense. Meanwhile, the
fugitive from justice, whom the police had not even managed to identify, was
none other than Panas Rudchenko, who headed the provincial government’s
department of finance with the rank of Councillor of State (civil service
equivalent of general). A mere handful of his countrymen also knew him as
Panas Mirny, one of the Ukraine’s most prominent writers. This in itself
describes the position of Ukrainian literature, which the czarist officials had
been trying to reduce to the status of something suspect at all times and
second-rate at best. As a result, Mirny’s novels and short stories were usually
published long after they had been written, except for a few which were
printed abroad.

Reviewing the history of the Ukraine’s national literature, ridden with
obstacles but by no means lacking in accomplishments and famous names,
Ivan Franko praised the objective epic prose of Panas Mirny. He saw him as
one of those artistic spirits who, outwardly impassive and seemingly un-
involved, “nevertheless are not immune to new ideas and literary forms but
perceive them strictly as genuine artists” and use them “to gain a deeper
insight into the spirit of society and to portray it more exactly.”

But then, Panas Mirny’s literary style was but a projection of his modest,
thoughtful and conscientious self, shaped by the need to divide his time between
the exemplary discharge of his official duties and the writer’s desire to “show
the tragedy of human life, and man’s lofty soul and warm heart as they exist
in the world.”

Mirny’s entire life was spent in the Poltava area: in Mirhorod (where he
was born on May 13, 1849), Hadyach, Priluki and Poltava itself. Panas was
just 14 when his father Yakiv Rudchenko, a district official, got him a clerical
appointment and sent him to work, advising him to do his job well and to get
on with his higher-ups. His son was to follow this advice and become extremely
thorough and hardworking — both as a civil servant and as a writer.

At the beginning, he had an excellent example to follow — that of his own
brother Ivan (1845—1905), who combined the civil service routine with other
interests. In the 1860s and 70s, Ivan gathered ethnographic materials, published
a collection of folk songs and contributed serious critical articles (signed Ivan
Bilik) to the Lviv-based magazine Pravda. He was to become Panas’s closest
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confidant and even the co-author of the novel Do Oxen Low when Mangers are
Full? and of the long story Fefching Water. Later, Ivan Rudchenko’s highly
successful career would gradually lead him away from literature, but all through
the 1860s the two brothers shared a keen interest in the Ukrainian letters that
kept up with the Ukraine’s general wave of cultural revival.

This was a time when Russia’s capitalist development was spurred on by
the czarist reform of 1861, which abolished legal serfdom but failed to quell
revolutionary sentiments. As Friedrich Engels noted, the country contained
elements of all the intermediate stages of civilization, from feudalism through
capitalism, generating the most fantastic and quaint ideas. In combatting
liberal tendencies, czarism resorted to the forced Russification of non-Russian
peoples. This is why the populist movement in the Ukraine, when many
intellectuals went to the countryside to win the peasants over to the revolution-
ary cause, often intertwined —but did not merge — with the cultural and
educational activities of the so-called Hromadas. These were associations of
the Ukrainian intelligentsia campaigning for the unimpeded development of the
national culture. While persecuting the populist revolutionaries, the authorities
also cracked down on these liberal societies. Panas Mirny, who maintained
close contacts both with the Poltava populist group Uniya (Union) and the
Hromadas’ activists in Poltava (Dmitro Pilchikov) and in Kiev (Mikhailo
Drahomanov, Mikola Lisenko and others), thus possessed firsthand knowledge
of the intelligentsia’s aspirations and collective psychology. And when harsh
reaction had set in, he did not waver but continued to deepen his under-
standing of the basic social issues. This self-possessed finance officer in the
employ of the provincial government had extraordinary willpower and, as
Mikhailo Kotsyubinsky put it, “a wide and free range of thought.”

Panas Mirny’s very first story The Devil’s Work (1872) is about a village
girl, seduced and abandoned by a farmhand just as miserable as herself, whom
her own brother throws out of his house along with her baby when she
is sick. The story points to the need to examine the conditions that make
people so utterly defenseless, both socially and spiritually. The author dispenses
with the condescendingly sympathetic tone in portraying the peasantry,
preferring to show his heroes in direct collision with an increasingly widespread
atmosphere of deception, meanness and demoralization, to which neither the
lower nor the upper strata of society are immune. From then on, the problem
of the “enslaved personality” would remain central to Mirny’s entire literary
work.

In most of Panas Mirny’s writings, the author’s attention is centered upon
society’s pariahs: a petty clerk, weak of will and ruined by drink, who briefly
ceases to be a servile toady only when he plays the violin (The Drunkard,
1874); a peasant to whom robbery is a natural protest against arbitrary rule
based on force and inequality (Chipka, 1871); a girl who is driven to prosti-
tution by the atmosphere of falsity and corruption, prevalent among her
“betters” (The Harlot, early 1900s). Panas Mirny does not resort to naturalistic
descriptions of his heroes; his imagery is based on their resistance, more or
less determined, to the adversities of fate.

The writer’s greatest success was his novel Do Oxen Low when Mangers
are Full? based on the real story of a robber named Hnidka, a corrupted child
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of the times. Panas Mirny first mentioned him in an article, then wrote the
long story Chipka and after that spent a long time writing the novel, which
was thoroughly reviewed by his brother Ivan (Ivan Bilik). The latter also
contributed several chapters and improved the composition of the novel. The
earlier long story deals mostly with Chipka's robberies, whereas the novel,
enlarged with numerous parallel plots and digressions, presents an epic
narrative of the plight of the Ukrainian peasantry from the destruction of
the Zaporozhian Sich to the aftermath of the ill-conceived 1861 reform.

The novel covers about a hundred years of Ukrainian history and takes
the reader to many places, such as the village of Piski, the district town of
Hetmanske, the Ukrainian South, army barracks in Russia, battlefield in
Hungary, etc. It presents a broad range of characters, including Cossacks, serfs,
the gentry, the upper nobility, local government officials, civil servants,
soldiers and déclassé outcasts. The action is centered upon the life story of
Chipka Varenichenko, a village boy who grows up without a father, suffers
humiliations all through his childhood and youth and nurses some very real
grievances against “the masters.” His attempts to make a living as a farmer
come to an abrupt end when his land is taken away from him. His hopes
dashed, he gravitates toward a bunch of loafers and thieves. The fortunes of
Chipka are followed against the background of another life story —that of
Maxim Hudz, the descendant of a Zaporozhian Cossack and a daredevil who
tries to defeat the deadening army routine with self-enrichment and carousing.
The novel also presents the saga of the Polskis, a family of nobles whose
widely ramified clan the emancipation reform finds firmly in control of the
entire district, which is thoroughly pervaded with their debasing influence.
Gradually, the authors lead the reader to the understanding of the true causes
behind the rising popular discontent.

The image of Chipka cements the novel, personifying the human spirit which
revolts against injustice. Although his life seems to take a turn for the better
after he marries the girl he loves and sees himself elected to the zemstvo
council, he is greatly discouraged by the commoners’ inertia and the bosses’
unfair practices. “This world is large and wide —but there’s no place for me
in it! If only I could, I would have demolished it and built up a new one
instead...” — this cry from the heart sums up Chipka’s disenchantment. Unable
to combat injustice singlehanded, he turns to crime.

The novel presents a collective image of the common people, who waver
between spontaneous outbursts of protest and timid obedience. Among them
we find the wise old shepherd Ulas and the three crystal-pure female
characters — Chipka’s mother, his wife Halya, and the thoughtful orphan
Khristya. Hritsko represents a new wave of peasantry — able and hardworking
but blinded by greed. This type is examined in greater detail in the long
stories The Trouble of Long Ago and of Today and The Harlot.

But the chief merit of the novel Do Oxen Low when Mangers are Full?
lies in the far-ranging epic analysis of those causes which turned the people’s
strength, the flower of the Ukrainian nation, into the “wasted strength.”

With much of Mirny's time and energy being consumed by office routine,
many of his projects remained unrealized. His unfinished long story The
Hungry Freedom, portraying the peasantry’s wide disenchantment with the
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“emancipation,” saw print only in the Soviet period. An interesting image of
the “rebel spirit” may be found in the long story Fefching Water. Several
characters from these and other works were developed in The Trouble of Long
Ago and of Today, which assessed serfdom and the emancipation from the
point of view of the common man and warned the working people against
disunity, showing the moral degradation of commoners accustomed to toadying
to their masters.

But Mirny’s literary heritage consists not only of epic works. He leit
several plays, one of which, Limerivna, continues to be staged in Ukraine's
theaters, and numerous translations, including King Lear by Shakespeare, The
Song of Hiawatha by Longfellow, The Maiden of Orleans by Schiller and The
Lay of Igor’s Host. He also wrote many articles for the Poltava newspaper
Ridniy Kray (Homeland).

After Soviet power had been established in Poltava, Panas Mirny continued
to report to work almost until his death, which came on January 28, 1920.
Today, his work remains a rich and pure source of profound thoughts about
the human spirit. Even though Panas Mirny never graduated from a college
or unijversity, this man of duty and high integrity was an intellectual in the
true sense of the word, who met the very high standards he set for himself
and had genuine respect for the written and spoken word.

Rostislav Mishchuk, Cand. Sci. (Philology)



Part One




I
The Field Princess

The spring was at its height. All around, everything had come
out and burst into luxuriant bloom. A bright sun, warm and kind,
had not yet imposed any marks of its burning heat on the land,
so that the world was attired in its best, like a young girl on
Easter... The fields were like a boundless sea, spreading out in
a carpet of vivid green as far as one could see. Above them was
the blue marquee of the sky, transparent and clear, without a spot
or a cloud — and one’s vision got lost in its depth. Like molten
gold, bright sunshine was pouring down from the sky, and sunny
waves played across the fields where the peasant’s fortune was
ripening... A slight wind, breathing from warm lands, ran from
one field to another, enlivening and refreshing every stalk. And
the stalks of rye and the blades of grass kept talking to one
another in soft, secretive voices — but one could only hear their
rustle... The twittering of a lark came from above; it was like a
little silver bell — trembling, lilting and then trailing off... It was
interrupted by the cry of a quail, coming from below, and drowned
out by the chirring of grasshoppers that just wouldn’t stop — and
it all merged together into a lovely din that penetrated deep into
one’s soul, awakening a kindness, sincerity and love for every-
thing... And one felt good from within, lively and cheerfull Then
worries faded away, and one’s thoughts were not assailed by
troubles; and bright hopes enveloped one with nice visions and
desires... Then one wanted to live and love and wished everybody
to be happy.*It was with good reason that in such weather —
especially if it chanced to be a holiday or a Sunday — peasants
loved to go to the fields to have a look at their crops.

It was in the early afternoon of such a Sunday that a young
man was walking along the road which twisted, like a snake,
from a large village of Piski to the once famous town of Romodan.
“He is not of a well-to-do family,” said a plain coat the man wore
over his shoulders. “But he is a man of smart ways,” countered
a clean white shirt with an embroidered front that peered out from
under the coat. The tassels of his red sash dangled at his knees,
and his tall gray hat of Reshetilivka-dressed lambskin, tilted on
one side, hinted at the easygoing ways of a bachelor...".

The man walking along that road was really a bachelor. At
first sight, he could be about twenty. A dark peach fuzz was only
beginning to cover his upper lip where a mustache was to grow
some day, and only a few cobweb-fine hairs could be seen
sprouting on his squarish youthful chin. His nose was small, fine
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and somewhat pointed, his dark brown eyes had a sharp look, and
his face was elongated, of the traditional Cossack type. He was
neither short nor tall, but had a broad chest and shoulders... So
much about his appearance. Such lads could often be seen in our
villages and hamlets. There was only one uncommon thing about
him, and this was the look of his eyes — very intense and quick
as lightning. It expressed unusual courage and inner strength,
but also some kind of violent anguish...

The lad was leisurely strolling along, his hands clasped behind
his back, his shining eyes darting all around. Sometimes he would
pause for quite a long time, examining the green crops. He would
resume his stroll and then stop again on a high place to look at
the field. Presently, he crossed over a rickety bridge at the bottom
of a gully. Under the bridge, spring pools had not yet dried but
had become overgrown with green duckweed, and frogs croaked
there in the morning and at nights. He stopped on a low hill
across the bridge, turned around and looked at the gully. Then he
shifted his gaze to the nearest field of rye. The crops looked better
then those just outside the village, he decided. The last rain must
have been better here. He turned again and went on.

Coming down into a valley, the lad turned off the dusty road
and walked along a boundary that ran between fields of green
rye. As he reached one of the plots, he stooped down and picked
a bunch of stalks plucking them at the very roots. Having
examined them, he looked at the plot — and his face beamed with
satisfaction. “This is my work,” his eyes seemed to say, “and it
has not been in vain. It has made me a man and a farmer.” Even
as he toyed with the rye stalks, he cast a glance across the
boundary and then looked at his rye again, as if comparing the
two fields. He said aloud: “Of course my rye is better than Ka-
banets’s. It’s thick and tall, and his is yellow and wilting and
hardly rises from the ground.”

Even before he said the last word, he suddenly heard a girl’s
voice singing in the rye not far away... Catching his breath, he
pricked up his ears and listened... The voice was sweet and
sonorous, and the song floated through the air. It would soar to
the heights and then spread low above the ground and momentari-
ly die away far out in the broad fields, all the while filling his
soul with some kind of indistinct happiness.

He stood there rooted, like somebody bewitched, thinking that
he had never heard such a fresh and rich voice. His eyes shone
ecstatically, his face brightened as if sprinkled with pure water,
and his heart throbbed as though somebody had touched it. He
wondered who it could be — and went toward the voice. Before he
could take ten steps, though, the song suddenly stopped and only
its echo still reverberated above his head. He took another step,
then one more... And then the rye rustled and trembled as if
something thrashed about in it — and after a while the figure of
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a girl emerged from it. The lad stopped. Like a scared quail, the
girl darted away. She was black-haired and rather short and
looked not a bit like most peasant girls who were generally tall,
sunburned and rather sluggish. Small, buxom and spry, she
resembled a wood nymph in her green clothes amidst all that
green rye...

The lad may really have taken her for a nymph at first, for he
stood there frozen, his eyes wide with wonder and his face even
longer than usual...

The girl ran off to some distance and also stopped. Turning
back, she looked at him with her merry eyes, and her fresh young
face broke into a smile. He could see her better now. Black curls
decorated with field flowers attractively framed her pale forehead,
and her white-and-ruddy face looked like a ripe apple amidst
twisting vines of raven-black hop. Her eyes, velvety black, were
full of latent fire. Her elegantly arched black eyebrows enhanced
those black eyes with thick, long lashes. Small and spry, she
looked very attractive with that jolly smile of hers. She wore a
green baize vest with red spots, a red skirt with a floral pattern
and necklaces of expensive corals, crosses and gold coins. Every-
thing complemented her beauty very nicely.

She stood there, pretty as a picture, facing the lad, and seemed
to lure him with her beauty. He stepped forward without taking
his eyes off her. She was the first to speak:

“Why are you wandering about here?”

“And why are you trampling rye?” he retorted somewhat rudely.

“Is this your rye?”

“It sure is... What’s the matter with you?”

“You did scare me...” Her voice trailed off. The lad did not
speak for some time. :

“Who are you?” he asked after a while, swallowing hard. “Why
are you here, where do you come from?”

She sensed, as only girls know how, why his voice trembled.
Her eyes sparkled.

“Why d’you want to know?” she asked playfully.

“I just want to know what you’re doing in my field,” he blurted
out. “Who are you, what d’you want here?”

“I will not tell you!” she declaimed smilingly. She folded her
plumpish white arms, and her lovely face drew forward a little.
“If I'm here, that’s just because I live not far away.. Who are

ou?”
Y “Come over here!” he said, smiling invitingly. “We’ll sit down...
and have a talk... and then I'll tell you who I am...”

She sprang up as if stung by a wasp. She clapped her hands,
burst into laughter and rushed back into the rye. Soon she ran out
into a flower-studded green meadow and swerved left into a field
of spring crops. Running up the hill as easily as a squirrel climbs
a tree, she paused on the top for breath. She smiled and waved to
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him, as if challenging him to pursue her. Then she started down
the other side and was suddenly gone, like a ghost.

He did not budge. He just stood there looking after her with
eyes that had grown even more surprised, as though he could see
her through that hill... Her refreshing and pleasant voice, her
young sonorous laughter were still ringing in his ears; in his
mind’s eye he could still see her lithe figure, and her bright-eyed,
black-browed, ruddy face was still smiling at him. Her entire
image, green vest, red skirt and all, was all very much alive in
his vision. “What was it?” he asked himself. “Did I really see
a girl or did I just have a dream?.. Who is she anyway? The old
soldier’s daughter? But I hear his girl died... h’'m... and I certainly
don’t remember anybody like that in the hamlets... Khomenko’s
daughter? But his hamlet seems a bit too far for that. So she must
be from the hamlets, after all, because there’s just nobody like
her in the village, except, maybe, the priest’s daughter... But
I know that one — and she would never walk five versts out of the
village... Then who?”

Failing to solve this riddle, he went up the hill to see where
the ‘girl had gone. It was getting late already. The girl was
nowhere in sight. Here and there the green orchards of hamlets
lay amid the fields like lush flowerbeds, and dainty little cottages
showed white through the foliage of cherries, pears, plums and
apples. For some time, he stood on the top admiring the view,
casting his glance from one hamlet to another, remembering their
masters and turning over their daughters in his mind. Then,
totally confused, he set out for home.

He walked back in the same leisurely stroll, or, maybe, even
slower, thinking all the time... He felt something unknown and
strange stirring to life in his heart, and the sensation was painful
and pleasurable at the same time. And he was sad and happy and
wanted to cry and to sing. Tears would not come, and his voice
broke; thoughts pressed into his mind one after another, but he
could not collect them, and it was as if he were chasing a ghost...
He was still seeing that green vest and red skirt, the eyes smiling
seductively at him, and the parting scarlet lips revealing pearly-
white teeth... He.felt cold shivers run down his spine... “What’s
the matter with me?!” he exclaimed. “Have I gone crazy or some-
thing all of a sudden? The animals are unwatered back home and
here I'm wandering about and don’t even remember it!” And,
raising his head, he quickened his pace.

Before long, he reached Piski. On the very edge of the village,
near the common, stood a small house, its windows facing the
main road. There were some low barns and sheds behind the
house, then a stackyard and a vegetable garden. The entire lot
was enclosed with a low wattle fence. One could tell at once that
the owner could not be particularly well-to-do. The general
impression was not of prosperity but of the constant need to work
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hard. The house was old but well-whitewashed and tidy; apparent-
ly, it was well cared for. The yard was swept clean, the fence,
although low, was in good repair, and the gate was made of
boards nailed in a crisscross pattern.

