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A Chameleon

The police superintendent Otchumyelov is walking across the market square wearing
a new overcoat and carrying a parcel under his arm. A red-haired policeman strides after
him with a sieve full of confiscated gooseberries in his hands. There is silence all around.
Not a soul in the square...The open doors of the shops and taverns look out upon God’s
world disconsolately, like hungry mouths; there is not even a beggar near them.

“So you bite, you damned brute?” Otchumyelov hears suddenly. “Lads, don’t let her
go! Biting is prohibited nowadays! Hold her! Ah...ah!”

There is the sound of a dog yelping. Otchumyelov looks in the direction of the sound
and sees a dog, hopping on three legs and looking about her, run out of Pitchugin’s timber-
yard. A man in a starched cotton shirt, with his waistcoat unbuttoned, is chasing her. He
runs after her, and throwing his body forward falls down and seizes the dog by her hind
legs. Once more there is a yelping and a shout of “Don’t let go!™ Sleepy countenances are
protruded from the shops, and soon a crowd, which seems to have sprung out of the earth,
is gathered round the timber-yard.

L]

“It looks like a row, your honour...”" says the policeman.

Otchumyelov makes a half turn to the left and strides towards the crowd. He sees the
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aforementioned man in the unbuttoned waistcoat standing close by the gate of the timber-
yard, holding his right hand in the air and displaying a bleeding finger to the crowd. On
his half-drunken face there is plainly written: “I’ll pay you out, you rogue!” and indeed
the very finger has the look of a flag of victory. In this man Otchumyelov recognises
Hryukin, the goldsmith. The culprit who has caused the sensation, a white borzoi puppy
with a sharp muzzle and a yellow patch on her back, is sitting on the ground with her fore-
paws outstretched in the middle of the crowd, trembling all over. There is an expression of
misery and terror in her tearful eyes.

“What’s it all about?” Otchumyelov inquires, pushing his way through the crowd. “What
are you here for? Why are you waving your finger...? Who was it shouted?”

“I was walking along here, not interfering with anyone, your honour,” Hryukin begins,
coughing into his fist. “I was talking about firewood to Mitry Mitritch, when this low brute
for no rhyme or reason bit my finger...You must excuse me, [ am a working man...Mine
is fine work. I must have damages, for I shan’t be able to use this finger for a week, may
be...It’s not even the law, your honour, that one should put up with it from a beast...If
everyone is going to be bitten, life won’t be worth living...”

“H’m. Very good,” says Otchumyelov sternly, coughing and raising his eyebrows. “Very
good. Whose dog is it? I won’t let this pass! I'll teach them to let their dogs run all over the
place! It’s time these gentry were looked after, if they won’t obey the regulations! When
he’s fined, the blackguard, I’ll teach him what it means to keep dogs and such stray cattle!
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I’1l give him a lesson! ...Yeldyrin,” cries the superintendent, addressing the policeman, “find
out whose dog this s and draw up a report! And the dog must be strangled. Without delay!
It’s sure to be mad... Whose dog is it, I ask?”

“I fancy it’s General Zhigalov’s,” says someone in the crowd.

“General Zhigalov’s, h’m...Help me off with my coat, Yeldyrin...it’s frightfully hot!
It must be a sign of rain...There’s one thing I can’t make out, how it came to bite you?”
Otchumyelov turns to Hryukin. “Surely it couldn’t reach your finger. It’s a little dog, and
you are a great hulking fellow! You must have scratched your finger with a nail, and then
the idea struck you to get damages for it. We all know...your sort! I know you devils!”

“He put a cigarette in her face, your honour, for a joke, and she had the sense to snap at
him... He is a nonsensical fellow, your honour!”

“That’s a lie, Squinteye! You didn’t see, so why tell lies about it? His honour is a
wise gentleman, and will see who is telling lies and who is telling the truth, as in God’s
sight...And if I am lying let the court decide. It’s written in the law...We are all equal
nowadays. My own brother is in the gendarmes...let me tell you...”

“Don’t argue!”

“No, that’s not the General’s dog,” says the policeman, with profound conviction, “the
General hasn’t got one like that. His are mostly setters.”

“Do you know that for a fact?”

