THE DARLING

Olenka Plemyannikova, the daughter of a retired collegiate as-
\_/ sessor, was sitting on her porch, which gave on the courtyard;
eep in thought. It was hot, the flies were persistent and annoying,
nd it was pleasant to think that it would soon be evening. Dark
tainclouds were gathering in the east and there was a breath of
moisture in the wind that occasionally blew from that direction.
Kukin, a theater manager who ran a summer garden known as
The Tivoli and lodged in the wing of the house, was standing in the
middle of the courtyard, staring at the sky.
“Again!” he was saying in despair. “It’s going to rain again! Rain
every day, every day, as if to spite me! It will be the death of me! It’s
ruin! Such a frightful loss every day!”
He struck his hands together and continued, turning to Olenka:
“There, Olga Semyonovna, that’s our life. It’s enough to make
_you weep! You work, you try your utmost, you wear yourself out,
ot lie awake nights, you rack your brains trying to make a better
-~ thing of it, and what’s the upshot? In the first place, the public is
, gnorant, barbarous. I give them the very best operetta, an elaborate
- spectacle, first-rate vaudeville artists. But do you think they want
that? It’s all above their heads. All they want is slapstick! Give them
trash! And then look at the weather! Rain almost every evening. It
 started raining on the tenth of May, and it has kept it up all May and
June. It’s simply terrible! The public doesn’t come, but don’t I have
. to pay the rent? Don’t 1 have to pay the artists?”
i The next day toward evening the sky would again be overcast
- and Kukin would say, laughing hysterically:
“Well, go on, rain! Flood the garden, drown mel Bad luck to me
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this world and the next! Let the artists sue me! Let them send me

prison—to Siberia—to the scaffold! Ha, ha, hu!."

The next day it was the same thing all over again. .

Olenka listened to Kukin silently, gravely, and sometimes tears
»uld come to her eyes. In the end his misfortunes moved her and
e fell in love with him. He was a short, thin man with a sallow
-e, and wore his hair combed down over his temples. He had a thin
101 voice and when he spoke, his mouth twisted, and his face per-
tually wore an expression of despair. Nevertheless he aroused a
nuine, deep feeling in her. She was always enamored of someone
d could not live otherwise. At first it had been her papa, who was

»w ill and sat in an armchair in a darkened room, breathing with

fliculty. Then she had devoted her affections to her aunt, who used

come from Bryansk every other year. Still earlier, when she went

» school, she had been in love with her French teacher. She was a

uiet, kind, soft-hearted girl, with meek, gentle eyes, and she en-

yed very good health. At the sight of her full pink cheeks, her soft

‘hite neck with a dark birthmark on it, and the kind artless smile

1at came into her face when she listened to anything pleasant, men
aid to themselves, “Yes, not half bad,” and smiled too, while the
adies present could not refrain from suddenly seizing her hand in
he middle of the conversation and exclaiming delightedly, “You
larling!”

The house in which she lived all her life and which was to be hers
by her father’s will, was situated on the outskirts of the city on what
was known as Gypsy Road, not far from The Tivoli. In the evening
and at night she could hear the band play and the skyrockets go off,

and it seemed to her that it was Kukin fi

ghting his fate and assaulting
his chief enemy,

the apathetic public. Her heart contr

acted sweetly,
she had no desire to sleep,

and when he returned home at dawn, she
would tap softly at her bedroom window and, showing him only her

face and one shoulder through the curtain, give him a friendly smile.
He proposed to her, and the

good look at her neck and her
hands together, and exclaimed,

He was happy, but as it raine
that followed, the expression o

y were married. And when he had a

plump firm shoulders, he struck his
“Darling!”

d on their wedding day and the night
{ despair did not leave his face,

—



Asamarried couple, they got on well together. She presided over
the box office, looked after things in the summer garden, kept ac-
counts and paid salaries; and her rosy cheeks, the radiance of her
sweet artless smile showed now in the box office window, now in the
wings of the theater, now at the buffet. And she was already telling
her friends that the theater was the most remarkable, the most im-
portant, and the most essential thing in the world, and that it was
only the theater that could give true pleasure and make you a culti-
vated and humane person.