Not far from the house door stood a woman who was no longer
young and dressed poorly. Scattering grain from a bowl, she was
loudly calling chickens. Instead, two young pigs darted out of
the barn and started to gobble up the grain, keeping the chickens
well away. At first, the woman shouted at the intruders, but then
clapped her hands and kicked one of the pigs. Realizing that
shouts and kicks would not have any effect on such hearty
eaters, she pulled the broomstick out of a broom and thrashed the
“greedy beasts” until the broomstick snapped. “Damn the
scoundrels — I've ruined a good broomstick because of them!”
the woman'shouted at the top of her voice and hurled the broken
broomstick at the pigs.

It was at this very moment that the lad entered the yard. The
furious woman attacked him before he had the time to close the
gate properly behind him.

“Just where have you been traipsing, Chipka?” she scolded him.
“D’you have any idea of how late it is? The cow and the mare
are unwatered — and you out taking a stroll...”

“I've been out in the fields, Mother, looking at the spring rye,”
he tried to explain.

The woman cast a sharp look at him, as if to check whether this
was true. But he had already turned away and gone toward the
cowshed. She picked up an empty slop pail and went inside the
house.

“Just don’t loaf anymorel” she called to him reprovingly from
the passage doorway. “Take the cow out to water, because we'll
still have to milk her.”

But her son did not hear. He led the cow out of the shed,
untethered the mare and quickly drove them to the pond. Soon
he returned. Driving the animals back inside, he picked an armful
of grass. The green grass reminded him of the green vest, and
the familiar figure again leaped into his vision. Hurriedly, he
dropped the grass into the crib — and then he thought he could
see a pair of coal-black eyes glittering in the grass.. “Stop
haunting me!” he cried out, snatching his hands out of the crib.
“Leave me in peace!”

He hastily closed the shed and went inside. They ate supper
in silence and then went to bed.

“Do you know, Mother, if the old soldier has a daughter?” he
asked.

“What old soldier, son?”

“The one who lives at the hamlet near our field.”

“I don't really know. He had one, but I hear she died. Why
do you ask?” ,
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“Well... never mind.”

There the conversation ended. The mother fell asleep on the
wooden bed. The son lay on his bench, unable to sleep. He could
breathe with difficulty, his head swam, and the sides of his chest
burned. He was also unable to get the girl out of his mind. “Go
away, you foolish thing,” he muttered. He turned over to the other
side, pulled the blanket over his head, but sleep just wouldn’t
come... Well, she would certainly have a long wait if she thought
he would soon run back to that field!

I
The Bigamist

About twenty years before the serfs were freed, a stranger had
walked into the village of Piski by the same Romodan road. One
could see that the man had come a long way. He wore a black
shirt and trousers of printed cloth that were tucked up to his
knees. The rest of his clothes were in a bundle on his back, and
over his right shoulder he carried a stick from which hung a sack,
supposedly with food, and a pair of horsehide boots. Judging
from his appearance, the man was approaching middle age. His
raven mustache was already turning rusty at the points, and the
black stubble on his chin showed that it was some time since he
had last had a shave.

The traveler walked measuredly, looking about him to all sides.
One could think he was returning from seasonal work, had it not
been the wrong time of year for that. For spring had come not
too long ago. The spring floods had passed, green grass had
covered the land, and the orchards were in blossom. The sun was
not yet scorching hot as it is in summer, but pleasantly warm.

Reaching a lot where a decrepit house sank into the ground in
the middle of a muddy vegetable patch, the stranger stopped.
“So this must be Okun’s place,” he told himself.

At that moment, a young lad came out of the low house door.

“Hello there!” the man called to him.

“Hello.”

“Does Okun live here?”

“Who's that?”

“Karpo Okun, an old man.”

“No, this is Limar’s house.”

“Where’s Okun then?”

“Who is Okun anyway?”

“He’s an old, old man with a beard.”

Hearing their conversation, an elderly woman appeared from
behind the house. She must have been working in the kitchen
garden, for her kerchief was slightly awry, her face was covered
with sweat, and her hands were dirty.
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“Who are you looking for, good man?” she asked.

“Karpo Okun.”

“Oh, he’s been dead for quite a long time now. I knew that
Okun, I sure did... It’s been close on ten years since he died...
Why d’you ask for him?”

“Well, I just needed him... So he died, you say?”

“I'm afraid he did.”

“Has he left any kin here?”

“Let me see,” the woman fell to thinking. “There was poor
Hanna who married Solomenko. She, too, has since died. We
bought this place from her. Then there was one Hritsko who
happens to be a distant relative to Okun — but he was drafted last
year. There doesn’t seem to be anybody else.”

“I see... Is your volost * office far from here?”

“The office?” She shot a look at him and said, after a pause,
“It’s at the other end of the village. You just go along this street,
and it’ll lead you straight to it.”

“Well, good-bye and thank you.”

“Good luck.”

The stranger went down the road as the woman had told him.
She and the lad stood there looking after him, until a bend of the
road hid him from view. Then she said:

“Did you ask him, Hritsko, who he was and why he needed
Okun?” :

“No, I didn’t.”

“What if he is a relative or something?... They say Okun had
plenty of folks down on the Don. His brother, too, used to live
there. What if this fellow has turned up to claim the heritage?!”

“God knows.”

“We'd better find out, Hritsko. Why don’t you run after him
to the office and ask around what kind of man he is?”

“All right, Mother,” the lad agreed. Then both of them went into
the house.

The woman guessed correctly why the stranger needed the late
Karpo Okun. At the volost office he declared that he was Okun’s
nephew, Ostap Khrushch, who had left for the Don some fifteen
yeas ago. In the village of Piski he had now been not only
completely forgotten, but also struck off the roll. Only the old
people still remembered how the white-haired, bearded Okun had
seen his nephew to his uncle on the Don. Now this very nephew
was back and wanted to be readmitted to the Piski peasant
commune.

“Why have you returned?” the volost chief asked him. “Or has
life become harder down there?”

“It’s hard enough all right,” Ostap said, bowing. “Things have
changed pretty much, and many of our .people there find it tough
now.”

* Volost (Rus.) — a small rural administrative unit
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“Why d’you think it should be any better here?” asked the
clerk.

“Well, after all this is my homeland.”

“But how can we admit you if you've got no papers, nothing at
all?” asked the chief.

“I got my old passport here.” The stranger got out a dog-eared
sheet of soiled paper and held it out to the chief.

The chief looked at the paper, unfolded it, read it — and folded
it again.

“’%his just won’t do,” he said. “Why didn’t you at least turn up
for the census?”

“God knows why — I just didn’t know I guess...” :

“You also haven’t exchanged your passport for such a long
time!” marveled the chief, still holding the paper.

“But down there this one was good enough for everybody.”

“H'm... So what shall we do, Vasil Vasilyovich?” the chief asked
the clerk.

“Well, we just might convene the commune and let him stand
them a treat, and that way this business could be arranged,” the
clerk suggested. “Otherwise he may end up behind bars as a tramp
or something.” ‘

“Be so kind, try to get it done for me,” Ostap pleaded, with
a bow. “I haven’t got much to offer you but I can always work
it out.”

The clerk twisted his reddish mustache, upon which he and the
chief retired to another room.

Three weeks later Ostap started mowing the clerk’s grass for
hay. And a fine haymaker he was — fast, hard-working and
tireless. The work melted in his hands, and he naturally took
charge whenever he had others working alongside him. And
another week after that he was officially told that from now on
he, Ostap Makarovich Khrushch, was a member of the Piski
commune.

Ostap crossed himself when he heard the good news. In the
fall he set out for town. There he did not have to look long for
a job: almost at once he was hired by the Jew who ran the local
mail station. Khrushch had it really fine. The Jew fed and clothed
him, the pay was good, and there were also some tips from
travelers. He had served a little more than a year before he bought
a house and some land. Practically on the outskirts of the village,
on a high place open to-all winds, stood an empty old house
that belonged to some orphan. The house stood in an unfenced
lot, its plaster crumbling, its roof leaking — but what more
fou;ld be expected of an orphan’s place, and outside the village,

00?

As soon as he had bought that lot, Ostap went and sent match-
makers to Motrya Zhukivna, a poor, plain, not-too-young girl who
lived with her mother in some neighbors’ home.
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“Go ahead, Motrya!” her mother told her. “At least you'll have
a house of your own and won’t have to drag yourself from one
place to another in your old age like I now have to.”

“Then I think I should,” her daughter replied. “We’ve been
suffering long enough as it is.”

Ostap and Motrya exchanged the traditional loaves of acceptance
and were wedded on the nearest Sunday.

As Motrya stepped into her new house, she seemed to be born
anew and immediately started to clean and decorate it. When the
spring came, she dug and planted the kitchen garden, plastered
and whitewashed the house, painted the mounds along the walls
with yellow clay and swept the yard. Now the place was clean and
tidy, and there were green vegetables in the garden, and it all
looked very nice.

Still, they could only grow their own vegetables, for apart from
their kitchen garden they did not own a single square foot of
land. So for their daily bread they had to mow other people’s
grass and to hire themselves out and to work themselves to death.
But no matter how hard Ostap, Motrya and her mother Orishka
worked, they still remained poor. Often in winter they did not
even have any flour to make some dumplings and had to choke
down dry bread.

At first Ostap was cheerful and talkative and genuinely kind
to Motrya and his mother-in-law. But as time went on, he became
moodier and gloomier. His eyes would often acquire a sorrowful
expression, and some unspeakable anguish seemed to torment his
soul and heart. Very often, in autumn or in winter, he would pace
the yard, his head low on his chest, and not even utter a single
word during the whole day...

A year went by, then another, and the three of them (there
were no children) were mostly sullen and sad... No luck, no joy!

Winter set in. Fine snow fell, as it usually snows on {rosty
days. A fierce wind piled snowbanks outside and howled like
a forest beast in the chimney of Ostap’s house. Night had fallen
already. Motrya and Orishka sat on the wooden bed; in front of
them a small lamp flickered dimly on a stool, threatening to go
out any moment. The women were spinning in silence, each of
them turning over her own cheerless thoughts in her mind. Ostap
lay on the stove... It was so quiet that they could hear the hum
of the spindles...

“Oh!” Ostap sighed heavily. “I've had enough of sticking it out
in these parts.” He seemed to be talking to himself. “I'll wait
until spring and then go out and try to earn some money. If I find
a good place I may then get you over there too.”

“What if you don’t find it?” Motrya objected. “You’ll lose a
summer, and what can I earn here with my own two hands?”
She made a wry face.

“You and your mother will somehow get together enough for
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the winter. As to me, I might stay there for the winter if I have
to. This place makes me really sick now!”

They waited until spring. Ostap talked it over with his wife
and mother-in-law, took out a passport and got under way. Motrya
stayed with her old mother to mind the house.

* % %

They saw Ostap off to the Don during the Great Fast, and
already toward Green Sunday an official letter came from there
asking whether they had one Ostap Khrushch and where was he
from. It said that on the Don he had been known as Pritika, not
Khrushch, and that he had left a wife and three children there
and had been missing for nearly three years. Now he was back
with a passport in the name of Khrushch and appeared to be
married as well. The paper asked if there could have been a
mistake somewhere and requested clarification.

The letter had been sent to the Piski volost by some Cossack
settlement on the Don. At the volost office, this unusual request
caused quite a panic!

When the volost officials read it through, they hung their heads

low.
*““Oh, damn him!” the chief and the clerk cried in one voice.
“Now the district chief will make it hot for us... How could we
believe the rogue?! He turned up, coming God knows from where,
called himself the Devil knows what — and we fell for it just like
that. Okun’s nephew, none other than Okun’s nephew, of course...
Welcome, sir... Now you see whose nephew he is!”

“You see... Didn’t I tell you we ought to write down there and
Iwait till we get a reply?” the clerk lied. “But you just wouldn’t
isten!”

“What shall we do now?” the chief asked, ignoring the clerk’s
protests.

The clerk remained silent, his gaze riveted to a spot on the
floor. He seemed to be trying to remember something.

“Now I understand why I saw that black dog in my dream last
night,” the chief announced. “My wife told me it meant trouble...
It surely did!”

“Me, I dreamed of a red pig,” the clerk threw in.

They talked it over some more, and then sent for Motrya.

“Did your husband tell you anything about the Don?” they
attacked her as soon as she came.

“No, he didn’t,” she answered, apparently surprised by such a
question. “Why? Have you gotten some news from there?” she
asked in a frightened voice.

So they told her what it was all about.

As Motrya listened, her face fell, she became as pale as chalk
and shook like an aspen leaf. She tried to say something but
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could not utter a single word and only gasped every now and
then staring at them in a very strange way.

“Why are you moaning?” the chief thundered at her. “Did your
husband teach you that? He, too, kept rolling his eyes when he
first got here... Coddamn both of you! I might yet get sent to
Siberia because of you two...”

But Motrya only stared painfully at them and did not say
anything. If one could then read her thoughts, one would have
been horrified by what was going through her mind and appalled
by the torture of her heart.

“Get out!” the chief yelled, realizing that she had lost the power
of speech.

She turned around and went out. As she walked along the street,
she hardly realized where she was going. When she got home, she
looked as if she were crazy or drunk.

“What’s the matter, daughter?” her mother asked her. “Why did
they want to see you?”

Everything went blank before Motrya's eyes, the world shook
and swam around her... She threw herself onto the bench, without
taking off her coat and boots. Copious tears poured from her eyes.

“But what's happened, daughter? Oh, God forbid —” Orishka
did not finish. The thought that Ostap may have died flashed
through her mind.

Motrya did not speak and continued crying. Orishka did not
take her eyes off her. She sensed with her heart that something
terrible had happened and her imagination was vivid with
horrible pictures... Orishka’s jaws trembled, and her face was
distorted with a cramp.

“Say something!... Why are you crying?” she shouted.

Motrya wiped her tears with her sleeve and groaned... Then she
made an effort and, sobbing and swallowing her words, spoke:

“Oh, Lord!... so this is why he was so moody... didn’t talk,
brooded... and shouted something about the Don in his sleep all
the time... about Khivrya and Hritsko... now it all fits inl... Now
my poor head is lost forever!l...” “

“What does it all mean? Come on, tell me — stop speaking in
riddles! Who's this Khivrya you're talking about?”

“That must be the wife of that son of a bitch, damn him!”

“Of whom?”

“Of Ostap.”

“Are you in your right senses, daughter?”

“With all this happening to me I might as well be crazy.”

“Motrya, don’t you fuddle my brain! Tell it to me properly.”

“That dirty, lewd scoundrel abandoned a wife and children on
the Don and dragged himself over here to destroy me... Oh, Lord,
why do you have to punish me so terribly already in this life?”
Motrya cried out and again burst into tears.

Only now did Orishka fully grasp the dimensions of their
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misfortune. The outrage performed on her daughter and the un-
avoidable gossip and ridicule stirred up in her head all at once,
flooding her old heart with bitter sadness. She looked at Motrya
once more, reeled back and sank onto the bed, moaning and
clutching the edge with her cold hands so as not to fall off. Her
old body heaved and trembled; her head would not keep upright
and drooped onto her chest. Orishka groaned painfully as she
tried to lift it... Motrya would not stop weeping. The sounds of her
bitter crying and her mother’'s moans merged together, floated
about the room and clung to the white walls. Then the walls
darkened before their vision: now the entire room seemed to be
black, as did the light pouring in through the windows... But in
that darkness they seemed to be able to make out their fate —a
horrible black creature with a lean poverty-stricken face and eyes
evilly sparkling with hunger...

The misfortune struck before lunchtime. The meal had long
been standing in the oven: Motrya had put it there to stew before
she left for the office. Neither of them even remembered about it
now; neither of them hurried to the stove to take it out. Their
troubles had fed them without food.

The day ended as it had begun. Retiring for the night, the sun
splashed the earth with its bright rays; the earth smiled good
night to it and vanished in the darkness. Night fell and lighted
the stars to cheer things up a little. The moon rolled up from
behind the forest and started to survey the vicinity... Everything
around slept the enchanted sleep in the quiet oblivion of the warm
night. Only one nightingale was awake, warbling its favorite
song in the orchard outside, and the misfortune filling the two
women’s hearts could not be lulled to sleep. It now started a song
of its own — bitter and cheerless... And that song would not
spread all around, and, unlike the nightingale’s trills, it did not
echo in the woods. Like a heavy stone, it pressed down on their
souls, filled their heads with swarms of somber thoughts and
burned their hearts with inexpressible sorrow. Motrya and Orishka
did not sleep and did not weep. They only groaned — now one,
now the other... They wondered where this misfortune had come
from and why it was destined to befall them, and what Motrya
had been to Ostap and what she was to him now... They sat there
racking their brains. A second wife of a man who had married
before? A seduced girl? Neither, they decided. She was rather a
married widow... This must be a sin —how could they pray to
God for forgiveness? This was a shame — how could they wash it
away?... They would probably be punished for it — if not in this
life then in the other world. Ostap was a sinister, wicked
creature... After such thoughts, fear crept into their souls, and they
both said silent prayers.
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* K %

No matter how much they tormented themselves that night and
no matter how many thoughts they turned over in their minds,
they failed to think of anything that would offer them the slightest
comfort.

Neither did the wvolost officials find a satisfactory solution.
They discussed the matter and argued over it but in the end had
to report it to the district chief who, in his. turn, notified the
provincial governor. Then everybody got busy writing replies and
explanations...

Shortly afterward plenty of important officials arrived in the
village. They asked a lot of questions and wrote down all the
answers. Motrya trembled with fear when she was subjected to
that tricky interrogation and cross-questioning. Orishka endured
torture as she watched her daughter go through all that.

The affair dominated all conversation in the village. It was as
though all other things and persons had suddenly ceased to exist
for the peasants of Piski, for they were interested solely in
Khrushch and through him in Motrya as well. Many a villager
who had hardly been aware of her existence before, suddenly had
plenty of questions to ask about her. Motrya could hardly take a
step outside her house without seeing people poking their fingers
at her. Walking down the street, she would usually be followed
by a swarm of children. Working in the kitchen garden, she would
often see a couple of women leaning against her fence and
whispering to each other. Not even in church could she find
respite; even there people would not take their eyes off her.

“Over there... that one! That short woman, black hair... head
tied with a black kerchief...” whispers from behind her back
reached her ears.

