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PART ONE : 1
£

Chapter |

Every day the factory whistle shrieked
tremulously in the grimy, greasy air above the
workers' settlement. And in obedience ¥ to its
summons sullen people, roused before sleep
had refreshed their muscles, came scuttling
out of their little grey houses like frightened
cockroaches.

They walked through the cold darkness,
down the unpaved street to the high stone
cells of the factory, which awaited them with
cold complacency, its dozens of square oily
eyes lighting up the road.- The mud smacked
beneath their feet. They shouted in hoarse
sleepy voices and rent the air with ugly oaths,
while other sounds came floating to meet
them: the heavy hum of machinery and the
hiss of steam. Tall black smokestacks, stern
and gloomy, loomed like thick clubs above the
settlement .

In the evening, when the setting sun found
weary reflection in the windows of the houses,
the factory expelled the people from its stone
bowels as though they were so much slag, and
they climbed the street again grimy, black-faced,
their hungry teeth glittering, their bodies giving
off the sticky odour of machine oil. Now their
voices were lively, even joyful, for work was over
for another day, and supper and rest awaited
them at home.

The day had been devoured ® by the
factory, whose machines sucked up as much of
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the workers' strength as they needed. The day
was struck out, leaving not a trace, and Man
had advanced one more step towards his grave.
But now he was looking forward to rest and to
the delights of a smoke-filled tavern, and he was
content.

On Sundays and holidays the people slept
till ten, and then the respectable married ones
put on their best, clothes and went to mass,
scolding the young ones for their indifference to
religion. After mass they came home, ate pirogi
and slept again until evening.

The weariness accumulated through the
years dulled their appetites, so they whetted
them with drink, stimulating their stomachs with
the sharp sting of vodka.

In the evening they strolled along the
streets. Those who owned galoshes put them
on even though the ground was dry, and those
who owned umbrellas carried them even though
the weather was fine.

On meeting their friends they talked about
the factory, the machines and their foremen;
they never thought or talked about anything not
connected with their work. Occasional sparks of
feeble faltering thoughts sometimes flickered in
the dull monotony of their days. When the men
came home they wrangled with their wives and
often beat them.

The young people went to the taverns or
to their friends' houses, where they played
the accordion, sang ribald songs, danced,
swore and got drunk. Worn out as they were
by hard work, the drink quickly went to their
heads, and some unaccountable irritation
rankled in their breasts, demanding an outlet.
And so they seized the slightest opportunity
to relieve their feelings by flying at one
another with bestial ferocity. Bloody fights
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were the result. Sometimes they ended in
serious injuries and occasionally in Killings.

Their human relations were dominated
by a lurking sense of animosity "', a feeling
as old as the incurable exhaustion of their
muscles. People were born with this malady of
the spirit inherited from their fathers, and like a
dark shadow it accompanied them to the very
grave, making them do things revolting in their
senseless cruelty.

On Sundays the young people came home
late at night in torn clothes, covered with dirt
and mud, with black eyes and bloody noses,
sometimes boasting maliciously of the blows
they had dealt their friends, at other times
sulking, raging or crying over their insults;
they were drunk and pathetic, miserable and
disgusting.

Often mothers or fathers found their sons
sprawling dead drunk in the shadow of a fence,
or on the floor of a tavern. The elders would
curse them foully, pummel their vodka- sodden
bodies, bring them home and put them to bed
with a certain solicitude, only to wake them
up early in the morning when the shriek of the
whistle came rushing in a dark stream through
the dawn.

They cursed their children and beat them
mercilessly, but the fighting and drinking of
young people was taken as a matter of course;
when the fathers had been young they too
had fought and drunk, been thrashed in their
turn by their mothers and fathers. Life had
always been like that. It flowed on in a turbid ™
stream, slowly and evenly, year after year, and
everything was bound together by deep-rooted
habits of thinking and doing the same thing day
after day.

Sometimes new people came to live in the
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factory settlement.

At first they attracted attention just because
they were newcomers, then a superficial
interest in them was sustained by their
accounts of the other places where they had
worked. But soon the novelty wore off, people
grew used to them and stopped noticing them.
From what the newcomers said it was clear
that the life of working people was the same
everywhere. And if this was true, what was
there to talk about?

But some of the newcomers said things that
were new to the settlement. Nobody argued with
them, but they listened sceptically. Some were
annoyed by what they said, others were vaguely
alarmed, wtiile yet others were disturbed by a
faint shadow of hope, and this made them drink
all the harder to drive away alarms that only
made life more complicated.