“But do you suppose the public understands that?” she would
ask. “What it wants is slapstick! Yesterday we gave ‘Faust Inside
Out,’ and almost all the boxes were empty, and if Vanichka and T had
put on something vulgar, I assure you the theater would have been
packed. Tomorrow Vanichka and I are giving ‘Orpheus in Hell.’ Do
come.”

And what Kukin said about artists and the theater she would re-
peat. Like him she despised the public for its ignorance and indiffer-
ence to art; she took a hand in the rehearsals, correcting the actors,
kept an eye on the musicians, and when there was an unfavorable
notice in the local paper, she wept and went to see the editor about it.

The actors were fond of her and called her “the darling,” and
“Vanichka-and-1.” She was sorry for them and would lend them
small sums, and if they cheated her, she cried in private but did not
complain to her husband.

The pair got on just as well together when winter came. They
leased the municipal theater for the season and sublet it for short
periods to a Ukrainian troupe, a magician, or a local dramatic club.
Olenka was gaining weight and beamed with happiness, but Kukin
was getting thinner and more sallow and complained of terrible
losses, although business was fairly good during the winter. He
coughed at night, and she would make him drink an infusion of
raspberries and linden blossoms, rub him with eau de Cologne and
wrap him in her soft shawls.

« *
What a sweet thing you are!” she would say quite sincerely,
smoothing his hair. “My handsome sweet!”

At Lent he left for Moscow to engage a company of actors for the
summer season, and she could not sleep with him away. She sat at
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the window and watched the stars. It occurred to her that she had
something in common with the heng: th

and were disturbed when the cock wa
Kukin was detained in Moscow, and w
Easter, and in his letters he sent instru
on the Monday of Passion Week, lat
sudden ominous knock at the gate;

wicket as though it were 3 barrel—bo

cook, her bare feet splashing throu
gate.

€y too stayed awake all night
s absent from the henhouse,
rote that he would return by
ctions about The Tivoli. But
e in the evening, there was a
someone was banging at the
om, boom, boom! The sleepy
gh the puddles, ran to open the

“Open, pleasel” someone on the other side of the gate was saying
in a deep voice. “There’s a telegram for you.”

Olenka had recejved telegrams from her husband before, but this
time for some reason she was numb with fright. With trembling
hands she opened the telegram and read the following:

“Ivan Petrovich died suddenly today awaiting prot instructions
tuneral Tuesday.”

That is exactly how the telegram had it: “tuneral,” and there was
also the incomprehensible word “prot”; the signature was that of
the director of the comic opera company.

“My precious!” Olenka sobbed. “Vanichka, my precious, my
sweet! Why did we ever meet! Why did I get to know you and to
love you! To whom can your poor unhappy Olenka turn?”

Kukin was buried on Tuesday in the Vagankovo Cemetery in
Moscow. Olenka returned home on Wednesday, and no sooner did
she enter her room than she sank onto the bed and sobbed so loudly
that she could be heard in the street and in the neighboring court-
yards.

“The darling!” said the neighbors, crossing themselves. “Darling
Olga Semyonovna! How the poor soul takes on!”

Three months later Olenka was returning from Mass one day in
deep mourning and very sad. It happened that one of her neighbors,
Vasily Andreich Pustovalov, the manager of Babakayev’s l'umber-
yard, who was also returning from church, was walking beside her.
He was wearing a straw hat and a white waistcoat, with a gold
watch-chain, and he looked more like a landowner than a business-

man.
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“There is order in all things, Olga Semyonovna,” he was saying
sedately, with a note of sympathy in his voice; “and if one of our
dear ones passes on, then it means that this was the will of God, and
in that case we must keep ourselves in hand and bear it submis-
sively.”