“Is she the one who's crossing herself?”

“That’s right... That’s she who married a married fellow.”

Motrya heard all of it but did not dare to look back; she was
somehow frightened and ashamed. Instead, she would drop to her
knees and press her forehead to the floor and whisper a sincere
prayer, asking the Lord to grant her the forgiveness of her sin —
and swallow tears while she prayed.

The villagers began to lose their interest in Khrushch only with

the arrival of the harvest, when their own worries, hard work and
tiredness restrained their tongues somewhat.
.. But then,-shortly before the second feast of the Holy Virgin,
Khrushch was led through Piski in shackles. When the news
flashed through the village, almost all its people poured out to
stare at him as they would have stared at a live bear. “Khrushch...
Khrushch is coming... They’re leading him in chains!” shouts came
from all sides. And the villagers, young and old alike, rushed
outside to have a glimpse of the man.
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Khrushch was taken to the town of Hetmanske and locked up
behind bars. Then they started interrogating him. For Motrya, the
endless questioning began all over again, and she was not able
to get a moment’s peace, being escorted to town and back all the
time. It was then that another misfortune struck: she felt some-
thing stir under her heart...

As soon as the villagers noticed it, the gossiping flared up
again:

“Did you hear?” a woman would greet another on the street.
“She’s expecting!”

“Oh, yes, my dear, I know... Fancy getting pregnant by such
a monster!!”

“Don’t you think it’s a bad omen?... I'd say the end of the world
is not far away! Just think: last year there was that star with
a tail, and now this...”

“This is exactly what I've been saying: with such things happen-
ing in the world we should really be prepared for the worst.”

And they would wag their tongues on and on.

Some men would gather somewhere on a Sunday or another
holiday. Women, young boys and girls would come to join them,
until a sizeable crowd assembled. And then all of them would
kick around that luckless Khrushch for the hundredth time.

Suddenly, the village filled with untraceable rumors that the
man’s true name was neither Khrushch nor Pritika but Ivan
Vali(enik and that he had been a serf of Polsky, the landlord of
Piski.

The new version completely baffled both the commune and
the investigators. What were they to do with him now? Would
they be within their rights to put him on trial? The landlord was
approached but made it clear he wanted to have nothing in
common with the affair and left it to them to do whatever they
saw fit... Finally the peasant commune decided the matter. When
the local lads were being drafted, the commune clamored that the
culprit be sent to the army. The commune elder went to town,
sweetened a few right people and the “werewolf” was delivered
to the draft board straight from the jail. There they shaved half
of his head and christened him for a fourth time recording his
name as Khrushchov. Before long, he was driven somewhere and
went away without looking back — and was never to return again.

* % %

Ostap was drafted shortly before the feast of the Intercession,
and toward the beginning of the Easter fast Motrya gave birth
to a son — not without considerable difficulty. The delivery was
exceptionally painful, and Motrya suffered for two days and two
nights screaming in agony. The midwife did what she could, but it
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just did not work, and the woman survived by..sheer miracle.
Toward the end, she did not everrscream or moan anymore but
just lay there like a log. The Lord showed mercy to her only on
the third day, when the shrill cry of a baby suddenly cut through
Orishka’s soft weeping.

“He'll get to be a general with such a voice!” the midwife
exclaimed, relieved.

Slowly, Orishka lifted her hand and crossed herself. Motrya
heaved a deep sigh — and opened her eyes. A feeling of quiet
release spread through the room.

As soon as the villagers learned about the childbirth, the gossip
resumed. Piski again filled with whispers, ridicule and mysterious
fears... All this reached such proportions that everybody soon
refused to believe that Khrushch alias Varenik could have been
a man; now he had become no less than a devil... Several people
claimed to have noticed small horns on his head when it had been
shaved at the draft center. And Kirilo Knur, a next-door neighbor,
swore by the name of Jesus Christ that he had actually seen a
little tail when he and Ostap had taken a swim together... Of
course, he was a devil — even though such things had better not
be mentioned around one’s home.

Now a baby had been born to him — and in such a way, too!

“No, it just doesn’t seem right to me!” village wives chattered,
shaking their heads. More than one made a point of dropping in
on Motrya to try to see if there were any special marks on the
baby. Finally, one discovered a small birthmark on its left knee.
That must be it, she thought and hurried out of the house.

“Found anything?” her child’s godmother demanded im-
patiently.

“Just as I had thought, dear!” the woman blurted out, making
the sign of the cross.

Before long, the entire village was heatedly discussing the
discovery. Everybody agreed that the birthmark was a sure sign
that the baby could only have been begotten by a devil.

Now godparents were needed for the baptizing, but everybody
refused. Motrya and Orishka were desperate. The baby had already
lived for three days unbaptized. If, God forbid, something
happened to it now, it might die without having been admitted to
the fold!

Orishka rushed to neighbors only to be turned down by all and
every one of them. Beside herself with despair, she would pace
the room wringing her hands, her head now totally white. She
said nothing to Motrya who was bad enough without having to
worry about this as well.

Fortunately, some soldiers happened to pass through the village.
Orishka ran to them and implored them to help. She also bought
them a quart of vodka. Finally, one agreed. He was to be the
godfather with Orishka herself as godmother.
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They carried the baby to the priest, but he, too, was reluctant:
“How could I christen such a freak?”

“Oh, Lord, what am I to do?!” cried Orishka. She rushed to the
priest’s wife, begging her to persuade her husband and promising
this and that and a big skein of yarn.

The woman took pity on her. The priest baptized the little boy
Nechipor.

111
The Childhood Years

Motrya had not been born to be happy. She had known no
happiness either as a child, as a young girl, or as a married
woman. She certainly did not expect to be happy as a married
widow.

Now her fellow villagers avoided not only her, but also her old
mother. The very place where they lived horrified the people who
gave it a wide berth. Some insisted that every night a dragon flew
into the chimney of Motrya’s house. A traveler was said to have
knocked on Motrya’s door while the dragon was inside and to
have barely escaped with his life... A very dangerous place indeed!
Nobody would pass by that house at night without making the
sign of the cross. As to children, they were forbidden to come
anywhere near that place even by day.

Their plot now began to look more and more like a haunted
place. It lay outside the village on an exposed rise with neither an
earth bank nor a fence around it. There was only a narrow
shallow ditch, and that was all. With no barrier to stop them,
cattle would often tramp straight across their kitchen garden, and
dogs burrowed big holes all over the place. Signs of neglect were
everywhere. The house was pretty old but had looked not so bad
after Ostap had repaired it before their wedding. Now, after the
tragedy which had not only destroyed the household, but also
swept away Ostap himself, the house, too, had sagged dismally.
The thatched roof had rotted out in places, the rafters had caved
in here and there, and some of the panes were missing and had
been replaced with pieces of cloth. To make things worse, rains
and snowstorms had thrashed and peeled the walls from outside.
One would think this was a deserted place!l Inside, things were
not much better. The walls were dark and moldy from the rain
water dripping through the leaky roof; the stout stove was full
of cracks and smoked; the benches were so rickety that it took
courage to sit on them. The table, too, was perilously unsteady,
and there were inch-wide chinks between the planks of the large
bed: on a frosty day Motrya had burned two of the planks for

lack of any other fuel... It was all utter poverty and hopeless
misery!
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Motrya led a dreary life. Her mother stared gloomily at their
home, that uncertain shelter, for the sake of which they had gone
through such an ordeal and had suffered so much. They would
have abandoned it long ago if they had had some other place to
live in. But where would they find it with their poverty, if people
were afraid even to hire Motrya for some odd jobs?

At harvest, Motrya hired herself out as a reaper. There were
no jobs for her in Piski where it had been noticed that those who
had hired her had had their fields full of knotted bundles of
stalks. She had to work in a neighboring village of Bairaki.

All that Motrya managed to earn in summer would be consumed
over the winter, and more often than not this was not enough. At
times they had not even a pinch of salt, not a grain of flour. And
getting some new clothes was something they could only dream
about. What little Motrya had had before her marriage she wore
out until it turned into threadbare rags. Now she was lucky if
she could get some hemp for her work. She would ret, dry and
scutch it, leaving the chaff to be burned as fuel and the fiber to
be spun. It would take her two years to spin enough yarn to make
a blouse. For skirts she had to print the hemp cloth. The same
skirts served as her Sunday best. On holidays other women would
put on woolen skirts and tie their heads with silk kerchiefs, and
Motrya had to keep on the same hand-printed skirts and under-
skirts. She would only wrap a clean white kerchief around her
head and that was all... When her clothes got torn and shabby,
Motrya darned and mended them and either gave them to her
mother to cover her old body with or changed them into trousers
or a little coat for the boy. It could not be worse! In winter the
two women had to share their only outer coat. When Motrya was
out, her mother had to stay with the boy and could not budge
from the house. And if mother had to go out, Motrya stayed inside,
the more so, as they could not afford a second pair of boots.

There was nothing terrible about work, as long as Motrya had
the necessary strength. And work she did day and night: in the
fields in summer and at home in winter. Orishka, however, was
too old to work. Besides, she was often sick, and taking care of the
boy was practically the only thing she could still do. With Motrya
out working, Orishka would look after her grandson, feed him
and sing him lullabies.

He was a fine little boy, too — black-haired, good-looking and
quite clever... But at the same time he was somewhat cheerless,
quiet and a bit of a loner. Other children were mostly lively and
restless like a whipping top. When asked to fetch something, they
flew like lightnings... Not Chipka (that is what they called him
for short). Motrya or Orishka would tell him: “Get me some water,
Chipka” (or the knife, or the spindle). Then he would start asking
questions: “Where is it?” or “Where can I get it?” He would ask
about everything, taking his time about it, and then, just as
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unhurriedly, he would rise and go to fetch it. This was one thing
Motrya did not like about Chipka. “I guess he’ll become a big
loafer,” she used to complain to Orishka. “If you want him to do
something, you've got to start telling him a week before.” Some-
times she would even cuff him in the back to get him moving.
Then Chipka would drop his hands and wail at the top of his
voice. More work for Granny! Orishka doted on the boy, because
she loved him very much indeed. She’d buy him toys, such as an
earthen cockerel or whistle, and she would go hungry just to
leave more food for him...

When Chipka had grown up a little, he started running around.
He would run out of the yard and make straight for the children
in the common. But the children did not let him play with them.
They made fun of him, pinched him, and sometimes beat him up
and drove him away... It was not for nothing that the gentry took
pride in their lineage. Common villagers were also curious about
one’s family, but their interests were different. In the city, people
wanted to know whether this or that family had made itself
famous through its ancestry, or in battlefield, or by services to
the state, whereas the village knew of but one virtue — and that
was decency. And before beiriending anyone, a peasant wanted to
be satisfied the other man was “of a decent family.” Chipka,
however, was “a freak...” Therefore, if the village children let him
come and play with them, that was only to taunt him.

“There’s the freak coming!” a puny white-haired boy would
shout, spotting Chipka from afar.

“The bastard!” another boy would take up. “Let’s go get him!”

The children would run to Chipka and gather round him. Then
one of them would twitch at his black hair from behind. Chipka
would spin around, knit his brows and glower at them... Then his
stare would be as evil as the children who had driven him to it.
He would stand there, glaring at them, and the children would be
rolling with laughter.

“Just where did you come from, Chipka?” one of the boys would
demand, tugging at the skirt of his coat. But he would only breathe
heavily, without saying anything.

“Did you hatch out of an egg?” another boy would laugh.

Everybody would join in the laughter. Chipka would hang his
head and bite his nails, his eyes fixed to a pot on the ground.

“Nol...” he would finally say, still biting his nails. “Granny
caught me in the kitchen garden... in the weeds...”

The echo of their laughter would spread far and wide.

“So you came from the weeds, you say?...” ‘

“No, I didn’t.”

“But if you didn’t where’s your father?”

“I... don’t know...”

“That’s because you're a bastard!”

“It’s a lie!” his eyes would sparkle wolfishly.

27



“What are you then?”

“I’m... Chipka.”

“You're Chepiha * — not Chipka!” one of them would shout,
twitching at his hair.

“Why are you doing that?” Chipka would blurt out through his
tears. “Just wait — I'll tell my grandmother and she’ll show you!”

“Your grandmother scares me something terrible!” the boy
would shout back, twitching Chipka again.

Others would join suit, one after another. Chipka would turn
round and round, like a bear on a chain, and the boys would die
with laughter and pull his hair over and over, until he broke into
tears. Then they would simply drive him away.

Chipka walked back home, sobbing.

“Why are you crying, Chipka?” Orishka asked him.

He told her all about it, and his grandmother took him by the
hand and led him inside, saying:

“Don’t go there, grandson. Just don’t go there at all. Look
what those bad boys do to you — hurting and offending you...
Stop going over to them!”

Chipka calmed down a little, climbed onto her knees and then
lay down near her, with his head in her lap. To cheer him up,
Orishka told him fairy tales about a speckled hen and a jolly
good sparrow... Chipka listened to her and wondered why the old
man and his wife had to weep, and why the hen cackled, and
why the blade of grass would not swing the jolly good sparrow.

Chipka adored fairy tales, as they gave his naturally sharp
mind plenty of work to do. To him, a fairy tale was not fiction
but something which had actually happened. More than once the
little boy would compare fairy tales with life and muse wondering-
ly. In a tale, animals and birds spoke exactly like people. In
actual life, however, birds twittered, oxen bellowed, dogs barked...
And no one could understand what they wanted to say. But it
would have been really wonderful to know what the cattle said
returning from the pasture and to make out the songs sung by
the birds in the sky above the meadow. Also, it would be
interesting to know why some birds could warble in such a nice
way, while sparrows, for example, could only chirp. And what
did plants speak about when they rustled their leaves?

“Do oxen speak, Granny?” Chipka asked Orishka.

“God knows, grandson... Some people say that they, too, can
speak.”

“What about birds?”

“And birds too...”

“How do they speak then? And what do they talk about?..” he
insisted.

And Orishka tried to explain it to him as best she could. The
cattle, she said, never bellowed without a reason. If cows mooed

* Chepiga (Ukr.) — plough-handle
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returning from the pastures, that meant they were glad they would
soon be home and would be able to have some rest... They also
mooed when they were hungry... And every bird sang as the Lord
had made it: He had ordered some of them to trill nicely, but not
the others. Take the nightingale for one. It had used to be a man
but had turnéd into a bird.. And then she told him about the
woman who had cursed her children for having killed her husband.
The son had implored his sister not ta kill him, but the sister
would not listen to him. So mother bewitched both of them. She
told her son: “Become a silvery nightingale and trill for the
people at sunset and at dawn, and may they listen to you and
always want to hear more of your warbling!” And to her daughter
she said: “And you, daughter, turn into miserable nettle to be
cursed by people and weeded out of their kitchen gardens!” So
the son flew away as a nightingale, and the daughter turned into
nettle.. And when a nightingale sang, everybody admired its
trills. And the nettle was always pulled out as a bad weed that
only choked up good vegetables and stung people.

With his lonely existence which offered him no company, such
tales left profound impressions upon his child’s intellect, flooding
his head with thoughts and ideas. They penetrated deep into his
ardent heart and stirred his soul deeply. Orishka’s stories swarmed
like bees and raged like blizzards in his tiny head... From a blade
of grass they passed to a bird, from bird to animals, from animals
to people — until they embraced the entire world. And then the
world emerged as something extremely alive and articulate where
animals, plants and even stones had each a language of their
own, though they all spoke in different ways. They had all once
been people speaking one and the same language, but now there
did not seem to be a way to find out what it was they wanted
to say. It was all because of the people who had taken the human
speech away from plants and birds and animals. It was as though
they had turned their brothers into those things... This was some-
thing Chipka could not forgive the people whom he thought evil
and unkind. Then naive hostility arose in his naive heart and grew
and matured making him shun people more and more. Not that
the people treated him any better.

“Granny!” he once asked Orishka. “Did I have a father?”

“You did, grandson.”

“Where is he now then?”

“He has joined the army.”

“Now I see, and the boys have been saying that I had no
father... A bastard — that’s what they call me.”

“They’re just silly!”

“Why? Is there something wrong with it?”

“You'll get old too fast if you know everything. Don’t think
about it —it’s a bad word! Put it out of your head.. Only bad
boys say it...”
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“I won't be bad, Grannyl...” Chipka told her, becoming lost in
thought. :

Some time later he spoke again:

“And why did my father go to the army? Why did he leave
Mother?”

“He was sent there.”

“What was he sent for?”

“He had to go... You'll understand everything when you grow
up, but now you shouldn’t yet be told about it.”

“Why, Granny?”

“Because. You're still too small...”

It was not seldom that they had similar conversations. Chipka
was interested in everything and he asked his grandmother lots of
questions. Orishka willingly answered them. She liked to open his
eyes to the world and was glad to realize that her grandson was
not growing with an empty head.

Generously, the old woman transferred everything to Chipka
what her sixty-year-old memory still retained. The boy did not
merely accept it — he avidly absorbed it all!

Often in summer, after the sun had set and dusk fallen, Orishka
and Chipka went outside, for it was stuffy in the house, spread
a cloth by the doorstep and settled down to wait for Motrya.
Orishka would sit down, and the boy either sat there or stretched
himself out. Then they would talk. Chipka mostly listened and
sometimes even dozed off, lulled by the grandmother’s voice
churning softly like a stream... At times, however, he, too, chirped
animatedly...

Night fell, and stars sparkled and flickered in the sky. They
fascinated Chipka, and he could not take his eyes off them.

“What is that up there?” He pointed to the stars.

“Those are stars.”

“What are they?”

“Those are angels looking down at us. Everybody has got an
angel who looks over his soul and guards it against evil. If a
star falls, it means a soul has passed away...”

“Do I have a star up there, Granny? And you too, and Mother?”

“We all have them.”

“Where’s mine, Granny?” Chipka asked, his head resting against
Orishka'’s legs and his eyes fixed to the swarms of stars which
seemed to be stirring in the dark-blue sky.

“God knows, grandson. None of us can tell.. This is God’s
business, and He alone knows it all...”

“Is God up there, too?”

“He is...”

“Who is God, Granny?”

“God?... God is our Lord. He minds everything in the world:
every bug, every animal and every man... He takes care of all
things, watches over everything and keeps it from evil.. And
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when He sees that Satan interferes with His holy business and
makes trouble in the world, He sends Saint Elijah on a fiery
chariot to kill Satan... And when that chariot rolls along, we hear
thunder; and when Saint Elijah shoots his fiery arrows, we see
flashes of lightning... That’s the kind of God He is! He’s terrible
for the evil and kind for the good. He is our Lord and Father who
keeps us alive and feeds us...”

