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ON THE FLOOR beneath the window of
a small, dusky room lay my father, remark-
ably long and all dressed in white; the toes of
his bare feet were strangely widespread, and
the fingers of his gentle hands, now quietly
crossed on his breast, were likewise distort-
ed.

The dark dises of copper coins closed his
laughing eyes, his kind face had become
livid, and I was rerrified by the glint of his
set teeth.

My mother, in a red skirt but little else,

was kneeling beside him, combing back his
soft hair with the black comb T had used as a
saw to cut through the rind of watermelons.

She kept muttering something, in a deep,
hoarse voice; her grey eyes were swotlen and
seemed melting into large tears.

My hand was being held by my grand-
mother—a roundish woman with a large
head, enommous eyes, and a funny, fleshy
nose, She was all soft and dark and fascinat-
ing. She oo was weeping, but in a peculiar
way that formed a pleasant accompaniment
to my mother,

She trembled all over and kept pushing me
towards my father, but I hung back, hiding
behind her skirts. 1 was afraid and uncom-
fortable.

I had never before seen grownups cry and
did not understand the words my grand-
mother kept saying o me: ‘Go take your
leave of your daddy. You'll never see him a-
gain. He's died, my darling, before his
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time, before his hour. ..’

[ had just recovered from a serious illness,
during which my father—I remember that
very well—had come and played with me
merrily. But suddenly he disappeared and his
place was taken by this strange woman who
was my grand-mother.

‘Did you have to walk far to get here?’ 1
asked her.

*1 didn't walk, I rode. You don’t walk on
the water, you fig,’ she answered. ‘I came
down from the Lower, higher up.’

This sounded very funny and mixed up:
higher up in our house lived some bearded,
painted Persians, while in the cellar lived an
old yellow-skinned Kalmyk who sold sheep-
skins. You could descend by sliding down
the banister, or by somersaulting if you fell
off—I knew this well enough. But where did
the water come in? She was all wrong and
crazily mixed up.

“Why do you call me a fig?’

‘Because you re so big, ' was her laughing
retort.

She had a kind, bright, lilting manner of
- speech. From the very first day she and I
became great friends, and now | was anxious
that we both get out of this room.

My mother upset me. Her tears and wail-
ing filled me with unwonted alarms. 1 had
never seen her like this before: ordinarily she

was a stern woman, Wh() wasted no WOI’CIS.

She was clean and smooth and large as a
mare; she had a {irm body and exceedingly
strong hands.

But now she was unpleasantly swollen and
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dishevelled. Her clothes were torn, and her
hair, usually piled into such a neat, bright
cap on top of her head, was flowing over her
bare shoulders and into her eves, with one
braid swinging into my father’'s sleeping
face.

I had been standing in the room for some
time, but not once had she so much as
glanced at me, absorbed as she was in comb-
ing my father’s hair and weeping.

The soldier who was on duty glanced into
the room, along with some dark-faced
muzhiks.

‘Hurry and lay him out, ' cried the soldier
irritably .

The windew was hung with a dark shawl
which blew out like a sail.

Once when my father had taken me for a
ride in a sailboat there had come an unex-
pected crash of thunder.

My father had laughed, pressed me be-
tween his knees, and cried: * That’s all
right, don’t be afraid. son!’

Suddenly my mother sprang up heavily,
then fell on her back, her hair streaming
over the floor, her sightless face livid, her

teeth clenched like those of my father.

‘Lock the door—take Alexei out,’ she

gasped in an awful voice.

My grandmother pushed me aside as she
rushed toward the door. ‘Don’t be afraid,
good people!” she cried. *Don’t touch her!
Go away, for the love of Christ! It’s not the
cholera! It's the birth pains beginning! Take
pity, good people!”’