If they noted anything unusual about a
newcomer, the people in the settlement would
hold it against him, and they were wary of
anyone who was not like themselves. It was as
if they feared he might upset the dull regularity
of their lives, which, if difficult, were at least
untroubled. People were used to having life
bear down upon them with equal pressure at all
times, and since they had no hope of relief, they
were sure any change would only increase their
hardships.

The working people silently avoided anyone
who voiced new ideas.

So the newcomers usually went away. In
the rare cases when they stayed, they either
grew to be like their fellows or took to living
apart...

After some fifty years of such a life a man
died.

CBIA

' E*Ei% °

—FHa, MEAMIRHKE, Pl

| WRBITARRGEES, Sk, IFEA1RE
IS ET RS, AREELERE |

S LR, TNETRA, BLHTHNE
MERT, FRARIBTHA], LA
BiEEM)T . NXLFHFKEEEE,

NEERT, TANEEES NS
—f. BERXEHEWN, BEEHATR

A9ME?

A HLHREH—LEETARKMK

 IREROERE, 2B ARMIIARE, RE
EEREEIAE . MIPMRAIALEIE, &

W7 —EHA, RS ANERRLAIY

| HEEIRZE, TRITFHBLA, WiKk—
EMNEENE T, FERmER. X
| SiMEETEEE, HTHEXEERE,

fA15EIR PRI E B RITNE.
ERRR—RES LEHATET

| EEEA, TARMANIBREE G, 1)
| SHXEEERA TRRIA, RERARIAL .

BB LR A TEMBA 1A E IR T AR
| 7E, TGP LAIRME IR,

REMIIMEERRS, TEELNER.
RESHAER, EENENHARENE

R, MIEEIMRT, EAMEIRER
- BRREHXEES, FRLA, EBUAERRS
- ORI I0FES .

T AMERE B FFARLE H IR F W <

B, FREESMET, T

DHETRAOAS, BATERIBLTA
f—H, BARCHSMEE

& ERHEXENAF G, ST



PART ONE
w O

Chapter Il

Thus lived Mikhail Vlassov, a sullen ™,
hirsute mechanic with tiny eyes that glared
suspiciously and with spiteful scorn from under
his bushy eyebrows. He was the best mechanic
at the factory and the strongest man in the
settlement, but he was surly with his superiors,
and for that reason made little money. On every
holiday he beat somebody,and so he was
disliked and feared by all.

Any attempt to pay him back in kind proved
futile. Whenever Vlassov saw people making
for him, he would pick up a stone or a board,
or an iron bar, plant his feet wide apart, and
silently wait for the enemy. The sight of his
hairy arms and his face, overgrown from eyes
to neck with a thick black beard, was enough
to terrify anyone. But people were especially
afraid of his eyes — little and sharp, they
seemed to bore through a person, and anyone
who met their gaze felt he was in the presence
of a wild force ready to strike without fear or
mercy.

"Well, take yourselves off, you sons of
bitches," he would say gruffly, his large yellow
teeth glinting ® through his beard. And the
people would take themselves off, hurling a
volley of cowardly oaths as they went.

"Sons of bitches!" he would call after them,
his eyes sharp as a stiletto with scorn. Then
he would follow them, his head thrown back,
shouting defiantly: "Well, who wants to die?"

Nobody did.

He rarely spoke, and "son of a bitch" was
his favourite epithet. He used it for the police,
and officials and his bosses at the factory. He
always called his wife a bitch.

"Here, can't you see my pants are ripped,
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you bitch?"

When his son Pavel was fourteen years
old, he once attempted to grab him by the hair.
Pavel picked up a heavy hammer and said
curtly: "Hands off!"

"What's that?" asked his father, gliding
towards his tall slender son as the shadow of a
cloud glides towards a birch tree.

"I've had enough," said Pavel. "l won't take
any more."

And he raised the hammer.

"All right," he said with a short laugh; then,
with a deep sigh: "You're a son of a bitch all
right."

Shortly after that he said to his wife: "Don't
ask me for any more money. Pavel'll feed you
from now on."

"And you'll drink up all your wages, |
suppose?" she dared to retort.

"That's none of your business, you bitch! I'l
go get myself a girl if | like!"

He did not get himself a girl, but from that
time on until his death, nearly two years later,
he took no notice of his son and never spoke to
him.