Chipka let himself be carried away by his imagination. He
visualized wrathful God, enveloped in black clouds... ordering
Elijah to go and punish the evil. Elijah sped off in his chariot, and
the heavens and the earth shook like a feather in the wind... Then
came a flash—and an arrow of fire sliced open the sky...
Suddenly, Chipka was gripped by fear. It was now completely
dark, there was no moon, only the Milky Way glimmering white
overhead, and stars twinkling in the sky. Pressing against his
grandmother, the boy whispered softly:

“I'll be good, Granny... I won’t do any bad things, and God
will not punish me... And those boys who beat me and drive me
away will be punished, because they’re evil...”

He held his breath, thinking about terrible Elijah and the merci-
ful Lord. After a while, he asked Orishka again:

“Did you say that God fed us?”

“He sure does.”

“Then why does Mother have to earn bread for us? Just look
how late it is— and she hasn’t come home from work yet. She
says we wouldn’t have anything to eat if she didnt work.”

“That just shows how silly you are,” she said. “Man is born to
work and not to lie around. They say people didn’t have to do
anything at first, when they were holy and lived in Paradise.
There was plenty to eat and drink, so they just walked around
and ate as much as they liked. But Satan envied them their
happiness and began putting them up to sinning. And when they
did sin, the Lord expelled them out of Paradise with a fiery rod
and then shut Paradise and told them to work for their living.
And everybody has been working ever since then. We wouldn’t
have to, if we’d stayed holy.” —

“Why did those people have to sin, Granny? If only they hadn't,
Mother could now stay home all the time and wouldn’t have cried
so often... There would’ve been lots of bread, too, so that I could
have a bite any time I felt like itl”

“This is God’s will, my child...”

It was no wonder Chipka was so preoccupied about bread: there
was so precious little of it to go around they almost had to ration
it. Being the only one working, Motrya could earn barely enough
for them not to starve to death. It was just plain poverty. A funny
episode happened once because of that bread.

Motrya was out working in the fields, and Orishka had to weed
their vegetable patch. All of a sudden, Chipka began pestering his
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grandmother for something to eat. The old woman took a hunk of
bread, broke off a piece and gave it to him. The rest she put on
the table.

“Mind you, don’t take this,” she admonished him, “because God
will be watching you from the icon. When Mother comes, she
will ask who has eaten the bread. Then God will point to you,
and Mother’ll punish you. So don’t even touch it!”

Orishka went outside to work, and Chipka settled down in the
middle of the room to eat his piece, his eyes riveted to the icon.
When he finished his bread, he found he was still hungry. The
rest of the hunk lay there on the table teasing him. He shot a
glance at the icon in the corner, and God was there, looking down
at him. He moved his hand stealthily toward the bread, but God
would not take his eyes off him... Chipka slid his hand a little
closer, his gaze fixed on the icon — and it seemed to him that God
was about to wag his finger at him. He hastily withdrew his hand.
Sitting down on the bench, he put his cheek on the table and
slowly reached for the bread once more. Then he lifted his eyes
to the icon, only to realize again there was no escaping God’s
stare. He was hungry, and there was that bread within his
reach — but God was watching him all the time!

Chipka did some hard thinking. Suddenly, he rushed away from
the table, breathing hard, his eyes burning. Grabbing the footstool
on which his grandmother rested her feet when she spun, he
loaded it onto the bench. Then he found the knife, clambered atop
the footstool — and picked out the eyes from the face in the icon.
Then he ate up the bread and ran out to Orishka.

“Granny! Gra-a-anny!” he shouted.

“Come over here, Chipka. What’s happened?” she called to him
from the weeds.

“Well, I've eaten all the bread,” he boasted.

) “Why have you done that? When Mother comes, God will tell
er...”

“Oh, no, Granny, God didn’t see me do if, because I picked out
his eyes.”

Orishka, however, paid no attention, and the episode was soon
forgotten. Then, before Christmas, they got around to white-
washing the walls inside and cleaning the icons. Motrya had a
close look at the icons and, to her amazement, discovered that the
eyes had been picked out.

“Any idea who may have done it?” Motrya asked her mother.

“Have done what?”” Orishka looked there and now she, too, saw
that the eyes were missing. “Was it you who did it?” she turned
to Chipka.

“Yes, I did it,” he laughed. “That’s because I didn’t want him
to see me eat that bread.”

Only then did Orishka remember what Chipka had told her.
There was nothing to be done about it, though, since Chipka was
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just a silly little child, after all. Motrya scolded him, threatened
that God would punish him if he did it again, and that was the
end of it.

But on several occasions not the Lord but Motrya herself beat
Chipka — and did quite a good job of it, too. Sometimes he had
bruises for weeks on end. To say that she did not love him would
not be true. She did care for him as every mother cared for her
child. Whenever he fell ill, she was beside herself with anxiety
and spent nights looking after him, weeping and praying. After
all, he represented the only joy and hope she had. He was her son
who would grow up and support her in her old age. Maybe at least
then she would not have to work herself to death and to suifer
from cold and hunger and the scorching sun. This was what
Motrya hoped for. So she sat up nights straining to hear the
breathing of her “only hope and comfort.”

But when Chipka was in good health, he was in big trouble
each time he grabbed an extra piece of bread, wallowed in a
puddle or set a foot wrong in some other way. Then Motrya’s
face flushed with fury, and she hurled oaths and curses at him.
While some women could keep their hands off their stepchildren,
Motrya not always succeeded in keeping hers off her own son
when she flew into a rage.

Her son, however, was not the kind of boy to be deterred by
beating. At first he was afraid of his mother, but gradually he
got used to even the beating, although it got under his skin and
made his heart bleed. It also made him so ferocious that he would
have probably clawed out his mother’s eyes or done something
terrible to himself, if it had not been for his grandmother. Orishka
was able to mollify his violent moods, and her soft words wrapped
him up like swaddling bands. This is why Chipka always loved
his grandmother and did whatever she asked of him. But he cared
less for his mother and was much less inclined to obey her. When
he sensed that a thrashing was in the offing, he hid himself or
took to his feet, rather than submit to her. Quite often Motrya
wept bitterly because of that.

[AY
The Growing Up

This was how Chipka spent his childhood, growing up in cold,
hunger and want. His was a very solitary existence. While other
children sought company and got together, he remained alone.
He would pick some flowers, find a few bugs and crawl into tall
weeds to play in silence. The company of either children or adults
had little attraction for him. With his good memory he had never
forgotten being called a freak. He also remembered his grand-
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mother’s advice. Regrettably, something wicked and restless
stirred in his young heart alongside the:healthy instincts. Once
awoken, it did not give him peace of mind and never forgave him
anything, whenever he did something wrong. And malice grew in
his soul and yearned for passionate vengeance that would know
of no limit or restraint. Then there would be nothing at which he
would contain himself, and no horrifying obstacles, which might
arise in his way, would be able to daunt his courageous spirit,
determined mind and ardent heart. Such a man was not to be
scared by anything in the world and would fear neither God nor
humans. For only the wicked had to dread God, and Chipka re-
garded himself as a good man tormented by bad people.

Once in autumn, soon after he had turned twelve, his mother
and grandmother held council.

“Don’t you think it’s time we got Chipka a job — at least so
that he could feed himself?”” Motrya asked.

“I've been thinking about it myself,” Orishka said. “Only he
doesn’t seem fit for any work. He’s so surly and close-mouthed
and bearish. He also can’t get along with other boys, so he sticks
at home all the time.”

“What can we do?” Motrya said sorrowfully. “Everybody knows
how hard I work. But it’s just no use... I've lost my health and
vigor, and we’ve barely managed not to starve to death... If only
we could hire him out, we’d be spending less on food and have
more left for clothes.”

Motrya went to ask around and soon found Chipka a job.
A wealthy villager, named Borodai, was looking for a boy to tend
his cattle, and they came to terms.

“Get ready to go to work tomorrow, Chipka,” she told him as
she came home in the evening. “You’ve been hanging around long
enough at home wasting food. It’s high time you started earning
your bread.”

Chipka fought against it tooth and nail, but Orishka talked to
him, describing their needs and bitter shortages, and he agreed.
Borodai hired him for the winter for food and clothes. Motrya
returned home in a happy frame of mind.

“How did it go off?” Orishka asked.

“I left him there... I wish he’d behave!”

“He may yet get used to it,” the older woman tried to encourage
her daughter. “It’s now all in the hands of God.”

Chipka stayed with Borodai. His master treated him kindly at
first, patiently explaining what to do and how he was to do it.
But the boy just did not listen to him. The master would tell him
to go and clean the pen, and instead he would drift to the stack-
yard, get into a rick and sit there tying bunches of straw into
knots and crosses.

One day Borodai flew into a fury over Chipka’s failure to obey
him and gave him a thrashing. This so enraged the boy that he
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nearly burned down his master’s place. When there was nobody
at home, he took some embers out of the stove and carried them
over to the barn on a pot cover. Luckily, neighbors noticed it in
time and put out the fire with water.

Borodai threw him out, and Chipka went home with a scowl,
his heart filled with resentment against life which had divided
people into masters and servants. Motrya just wept and did not
even try to beat him. She was afraid of Borodai suing them.
Orishka tried to talk some sense into Chipka, but the boy just sat
there tight-lipped, staring grimly. He stayed at home for the whole
winter.

In the spring, Motrya and Orishka again discussed it.

“Shall we get Chipka to work?”

“Why not.”

Motrya went to look for a job once more — and again quickly
found it. Ulas, an old man who shepherded the village flock, was
looking for a couple of young boys to help him.

Old Ulas was a serf of landlord Polsky and used to tend his
cattle. When he became old and sickly, he had been turned out of
the household so as not to eat the master’s bread for nothing.
Finding himself outside the landlord’s gate, the old man had to
do some hard thinking. Where should he go? He had no family,
and his distant relatives were all serfs anyway. In this situation
he might just as well go and jump in the pond. The free peasants’
commune, however, took pity on him. They built him a dugout on
the l:adge of the village and put him in charge of the commune
flock.

Now the old man hired Chipka as a herdsman. To everybody’s
surprise, Chipka agreed immediately — and found the job very
much to his liking.

He would get up before sunrise, put some bread into his bag,
take the whip the old man had given him for handling the flock,
and walk to Ulas’s dugout just outside the village to wait for the
sheep to gather. When he came, the dugout door was still shut.
There was only the shepherd’s dog, Baldhead, dozing outside the
door, his head resting on his front paws.

“Baldhead!” Chipka called out to him.

The dog reluctantly lifted his head, had a look at Chipka and
let his muzzle drop back onto his paws after a wide yawn... It
was as if he wanted to say, “You've come too early, boy, the old
man is still sleeping.”

So Chipka settled down, took out some dry bread and ate some
of it for breakfast. Before long, villagers began bringing their
sheep. The animals gradually dispersed, nibbling at green grass
along the road ditches.

Then Hritsko Chuprun, the other herdshoy, came along. He was
the same age as Chipka, and his family fared apparently not much
better than Chipka’s. His shirt was so soiled it was almost black,
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aﬁd what passed as his trousers, rolled up above his knees, were
all rags.

Hritsko was an orphan and came from the family of free
peasants. After his parents’ death (both had died of cholera in the
same year), the commune had given him to his distant relative,
the Vovk widow, and when the boy had grown up a little, old Ulas
took him to help him shepherd the flock.

Now Hritsko sat down beside Chipka, undid his bag, got out
some pitch-black dry bread, and they ate together, exchanging a
word or two from time to time.

Then the door squeaked — and the old man stood in the door-
way.

“Already here, boys?”

“That’s right.”

“There’re still too few sheep, I see.”

“They’re going to bring the rest now.”

“Having your breakfast?”

“Yes, we are.”

“All right, you go on eating till we have all the sheep. Mean-
while I'll wash and get my things and then we'll start.”

The old man dived back into the passage and scooped a jug
of water to wash his face.

It was now almost broad daylight, only the sun seemed to be
late. Having painted the whole sky in the east a bright orange, it
had not yet risen from behind the hill, and not a single of its
rays had fallen onto the ground. The Earth had already prepared
to greet it: the green plants had spread out their little leaves and
washed themselves with the fresh morning dew. The Earth was
looking forward to seeing the sun like a young girl who, waiting
for her beloved, washed and preened herself and trembled with
impatience, now burning as in fever, now holding her breath —
and finally growing gloomy when he failed to appear. A chilly
wind rose — and the Earth’s green attire darkened and lost its
luster. But then the wind died down, and the Earth brightened up
again...

Presently, all the sheep were in, and old Ulas was ready. He
emerged from his dugout wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat, his
lunch bag and his coat (for bad weather) on a crook over his
shoulder, his whip in his hand.

“Shall we go, boys?” he called to them.

Chipka and Hritsko sprang to their feet, put away the remains
of their black-bread breakfast and hurried to gather the sheep
which had spread throughout the common, regaling themselves
on the dewy grass. Soon they were all herded together.

The shepherd shouted, the whip cracked, one of the boys opened
the gate of the fenced common, and the sheep slowly trailed
toward the fields, their heads low, just above the ground. Chipka
and Hritsko walked on either side of the flock, old Ulas followed
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behind, and Baldhead, his head and tail lifted high, stalked at the
shepherd’s feet, like a faithful squire at his knight’s side.

Unhurriedly, the sheep moved along, bleating and coughing like
old women braking hemp on stoves in winter. A cloud of dust
hung above the road.

“Come on!” the old shepherd udged them on, snapping his
whip.

“II-)Iey, where d’you think you’re going?” Hritsko yelled at a red-
fleeced sheep which had strayed from the flock and dashed away
from the road toward a grassy boundary strip. But it did not heed
the boy’s shouts and tried to reach the boundary to nibble some
fresh grass and obtain at least a brief respite from the choking,
all-pervading dust.

Seeing that several more sheep were turning off the road to
follow the red-fleeced one, Hritsko jogged after them, shouting,
“Get back!” and snapping his whip. Reluctantly, the fugitives
turned back.

Playfully and smilingly, the sun began to emerge from behind
the hill. Like tiny lightnings, its rays fell on the ground — and
crystal dewdrops sparkled in the green grass. With the appearance
of the sun, all creatures came to life. Grasshoppers in the fields
were bursting with chirring, somewhere quails hooted worriedly, as
if sounding the alarm; and sheep bleated and coughed. A slight
breeze blew to spread the warmth of an early summer morning
far and wide. The world became cheery and pleasant.

Chipka strolled on one side of the flock, his head hung low.
What was he thinking about? What was on his mind? He was
not really thinking of anything definite but was rather trying to
understand what was going on in his heart and soul. Then he
forgot — and put everything out of his mind... Now he felt good.
He felt happy and free. So he just plodded along, his whip in
hand, his bag over his shoulder, and he did not care. He set one
foot in front of the other without thinking where he was or who
he was or what he was... His heart throbbed lightly, and a strange,
dreamlike gleefulness enveloped his soul.

Presently they reached the pasture. Old Ulas snapped his whip,
and the sheep scattered over the green field.

“Now, boys, we can get some rest,” he declared.

All three settled down under a tree. The old man got out some
bread and a pinch of salt and began to eat.

Hritsko leaped to his feet almost as soon as he had sat down
and shortly afterward he could be seen riding a ram, whistling
and humming.

Chipka lay on his back staring into the sky. The sky was deep,
wide and clear, without a cloud or a spot. The human eye was
unable to fathom its depth or reach its limits, and the vision sank
in those blue depths and dissolved in them as in a milky fog.
Only the thought grew and broadened...

37



What was up there, Chipka wondered. It must be really nice
there. The skies were so blue, and the sun shone so brightly.

“Uncle Ulas?”

“What is it, sonny?”

“What’s there?”

“Where?”

“In the sky?”

“God.”

Chipka fell to thinking. It was so nice lying there and look-
ing up.

“Are there any people there, too?”

“Where?”

“In the sky.”

“No, sonny, there aren’t. There’s just God, his angels and
virtuous souls.”

“Has anybody been there to see them?”

“No, but they say so. Our priest also says so in his sermons
in church.”

“It must be wonderful there... Just look how blue and beautiful
the heavens are!”

Having eaten his breakfast, the old shepherd was saying a
prayer. When he finished, he said:

“Of course it’s wonderful, sonny! Nothing like here on earth...
Upfthere everything is good and holy. Down here all is evil and
sinful...”

Ulas’s voice trailed off. A short time later, he cleared his throat
and started again:

“Only the merciful Lord keeps us alive in this world, because
we should’ve been weeded out as bad grass long ago. Look at
these sheep here. Do they harm anybody or anything? No they
don’t. They just wander around nibbling the green grass — and
that’s all they do. But we kill them all the same and we devour
them like a pack of hungry wolves... But then we eat just about
everything — you name it. But it’s a sin, and we’ll have to pay
for it in the other world... We're sinful, damned souls. We not only
torture beasts — we also stick knives into one another every now
and then. We sure do. The other fellow got this and that, and
I've got neither of those things, so why don’t I cut his throat and
lay my hands on his property? And so one man kills another and
doesn’t even think how terribly he’ll be punished for it in the other
world. The devil tempts him, and he grabs a knife and goes
ahead... Condemned, sinful souls — that’s what we are!”

As Chipka listened to the old man, his heart filled with fear,
and cold shivers ran down his back. “Condemned, sinful souls...”
he whispered after Ulas. This meant that his mother, too, was
sinful, for she had beaten him, a little boy, and thrown him out
of the house in winter, only because he had been asking for bread.
On the other hand, his grandmother was not sinful, since she had
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never raised her hand to him and had always indulged and
comforted him, just like old Ulas. Then he was probably not
sinful either... What about Hritsko? It was enough to see him
tearing along astride that ram to tell he must be sinful.

“Hritsko!” Chipka shouted, leaping to his feet. “Don’t do that,
because it’s a sin!”

Hritsko, however, kept on geeing and whoaing at the top of his
voice.

“Is he riding the ram again?” the old man asked. “Now I see.
I couldn’t understand at first why he was shouting so all the
time... Wait, I'll show you!” Ulas shook his crook at the boy from
afar.

Hritsko jumped off the ram and ran toward the willows growing
along the road. Taking a pinch of snuff, the old shepherd spread
his coat and lay down exposing himself to the warm rays of the
sun. Chipka sat beside him.

Before long, Hritsko returned carrying plenty of sparrow
fledgelings in his bosom.