“Yes, your honour.”
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*“I know it, too. The General has valuable dogs, thoroughbred, and this is goodness
knows what! No coat, no shape...A low creature. And to keep a dog like that! ...where’s the
sense of it? If a dog like that were to turn up in Petersburg or Moscow, do you know what
would happen? They would not worry about the law, they would strangle it in a twinkling!
You’ve been injured, Hryukin, and we can’t let the matter drop...We must give them a
lesson! It is high time...!”

“Yet maybe it is the General’s,” says the policeman, thinking aloud. “It’s not written on
its face... I saw one like it the other day in his yard.”

“It is the General’s, that’s certain!™ says a voice in the crowd.

“H’m, help me on with my overcoat, Yeldyrin, my lad...the wind’s getting up...I am
cold...You take it to the General’s, and inquire there. Say I found it and sent it. And tell
them not to let it out into the street...It may be a valuable dog, and if every swine goes
sticking a cigar in its mouth, it will soon be ruined. A dog is a delicate animal...And you
put your hand down, you blockhead. It’s no use your displaying your fool of a finger. It’s
your own fault...”

“Here comes the General’s cook, ask him...Hi, Prohor! Come here, my dear man! Look
at this dog...Is it one of yours?”

“What an idea! We have never had one like that!”

“There’s no need to waste time asking,” says Otchumyelov. “It’s a stray dog! There’s
no need to waste time talking about it...Since he says it’s a stray dog, a stray dog it is...It
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must be destroyed, that’s all about it.”

“It is not our dog,” Prohor goes on. “It belongs to the General’s brother, who arrived the
other day. Our master does not care for hounds. But his honour is fond of them...”

“You don’t say his Excellency’s brother is here? Vladimir Ivanitch?” inquires
Otchumyelov, and his whole face beams with an ecstatic smile. “Well, I never! And I
didn’t know! Has he come on a visit?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I never...He couldn’t stay away from his brother...And there I didn’t know!
So this is his honour’s dog? Delighted to hear it...Take it. It’s not a bad pup...A lively
creature...Snapped at this fellow’s finger! Ha-ha-ha...Come, why are you shivering?
Rrr...Rrrr... The rogue’s angry...a nice little pup.”

Prohor calls the dog, and walks away from the timber-yard with her. The crowd laughs
at Hryukin.

12

“I’ll make you smart yet!” Otchumyelov threatens him, and wrapping himself in his

greatcoat, goes on his way across the square.
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Vanka

Vanka Zhukov, a boy of nine, who had been for three months apprenticed to Alyahin
the shoemaker, was sitting up on Christmas Eve. Waiting till his master and mistress and
their workmen had gone to the midnight service, he took out of his master’s cupboard a
bottle of ink and a pen with a rusty nib, and, spreading out a crumpled sheet of paper in
front of him, began writing. Before forming the first letter he several times looked round
fearfully at the door and the windows, stole a glance at the dark ikon, on both sides of
which stretched shelves full of lasts, and heaved a broken sigh. The paper lay on the bench
while he knelt before it.

“Dear grandfather, Konstantin Makaritch,” he wrote, “I am writing you a letter. | wish
you a happy Christmas, and all blessings from God Almighty. I have neither father nor
mother, you are the only one left me.”

Vanka raised his eyes to the dark ikon on which the light of his candle was reflected,
and vividly recalled his grandfather, Konstantin Makaritch, who was night watchman to a
family called Zhivarev. He was a thin but extraordinarily nimble and lively little old man
of sixty-five, with an everlastingly laughing face and drunken eyes. By day he slept in the
servants’ kitchen, or made jokes with the cooks; at night, wrapped in an ample sheepskin,
he walked round the grounds and tapped with his little mallet. Old Kashtanka and Eel,
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so-called on account of his dark colour and his long body like a weasel’s, followed him
with hanging heads. This Eel was exceptionally submissive and affectionate, and looked
with equal kindness on strangers and his own masters, but had not a very good reputation.
Behind his submissiveness and meekness was hidden the most Jesuitical cunning. No
one knew better how to creep up on occasion and snap at one’s legs, to slip into the store-
room, or steal a hen from a peasant. His hind legs had been nearly pulled off more than
once, twice he had been hanged, every week he was thrashed till he was half dead, but he
always revived.