[ hid behind a trunk in a dark corner,
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from where 1 could watch my mother
writhing on the floor, moaning and grinding
her teeth, while my grandmother crawled
about, murmuring tenderly and happily:

‘In the name of the Father and the Son!
Try to bear it, Varyusha! Holy Mother of
God, merciful patron------ i

1 was terrified. They kept moving about
on the floor near my father, groaning and
crying and bumping into him, but he lay
there motionless, seeming to laugh at them.

This kept up for a long time. Several
times my mother struggled to her feet, only
to fall back again; my grandmother bounced
in and out of the room like a great black

ball; suddenly a baby cried in the darkness.

‘Thank God,’ breathed my grandmoth-
er. ‘A boy!’

She lighted a candle.
~ I'must have fallen asleep in the corner, for
I remember nothing else.

My next vivid recollection is of a deserted
spot in a cemetery on a rainy day; I was
standing on a slippery mound of earth gazing
down the hole into which they were lowering
my father’s coffin.

The bottom of the hole was filled with
water and frogs—two of them had jumped
onto the yellow lid of the coffin.

The only people at the grave were the
dripping guard on duty, two grumpy
muzhiks with ‘spades, my grandmother and
I. All of us were bathed in a fine spray of
T4in.

‘Dig it in.’ said the guard, moving
away.

My grandmother wept, covering her face
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with the ends of her shawl.

The muzhiks bent over and threw the first
spadefuls of dirt into the hole.

The water splashed and the frogs began to
leap against the walls of the grave, but the
clumps of earth beat them back.

‘Ger away, Alyosha,’
mother, taking me by the shoulder. I slipped

said my grand-

out of her grasp, because I did not want to
g0 away.

‘Oh Lord,’

She sighed, in a tone which left some
doubt as to whether she was complaining
about me or the Lord. For a long time she
stood there silent,
when the grave was entirely filled in she kept

with lowered head; even

on standing there.

The muzhiks packed the earth with the
backs of their spades.

A wind rose and drove the rain away.

Grandmother took me by the hand and led
me 10 a distant church standing among a for-
est of dark crosses.

‘Why don’t you cry?’ she asked me when
we were outside the cemetery. ‘ You ought
o cry.

‘I don’t feel like it,” T said.

‘Well, if you don't feel like it, you
needn’t she answered quietly.

It was most surprising that she should
have told me to cry. [ rarely cried, and then
only when my feelings were hurt~—never
from bodily pain.

My father had always laughed at my
tears, but my mother had shouted: ‘Don't
dare cry!’

After thar we rode in a droshky down a
wide, muddy street between dark red hous-
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es.
‘“Won't the frogs get out?’ | asked.

‘No. they won’t, God bless them,’ she
answered.

Neither my mother nor father had ever
spoken the name of God so frequently and
with such familiarity.

A few days later my mother and grand-
mother and I were riding in the small cabin
of a boat.

My infant brother Maxim had died and
was lying on the table in the corner wrapped
in white tied with red tape.

[ sat on top of our trunks and bundles,
looking out of the bulging window that re-
minded me of the eye of a horse. Murky,
foaming water kept runing down the glass.
Sometimes it would wash completely over it.

Then I would involuntarily jump down to
the floor.

‘Don’t be afraid,’ said my grandmother
lifting me up in her soft arms and putting me
back on the bundles. i

A moist grey fog hung over the water; ev-
ery once in a while a dark strip of land some-
- where in the distance would emerge from the
fog, only to dissolve again.

Everything about us was shaking. . Only
my mother stood {irm and motionless, lean-
ing against the wall with her hands behind
her head. her eyes tightly closed. Her face
was dark and grim and sig’{htless She never
spoke a word, and seemed somehow new and
different. Even the dress she was wearing
was unfamiliar to me.

FEvery once in a while my grandmother

would say to her softly: ‘If you'd only be
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having a bite 10 eat, Varyusha— just a wee
bite. ...’

But my mother remained silent and mo-
tionless.

Grandmother spoke to me in a Whisper;
she spoke a bit louder to my mother, but

timidly and cautiously, and very rarely.