Having seen Olenka to her gate, he took leave of her and went
further. All the rest of the day she heard his sedate voice, and as
soon as she closed her eyes she had a vision of his dark beard. She
liked him very much. And apparently she too had made an impres-
sion on him, because a little later a certain elderly lady, whom she
scarcely knew, called to have coffee with her, and no sooner was she
seated at table than the visitor began to talk about Pustovalov, say-
ing that he was a fine, substantial man, and that any marriageable
woman would be glad to go to the altar with him. Three days later
Pustovalov himself paid her a visit. He did not stay more than ten
minutes and he said little, but Olenka fell in love with him, so deeply
that she stayed awake all night burning as with fever, and in the
morning she sent for the elderly lady. The match was soon arranged
and then came the wedding.

As a married couple Pustovalov and Olenka got on very well to-
gether. As a rule he was in the lumberyard till dinnertime, then he
went out on business and was replaced by Olenka, who stayed in the
office till evening, making out bills and seeing that orders were
shipped.

“We pay twenty percent more for lumber every year,” she would
say to customers and acquaintances. “Why, we used to deal in local
timber, and now Vasichka has to travel to the province of Mogilev
for timber regularly. And the freight rates!” she would exclaim, put-
ting her hands to her cheeks in horror. “The freight rates!”

It seemned to her that she had been in the lumber business for ages,
that lumber was the most important, the most essential thing in the
world, and she found something intimate and touching in the very
sound of such words as beam, log, batten, plank, box board, lath,
scantling, slab . . .

At night she would dream of whole mountains of boards and
planks, of endless caravans of carts hauling lumber out of town to

distant points. She would dream that a regiment of beams, 28 feet by
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the lumberyard, that
t each other with the
wn and rising

hes, standing on end, was marching in
e crashing agains
hat they kept tumbling do
er. Olenka would scream in her
what’s

8§ inc
beams, logs, and slabs wer
hollow sound of dry wood, t

again, piling themselves on each oth
sleep and Pustovalov would say to her tenderly: “Olenka,

the matter, darling? Cross yourself 1”
Whatever ideas her husband had, she adopted as her own. If he
thought that the room was hot or that business was slow, she thought

so too. Her husband did not care for entertainments and on holidays

stayed home—so did she.
“You are always at home or i
“You ought to go to the theater,
«“yasichka and I have no time
sedately. “We are working people, we re not inter

ishness. What good are these theaters?”
On Saturdays the two of them would go to evening service, on

holidays they attended early Mass, and returning from the church
they walked side by side, their faces wearing a softened expression.
There was an agreeable aroma about them, and her silk dress rustled
pleasantly. At home they had tea with shortbread, and various kinds
of jam, and afterward they ate pie. Every day at noon, in the yard
and on the street just outside the gate, there was a delicious smell of

4ch and roast lamb or duck, and on fast days there was the odor
ovalov gate without one’s

n the office,” her friends would say.

darling, or to the circus.”
for the theater,” she would answer
ested in such fool-

bors
of fish, and one could not pass the Pust

mouth watering.
In the office the samovar was always boiling and the customers

were treated to tea with doughnuts. Once 2 week the pair went to
the baths and returned side by side, both with red faces.
“Yes, everything goes well with us, thank God,” Olenka would

say to her friends. “I wish everyone were as happy as Vasichka

and I.”
When Pustovalov went off to the

ber, she missed him badly and lay awake n

in the evening, a young army veterinary,
who rented the wing of their house, would call on her. He chatt

played cards with her and that diverted her. What interested her
most was what he told her about his domestic life. He had been mar-

provinces of Mogilev for tim-
ights, crying. Sometimes,
by the name of Smirnin,
ed or




parated from his wife because she had

w he hated her; he sent her forty ru-
f the child. And listening tO him,
ake her head: she was sorry for him.