At this moment grandfather was, no doubt, standing at the gate, screwing up his eyes
at the red windows of the church, stamping with his high felt boots, and joking with the
servants. His little mallet was hanging on his belt. He was clasping his hands, shrugging
with the cold, and, with an aged chuckle, pinching first the housemaid, then the cook.

“How about a pinch of snuff?”” he was saying, offering the women his snuff-box.

The women would take a sniff and sneeze. Grandfather would be indescribably
delighted, go off into a merry chuckle, and cry: “Tear it off, it has frozen on!”

They give the dogs a sniff of snuff too. Kashtanka sneezes, wriggles her head, and
walks away offended. Eel does not sneeze, from submissiveness, but wags his tail. And the
weather is glorious. The air is still, fresh, and transparent. The night is dark, but one can
see the whole village with its white roofs and coils of smoke coming from the chimneys,
the trees silvered with hoar frost, the snowdrifts. The whole sky spangled with gay
twinkling stars, and the Milky Way is as distinct as though it had been washed and rubbed
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with snow for a holiday...

Vanka sighed, dipped his pen, and went on writing: “And yesterday I had a wigging.
The master pulled me out into the yard by my hair, and whacked me with a boot-stretcher
because I accidentally fell asleep while I was rocking their brat in the cradle. And a week
ago the mistress told me to clean a herring, and I began from the tail end, and she took the
herring and thrust its head in my face. The workmen laugh at me and send me to the tavern
for vodka, and tell me to steal the master’s cucumbers for them, and the master beats me
with anything that comes to hand. And there is nothing to eat. In the morning they give
me bread, for dinner, porridge, and in the evening, bread again; but as for tea, or soup,
the master and mistress gobble it all up themselves. And I am put to sleep in the passage,
and when their wretched brat cries | get no sleep at all, but have to rock the cradle. Dear
grandfather, show the divine mercy, take me away from here, home to the village. It’s
more than I can bear. I bow down to your feet, and will pray to God for you for ever, take
me away from here or I shall die.”

Vanka’s mouth worked, he rubbed his eyes with his black fist, and gave a sob.

“I will powder your snuff for you,” he went on. “I will pray for you, and if I do
anything wrong you can thrash me like Sidor’s goat. And if you think I've no job, then I
will beg the steward for Christ’s sake to let me clean his boots, or I’ll go for a shepherd-
boy instead of Fedka. Dear grandfather, it is more than I can bear, it’s simply no life at all.
I wanted to run away to the village, but I have no boots, and I am afraid of the frost. When
I grow up big I will take care of you for this, and not let anyone annoy you, and when you
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die I will pray for the rest of your soul, just as for my mammy’s.

“Moscow is a big town. It’s all gentlemen’s houses, and there are lots of horses, but
there are no sheep, and the dogs are not spiteful. The lads here don’t go out with the star,
and they don’t let anyone go into the choir, and once I saw in a shop window fishing-
hooks for sale, fitted ready with the line and for all sorts of fish, awfully good ones, there
was even one hook that would hold a forty-pound sheat-fish. And I have seen shops where
there are guns of all sorts, after the pattern of the master’s guns at home, so that I shouldn’t
wonder if they are a hundred roubles each... And in the butchers’ shops there are grouse
and woodcocks and fish and hares, but the shopmen don’t say where they shoot them.

“Dear grandfather, when they have the Christmas tree at the big house, get me a gilt
walnut, and put it away in the green trunk. Ask the young lady Olga Ignatyevna, say it’s
for Vanka.”

Vanka gave a tremulous sigh, and again stared at the window. He remembered how his
grandfather always went into the forest to get the Christmas tree for his master’s family,
and took his grandson with him. It was a merry time! Grandfather made a noise in his
throat, the forest crackled with the frost, and looking at them Vanka chortled too. Before
chopping down the Christmas tree, grandfather would smoke a pipe, slowly take a pinch
of snuff, and laugh at frozen Vanka... The young fir trees, covered with hoar frost, stood
motionless, waiting to see which of them was to die. Wherever one looked, a hare flew
like an arrow over the snowdrifts... Grandfather could not refrain from shouting: “Hold
him, hold him...hold him! Ah, the bob-tailed devil!™
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When he had cut down the Christmas tree, grandfather used to drag it to the big house,
and there set to work to decorate it... The young lady, who was Vanka’s favourite, Olga
Ignatyevna, was the busiest of all. When Vanka’s mother Pelageya was alive, and a servant
in the big house, Olga Ignatyevna used to give him goodies, and having nothing better to
do, taught him to read and write, to count up to a hundred, and even to dance a quadrille.
When Pelageya died, Vanka had been transferred to the servants’ kitchen to be with his
grandfather, and from the kitchen to the shoemaker’s in Moscow.