“Look how many chicks I've gotten out of sparrows’ nests,” he
boasted.

“What have you done it for?” the old man asked without lifting
his head from the ground.

“That’s to keep this plague from breeding!”

“But they haven’t harmed anybody! It's a sin!” Chipka ex-
claimed, stressing the last word.

“Didn’t they twitter ‘still alive’ when the Jews were torturing
Christ to death?” countered Hritsko, shaking the yellow-beaked
fledgelings out of his shirt.

Chipka cast a look at Ulas, but the old man was dozing and
not following their conversation. The fledgelings began to crawl
away, and Hritsko seized his crook.

“Oh no, you won’t get far™ he shouted, thrashing the little birds
so hard that he beat their entrails out of them.

“I'll teach you how to twitter ‘still alive’!” the boy yelled as
he pounded away with his crook again and again.

Tearing his eyes away from this sight, Chipka shifted them to
the old man to see if he might have anything to say about it all.
But Ulas just lay there and did not speak. Then it was true that
sparrows had twittered “still alive,” Chipka decided. Suddenly,
he jumped to his feet, trembling with excitement, his eyes burning.

“kW!ait, Hritsko! Wait, don’t beat them. Let’s better wring their
necksl...”

Picking up a fledgeling, he gave a sharp twist to its head.
A mement later, he realized that the head remained in his hand,
while his other hand was still clutching the headless body.
th“’g;l?'is is ‘still alive’ to youl” Chipka shouted. “How d'you like

at?

“This is ‘still alive’ to you!” Hritsko echoed him.
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Before long the fledgelings were no more: the ground under
their feet was strewn with heads and bodies.

“Now we can do some beating,” declared Chipka, reaching for
his crook. Hritsko followed suit. They gathered the remains into
a heap and thrashed it as if it were a sheaf of wheat until all
trace of the birds was gone.

“Let's 'go get more of them,” Hritsko proposed. “There’re still
plenty of these.”

“All right,” Chipka agreed.

They raced toward the willows.

“Where are you going?” old Ulas called after them, lifting his
head from the ground. “Better go and drive the sheep back here.
Look how far they've gone. We don't want them to be attacked by
wolves, do we?”

The old man lay back on his coat and quickly dozed off again.

“Did Jews really torture Christ to death?” Chipka asked as they
ran to the sheep.

“Sure they did. And sparrows sat in the trees and chirped,
‘Still alive, still alive’ so they would keep on torturing him.”

“I surely wish some Jew would fall into my hands!” Chipka
boasted, his eyes sparkling viciously, like those of a wolf cub.

“Eh, you couldn’t really handle big Jews,” Hritsko said. “But
we could surely lick some Jewish kids. Yesterday I beat the hell
out of one and pulled out his whiskers, too...”

“Oh did you?”

“I did, by God.”

“If only I could catch one, I'd wring his neck like I did to those
sparrows!”

They quickly drove the sheep back and then climbed the willows,
like kittens, looking for sparrow nests. Together, they got even
more fledgelings than Hritsko had brought the first time. Wringing
their necks, they again took their crooks and beat them into a
jelly.

J The sun climbed higher and higher. Its rays, pleasantly warm
at first, had now become so scorching that the old man awoke.

“Too hot,” he declared, shifting his coat into the shade of the
willow. “All right, let’s take some snuff and play some music. The
boys are probably climbing those trees...”

He breathed the tobacco into his nostril.

“Very good!” he praised the snuff. He sneezed and reached into
the bag for his flute. Wetting the mouthpiece with saliva, he blew
it several times. Then he started “The Herdsboy.” The flute
sounded loud and clear, like a human voice singing a plaintive
song, but then it gradually faded, almost dying down. Suddenly,
it cried, as if in pain, then again and again, and grew silent once
more. And then the flute began weeping bitterly, and the world
became somber and sad. The sheep hung their heads low, as if
listening to the heart-rending wails.
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Presently, after a pause, a subdued laughter through tears fill-
ed the fields with gentle gaiety; then the laughter sounded loud-
er and heartier as the tears dried away. Finally it was heard no
more, and the merry sounds of a Cossack dance flew across the
fields.

“It’s the old man playing,” Chipka said. “Let’s go over to him.”

“Come on.”

And they broke into a run.

“It must be time, boys, to water the sheep,” Ulas told them
when he saw them.

Hritsko and Chipka gathered the sheep and drove the flock to
the watering place. On their way there they got into bad trouble.
As they crossed the meadow, a gray wolf appeared out of the blue.
Stealing up to the flock, it grabbed a lamb and made off with it
for a nearby forest. The sheep panicked and rushed aside, nearly
swamping Hritsko. Baldhead raced after the wolf, and Chipka ran
after the dog. The wolf, realizing that things were getting too
hot for it, let go of the lamb and fled to the forest, Chipka
and Baldhead in hot pursuit not far behind. Hearing Baldhead’s
barking, the old man hurried to help. But looking for a wolf in a
forest was a hopeless undertaking. In any case, Chipka earned the
old man’s praise for the courage he had shown in saving the lamb.

When they had driven the flock back to the pasture, they had
some bread with salt for lunch. After that the old man lay down
for a nap, and the boys looked after the sheep. Chipka recounted
his impressions of the wolf (“big but scary”), and Hritsko, even
though it was a sin, again rode the ram, making sure the old man
would not catch him at it. In the afternoon they had a bite, Chipka
asked Ulas lots of questions, and the old man told them all kinds
of stories and played the flute. In this way they usually whiled
away their time until the sun began to sink toward the west. Then
the old man would say, “Time to go home, boys.”

Chipka and Hritsko would round up the flock and drive it to
the village. In the common, the owners waited for them to take
their sheep home. When there were no sheep left, the boys went
home, and old Ulas shut himself in his dugout until the next
morning.

A"
The Revelation

Chipka really loved herding sheep for old Ulas. This was just
the right kind of job for his age, and the work was not hard.
Nor was it without benefits. For every summer the old man
charged five copecks a sheep. Of these, Hritsko and Chipka
received half a copeck each. Besides, they also got five sacks of
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grain and two or three lambs apiece each year. There was nothing
left to be desired. Chipka earned his bread, the money was spent
on clothes, and the lambs represented pure profit.

“Thank Thee for taking pity on our misery!” Motrya praised
the Lord. “Frankly, I gave up all hope of bringing my son to
reason!”

“He’s finally come to his senses,” Orishka said. “He has under-
stood himself that he must work. I, too, have eaten some of his
bread, thank God!” ]

Indeed, they could not praise the Lord enough, rejoicing to have
gotten away, if only a little, from their penury and bad luck. Also
their house .had now become cleaner and lighter, and their bread
was not as black and dry as it had been before. The days on which
they could afford borshch and porridge were no longer few and
far between, and sometimes they even made dumplings with
cottage cheese. Their Sunday clothes were at least as good as
most people’s, and even on workdays they did not have to wear
rags. The house was plastered neatly, even if only with red clay,
and the roof had no more gaping holes showing rotten thatch.
Behind the house there were a cellar and a barn. They kept a pig
with a suckling and about a dozen sheep. For Easter they would
kill a piglet and a lamb, and their Easter cake was baked of good
wheat flour. They had more of everything, and life was better in
every way.

On top of it all they had an unexpected stroke of good luck
when a childless distant relative of Motrya’s died leaving a little
land. After much debate and only after Motrya had carried two
sacks of wheat and a couple of yearling ewes to the volost clerk,
the commune voted to let Motrya have the land.

“Cheer up, Chipka,” said overjoyed Motrya. “Now we can have
our own rye and wheat and millet and barley and buckwheat.
I am also going to choose a good place and plant potatoes for
the winter! For Christmas we can feed a pig. We'll sell the fat,
salt the meat and stuff some sausages... We'll have enough to
eat! I don’t care if our enemies keep on laughing and avoiding
us!” . . : . .

Motrya grew more cheerful and even seemed to have become
younger.

Those happy, untroubled days did not lull Chipka to compla-
cency, though. Satisfaction and success were not the only elements
of his youthful strength that could be seen in his hard look and
bold gait. Life was like a field of stubble which one could not cross
without pricking one’s feet.

The death of his grandmother was the first painful reminder
of this. At the time Chipka had just turned fifteen. Orishka was
already very old, her hair white as milk, her. body dried and
shriveled. She did not leave the house even in summer, except that
on an exceptionally hot day she would hobble outside and sit
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under the wall to bask in the sunshine, her blue hands on her
knees. But in the fall she would constantly complain to her
daughter:

“Somehow 1 feel really sick, Motrya... I'm in a very bad way!
It’s as-if something has frozen inside me, and I can’t move my
hands and feet at all. I'm not even sure they re still there. Most
likely, my death is not far away already.

Thus she spoke one evening, and before daybreak she gave up
the ghost.

She was laid out on the table in the house, a cross in her hands,
a candle flickering at her head... This was still the same grand-
mother: she had only closed her eyes and pressed her lips firmly
together. Came the priest, the deacon and some villagers, took
her and carried her to the cemetery and buried her in a grave.
Motrya wept, but not Chipka. He was frightened and mourned his
grandmother. She was no more, he thought, she had died and she
would never again be alive. The merciless death had taken Granny
away from them. What was death? Did anybody know?

Before his vision arose a horrible apparition, a grim, cold
monster... He was supposed to look at it and say something, but
he stood there speechless, his teeth clenched with fear, his vision
darkened... Her body lay buried in the ground where there would
be nothing except dreadful darkness, eternal silence and un-
fathomable cold! There was a worm creeping along... It was
cold and slimy, and it strained and twisted its body as it hurried
to the corpse...

Presently, the worm reached the dead body and put its tiny
red mouth to it... Then it bored a small hole and clung to it... Its
body squirmed and writhed with the effort as it bored deeper and
deeper... Another worm hurried along, then a third, a fourth... The
corpse was now full of holes. There was a dull thud. That was
a part of the corpse, weakened by countless holes, falling away.
The worms writhed, lifting their tiny reddish tails...

Ouch, how frightfull Chipka shuddered. Why had there to be
death? They said it was all God’s will. Death through the will
of God? Mute darkness, worms — was all that due to God? Oh,
Lord, did it really have to be?.. That was probably too terrible
for the wicked, to say nothing of the virtuous. And Granny had
been so good and kind for everybody. Why then did she have to
suffer so horribly? Or maybe it was not the same for all? What
was the truth? Oh, no, there was something wroeng about 1t the
truth must be dlfferent something else...

Chipka became obsessed with such thoughts He looked grim
and ghastly and had a strangely wild stare. He would shift his
.eyes to somebody’s face but he would not see it. Also, he did not
hear people calling him by name and sometimes acted as if he did
not have his wits about him. He would jerk awake at night and
start to dress...
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“Chipka! What’s the matter?” his mother Would ask him in
astonishment.

“What?”

“Where are you going?”

“Granny’s calling me... I'm going to her...’

“Stop that, for God’s sake! Granny is no more—she died.”

“Then what’s that?.. Listen!” He would turn his ear toward
one side, listening. “There it is! ‘Chipkal... Chipkal..’ Can’t you
hear?... Wait a minute, Granny, I’m coming!...”

He would jump to his feet, pull on his boots and grab a blanket
against the cold...

“May God have mercy on you, where are you going?” Motrya
crossed him and rushed to stop him.

Then she would beg him to stay home and undress him and pull
off his boots... He would calm down a little and sink down on
the bench.

“Lie down, son.”

Chipka would stir and move a little but would remain sitting...
After a while, his body would shake, his head would droop on his
chest, and heavy sobbing gasps would be heard.

“Why are you crying, son?”

But he would say nothing, weeping on and on.

Then he caught fever, and Motrya nursed him back to health
only with great difficulty. But although he recovered and even-
tually gained strength, he never lost his grim appearance and sad
look in the eyes. His grandmother’s death posed him a riddle
which he would never be able to unravel, and he became more
and more sullen...

* % %

Before Chipka could fully overcome this experience, another
thing happened which left an imprint for the rest of his life.

He was seventeen. That year the centuries-old shackles of
serfdom were shattered. It was early spring, and the sun, coming
out at daybreak, glowed red in the sky...

“Somehow, the sun’s gotten up too early today,” noted old Ulas,
lookmg up at the sky. “We're probably going to get some rain
today.”

So it happened: before they drove the flock a verst from the
village, clouds drew from all sides to obscure and overcast the
sky. Soon afterward, the skies began to weep... A fine drizzle set
in. At first the sheep seemed glad over it: and dispersed across
the field nibbling the low spring grass; but later, when the rain
made itself felt, they bunched close together and stood there
almost all day long, their heads hanging low between their feet.
It would have been pointless driving them back anyway, for they
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would not have known what to do with them in the village. And
the rain fell on and on... The three shepherds got wet to the skin,
but the rain just would not stop.

The three of them sat down under a willow to wait. Baldhead,
too, curled up at their feet. All of them felt gloomy.

“Will you, too, be free now, Uncle Ulas?” asked Chipka to while
away the time in conversation.

“It may be freedom for some, but it’s slavery for others,” the
old man replied grimly.

“What d’you mean?”

“Never mind. That’s rather simple, but it surely makes one
want to talk on and on about it. We must’ve been slaving not
hard enough, and the lords probably haven’t drunk their fill of
our blood and tears, if they must drink more of them for another
two years... Oh, Lord, when is Thy just judgement coming at
last?...”

“Isn’t it all the same for you, Uncle Ulas?” Hritsko spoke. “You
have been free for quite a long time anyway.”

“Free?... Sure, I was free while there was no freedom around.
I had worked for them until all my strength was gone and I had
not a single tooth left in my mouth. Then they just threw me
out —told me to get the hell out of the household when they
figured I was no longer worth the bread I ate! Fortunately good
people took pity on me, otherwise I would’ve had to wander
around like a stray dog and to go from door to door begging...
Now suddenly they've remembered me. Pay ten rubles a year,
they say... For what? Where would I get the money?... Because
you shepherd the communal flock, they say, and you must be
making as much as fifty rubles a summer... But that’s ridiculous!
I'm a poor man, I live on charity... The good villagers have been
kind to me... But no! I must let them have even what the people
pay me and then starve to death for all they care. Oh, damn them
alll There are no laws against them, no justice!” the old man
concluded bitterly.

Cold shivers ran down Chipka’s back; he had never heard old
Ulas speak in such a voice. His thoughts blurred and whirled
round, and blood rushed to his head. He remained silent, afraid
of disturbing the old man’s grief with words. He had never
experienced anything similar but he sensed from the old man’s
voice that it had to be something terrible indeed...

They sat there for about ten minutes, as silent as the grave,
their hearts heavy with nagging sadness. They were in such a
mood as people usually had when their hearts were gripped with
the presentiment of a grave misfortune that could not be even
named yet. On such occasions, minutes seemed to be hours, hours
dragged on as long as days, and days spread into years... A worm
crept ‘along faster than time in such moments... One would be
impatient to have a glimpse of the future to see how it would end,
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but one would be seized by fear that made one’s hair stand on
end and froze one’s blood.

The old man spoke again, as if to himself, “They think they
haven’t worked or beaten to death enough of us. Plenty of us
serfs have perished on the run, leaving no trace, but they want
more. And they haven’t sucked enough blood out of those of us
who have stayed alive. Now they’ve fallen upon a beggar... Well,
they aren’t going to get much out of me. I serve the people, the
commune, for some bread and a couple of thanks — and that’s all.
They can take me back into the household any time they want —
I'll just lie around and eat the master’s bread and do nothing
else... Come on, take me! That’s easy to say, of course... And what
about the steppes and the sheep? I've gotten used to it all and
it’s now so dear to me.. Now I'll have to leave it.. May their
strength leave them!... A sheep is like a human being to me: it
also eats and drinks and gets sick... Only it can’t say a word!...
Don’t I see, don’t I know how this rain annoys them? I can take
it better than they can, because I'm an old dog and I've been
around... But look at that lamb. It’s bent and shivering with cold...
And I see it, sure... I would’ve warmed that lamb on my chest like
it were my own child... But I won’t do that! Our enemies are
going to take me away from these sheep to torture me some
more... Because they always want more, and more, and more...”

The old man could speak no more. Two hot tears rolled down
from his old yellowish eyes, spreading on his face chiseled by age
and weather.

Hritsko sat with his mouth agape, not knowing what to say.

Chipka did not take his eyes off old Ulas. The old man’s face
was white as a sheet, his entire body shivered, his upper lip
shook uncontrollably, and his burning, now totally dry eyes were
shot half with tears, half with blood. :

“Who... who...” he shouted, stammering, “who can take old
Ulas away from us?... No! No, we won't let them — not as long as
we are alive!”

"The old shepherd looked up — and his stare met Chipka’s
burning eyes.

“The lord will take me back, Chipka! He’ll do it, too, son! I'll
have to go back into the household to live out in seridom the very
few years that may be left to me. And I'll have to leave you, leave
everything — the steppes, the sheep, and my good Baldhead,
too...”

“He won’'t dare — oh no!” Chipka said threateningly. “Let him
try! I'll fix a nice, big fire for him if he does!”

The old man became alarmed.

“Don’t you say such things, son! Are you in your right senses
and d’you believe in God at all? Try to think! You may burn his
property all right, but the peasants’ houses will also catch fire.
Anyway, he’ll build a new house in no time at all, and the poor
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who only got roofs above their heads will lose everything they
have. May God help you to come to your senses!”

Now their gloom deepened even more. The skies erupted into
a downpour. They fidgeted uneasity; pulling their cloaks down to
their eyes. Baldhead crawled closer to the old man, huddling next
to his feet. Ulas shook his head wonderingly. “He's exactly like
his father,” he said aloud. “They’re as similar as two peas.”

“Who?” asked Hritsko.

“That one!” Ulas pointed to Chipka.

“Do you mean you knew my father?” Chipka asked grimly.

“Why not, if we were in the household together?”

“Was he also a serf?” Chipka asked in a surprised voice. “Wasn’t
he a soldier?”

“What if he was? Men aren’t born soldiers, are they? I see no
one has told you about him yet...”

(‘No.’7

“It figures. The people must still remember...”

“What do you mean?” Chipka pricked up his ears, his eyes
riveted to the old man.

“Hm, I see!” Ulas got out a bast snuffbox and inhaled some
tobacco.

“You tell me, Uncle Ulas,” Chipka insisted.