It seemed to me that she was afraid of my
mother. 1 could understand this, and it drew
me all the closer to my grandmother.

‘Saratov, ' said my mother in an unex-
pectedly loud. harsh voice. ‘ Where's the
sailor?’

Even her words were strange and unfamil-
jar ‘Saratov,’ ‘the sailor...’

Into the cabin came a broad-shouldered,
grey-haired man dressed in blue and carrying
a little box. Grandmother took it from him
and began to place the body of my brother in
it. When she had finished she carried it w0
the door on outstretched arms, but she was
so fat she could not get through without
turning sidewise, so she stood there non-
plussed, looking very funny.

*Oh, mother!’ cried my own mother im-
patiently, taking the coffin out of her hands.
Then they both disappeared and | remained
in the cabin with the man in blue.

‘So vour brother's gone and left us,’ he
said, , bending over me.

*Who are you?’

*A sailor.”’

‘And who's Saratov?’

“A city. Look out the window. There it
i
The land was moving past the window,

dark and lumpy and wreathed in mist, re-
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minding me of large hunk of bread just cut
frum the loaf.

*Where did grandmother go ?°

“To bury her grandson.’

*Will they put him in the ground?’

‘Of course they will.’

[ told the sailor how they had dug in live
f- _gs when they buried my father. He lifted
me in his arms, hugged me tight and kissed
me.

*Ah,
stand vet!’ He said.

sonny, it's not much you under-

‘It's not the frogs are to be pitied—thf’e
devil with them—it’s your mother. Just look
what grief’s done to her!’

There was suddenly a great shrieking and
blowing up above, but | knew it was the
steamboat and was not afraid. The sailor put
me down hurriedly and rushed out. saying as
he went: ‘Have to be off!’

I also wanted to be off. | went out of the
cahin.

There was nobody in the dark, narrow
passage. Not far from the door I could see
the glitter of brass on the stairs.

I looked up and caught sight of people
with baggage and bundles in their hands. It
was clear that everyone was leaving the
boat, which meant that 1 too must leave.

But when I reached the deck in the midst
of all the muzhiks at the gangplank, people
began shouting at me: ‘Who are you? Who
do you belong to?’

‘I don’t know.’

For a long time they pushed me and
shoved me and felt me. At last the grey-
haired sailor appeared and said: ‘He’s from
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Astrakhan—came out of his cabin. .. .
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He picked me up and ran back to the cab-
in, where he put me up on the bundles and
shook his finger at me.

‘T'll give it to you!"' he threatened as he
went out.

Gradually the bustle overhead quieted
down, the steamer stopped trembling, the
splashing of the warter ceased. A wet wali
blocked the window of the cabin; it became
dark and stuffy, and the bundles seemed 10
swell up and crowd me out. What if they left
me here on this empty steamer for good?

I went to the door. It was shut tight and [
was unable to turn the brass knob. 1 took a
bottle of milk and swung it at the knob with
all my force.

The bottle smashed and the milk flowed
over my feet and intc my boots. Crushed Ly
my failure, | lay down on the bundles and
cried myselfl to sleep.

When [ woke up the steamer was once
. more trembling, the water splashing, and
the window of the cabin was shining like the
sun. My grandmother was sitting beside me
combing her hair and frowning as she mut-
tered something to herself. She had an amaz-
ing quantity of blue-black hair which fell
thickly over her shoulders, breast and knees,
sweeping down to the floor. With one hand
she lifted it off the floor and held it tight.
while with the other she forced a coarse
wooden comb through the heavy strands.

Her mouth was screwed up. her dark eyes
flashed with anger, and her face looked little
and amusing in that mass of hair.