He had a dog as big and shaggy as himself.
It followed him to the factory every morning
and waited for him at the gate every evening.
Vlassov spent his holidays going from one
tavern to another. He went without speaking,
searching people' s faces as though looking
for someone. And the dog trailed its bushy tail
after its master all day long. When Viassov
came home drunk, he would sit down to supper
and feed the dog from his own bowl. He never
cursed it or beat it, but he never fondled “ it
either.

After supper he would throw the dishes on
the floor if his wife were slow in clearing the
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table; then he would place a bottle of vodka
in front of him, lean his back against the wall,
close his eyes, open wide his mouth, and wail
a mournful song. The doleful, ugly sounds
became entangled in his whiskers, pushing out
the bread crumbs; the mechanic would stroke
his beard and moustache with his thick fingers
as he sang. The words of his song were vague
and straggling, and the melody reminded one of
the howling of wolves in winter. He would sing
as long as the vodka lasted, then slump over
on the bench or drop his head on the table and
sleep until the whistle blew.

The dog lay beside him.

He died of a rupture. For five days he
tossed in his bed, black in the face, his eyes
closed, grinding his teeth. Occasionally he
would say to his wife: "Give me some arsenic...
poison me..."

The doctor ordered a poultice ¥, but
added that Mikhail must undergo an operation
and should be taken to the hospital that very
day.

"To hell with you! Il die without your help,
you son of a bitch!" gasped Mikhail.

When the doctor left and his wife tearfully
implored him to have the operation, he shook
his fist at her and said: "If | get well it will go all
the worse with you!"

He died in the morning, just as the whistle
was blowing. He lay in his coffin with his
mouth open and his brows drawn in a scowl of
displeasure.

He was buried by his wife, his son, his
dog, Danilo Vesovshchikov (an old thief and
drunkard who had been dismissed from the
factory) and a few beggars from the settlement.
His wife wept little and very quietly. Pavel did
not weep at all. The people from the settlement
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who met the little funeral procession stopped
and crossed themselves:

"Pelagea must be dreadful glad he's gone,"
they said.

"Died like the dog he was," said others.

The people went away when the coffin was
buried, but the dog remained sitting on the fresh
earth, silently sniffing the grave. A few days later
somebody killed it...

Chapter Il

On a Sunday two weeks after the death
of his father, Pavel Viassov came home dead
drunk. He staggered * into the house and
crawled into the seat at the head of the table,
striking the board with his fist as his father had
done and shouting to his mother:

"Supper!"

His mother sat down next to her son, put
her arms about him, and pulled his head down
to her breast. But he held her off.

"Come, Mother! Be quick!"

"Foolish boy," said his mother sadly and
affectionately as she removed his hand.

"And I'm gonna smoke! Gimme Pa's pipe,"
muttered  Pavel, moving his thick tongue with
difficulty.

This was the first time he had ever been
drunk. The vodka weakened his body but did
not blot out consciousness, and inside his
head throbbed the question: "Am | drunk? Am |
drunk?"

He was embarrassed by his mother's
gentleness and touched by the grief in her eyes.
He felt like crying and kept back the tears by
pretending to be drunker than he really was.

His mother stroked his damp, tousled hair.
"You shouldn't have done this," she said quietly.
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He began to feel sick.

After a severe attack of vomiting  his
mother put him to bed and placed a wet towel on
his pale brow. This sobered him somewhat, but
his head was still going round and his eyelids
were too heavy to lift. With that ugly brown taste
in his mouth he peered through his lashes at his
mother's large face and thought.

"l guess I'm still too young. Others drink and
nothing happens, but | get sick..."

From somewhere far away came his
mother's soft voice

"How are you going to support me if you
start drinking?"

"Everybody drinks," he replied, closing his
eyes tightly.

His mother sighed. He was right. She
herself knew that the tavern was the only place
where people could squeeze out a drop of
happiness. She said.

"But you mustn't, your father drank more
than enough for both of you. Didn't | suffer
enough at his hands? Couldn't you take a little
pity on your mother? "

As he listened to the soft sad words, Pavel
realized he had scarcely been aware of his
mother's existence during his father's lifetime, so
silent had she been, so fearful of being beaten.
He himself had stayed away from home as much
as possible to avoid meeting his father, and so
he had grown apart from his mother. Now, as he
gradually sobered, he watched her intently.