“All right. If nobody’s told you, then I will... It was so long
ago,” he began. “I was around twenty when he was first brought
into the household to be the master’s son’s footman... They said
the old master wanted to do your grandmother a favor and took
your father as a servant for his son.. He was puny, sickly and
nasty like a thievish cat. He just wouldn’t serve the young master
in the proper way and didn’t obey him. The young master once
pinched him or pulled his hair... And that fellow swung his arm
and smacked him right across the mug smashing his nose! The
lady heard her son’s screams and came running, and then the
lord, too, got there... ‘Take him to the stable!’ he ordered. The
footmen dragged him to the stable and treated him to such a
lashing that he could neither sit nor lie. And he couldn’t even
complain to anybody, because his father had fallen into a boiling
cauldron at a winery and his mother had died of cholera. Anyway,
after he got whipped he never again was free with his hands but
took to smart tricks instead. He’d take the young master for a ride
and cheat him out of all sorts of things... until he got lashed for
that, too. After that he tried to drown himself, but people didn’t
let him. Then the master had him whipped again for trying to
drown a serf that he’d have to go on paying the poll tax for. Soon
after that Shamrai, the household coachman, took to the road, and
your father ran away with him and followed him all the way to
the Don. He grew up down there, married and settled down. But
the devil wanted that he’d learn about Khrushch, a free peasant’s
son who at about the same age had tramped to the Don to his
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uncle and then died there... It was not so much this Khrushch as
the homeland, though. Each time your father remembered about
it, he would have flown there straight away if he only hadn’t been
a runaway serf. But then he heard about Khrushch. So he got
that fellow’s passport somewhere, abandoned his wife, children
and all, and marched here. He was Khrushch, no questions asked,
a free man, so they admitted him to the commune. Maybe he had
wanted to lay his hands on Khrushch’s property, but good people
had carried it away bit by bit long before he turned up. Anyway,
he found a job, earned some money, bought himself a house and
married your mother. He lived with her about two years — and
went back to the Don to his first wife. That’s where he got caught!
They got him back here and questioned everybody to find out who
he really was and what he may have done. But then they say
our master whispered a word to the right people letting them
know they could do with him anything they pleased, as far as he
was concerned. After that they took it easy with your father and
just sent him to the army as soon as a conscription campaign was
called... Now you see how he came to be a soldier. Now you’ll
know!”

Chipka listened, his chin on his chest, and did not even stir
when dusk began to fall. Ulas and Hritsko gathered the flock
without him.

“Hey, come on, time to go home!” the old man called to him
from the road. Co

Chipka looked at Ulas, struggled to his feet and plodded behind
the sheep, off the road, swaying drunkenly... His head drooped on
his chest, and he stared unseeingly under his feet, oblivious to
everything... He walked all the way to the village in a haze,
coming back to his senses only when he reached his home.

“Was my father really like that, Mother?”

“Like what?”

He told her.

“That’s true.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Would you have felt better if I had?”

He fell to thinking.

“I guess not..” he replied after a long pause and grew silent
once more.

The room became gloomy as a cellar. Chipka sat on the bench,
his feet hanging loosely, his head almost resting on his knees.
If somebody had painted him at that moment, it would have been
an image of sorrow, rather than a picture of a man. Looking at
him and remembering the past, Motrya wept soitly.

“No, that’s not what Father should have done,” Chipka said in
a hollow drawl. “No, he did it wrong! Why didn’t he kill them,
burn them down?..”

“Kill whom, son?”
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“The masters!” he said firmly.

“Don’t you say such things. It’s up to the Lord, not people, to
punish them.”

Chipka kept silent. Motrya crossed herself and again started
crying. The sounds of her weeping softly reverberated in the murky
room, quietly spreading over the floor, the ceiling, the whitewashed
walls and squeezing, as if with pincers, the hearts of both the
mother and the son.

He sat there gloomily, as silent as the grave. His father, like
a black raven, hovered before his vision.

Poor, poor Father, he thought. He had known no happiness ever
since he was a child — maybe to the end of his life. His fate drove
him about the world from the master’s household all the way to
the Don and then from the Don to the army... Where was he now?
What had happened to him? Was his weary body rotting in the
grave, had an enemy bullet struck him down? Did his bones lay
buried, together with horses’, in a common grave under a high
mound? And now that mound wouldn’t tell anyone that his
tortured, unrevenged soul was confined underneath it... Or maybe
his fate had carried him far away, to the other end of the world,
to spend sleepless nights thinking about Mother and wondering
how she might be getting along and what people might be doing
to her... “Oh, Lord my God! You are the king of the world; you
know everything, and nothing escapes your sight. You alone look
after earth and have power over it... Why then don’t you punish
the evil, so that they wouldn’t torture the good? Why don’t Thou
strike the wrongdoer with Thy just wrath? But no — you're silent,
mute like the dead night... You can’t see our tears, and the sound
of our sobs doesn’t reach you.. Our enemies stand between you
and us. Will you never punish them?”

Chipka was completely exhausted. He lay on the bench like a
log, groaning heavily. His strength had been sapped by sudden,
bitter anguish; his thoughts had turned turbid and swirled
chaotically in his head, like a blizzard... He was hardly aware of
his thoughts and did not hear his own moans.

“Why are you groaning, son?” Motrya asked sadly.

He was silent.

“Are you sick?”

Silence.

“Are you asleep, son?”

Silence.

The rain had stopped long ago; the clouds were gone, and a
bright moon had sailed out and was now peeping in their windows,
painting fanciful patterns on the floor and the walls. Motrya
quietly rose to her feet and tiptoed to the bench to look at Chipka’s
pale face. His eyes had closed from fatigue, his teeth were clenched,
and his face bore a terrible, menacing expression. That horrible
sight made her heart bleed.
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“May the Mother of God guard you from all evils,” she
whispered. “Sleep, son, maybe you'll sleep it off.”

Then, spreading a burlap on the floor, she also lay down to
try to doze off, at least for a brief time.

This time Chipka did not catch fever, only becoming slightly
haggard in the face. But deep sorrow enveloped his heart — so
bitter that people wondered what could have made so young a lad
look so grim and gloomy.

Somehow, Chipka stuck it out with the flock until the end of
summer. In the fall they demanded that the old shepherd pay
them. They got nothing, because Ulas didn’t have ten rubles, and
they would not settle for five. The old man was dragged to the
lord’s household like an ox to slaughter. This embittered Chipka
still more, and he plunged even deeper in gloom. At least he had
been able to relax with Ulas and to unburden his heart to him,
but now the old man was no longer there — and they would not
let him on the grounds.

Vi
Learning the Truth

Winter came around. Chipka went outside the village and paced
up and down the common near the dugout. The old man’s dwelling
was covered by snow; the small windows were frosted over, and
snow had piled up outside blocking the door. Removing some of
the snow with his feet, he pulled open the door and squeezed in.
Inside it was empty and cold. Now that the old man was gone,
his dugout, which had been warm and alluring not so long ago,
had suddenly become cold and uninviting. This was what the
strong could do to the helpless, he thought. This was what masters
did to their serfs. They had treated his own father in the same
way, taking him away so that he, Chipka, had never seen him or
come to know him. And they had also disgraced his son, may they
be cursed!

He turned back to the village. As he passed the tavern, he kept
his eyes and ears open. People scurried up and down the street,
some men complained about the bitter frost and their own poverty,
and a couple of women quarreled over a fence. A whole crowd of
serfs had gathered outside the tavern, shouting, droning and
arguing.

* Voices ¢ould be heard:

“They’re just trying to cheat us! They’re abusing us! Now
they’ve come up with those two years — just trying to drag it
out!”

“That’s right,” others were saying. “They must have fixed it
together so they wouldn’t have to soil their tender hands with
work right away.”
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. “To hell with them, hands and all!” somebody shouted. ‘‘They
are used to having other people dirtying their hands for them.”
“"“That’s true... Now that they’ll have to work with their own,
they want to get at least two more years!”

“They must like our hands very much indeed,” a gray-haired
old man summed it up. :

“You_just wait!” one of the hotheads raised his voice. “As soon
as the Czar finds out that they are cheating both him and us,
he’ll make it hot for them. He’ll make them serfs in no time at all,
and he’ll make us masters...”

“Not before we grow hair on our palms,” someone more sober
dampened him. ,

“We won’t have to grow any hair,” the other man persisted.
“The Czar will only have to tell us to be masters — and that’s all
it’ll takel”

“Just imagine what we’ll do then!” the pessimist jeered. |
- “Of course, it’ll be nothing like now!”

“I’d harness my imaster to a sled, like he were an ox, and would
drive him to the forest to get some wood, because it’s howling
cold in the house right now,” said somebody from the crowd.

# “The.frost is terrible!” buzzed the crowd. “This winter it’s never
been so cold...” "

“Why don’t we go inside the tavern to warm ourselves?”

“Come on! Let’s go!” several voices were heard at the same
time.

The crowd pressed toward the tavern door. Chipka went home,
his head drooping, thinking over what he had just heard... Curses
welled up in his throat, burning and tormenting him.

* % %

In the spring Chipka spoke with his mother:

“What am I to do? The old man is in serfdom... Shall I find
somebody to shepherd the flock with?”

“Here’s my advice to you,” she said. “You just leave your
sheep — you can’t tend them forever. Better get down to work the
land. It’s about time we started working it ourselves. Maybe we’ll
get together some money for oxen to grow our own grain. You'll
be your own master then. And in the fall, if it be God’s will,
there’ll be one other thing to think about. I've already become old
and weak — but who’s going to keep the house in order? Thank
the Lord, you're already old enough... Others at your age have
children...” ‘

But Chipka did not heed his mother’s advice. He dreamed about
the freedom of the steppes. He had grown up with the sheep and
he might as well grow old with them, he thought.

The next day he went to speak to the commune.
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The commune rejected his offer. “You're still too young and
unreliable. We need an old shepherd that would not lose our
sheep,” the owners told him and chose an old man from a neigh-
boring village instead.

This was unfair and hurt Chipka very much. Hadn't he served
them well? Had he lost a single sheep? Was there any justice at
all if even the commune could be so unjust? It was the same
everywhere...

He almost wept when he came home. Like it or not, he had to
take to the plow now. :

The work melted in Chipka’s hands. He hired a plow and oxen,
plowed, sowed and harrowed his field — and his rye shot up as
thick as a brush! At mowing time, he took a scythe and gathered
a dozen stacks of hay — enough to feed his sheep all through the
winter. When harvest came around, he reaped his rye even on
moonlit nights. Somehow, he managed to save teri rubles and
bought an old mare from a passing Gypsy. Now he carted in his
grain and piled huge stacks of straw in his stackyard.

The villagers wondered that Chipka was so good at farming.
Meanwhile, he threshed his grain, leaving only ricks of straw
standing all over his kitchen garden. Still, he had no cattle. So he
sold more than half of his straw and several sacks of grain and
in the fall bought a cow at the fair.

Was Motrya glad! She tended that cow as if it were a small
child. Then a calf came along, too. Now they had their own milk,
and cheese, and butter. What else could they desire? They had
enough and to spare. Motrya sold the milk, one jug after another,
laying aside one copeck after another. Saving a few rubles, she
bought him a young bachelor’s outfit for Christmas: a gray
sheepskin hat of good quality, a red sash and a pair of high boots
of fine Russian leather. She thanked God, seeing her son stand on
his own feet.

Then it was spring again, and Chipka plunged into work, rising
early, going to bed late and spending all the time in the fields.
Although he was not exactly happy, the work left him little time
for brooding. He set all his hopes on himself and his work. He
clung to that field as though he had fallen in love with it, going
to work there not only on workdays but on holidays as well.

“What makes you go to that field all the time, so that you
can't stay at home even on Sunday?” Motrya asked. “Have you
found something special there?”

“So I have,” Chipka laughed. “There’s a beautiful she-quail down
there!”

“You’d better find yourself a wife that would help me around
the house...”

Without a word, Chipka took his hat and went out.
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It was Sunday. The weather was rather dismal. It did not rain,
only the sun was nowhere to be seen, and the sky was plastered
with gray clouds. The church bells rang. Chipka dressed and went
to mass with his mother. They came back from church and ate
their lunch. Chipka watered the mare and the cow. It was still
early. Pacing up and down the yard, he felt bored. Should he go?
Even if he did not see her, he could admire the fields.

He went — just like that. He crossed over the bridge and
reached the meadow. Then he heard that voice again. His whole
body trembled, and his heart throbbed heavily!

“You just wait... It's going to be different now!” he whispered.
“Now I'll get you before you know what’s happened...” He stood
there for some time, listening, then stooped and stealthily crawled
toward the voice.

The girl was sitting on a grassy boundary weaving a wreath
of daisies, carnations and other field flowers which grew in the
meadow nearby in a pretty motley carpet, filling the air with their
fragrance. She was facing away from Chipka as he crawled up to
her from behind. Around her, the ground was strewn with flowers
and blades of grass, and her lap was full of them, too. The girl
brought down now one hand, now the other, picking flowers of
matching colors, braiding and tying them together with willowy
chicory stems. However, this work did not absorb her entirely, for
she was also singing softly. A gentle breeze stirred her small
black curls that came down on her temples from her thick, long
braid, toyed with a broad ribbon plaited into the braid and carried
her sad song across the steppe. Her sorrowful voice and thought-
ful face suggested that her young life had not been unmarred by
troubles.

“Hullo!” Chipka shouted almost into her ear, stealing up behind
her back.

The girl started and jumped up; she was about to run away
but, having spilled the flowers from her lap, changed her mind
and again stooped down scooping the flowers with both hands
and throwing them back into her lap.

“You aren’t going to run far this time,” Chipka told her.

“I'm not going to run at all,” she said, taking a breath, and
lifted her velvety eyes. “Did you scare me, you...”

Her sparkling eyes and fresh, ringing voice made Chipka
squirm. “She’s really good!... and nice and beautiful!” the thought
flashed through his'mind. He stood before her in silence, admiring
her unusual beauty. She also kept silent, continuing to select
flowers. Then he dared to sit down beside her.

“What is it going to be?” he asked, pointing to the unfinished
wreath.

“Don’t you see? — a wreath!” she exclaimed.
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They again lapsed into silence. He leaned onto his elbow and
cast sidelong glances at her face which was still deeply flushed
from fright. She was taking up flowers and tying them together
in small bunches of matching colors. Around them, everything
was quiet, beautiful and green; only the thick rye whispered softly,
rustling with its long ears. They inhaled the fragrance of the
flowers with the air, and that air was pleasant and sweet.

“Is this your field?” she asked after a while, without taking
her eyes off the wreath. Her voice sounded somewhat frightened.

“Sure.”

“The rye too?”

“Yes.”

“And that land over by the forest?”

“That’s also mine.’

“I love that place most of all. There are such pre’:ty flowers
there.”

Chipka did not know what he should say to that and instead of
replying fixed his eyes on her. The conversation broke off. There
was a lengthy pause. His eyes did not leave her face.

“Why are you looking at me?” she demanded, shooting a glance
at him. “What’s the idea of ogling me like you were going to eat
me up?”’

But Chipka did not remove his gaze. Just looking at her gave
him pleasure.

“Stop staring at me!” she cried out, covering his eyes with
her hand.

Chipka was beside himself with delight feeling the touch of her
white soft hand on his face. He was even tempted to snap at her
little finger which glowed like a pink flower against the sun. But
she hastily took her hand away. He grinned, his eyes again on
her.

“Don’t do that or I'll turn away — do you hear?” Then she did
turn her back to him. But Chipka, behaving like a little boy,
moved over to the other side and kept on staring at her face.

“Oh, what a nasty harassing type! Don’t look at me, I tell
you!” And she started whipping him on the face and the head
with the wreath.

“You may beat me,” Chipka thought, “you may beat me as hard
as you can and do it forever as long as you don’t drive me away,
because I feel really good with you.’

She kept on thrashing him with the wreath, but he was just
smiling. The wreath quickly fell apart and the flower heads broke
away. She threw the headless stems into the grass and talked
excitedly:

“Just look what you’ve done! D’you see? D’you see?” Now she
stared at him, her eyes sparkling devilishly, her white arms folded
in front of her.

The temptation now was too strong for him. Like a cat springing
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at a mouse, he fell upon her hugging her firmly with his strong
arms and smacking such a loud kiss on her cheek that it sounded
like a slap.

“Let me go!” the girl screamed, resisting. But he squeezed her
.harder and harder, until she got her hand free and struck him in
the face™ """

Then he released her.

“Wow, you hit me so hard you almost gave me a bloody nose,”
he s31d making a wry face. —

“You ought to be ashamed of jumping me in this way,” she
complained. “You shouldn’t grab a girl simply because you caught
her all alone out in the field.” But even as she spoke, her eyes
sparkled merrily.

“Are you silly?”

“I'm not. And you've wet my whole cheek with your mouth —
ugh!” She started rubbing her face with her sleeve.

“At least I didn’t bite it,” Chipka laughed.

“I almost wish you had. Then I would’'ve scratched your eyes
out.”

“If I'd let you.”

“We would’ve seen.”

The conversation died down once more. She stared somewhere
into the distance while he looked at her. A light wind blew and
dispersed the hazy cloud which had covered the sun. Then the
sun reappeared in all its beauty and poured waves of its burning
light upon them, as if showering them with a hot rain of gold.
The rye rustled, picking up its drooping ears.

The girl looked him in the face, met his eyes and, lowering her
long, thick lashes, asked:

“Where have you been all this time? Why weren’t you coming
here?”

“I've been busy,” Chipka lied, wondering why he had not met
her here before.

. “Busy with what?”

“Just working about the house.”

“Have you got more land someplace else?”

tho.') . N

“But you do have a house?”

“Yes.” '

“What about your parents? Any brothers or sisters?”

“There’s just my mother.” '

“Where d’you live?™

“In Piski. And you?”

“Why d’you want to know?”

“Didn’t you ask me?”

“You didn't have to answer.”

“At least tell me your name.”

“Never mind.”
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“Whose daughter are you?”

“My father’s and my mother’s.”

“You’re a strange girl.”

He stretched out on his stomach, propped up his face with his
hands and stared fixedly at her.

“Are you really going to eat me? Why are you goggling at
me?”

“Because you look very nice.”

She smiled, shifted her black eyes onto him and looked at him
seducingly. ‘

“You’d better go home now. Why have you come anyway — to
devour me? I even ruined my wreath because of you.”

“You didn’t have to beat me with it.”

“] did that because you pawed me, shameless creature. Get
away!” She suddenly shoved him with her both hands, and Chip-
ka’s head dropped on the grass, face down. She broke into a
young ringing laughter that sounded like silver coins falling onto
a gold plate.

Before he could lift his head, he heard somebody calling,
“Halya! Halyal”

The girl started and sprang to her feet. Chipka looked now at
her, now in the direction where the voice came from.