“Do come, dear grandfather,” Vanka went on with his letter. “For Christ’s sake, I beg
you, take me away. Have pity on an unhappy orphan like me; here everyone knocks me
about, and I am fearfully hungry; I can’t tell you what misery it is, I am always crying.
And the other day the master hit me on the head with a last, so that I fell down. My life is
wretched, worse than any dog’s... | send greetings to Alyona, one-eyed Yegorka, and the
coachman, and don’t give my concertina to anyone. I remain, your grandson, Ivan Zhukov.
Dear grandfather, do come.”

Vanka folded the sheet of writing-paper twice, and put it into an envelope he had
bought the day before for a kopeck... After thinking a little, he dipped the pen and wrote
the address: To grandfather in the village. Then he scratched his head, thought a little, and
added: Konstantin Makaritch.

Glad that he had not been prevented from writing, he put on his cap and, without
putting on his little greatcoat, ran out into the street as he was in his shirt...

PPf, ARW— B THE, S AAERGE:  CIUEE, SUEE, EE! W, K
RER! "

B R HEM J, AR AR5 71, TR TR E . bR s 2 R
IRAE - RS RIS /N, )T R N o T R B BRI A S A
TER 51 BAM AN, BIRAEE - DA ZEHIS SRR 4n (i SRz, Bl Bt id 2ot
SBEF, N—8E—8, EEHMPEU 8. WA ItS, R EaE R A
06t B BRAT AT —, SRR ORI G5k 3] 1 S A Dk L

“W—ER, REMFS. T AREEERE. BEEEENS L, FORE, i
FEM, A AT DASERIULIE ; X BAAERITHR, RS20, I
R Z A, RERER. ALK, EANEESTIR, REED E. RaEEER
18, BEAERA N, F g PTIL e, iR SRR AR 4R Rk, A EHEIR A S
FHREFEGAETA . BINFOL - 2Bk SRERIATST, R, "

NFREERE T, BT — R — R IR AR R, BT —/h2 L
G, MIENERE— T 80K, 5 RMhk: FAFRINSS. K5, bk, 717
T, #hFEiH: BEOHT - BREA

AR R 2B AW SR . B E0ETF, WA, FERNARMT T
1, 5] 7 L



i kpEE /N EE |1

The shopmen at the butcher’s, whom he had questioned the day before, told him that
letters were put in post-boxes, and from the boxes were carried about all over the earth in
mailcarts with drunken drivers and ringing bells. Vanka ran to the nearest post-box, and
thrust the precious letter in the slit...

An hour later, lulled by sweet hopes, he was sound asleep... He dreamed of the stove.
On the stove was sitting his grandfather, swinging his bare legs, and reading the letter to
the cooks...By the stove was Eel, wagging his tail.
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Misery

To whom shall I tell my grief?

The twilight of evening. Big flakes of wet snow are whirling lazily about the street
lamps, which have just been lighted, and lying in a thin soft layer on roofs, horses’ backs,
shoulders, caps. lona Potapov, the sledge-driver, is all white like a ghost. He sits on the
box without stirring, bent as double as the living body can be bent. If a regular snowdrift
fell on him it seems as though even then he would not think it necessary to shake it off...
His little mare is white and motionless too. Her stillness, the angularity of her lines, and
the stick-like straightness of her legs make her look like a halfpenny gingerbread horse.
She is probably lost in thought. Anyone who has been torn away from the plough, from the
familiar gray landscapes, and cast into this slough, full of monstrous lights, of unceasing
uproar and hurrying people, is bound to think.

It is a long time since lona and his nag have budged. They came out of the yard before
dinnertime and not a single fare yet. But now the shades of evening are falling on the
town. The pale light of the street lamps changes to a vivid color, and the bustle of the
street grows noisier.
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