1d say to him as she took leave of
hank you for

ive you

ried and had a son, but was se
peen unfaithful to him, and no

bles a month for the maintenance O

Olenka would sigh and sh

“well, God keep you,” she wou
him, going to the stairs with him, candle in hand. “T

relieving my boredom, and may the Queen of Heaven g

health!”
d herself in this sedate and reasonable man-

She always expresse
ner, in imitation of her husband. Just as the veterinary would be
closing the door behind him, she would recall him and say:

“You know, Vladimir Platonych, you had better make up with

our wife. You ought to forgive her, at Jeast for your son’s sake! I am
sure the little boy understands everything.”

And when Pustovalov came back, she would tell him in low tones
about the veterinary and his unhappy domestic life, and both of
them would sigh and shake their heads and speak of the boy, who
was probably missing his father. Then by a strange association of
ideas they would both turn to the icons, bow down to the ground
before them and pray that the Lord would grant them children.

Thus the Pustovalovs lived in peace and quiet, in love and har-
But one winter day, right after having hot tea at

mony for six years.
to see about

the office, Vasily Andreich went out without his cap
aught a chill and was taken sick. He was

shipping some lumber, ¢
but the illness had its own way with him,

treated by the best doctors,
and he died after four months. Olenka was a widow again.

«To whom can I turn now, my darling?” she sobbed when she
had buried her husband. “How canIlive without you, wretched and

y as ] am? Pity me, good people, left all alone in the world—"

unhapp
ve up wearing hat

She wore a black dress with white cuffs and ga
and gloves for good. She hardly ever left the house except to go to
church or to visit her husband’s grave, and at home she lived like a
nun. Only at the end of six months did she take off her widow’s
weeds and open the shutters. Sometimes in the morning she was
seen with her cook going to market for provisions, but how she lived
now and what went on in her house could only be guessed. People
based their guesses on such facts as that they saw her having tea with
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the veterinary in her little garden, he reading the newspaper aloud
to her, and that, meeting an acquaintance at the post office, she
would say:

“There is no proper veterinary inspection in our town, and that’s
why there is so much illness around. So often you hear of people
getting ill from the milk or catching infections from horses and
cows. When you come down to it, the health of domestic animals
must be as well cared for as the health of human beings.”

She now repeated the veterinary’s words and held the same opin-

ions about everything that he did. It was plain that she could not live
even for one year without an attachment and that she had found new
happiness in the wing of her house. Another woman would have
been condemned for this, but of Olenka no one could think ill: ev-
erything about her was so unequivocal. Neither she nor the veteri-
nary mentioned to anyone the change that had occurred in their
relations; indeed, they tried to conceal it, but they didn’t succeed,
because Olenka could not keep a secret. When he had visitors, his
regimental colleagues, she, pouring the tea or serving the supper,
would begin to talk of the cattle plague, of the pearl disease, of the
municipal slaughterhouses. He would be terribly embarrassed and
when the guests had gone, he would grasp her by the arms and hiss
angrily:

“T've asked you before not to talk about things that you don’t
understand! When veterinaries speak among themselves, please
don’t butt in! It’s really annoying!”

She would look at him amazed and alarmed and ask, “But Volo-
dichka, what shall I talk about?”

And with tears in her eyes she would hug him and beg him not to
be angry, and both of them were happy.

Yet this happiness did not last long. The veterinary left, left for-
ever, with his regiment, which was moved to some remote place, it
may have been Siberia. And Olenka remained alone.

Now she was quite alone. Her father had died long ago, and his
armchair stood in the attic, covered with dust and minus one leg.
She got thinner and lost her looks, and passers-by in the street did
not glance at her and smile as they used to. Obviously, her best years
were over, were behind her, and now a new kind of life was begin-




ning for her, an unfamiliar kind that did not bear thinking of. In the
evening Olenka sat on her porch, and heard the band play at The

Tivoli and the rockets go off, but this no longer suggested anything

to her mind. She looked apathetically at the empty courtyard,
thought of nothing, and later, when night came, she would go to bed

and dream of the empty courtyard. She ate and drank as though in-
voluntarily.