“Who’s that?” he asked. ,

“I don’t know,” she said. Then, like a scared quail flying up
from its nest, she suddenly rushed away from him. Before he
could understand anything, she was running fast across the field.

Chipka rose to his feet and straightened up, following her with
his eyes. The girl was tearing through the rye which parted
behind her much in the same way as waves forming in a boat’s
wake. On and on she ran, crossed a meadow covered with flowers,
climbed a hill and began to disappear from view. Chipka hurried
after her at a trot. Then he could see her no more. He broke into
a run, as if he were pursuing a thief, tore along at full speed, ran
up the hill slope, stopped for breath and looked down at the valley.
Something there caught his eye. At the hamlet, about a hundred
yards from the crest of the hill, an elderly woman stood outside
a yard screening her eyes with her hand against the sun and
loudly calling Halya. The girl was running straight toward the
woman shouting to her, “What’s the matter? Here I am! I'm
coming — wait!” Presently she reached the woman and both of
them went into the yard.

“Now I'll know whose daughter you are!” Chipka said aloud
and walked back in excellent spirits.
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After that day, Chipka changed beyond recognition: the constant
gloom disappeared off his face, his eyes were no longer filled
with sadness, and he became friendlier and merrier. Sometimes
he could even be heard humming a song. Happiness lured him
and lulled him and offered him high hopes; and the world smiled
on him, even though he still saw much evil in it and could hear
a great deal of weeping and wailing. Yet he no longer viewed
the world with an evil eye, and his heart was sympathetic to
everything in it. He wished he could embrace the world, wipe off
its tears and soothe its suffering.

Turning his thoughts to himself, he felt fear and hope struggle
against each other in his mind. Now it was the one, now the
other — but _hope was always there. Maybe... after all, anything
was possible. Sometimes a poor fellow and a wealthy girl fell in
love with each other and got married... But then fear would scare
away hope. What if the old soldier was rearing his daughter for
the court clerk? God forbid! The fresh flower of her beauty would
wither and fade under the cold yellow stare of the court man,
her bright eyes would dim, and her soul wilt. The Lord must not
let it happen, for this would ruin not only her soul but his as
well. But hope did not give up — happiness was like a fever. His
eyes would shine with joy, and his heart would throb easier in his
chest...

Since that day the fields seemed to have bewitched him. He
went there at least once in every three or even two days. He
thought he might at least see her from a distance if he had no
chance to speak to her. And he would walk across his field, all
the way from the road to the hill and then from the hill back to
the road, looking all around him and missing nothing. Here he
had seen her for the first time... there she was weaving her
wreath... over there they had sat together.. that way she had
run away from him... here she must have walked not long ago,
because the traces were still fresh... Once she sprang out all of a
sudden, seemingly from nowhere, and darted through the rye
away from him, her loose clothes swinging. Chipka realized she
must have been on her guard.

“So she's run away,” he said aloud. “She’s over the hill
already — too far. Well, that’s some girl!” )

He went back to Piski, gladto have seen her at least in this
way.
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VIl
The Breadwinner

Now what about Hritsko?

Hritsko was no fool. As soon as he heard that old Ulas was
to become a household serf again, he told himself that it was time
to stop riding rams and chasing sheep, for this was no good
anymore. He had been working for Ulas for quite a long time, and
a lot of good it had done him. He had better look around for
some other way to earn his bread. So he decided and left the old
shepherd the same spring. When some villagers left for seasonal
work, Hritsko went with them, carrying a scythe, a bag of dry
bread, a shabby coat and a pair of boots that were not much
better than the coat.

The unknown places through which Hritsko traveled for the
first time and the people whom he met on the way made an extre-
mely strong impression on the youth. He gaped at all of it open-
mouthed. ,

“It’s something unbelievable the way those people live! What
houses they've built! And those doors... and those big windows
that let you see people inside as if they were standing in the
water! I wonder how much it all could cost. I guess that if I'd
picked up a brick and hurled it through such a window, it
would’ve taken me longer than a year to work it outl.. What
wealth, what luxury!” Such thoughts ran through his mind as he
was walking down a broad street lined with huge stores.

The street was really impressive. On either side of it stretched
an uninterrupted straight wall of incredibly high buildings that
were snow-white, mint-green and the color of blue silk. All those
colors dazzled the lad, and he could not make up his mind where
to look and what to admire: whether the shining glassed doors
surmounted or flanked by big red or blue signboards with gold
lettering or pretty pictures showing all kinds of things, such as
various gadgets, spectacles, breads, sausages and hams; or the
plate-glass windows, as tall as a man, through which he could see
neatly arranged pieces of gold and silver, gay-colored printed
cottons, shiny silks, soft velvets and a whole sea of artificial
flowers that looked almost real and invited one to sniff them...
Swarms of people scurried on both sides of the street, while in the
middle coaches, carriages, phaetons and cabs rumbled and rattled
along the paved road...

Presently they passed a store selling children’s toys.

“Uncle Ostap!” said Hritsko, turning to one of the men.
“What’s that?”

“Those are dolls.”

“What are they for?”

“That’s for the gentry to play with.”
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“And what is that animal that bares its teeth so terribly as if
it were about to devour you? Just look at that red mouth. And
those teeth, too! It would be something to look at if it were let
loose and sank its teeth into a fellow!”
h“You don’t think it’s a live beast, do you? It’s made of some-
thing.”

“No, it is not! It can’t be — look how its eyes glisten.”

“So what if they glisten? They’'ve just fixed eyes of glass...”

“But it’s so frightful! Why should anybody want to make such
alterrible thing?” Hritsko insisted, gaping at the toy through the
glass.

“To hell with it! Better let’s move on, or we might get into
trouble sticking here like this.”

They went on, but Hritsko was unable to get the terrible toy
off his mind. What animal could that be? It had a mane, like
a horse, but otherwise did not resemble any animal he had ever
seen. Surely, it must be a ferocious beast — probably even worse
than a wolf! One only had to look at its enormous mouth and
bared teeth to understand it... Could any man hunt down such
a beast? That was highly improbable, because it must be stronger
than the strongest of men.. Would he be albe to overcome it?
Probably not. Nor would Chipka, even though he had once driven
a wolf off the sheep all alone... Now, such an animal could hard-
ly be scared away.. Where did such beasts live anyway? Oh,
Lord!

“Uncle Ostap!”

“What is it?”

“What was that animal?” Hritsko asked. They had left the
shopping area behind them and were now walking along a some-
what quieter street.

“I used to know its name but now I've forgotten.”

“Whose name?” a third man joined in.

“That animal’s. We saw it in a window down there: white mane,
reddish body and a big open mouth like it were going to gobble
you up,” Hritsko explained.

“Did it have a long tail with a brush at the end?”

“That’s right.”

“It was a lion.”

“A lion?” Hritsko repeated with wonder. “Just what kind of
aniaml is it, that lion?”

“It’s just a big beast. The king of animals...”

“The king?! So that’s what it is! Why, it surely looked like one.
I bet whatever he says gets done in no time at all. How would
anyone dare not to obey such an awful animal?”

“Sure,” the man said. “That’s why he’s the king.”

“I bet he’s terribly big and strong too.”

“That he is. He’s stronger than any other beast.”

“Then how do they go about catching them?” Hritsko asked.

59



“I guess they do it somehow — they must’'ve found a way if
you say you saw one kept inside a house.”

“I think that maybe only our Czar could catch a beast like
ghat,” Hritsko said, “and common folks like us shouldn’t even try

oing it.”

“Oh, come on!” Uncle Ostap broke in. “Why would the Czar do
such a thing? He’d send out some fellows like you and tell them
to bring him one.”

“But such an animal could bite a fellow badly or even kill
him.” ‘

“It wouldn’t matter at all.”

“What if they refused to hunt him?”

“They’d just have their heads cut off...”

“But how can anyone hunt a beast that’s too terrible even to
look at? The wolf is not nearly as bad — and he makes us pretty
much afraid of him. Then what about such a horrible creature, God
forbid?”

“The Czar just wouldn’t care. He’d order you to hunt it and hunt
it you would...”

“How come I've never heard of any lions being hunted around
here?”

“That’s just because none live here.”

“Where do they live then?”

“Somewhere beyond the sea.”

“Is there land beyond the sea, too?”

“God knows. There must be if that’s where this animal comes
from...”

“Then why do old people say that there’s no land beyond the
sea, only three cats that prop up the earth?”

“Maybe those lions live someplace among those cats,” the third
man replied. The conversation died.

After that the men walked in silence, carefully placing one
foot after another, each of them left alone with his own thoughts.

Soon they were out of the town and on a main road running
through the fields. Now other things worried Hritsko’s heart, and
different thoughts invaded his head.

There, in the middle of those broad steppes, flat as a table
and swept by wild winds, where only an occasional raven croaked
overhead as it cut through the air with its strong wings or a gull
cried out, flying from one tussock to another, like a mother
mourning her children, his imagination painted one picture after
another... Before his eyes arose images of town life, noisy hectic
and bustling. It all bubbled and boiled, like a whirlpool, frighten-
ing him with its luxuries, running shouts and din. Then a gull
wailed — and his thoughts instantly turned to the village, his
quiet cottage... and his wife and children. He could see them very
well now. His wife was a little dainty woman and she was very
orderly about her housekeeping and other chores. Work melted
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in her hands, and everything got done swiftly and smoothly... He
would watch her work and wish she did not do so much... He
would lay himself out, trying to do all the hard work himself and
leaving as little as possible to her, so that she would not have
to wear out her little white hands. Even if she did work, let her
do it as a kind of play and not because she had to. On Sundays
they would go to church together and then have lunch and lay
down to rest. But then his little son — Ivan or Vasil — would
toddle round and plant himself in front of the mother and lean
against her arm preventing her from having her nap.

“Go to play, Ivan, and let Father sleep,” she would tell him.

“Slee-eep,” the child would babble.

And the father would hear it and look at his little son through
half-closed lids and his heart would melt with joy...

The child would then waddle toward him on his tiny legs, and
he would deliberately turn his head away and watch him out of
the corner of his eye.

“Just look what you’'ve done,” his wife would speak. “You've
woken up Father — and you haven’t let him have his nap...”

“Wo-kin... nap,” the boy would murmur.

“Now he’s going to take a rod and show you: swish-swish!”

The boy would stand there, staring now at his father, now at
his mother.

“Swish-swish!” he would repeat, waving his tiny hand at his
father’s face.

“Hey you, little rogue!” his father would exclaim. “Why are
you beating your father? Just wait: now I'll throw you far away.”
He would spring up, grab the boy and rock him. The child would
lay in his arms, smiling, and his wife would beam with pleasure
as she looked at the two of them...

“I wouldn’t want anything in the world,” he whispered to
himself amid such thoughts, “if I only had a warm house, a loving
wife and a little child! Then I'd have all I need. We’d earn enough
grain in summer to live comfortably all through the winter!”

Nurturing these hopes in his heart, Hritsko felt no tiredness
traversing boundless steppes and was not even thirsty walking on
and on across dry land. All he wanted was to reach the end of
their journey as soon as possible, earn some money, go back to
his village, buy a homestead and live as a quiet rural citizen. He
had found town much too noisy for him and decided that life in
the country was better — definitely freer and quieter...

Hritsko did not leave his fellow villagers when they reached the
place. Their whole party got hired to mow hay and later wheat.
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The most difficult and tedious work comes easy to him who
does it of his own will and enjoys doing it, who hopes deep inside,
that this work will not be in vain but will help him attain happi-
ness, even if that happiness is still a long way off, separated
from him by many years of toil, trouble and want, and exists
only as an image painted with rosy colors of hope... Such a man
would take up anything and work as tlrelessly as an ox and he
would always be cheerful and confident.

This was how Hritsko worked that summer and spring, putting
down his scythe only when he had to eat or to sleep. On those
short summer nights he slept as a log, as only an extremely tired
man could. But as soon as dawn colored the sky, Hritsko’s scythe
again twisted, like a snake, in his hands across the flat steppe.
The employer noted his good work, praised him and raised his
pay a little.

“The way you lay yourself out, Hritsko, you must be planning
;0 buy yourself a couple of villages,” his companions were telling

im.

“What if I am?” Hritsko would say, grinning. “There’s nothing
to gape at, really. Just grab a scythe and go on and on!”

“You’d better go easy or your pants might snap,” someone
would tease him.

“Never fear, I'm not like you!” Hritsko would retort and put
his scythe back to work:

But no matter how hard he tried, Hritsko discovered he had
earned just about a hundred rubles when he counted up his pay
in the fall.

He could have done worse, he decided. Now he at least had
some money. But what could he do with a hundred? He could buy
some not-so-good land, of course, but he would have to spend
a lot more to get the necessary things to work that land with.
No, that was still far from enough. Should he stay to work over
the winter?

He did stay after all. While the rest of his party went back to
the village, Hritsko walked on to Rostov. On the road he came
across a bunch of fellows like him.

“Where are you going?” they asked him.

“Down to Rostov.”

“Don’t do that, better let’s go all the way to Kherson,” one of
the men advised him.

"WhY?"

“The pay is low, and on ships in Kherson a fellow can make
good money.”

“But that’s farther on.”

“It’s just half a week’s walking more. That’s no difference!
Come on!”
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“All right, let’s go,” he agreed, after thinking the matter over.
And he went with them.

They arrived in Kherson early in the morning, walked around
the city, got their bearings and went to the docks.

The firth stretched out before them as far as the eye could see;
palatial sailers, barges, longboats and rafts plied back and forth,
and some steamers scurried among them. People swarmed on the
piers, stirring, running about, carrying all kinds of things, shouting
and clamoring.

“Unloading boards at fifty copecks per hundred!” a man shouted
from a raft. The dock laborers ran to him.

“Sixty copecks!” — this from another raft. The human wave
rushed there, receding from the first raft.

“A ruble a day!” a voice came from a ship..

“A ruble and a quarter!... One and a half!”

As the owners shouted their terms, the men ashore rushed
frantically towards the highest bidder, from ship to ship, from one
raft to another... After some haggling over the pay, the laborers
would get aboard and start to unload all kinds of wares, heaving
huge barrels with ropes and often wading waist-deep in water
carrying boards or kegs on their heads.

Hritsko, too, found a job on a raft. That day he earned almost
three rubles. R

Well, he thought, a month of such work would almost make him
a rich man.

But it was not that simple. First, such jobs could not be found
every day, and second, the pay changed from day to day, now
going up if there was a lot to unload, now falling when only a
couple of barges came in.. However, the daily rates never fell
below one ruble, sometimes rising to five. In any case, that was
much better than haymaking!

Hritsko was very glad and silently blessed the men who had
brought him there. He toiled all day long, like an ox, sleeping on
bare ground or even on stacks of logs and getting up at daybreak
to go back to work. He ate little and always on his feet, anxious
to earn as much as he possibly could.

Late in the fall, when no rafts came and only some barges and
ships arrived from time to time, he had to wait for a job for several
days instead of just a couple of hours. Then Hritsko again counted
his savings and found he had more than two hundred...

He was as happy as a little child. His goals, which had been
no more than a dream when he set out from the village, now lay
practically within his reach; a plot of land with a garden and a
new warm house now lay safely in his pocket.

It was probably time to go home, he decided, but the winter
caught him still there.

“Are there any jobs here in winter?” he asked some local men
he knew.
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“There’s just cutting rushes,” they told him. So he got hired to
cut rushes.

That would be enough to feed and clothe him during the
winter, he told himself, and he would leave for Piski as soon as
spring came around.

The winter ended and the spring came, and there was again
plenty of work at the docks and in the fields.

Hritsko abandoned his idea of leaving for home in the spring.
He made up his mind to wait till the fall. Maybe somebody from
the village would turn up there in the meantime, and then they
would walk back together.

Indeed, some men from Piski did come to Kherson that spring.
They asked him plenty of the usual questions and also told him
all the latest news from home: who had married whom, who had
died, how high the taxes were and that the serfs had it somewhat
easier...

“Chipka is getting along real fine,” one of the men informed
him.

“Has he married yet?”

“No, and he’ll be a fool if he doesn’t... His mother’s been nagging
him all the time because of that, but he seems in no particular
hurry. He says he hasn’t found himself a girl yet.”

Hritsko was pleased to hear that.

“We used to tend sheep together,” he said. “He’'s a fine fellow,
onl}:1 a little strange. Do you say he's been doing well? That’s
good!”

Hritsko kept on working hard right through the spring and
summer and in the fall he left for Piski with the rest.

* % %

He started looking around for a plot as soon as he came back.
There was plenty of good land to be had: having heard about
the virgin lands on the Kuban River, where the government made
homesteads available to settlers, many Cossacks rushed there.
Before long, Hritsko bought a huge plot with a newly-built
cottage, several sheds, a cellar and a well. For all that he had
to pay just about a hundred and fifty.

Now that he owned land, Hritsko immediately felt a different
man. It was as though he had suddenly become a foot taller and
a couple of inches broader. Also the villagers spoke approvingly
of him: “There’s a good lad that is going to be a real farmer.”
Fathers and mothers, especially the poorer ones, talked of him
endlessly, regarding him as a highly satisfactory match for their
daughters. But now Hritsko viewed people with different eyes,
clinging to the wealthy and looking down on the poor.

The village lads he treated rather condescendingly. Whenever
he met them on the street or at a night gathering, he tried to
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impress them, giving them to understand they had not traveled
anywhere, had seen little of the world and therefore knew little
or nothing. Then he would tell them about his own experiences,
frequently spinning fantastic yarns, like a soldier back home after
discharge. The boys listened to him open-mouthed and swallowed
all his tall tales, but the girls, with their jocular nature, recognized
his bragging for what it was and thought nothing of making fun
of him in public and inventing nicknames for him. Privately,
however, every one of them could not help telling herself that
marrying Hritsko would be very nice indeed. The fellow had a
house, some land and, supposedly, money as well. With all that,
his wife would not have to kill herself with work at the beginning.
Oh, yes, that would be wonderfull

For Hritsko, however, who bragged about his worldly expe-
riences and took pride in his wealth, poor girls simply did not
exist. Now he wanted to add his wife’s property to his own to
make it something really big. Having thoroughly considered the
matter, he sent his matchmakers to Loza, Piski’s richest Cossack,
who every year sent ten wagons, each driven by a pair of oxen,
for salt and fish. But Loza was no different than Hritsko. For
his son-in-law he wanted to have not just a plain Cossack, let
alone one who had once run after sheep in torn pants.