She seemed in a bad mood today, but
when | asked her why she had such long
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hair, her voice was as solt and friendly as it
had been the day before. ‘Most likely a visi-
tation from the Lord—"Here, spend vour
days combing this accursed mane!” In my
vouth | vaunted it; in my age I curse it. But
get back to sleep, child. It’s early yet—the
sun'’s scarce up. '

‘1 don’t want to sleep any more. '

‘Well don’t, if you're not wanting to,’
she agreed, braiding her hair and glancing at
the couch where my mother lay on her back
straight as an arrow. ‘How did you be
breaking that borttle yesterday? Speak soft.’

She had a peculiar way of singing her
words that made it easy for me to remember
thenr—words as vivid and luscious as flow-
ers.

When she smiled, the irises of her dark
eyes expanded and shone with an inexpress-
ible light; her smile revealed strong white
teeth, and in spite of the numerous wrinkles
on her swarthy cheeks, her whole face
seemed young and bright.

It was spoiled only by her fleshy, red
tipped nose with its flaring nostrils.

She took snuff from a black silver-em-
- bossed box. Everything about her was dark,
but through her eyes one glimpsed the
warm, cheerful, unquenchable light which
illumined her from within. She was stout,
and so bent as 10 be almost hunchbacked,
but she moved about with the ease and agili-
ty of a large cat. And she was just as soft as
that affectionate animal. It seemed that until
her arrival 1 had been sleeping, hidden away
in the darkness. But she came and woke me
up and led me out into the light.

She spun all my surroundings into a sin-
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gle. unbroken thread, then wove it into
multicoloured lace.

She immediately became my friend for
life, the one who was nearest and dearest to
me, and the one 1 most understood.

Her selfless love of life enriched me and
gave me the strength to cope with my hard
future. . . ..

Steamboats moved slowly forty years ago.
It took us a long time to reach Nizhni-Nov-
gorod, and I well remember those first days,
drenched with beauty.

The weather was fine, and from morning
10 night 1 was up on deck with my grand-
mother.

Floating there beneath the bright sky, be-
tween the banks of the Volga embroidered
with the golden silk of autumn.

The rust-coloured boat with a barge in tow
moved lazily against the current, nosing its
way with a gentle slapping of paddles
through the grey-bluc water.

The barge was grey and resembled a water
bug.

The sun stole imperceptibly above the
Volga; every hour brought semething new—
everything about us changed. The green hills
were folds in the rich raiment of the earth.
Towns and villages seemed made of ginger-
bread as they passed in the distance; golden
autumn leaves {loated on the water.

*Just see how wonderful it is!’

My grandmother kept exclaiming as she
moved from one side of the deck to the oth-
er, her face radiant. her eyes dilated with
joy.

Often she would stand looking at the shore

quite oblivious of my presence., her hands
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crossed on her breast, her lips curved in a
smile. her eyes filled with tears.

Then I would tug at her dark, flowered
skirt.

‘Eh?’ she would say, pulling herself to-
gether. ‘Like as if | was asleep and having a
dream.’

‘What are you crying about?’

“That's from happiness, my lad, from
feebleness, my darling, ’ she would say with
a smile.

‘It's an old one 1 am now, with more
than three-score summers behind----- .

Then she would take a pinch of snuff and
begin to tell me fantastic stories about saints
and animals - and kind robbers, and dark
powers.

She told her tales in a quiet, mysterious
voice, her face close to mine, gazing into my
eves with dilated pupils as though she were
pouring into my heart a stream of strength to
support me. -

She sang, rather than spoke, and the fur-
ther she went, the more rhythmic became
her style. [t was an inexpressible joy to listen
to her, and when she had finished a tale I
would cry:

‘Goon!’

‘And then it was like this: under the
stove sat the hearth goblin, a splinter of noo-
dle in his paw. Rocking he sat, and moan-
irg: “Oh, little mice, little mice! Oh, I
shall die, little mice!”™’

She grabbed up her own foot and sat rock-
ing back and forth with her face all screwed
up as though she were the sufferer.

Sailors
hearded men—and they laughed as they lis-

gathered round-good-natured,
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