Above all, and worst of all, she no longer had any opinions what-
ever. She saw objects about her and understood what was going on,
but she could not form an opinion about anything and did not know
what to talk about. And how terrible it is not to have any opinions!
You see, for instance, a bottle, or the rain, or a peasant driving ina
cart, but what is the bottle for, or the rain, or the peasant, what is the
meaning of them, you can’t tell, and you couldn’t, even if they paid
you a thousand rubles. When Kukin was about, or Pustovalov or,
later, the veterinary, Olenka could explain it all and give her opin-
ions about anything you like, but now there was the same emptiness
in her head and in her heart as in her courtyard. It was weird, and
<he felt as bitter as if she had been eating wormwood.

Little by little the town was extending in all directions. GYpsy
Road was now a regular street, and where The Tivoli had been and
the lumberyards, houses had sprung up and Janes had multiplied.
How swiftly time passes! Olenka’s house had taken on a shabby
look, the roof was rusty, the shed sloped, and the whole yard was
invaded by burdock and stinging nettles. Olenka herself had aged
and grown homely. In the summer she sat on the porch, feeling
empty and dreary and bitter, as before; in the winter she sat by the
window and stared at the snow. Sometimes at the first breath of
spring Or when the wind brought her the chime of church bells,
memories of the past would overwhelm her, her heart would con-
tract sweetly and her eyes would brim over with tears. But this only
Jasted a moment, and then there was again emptiness and once more
she was possessed by a sense of the futility of life; Trot, the black
kitten, rubbed against her and purred softly, but Olenka was not af-
fected by these feline caresses. s that what she needed? She needed
an affection that would take possession of her whole being, her soul,
her mind, that would give her ideas, a purpose in life, that would
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warm her aging blood. And she would shake the kitten off her lap,
and say irritably: “Scat! Scat! Don’t stick to me!”

And so it went, day after day, year after year, and no joy, no opin-
ion! Whatever Mavra the cook would say, was well enough.

One hot July day, toward evening, when the cattle were being
driven home and the yard was filled with clouds of dust, suddenly
someone knocked at the gate. Olenka herself went to open it and
was dumfounded at what she saw: at the gate stood Smirnin, the
veterinary, already gray, and wearing civilian clothes. She suddenly
recalled everything and, unable to control herself, burst into tears,
silently letting her head drop on his breast. She was so agitated that
she scarcely noticed how the two of them entered the house and sat
down to tea.

“My dear,” she murmured, trembling with joy, “Vladimir Plato-
nych, however did you get here?”

“T have come here for good,” he explained. “I have retired from
the army and want to see what it’s like to be on my own and live a
settled life. And besides, my son is ready for high school. I have
made up with my wife, you know.”

“Where is she?”

“She’s at the hotel with the boy, and I'm out looking for lodg-
ings.”

“Goodness, Vladimir Platonych, take my house! You don’t need
to look further! Good Lord, and you can have it free.” exclaimed
Olenka, all in  flutter and beginning to cry again. “You live here in
the house, and the wing will do for me. Heavens, I'm so glad!”

The next day they began painting the roof and whitewashing the
walls, and Olenka, her arms akimbo, walked about the yard, giving
orders. The old smile had come back to her face, and she was lively
and spry, as though she had waked from a long sleep. Presently the
veterinary’s wife arrived, a thin, homely lady with bobbed hair who
looked as if she were given to caprices. With her was the little boy,
Sasha, small for his age (he was going on ten), chubby, with clear
blue eyes and dimples in his cheeks.

No sooner did he walk into the yard than he began chasing the
cat, and immediately his eager, joyous laughter rang out.
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Olenka chatted with him, then gave him tc.u, znfd ll.lc;' hb(_‘ilr[:/l::(:;
denly grew warm and contracted swcetly,' as if tl.ns' ittle ()yd il
her own son. And in the evening, as he sat in the dining-room do - g
his homework, she looked at him with pity and tenderness and whis-
pered:

“My darling, my pretty one, my little one! How blond you are,
and so clever!”

“An island,” he was reciting from the book, “is a body of land
entirely surrounded by water.”