“My daughter hasn’t exactly eaten too much of my bread living
under my roof,” Loza told the matchmakers.

This somewhat cut Hritsko down to size. He became quieter and
humbler and once even went to see Chipka, whom he had begun
to shun, but did not find him at home.

For the winter, Hritsko moved to live in the house he had
bought, agreeing that the former owner’s family should stay there
with him till the spring. Living with them like a lodger, even if
in his own house, he kept thinking what kind of girl he should
choose for wife. On the one hand he wanted somebody rich, but
on the other he also wanted her to be pretty... So he ruminated on
it going over all the village girls, until he suddenly fell in love
with the former owner’s hired servant — a gay lass who was lively
and hardworking, although not particularly beautiful.

Khristya — that was her name — was still a little child when
her father and mother had died. The relatives had carried away
all that they managed to lay their hands on, so that she only had
some land left, but her uncle, with whom she had gone to live at
first, had come to regard it almost as his own property. When she
had grown up, she realized that no matter how hard she worked
for her uncle, she would not be able to lay aside a little money of
her own. Therefore she left him and went to work as a house
servant. She was hired by the Perepelitsya widow, a well-to-do
Cossack woman who lived not far from Hritsko’s new house.
There Khristya lived as she would in her own home. The widow
was an elderly woman, kind and sympathetic. Hers was a large
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family, for with her lived her widowed daughters with their little
children who needed to be fed and properly taken care of. Khristya
was young, merry and friendly. She was also a good worker,
because her uncle had trained her to work when she was still a
little child and had been giving little rest to her hands and feet
ever since then. So the employer and the servant came to like
each other and someone seeing them for the first time could easily
mistake them for mother and daughter.

Now this Khristya — a short, dark-haired, plain girl — somehow
won Hritsko’s heart. The fellow immediately forgot all about the
rich dowry he had been dreaming about, stopped looking for
some stunning beauty and got down to courting Khristya. Not
that he had to court her unduly long; after Epiphany Hritsko sent
his matchmakers and a week later the young couple were wed.

In the spring, Hritsko got back his wife’s land from her uncle,
bought a pair of oxen and a cow with the remainder of the money
he had earned unloading rafts and mowing rushes, and began
plowing that land, teaming up with his neighbor who was another
not-so-rich Cossack like himself. Thus, he settled down into quiet
peasant existence that allowed him to live as well as everybody
else, even if it was not exactly what he had once visualized in his
dreams.

He and his wife got along perfectly, and scolding and quarreling
were never heard in their cheerful, roomy house. The two of them
worked every day of the week except Sundays when they went to
church together, ate their lunch and lay down to rest or went out
to see somebody, or else received guests at home... In the village
they were soon regarded as respectable and honest people who
werelnever afraid of work, excellent neighbors and an exemplary
couple...

“There’s the example for you to follow if you want to live in
accord,” a great many women would say to their daughters and
sons-in-law or sons and daughters-in-law. “Take Hritsko and
Khristya... Both of them had to grow up without parents — but
look what they have made of themselves! With nothing but honest
work they've put together quite a bit of wealth. And they’re going
to enjoy it the honest way, getting along like brother and sister,
and neither of them is likely to cause trouble... That’s because
they think as one and act as one... And this is how everybody
should try to live in this world!”



Part Two




VIII
The Cossack

Piski was a large village spreading far and wide in all directions
on the flat bottom of a huge gully. Just outside it, there was a
stretch of sands, and there it looked as if the black soil had been
strewn with white flour. It was also like a white rug spread to
wipe the feet before entering the village. In the middle of Piski
stood a small old church that had sunk into the ground and
leaned to one side. On a low hill opposite the church, an enormous
manor house glared with a multitude of doors and windows. It,
too, looked old and neglected. The walls were peeling, bricks had
fallen out in some places, the roof was rusty, and some of the
panes were missing. Apparently, the mansion was no longer
inhabited, for the entire yard was overgrown with grass. Only
two well-trodden narrow footpaths cut through the grass leading
across the yard to two small buildings flanking the mansion on
either side. Everything was sagging and crumbling. This was
what Piski looked like shortly before the serfs were freed.

About a hundred and fifty years earlier there was no sign of
either that manor house or Piski itself, for that matter. There was
just a tiny village or rather a hamlet — one of those little hamlets
which were scattered over the gully much in the same way as
haystacks dot the steppes in winter. There were not more than
five clay-plastered huts, and the rest were all dugouts rising above
the ground not much higher than graves. Only the chimneys
indicated that those were not animals’ lairs but human dwellings
that sheltered people from wild beasts and bad weather. Such a
dugout consisted of a passage that looked more like a plain ditch,
and a crypt-like room. Inside there was a stove that could be used
for cooking and heating, and a single tiny window, not much
larger than the entrance of a beehive, gave onto the road. Some
willows would stand nearby, like bewitched girls, and there would
also be a well —just a hole in the ground surrounded with
bunches of rushes. There was no fence. Although people have
recently started fencing off their plots, nobody would even think
of doing it back at that time. Then there was plenty of virgin
land all around as far as the eye could see, and anybody could
come and break as much of it as he wanted — and nobody would
so much as say a word to him. Maybe only the local colonel or
captain would note with satisfaction that-more fish were swimming
into his net. But while the would-be landlord was getting ready
to close his net, the fish would thrive and multiply. Lively vil-
lages, hamlets and settlements, as pretty as flower beds, sprang
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up amid the desert steppes; here and there a church shone already
with its whitewashed walls in the middle of a village, its gilded
cross glittering in the sun and visible for miles around....

In this way many villages and hamlets around Hetmanske came
into being. Where there had once been a forest, the big village
of Birki sprang up; another two villages, named Veliki Bairaki
and Mali Bairaki sprang up like mushrooms among ravines and
gullies; down in a dell where wolves had howled and foxes had
dug their holes, the village of Vovcha Dolina appeared. Piski was
also founded at about the same time.

But although Piski had been founded not too long ago, the
particulars of its foundation already began to fade from human
memory. Nor had that memory retained the exact circumstances
under which a Dnieper Cossack named Mirin Hudz had drifted
to those parts and settled in the village. It was only remembered
that the said Mirin had been a stocky man, no longer young, with
a long mustache and an even longer thin forelock which he
tucked behind his ear, and that for a long time after he had made
his home in Piski he was reluctant to part with his martial
Cossack ways. “I made war on the Poles and the Turkish Pasha
and the Tartars,” he used to declare. “Now I'm going to fight the
beasts.” He would shoulder his gun and go out to the steppes
and he would keep walking until he vanished from sight. He
would be gone for a couple of days, sometimes three. But then
he would be back carrying five or six wolves’ skins.

Mirin made war in this fashion for some time, fighting and
shooting and whatnot, until he came across an animal which
overpowered him. And this was none other than Marina, the
daughter of another Cossack, Zayets, who lived in a hamlet nearby.

Once he was returning home from a hunt. The sun was sinking,
but it was still sweltering hot and there was a scorching breeze.
“l was all worn out and bathing in sweat as I reached Zayets’s
place,” Mirin himself recalled later. “And I was so thirsty it
seemed I was burning inside. Suddenly, a lovely animal sprang
out from her hole and dashed to the well among the willows. She
carried a pail, too, and my blood boiled when I saw it. I hurried
there to drink some good cool water... The girl leaned over the
well drawing water and was singing softly. Her singing sounded
so sweet that it went right to my heart... So I went to her and
said: ‘Let me drink some of your water, good girl.” She looked
at me most kindly — and stopped singing... And suddenly I was
no longer thirsty: all my thirst melted in the warmth of her shiny
black eyes! She gave me her pail and I put my face down to
it... ‘That’s some water,” I said, ‘all dirty and muddy.” But I was
about to drink it anyway. Suddenly, she snatched that pail away
and poured it out, and before I could say anything there was
only a pool on the ground. ‘You just wait,’ she chirped, ‘I'll get
you another.” She dashed back to the well and filled it up again,
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and this time the water was cool and as pure as dew... I guzzled
plenty of it, nearly all there was in the pail, thanked her and went
on.... Then I ‘ot home... My goodness! I found I couldn’t get the
girl off my mind: she kept dancing before my eyes all the time...
Just what kind of devilry could that be, I wondered? It must've
been some mighty strange water after all. Next day it was no
different. Another day passed — and I still couldn’t forget her.
I'd go out to hunt — and there, too, I'd imagine seeing her in the
bushes. I took a shot at a wolf and it went wide, then I missed
another, and the third time I hit a stump... Ouch! I was certainly
not all there...

“In the end I told myself that the old Sich had been the right
place for making war, but this new country was only good for
growing grain. So I waited until Sunday and went to talk to
Zayets at his hamlet. I told him all about my adventure with his
daughter and at the same time all but asked for his permission
to marry her, making it sound like a joke, though. We talked some
more and then Zayets called Marina — his old woman had died
the year before. ‘I've got news for you,” he told her. ‘Mirin here is
asking to marry you. Will you marry him?’ She was pretty young
and shy, so she just said: ‘I don’t know.” ‘Who knows then?’ her
father asked her. But she wouldn’t say anything. So Zayets and
I had a couple of good drinks and shook hands on it. He gave us
his blessing, and next Sunday we went to the priest and he
wed us...”

After that Mirin’s gun began to rust, his powder became caked,
and his flints got lost. Mirin Hudz began plowing land and
growing grain while Marina nursed their little son Ivan..

* % %

Ivan nurtured his young strength amid the wide expanse of
free steppes. From early childhood he felt his father’s Cossack
blood in his veins. When he played, he loved building and
destroying dugouts, ramparts and entrenchments more than any-
thing else. Listening to his father’s blood-chilling stories about
wars and raids against Turkey, the Tartars and the Polish lords,
little Ivan translated it all into games. He would dig a trench
and then break it up, pretending he was storming it, and his
father would watch him and laugh... Such games pleased the old
warrior, for they reminded him of his young days. He often en-
couraged Ivan: “Come on, son! You must learn this thing while
you're young — it may come in handy later on!”

On the other hand, Marina did not relish such games at all.
Ivan was her only child. She was terrified and haunted by the
visions of her dear little boy growing up and getting involved in
some campaign against the Turks or the Tartars that would take
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him to the end of the world, after which she might never see him
again. In a bloody battle somewhere in a foreign land, his young
life would be snuffed out, and she would not even be there to
close his eyes; they would be pecked out by rooks and ferocious
eagles, and his sun-yellowed bones would then be carried to all
sides by hungry wolves... Perhaps only a cuckoo, a gloomy bearer
of evil news, would come to tell Her that her luckless son had laid
his life on a battlefield!... Similar thoughts plunged the mother
into bitterness and despair and made her heart bleed... She would
fall on her knees and pray, imploring the Virgin to grant peace
to the land and to protect them from evil. Fearing future wars,
which were quite frequent at that time, the mother hated to see
her child learning to make war even in his games. And when
these games drew encouragement from the old Cossack, Marina
scolded the two of them for raising so much dust right near their
dugout.

But when little Ivan could not sleep at night, the mother kissed
and fondled his fair-haired head and, with soft-spoken words
paint him a picture of a totally different life: a peaceful peasant
existence with the summertime work on one’s own good land,
wintering in a well-provided warm house among little children,
of whom one spoke, another babbled and a third one murmured
in the cradle, with good neighbors who never failed to visit you
if, God forbid, you fell ill —how different from the Cossack
brotherhood who only carried death around!

This seemed to convince him. On the following day, he would
not build or storm any entrenchments. Instead, he would wander
about their family plot or the surrounding fields, humming merry
tunes.

Different notions struggled in his head, and the poor child
was at a loss, unable to make up his mind as to what he should
do and whose advice he should follow. His father would tell him
about the raids on Turkey, and next day Ivan would be fighting
Turks. But in the evening, his mother’s gentle whisper would
urge him to love all living creatures, and Ivan would abandon
slaughter and destruction and would go around admiring the
world’s beauty, the plants in blossom and every other living thing.
Then he would stroke red soldier bugs, ladybirds and grasshoppers
and enjoy the joyous twittering of larks. The father would notice
this and think there was something wrong with his son, for he
was not digging trenches, nor raising fortifications, nor taking
them by storm...

“Why aren’t you attacking your trenches, Ivan?” Mirin would
ask.

“I just don’t want to.”

((Why?”

“Mother tells me not to do it.”

“Why?”

71



“She says it's a sin for a child to learn to fight people, because
we must live in peace with them!”

“That’s just not true.. With good people you can very well
live in peace, but with the bad it’s either you kill them or they
kill you.”

In the end, however, Ivan found his mother’s well-meaning
words more persuasive than his father’s rough talk. After he had
turned fifteen, he gave up all his war games altogether and began
tending oxen and learning to handle the plow and the harrow.
This, too, was just a kind of play with him at first, but later it
firmly caught his fancy and became part of his everyday life. Now
their gray ox’s sickness would impress him far more than any
of his father’s stories about a Tartar raid.

The mother was delighted. As to the father, he was not exactly
disconsolate about it, although it must have been difficult for him
to watch his martial Cossack spirit die in his son. All around, the
old Cossack knighthood was already dissolving. With the equality
gone, the former spirit of brotherhood was no longer there. The
chiefs, who, after being elected, had once been showered with
lumps of earth to impress humility on them, were now carrying
heads high — ard bending those of the rank and file low to the
ground. Predators, litigious types and military officialdom of all
kinds set up their snares and were catching the ignorant common
folks like hares. There was not even a hetman anymore — and
who needed one anyway? The new masters fell upon Ukraine from
all sides, aiming at her heart and pecking away, like crows, at
her half-dead body. The Cossacks lost heart — but it was already
too late! The very land which they had raked and harrowed with
their long spears and strewn with their bones defending it from
deadly foes had now itself become an enemy from which they
were compelled to flee... A great turmoil began and plenty of
people got on the road. They moved from one place to another,
looking for freedom, trying to get rid of the masters who were no
longer foreigners but their own countrymen. Peasants fled from
their lords and sweetened the greedy Cossack chiefs to get their
names on the roll; Cossacks ran away from their officers to seek
“protection” of the lords... Actually, the landed lord and the
Cossack chief were like two brothers. Dog does not eat dog. Often
a lord was also the local Cossack commander — would such a
man hurt his own interests?

The peasants of Piski were still free, though. Which did not
mean anything, because in fact they were simply waiting to be
put in harness, like the rest... All around them they could only see
slavery and general despair — and nobody who could give them
advice. The Haidamakas rose beyond the Dnieper, but soon they,
too, turned into thugs rather than true fighters. The Cossack
brotherhood dispersed, and it was now every man for himself.
Some died, others crossed into the Turkish territories, and the rest
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went to work the land in Ukraine. Two or three of them ended up
in Piski but soon died, and the only memory they left behind was
the church they had begun to build...

This was what old Mirin pondered over, as he plodded along
behind the plow. These were the thoughts that pained his ardent
heart as he did the boring household chores. Now he was left
all alone. Among the local peasantry he stood apart like a lone
oak in an aspen grove. There was just no one else like him. Even
his own son scorned his father’s spirit! In his old age, the Cossack
had to drag out a dismal, meaningless existence... Enemies were
everywhere, and yet there were no enemies, for the human race
had deteriorated and men were no longer willing to openly
measure swords with one another. Deadly quiet it was, every-
where. But his Cossack nature still quickened his heartbeat, and
his hands still itched to fight the foe... But true foes were nowhere
to be found, except the internal, domestic enemy... He felt hollow
and sad.

“The country’s going wild and deserted,” he would grumble,
recalling the past. “With so much mud all around, it’ll soon start
to rot, too.

“Just look at the way things have turned! Is that life? Dragging
their own folks into slavery! The chiefs have ruined the brother-
hood — grabbed all the lands, too. Just like that song says: ‘It’s
you, our masters, who've taken away our fields and pastures!
Now they have them worked with the poor folks’ hands... That’s
not the way things used to be in our Sich—in our Cossack
country! We were all equal, all free... Today you may be my chief,
but I might command you tomorrow! There was plenty of land
for all, too. Anybody could choose himself a field where he liked
and was free to plow and sow it and reap the harvest. That was
freedom! And now? What have we got now? Just tell me where
all this is going to get us! That’s no good, and I don’t like it —
and I guess I never willl” he added with finality and grew silent.

The people listened gloomily, some scratching the backs of
their heads.

Recovering his breath, Mirin soon started again:

“We fought the Polish lords and rose against them as one man.
Did we do it just to be beaten by our own chiefs and turned into
slaves? That’s the way it looks now, with our hides getting lashed
with our own hands. Well, wear your precious hides till they skin
you alive. Why is it so? That’s because everybody looks out just
for himself. My brother’s troubles are none of my business! If
there’s no unity, then freedom goes to the devil, too. But what if
we all together grabbed our scythes to cut down the nettle? Just
like that! Why are you gaping at me? Go get your scythes, I tell
you. Do it before it’s to late!”

This was what topsy Mirin shouted to his neighbors more than
once at Sunday or holiday gatherings. The villagers listened and
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tried to figure it all out for themselves. Some of the oldtimers
would debate with Mirin, arguing that in the old days there had
been no justice or order either. There had been just turmoil,
trouble and lawlessness, they would say.

“Did those Poles and Tartars ever abuse us!” they shouted.
“Just remember how we had to suffer because of the Turks and
Muscovites! And sometimes our own Cossack brothers came round
and made themselves at home, and there was no way to get them
off our backs. That was the ruin of us!”

“And what do we have now?” Mirin would shout back.

“So what about now? Now, at least, it’s quiet, thank God. We
can grow grain and raise cattle and we've got protection. We live
like decent people!”

“You call it lifel” Mirin roared. “You don’t live — you wither
and rot! But wait just a little. You'll get the same as those folks
in Vedmedivka. You'll get whipped like the people of Podilyal
Then you'll find out what kind of life it is. You'll see... Anybody
can see right now which way the wind blows...”

“That’s just talk — and it may turn out either way!”

“Fools, blockheads, ninnies!” Mirin would shout in the end and
say no more.

Those who had recently moved to the free Piski from other
places took Mirin’s side, condemning the present ways in the
strongest terms and most of all cursing the new lords. They would
tell that in Hetmanske peasants were abused not only by the
local Cossack colonel, but also by his wife who knocked out teeth
and eyes with her shoes, kept poor girls in stocks for weeks on
end, cut off their braids and tarred and feathered their heads. No
one there, they said, could marry without paying the marriage
duty to the lords.

“Uncle Mirin talks sense,” one of them would say through
clenched teeth. “That nettle ought to be scythed — but who'd
do i