She was tall and somewhat stooped. Her
body, broken by hard work and the beatings
of her husband, moved noiselessly and a bit
sidewise, as though she were afraid of knocking
into something. Her wide oval face, puffy and
wrinkled, was lighted by dark eyes filled with fear
and grief, like the eyes of most of the women
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1 0 Mother

in the settlement. Above her right eyebrow
was a deep scar, slightly lifting the eyebrow
and creating the impression that her right ear
was higher than her left; this gave her face the
expression of one who is always anxiously on
the alert. Streaks of white shone in her thick
dark hair. She was all softness and sadness and
submissiveness...

Down her cheeks stole slow tears.

"Don't cry," said her son quietly. "Give me a
drink."

"Il bring you some ice water."

But when she came back he was asleep.

She stood looking down at him for a minute
with the clipper trembling in her hand, the ice
striking against the tin. Then she placed it on the
table and silently sank to her knees before the
holy images.

Against the window beat the sounds of the
drunken life outside. An accordion wheezed
in the damp darkness of the autumn evening,
someone sang in a raucous " tone; someone
else let out a string of filthy oaths; there was
the disturbing sound of women's tired irritated
voices...

The life in the Viassov's little house flowed
on more calmly and quietly than before, and
somewhat differently than in the other houses.

Theirs stood at the edge of the settlement,
above a steep if not very high embankment
leading down to the swamp. One-third of the
house was taken up by the kitchen and a little
room partitioned off in which the mother slept.
The remaining two-thirds formed a square room
with two windows in it. One corner was filled
by Pavel's bed, another by a table and two
benches. The rest of the furnishings consisted
of a few chairs, a dresser with a little mirror on it,
a trunk with clothes in it, a clock on the wall and
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el 1

two icons in the corner.

Pavel did all that was expected of a young
man; he bought himself an accordion, a shirt
with a starched front, a bright necktie, galoshes
and a cane. In this way he became like all the
other boys of his age. He went to parties in
the evening, learned to dance quadrilles and
the polka, and came home drunk on Sundays.
But vodka always made him sick. On Monday
mornings he would wake up with a headache
and heartburn, his face pale and haggard i

"Did you have a good time last night?" his
mother once asked him.

"Beastly!" he answered with sullen vexation.
"Next time I'll go fishing. Or maybe I'll buy myself
a gun and go hunting."

He worked diligently, without missing a day
or being fined for lateness.

He was a taciturn boy, and there was
discontentment in his large blue eyes, so like
his mother's. He did not buy himself a gun or
go fishing, but soon it became clear that he
was diverging from the path everyone else
trod. He went less often to parties, and while
he disappeared on Sundays, he always came
home sober.

His mother's sharp eye saw that her son's
face was growing thinner, his eyes more
serious, and his lips compressed into a tight,
stern line. He must be nursing some grievance,
or perhaps he was being wasted by illness.
Formerly his friends had often dropped in to
see him; now, finding him rarely at home, they
stopped coming.

His mother was glad her son was not like
the rest of the young people at the factory,
but vague fears stirred within her as she saw
the stubborn efforts he was making to steer
his course away from the dark stream of the
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1 2 Mother

common life.

"Are you sure you feel all right, Pasha?" she
would sometimes ask him.

"Quite," he would answer.

"You're so thin!" she would say with a sigh.

He began bringing books home. He would
read them surreptitiously and always hide them
when he had finished. Sometimes he would
copy out a passage and hide the paper.

They saw very little of each other, and
almost never spoke together. In the morning he
would drink his tea in silence and go straight to
work, returning for dinner at noon. Only the most
casual remarks were passed at the dinner table,
and when the meal was over he disappeared
again until evening. In the evening he washed,
ate his supper, then sat down with a book. On
Sundays he left the house in the morning and
returned late at night. She knew that he went to
town and sometimes attended the theatre, but
no one from town ever came to see him.

It seemed to her that he talked less and
less, yet at the same time she noticed that
he used new words which she could not
understand, while the rough expressions he
had formerly used dropped out of his speech.
Many new details of his behaviour drew her
attention: he stopped dressing, foppishly “ and
began to give more care to the cleanliness of
his body and clothing. His movements became
freer, his manners simpler and less gruff. She
was worried by these inexplicable changes, He
behaved differently with her too: sometimes he
would sweep the floor, he always made his bed
on Sundays and tried in every way to help her
with her work. Nobody else in the settlement
ever did that.

One day he brought home a picture and
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