“An island is a body of land . . .” she repeated and this was the
first opinion she expressed with conviction after so many years of [z¢]
silence and mental vacuity.

She now had opinions of her own, and at supper she had a con-
versation with Sasha’s parents, saying that studying in high school
was hard on the children, but that nevertheless the classical course
was better than the scientific one because a classical education
opened all careers to you: you could be either a doctor or an engi-
neer.

Sasha started going to high school. His mother went off to Khar-
kov to visit her sister and did not come back; every day his father

left town to inspect herds and sometimes he stayed away for three
days together, and it seemed to Olenka that Sasha was wholly aban-
doned, that he was unwanted, that he was

being starved, and she
moved him into the wing with her and settled him in a little room
there.

' ing in her wing, Every
morning Olenka comes into his room; he
under his cheek, breathin
“Sashenka,’
school.”

g quietly. She is sorry to wake him.
" she says sadly, “get up,

my sweet! It’s time to go to

He pgets up, dresses, says his
fast: he drinks three glass
half a buttere
Cross,
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You haven’t learned the fable, Sashenka,” says Olenka, looking
at him as though she were seeing him off on a long journey. “You

worry me. You must do your best, darling, study. And pay attention

to your teachers.”

“please leave me alone!” says Sasha.

Then he walks down the street to school, a small boy in a big cap,
with his books in a rucksack. Olenka follows him noiselessly.

“Sashenka!” she calls after him. He turns around and she thrusts
a date or a caramel into his hand. When they turn into the school

lane, he feels ashamed at being followe

looks round and says: “You’d better go home, auntie; 1 can go alone

»

now.

She stands still and stares after him until he disappears at the

school entrance. How she loves him! N

ments was so deep; never had her soul surrendered itself so unre-

servedly, so disinterestedly and with

maternal instinct was increasingly asserting itself. For this little boy
who was not her own, for the dimples in his cheeks, for his very cap;
she would have laid down her life, would have laid it down with joy,
with tears of tenderness. Why? But who knows why?

Having seen Sasha off to school, she goes quietly home, con-
tented, tranquil, brimming over with Jove; her face, grown younger
in the last six months, beams with happiness; people meeting her

look at her with pleasure and say:

“Good morning, Olga Semyonovna, darling! How are you, dar-

ling?”

“They make the children work so hard at high school nowadays,”
she says, as she does her marketing. “Think of it: yesterday in the
first form they had 2 fable to learn by heart, a Latn translation and
a problem for homework. That’s entirely too much for a little fel-

”

low.

d by a tall stout woman; he

ot one of her former attach-

such joy as now when her

And she talks about the teachers, the lessons, the textbooks—

saying just what Sasha says about them. |
At three o’clock they have dinner together, in the evening they

do the homework together, and cry. When she .
the sign of the cross over him and whisper-

bed and thinks of the future, distant

takes a long time making
ing prayers. Then she goes t0

uts him to bed, she
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and misty, when Sasha, having finished his studies, will become a
doct.or or an engineer, will have a large house of his own, horses, a
carriage, will marry and become a father. She falls aslee7p and h7er
dreams are of the same thing, and tears flow down her cheeks from
her closed eyes. The black kitten lies beside her purring: Purr-purrr-
purrr.

Suddenly there is a loud knock at the gate. Olenka wakes up,
breathless with fear, her heart palpitating. Half a minute passes, and
there is another knock.

“That’s a telegram from Kharkov,” she thinks, beginning to
tremble from head to foot. “Sasha’s mother is sending for him from
Kharkov— O Lord!”

She is in despair. Her head, her hands, her feet grow chill and it
seems to her that she is the most unhappy woman in the whole
world. But another minute passes, voices are heard: it’s the veteri-
nary returning from the club.

“Well, thank God!” she thinks.

Little by little the load rolls off her heart and she is again at ease;
she goes back to bed and thinks of Sasha who is fast asleep in the
next room and sometimes shouts in his sleep:

“I’ll give it to you! Scram! No fighting!” 4
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