GOOSEBERRIES

he sky had been overcast since early morning; it was a still day,
not hot, but tedious, as it usually is when the weather is gray
and dull, when clouds have been hanging over the fields for a long
time, and you wait for the rain that does not come. Ivan Ivanych, a
veterinary, and Burkin, a high school teacher, were already tired
with walking, and the plain seemed endless to them. Far ahead were
the scarcely visible windmills of the village of Mironositzkoe; to the
right lay a range of hills that disappeared in the distance beyond the
village, and both of them knew that over there were the river, and
fields, green willows, homesteads, and if you stood on one of the
hills, you could see from there another vast plain, telegraph poles,
and a train that from afar looked like a caterpillar crawling, and in
clear weather you could even see the town. Now, when it was still
and when nature seemed mild and pensive, Ivan Ivanych and Bur-
kin were filled with love for this plain, and both of them thought
what a beautiful land it was.
“Last time when we were in Elder Prokofy’s barn,” said Burkin,
“you were going to tell me a story.”
“Yes; I wanted to tell you about my brother.”

Ivan Ivanych heaved a slow sigh and lit his pipe before beginning
his story, but just then it began to rain. And five minutes later there
was a downpour, and it was hard to tell when it would be over. The
two men halted, at a loss; the dogs, already wet, stood with their tails

between their legs and looked at them feelingly.

“We must find shelter somewhere,” said Burkin. “Let’s go to

Alyohin’s; it’s quite near.”
“Let ,S' »
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.They u'_lrned aside and walked across a mown meadow, now
gglfmg straight ahead, now bearing to the right, until they reached
e road. Soon poplars came into view, a garden, then the red roofs

of barns; the river gleamed, and the view opened on a broad expanse
of water with a mill and a white bathing-

cabin. That Sofyi
Alyohin’s place. e

The mill was going, drowning out the sound of the rain; the dam
was shaking. Wet horses stood near the carts, their heads drooping,
and men were walking about, their heads covered with sacks. It was
damp, muddy, dreary; and the water looked cold and unkind. Ivan
Ivanych and Burkin felt cold and messy and uncomfortable through
and through; their feet were heavy with mud and when, having
crossed the dam, they climbed up to the barns, they were silent as
though they were cross with each other.

The noise of a winnowing-machine came from one of the barns,
the door was open, and clouds of dust were pouring from within.
On the threshold stood Alyohin himself, a man of forty, tall and
rotund, with long hair, looking more like a professor or an artist
than a gentleman farmer. He was wearing a white blouse, badly in
need of washing, that was belted with a rope, and drawers, and his
high boots were plastered with mud and straw. His eyes and nose
were black with dust. He recognized Ivan Ivanych and Burkin and
was apparently very glad to see them.

“Please go up to the house, gentlemen,” he said, smiling; “I'll be
there directly, in a moment.”

It was a large structure of two stories. Alyohin lived downstairs
in what was formerly the stewards’ quarters: two rooms that had
arched ceilings and small windows; the furniture was plain, and the
place smelled of rye bread, cheap vodka, and harness. He went into
the showy rooms upstairs only rarely, when he had guests. Once in
the house, the two visitors were met by a chambermaid, a young
woman so beautiful that both of them stood still at the same moment

and glanced at each other.

“You can’t imagine how glad I am to see you, gentlemen,” said
Alyohin, joining them in the hall. “What a surprise! Pelageya,” he
said, turning to the chambermaid, “give the guests a change of
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clothes. And, come to think of it, I will change, too. But I must go
and bathe first, I don’t think I've had a wash since spring. Don’t you
want to go into the bathing-cabin? In the meanwhile things will be
got ready here.”

The beautiful Pelageya, with her soft, delicate air, brought them
bath towels and soap, and Alyohin went to the bathing-cabin with
his guests.

“Yes, it’s a long time since I've bathed,” he said, as he undressed.
“T've an excellent bathing-cabin, as you see—it was put up by my
father—but somehow I never find time to use it.” He sat down on
the steps and lathered his long hair and neck, and the water around
him turned brown.

“I say—" observed Ivan Ivanych significantly, looking at his
head.

“Thaven’t had a good wash for a long time,” repeated Alyohin,
embarrassed, and soaped himself once more; the water about him
turned dark-blue, the color of ink.

Ivan Ivanych came out of the cabin, plunged into the water with
a splash and swam in the rain, thrusting his arms out wide; he raised
waves on which white lilies swayed. He swam out to the middle of
the river and dived and a minute later came up in another spot and
swam on and kept diving, trying to touch bottom. “By God!” he
kept repeating delightedly, “by God!” He swam to the mill, spoke to
the peasants there, and turned back and in the middle of the river lay
floating, exposing his face to the rain. Burkin and Alyohin were al-
ready dressed and ready to leave, but he kept on swimming and diy-
ing. “By God!” he kept exclaiming. “Lord, have mercy on me.”

“You've had enough!” Burkin shouted to him.

They returned to the house. And only when the lamp was lit in
the big drawing room upstairs, and the two guests, in silk dressing-
gowns and warm slippers, were lounging in armchairs, and Alyohin
himself, washed and combed, wearing a new jacket, was walking
about the room, evidently savoring the warmth, the cleanliness, the
dry clothes and light footwear, and when pretty Pelageya, stepping
n(?iselessly across the carpet and smiling softly, brought in a tray
with tea and jam, only then did Ivan Ivanych begin his story, and it
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was as though not only Burkin and Alyohin were listening, but also
the ladies, old and young, and the military men who looked down
upon them, calmly and severely, from their gold frames.

“We are two brothers,” he began, “I, Ivan Ivanych, and my
brother, Nikolay Ivanych, who is two years my junior. I went in for
a learned profession and became a veterinary; Nikolay at nineteen
began to clerk in a provincial branch of the Treasury. Our father
was a kantonist,* but he rose to be an officer and so a nobleman, a
rank that he bequeathed to us together with a small estate. After his
death there was a lawsuit and we lost the estate to creditors, but be
that as it may, we spent our childhood in the country. Just like peas-
ant children we passed days and nights in the fields and the woods,
herded horses, stripped bast from the trees, fished, and so on. And,
you know, whoever even once in his life has caught a perch or seen
thrushes migrate in the autumn, when on clear, cool days they sweep
in flocks over the village, will never really be a townsman and to the
day of his death will have a longing for the open. My brother was
unhappy in the government office. Years passed, but he went on
warming the same seat, scratching away at the same papers, and
thinking of one and the same thing: how to get away to the country.
And little by little this vague longing turned into a definite desire,
into a dream of buying a little property somewhere on the banks of
a river or a lake.

“He was a kind and gentle soul and I loved him, but I never sym-
pathized with his desire to shut himself up for the rest of his life on
a little property of his own. It is a common saying that a man needs
only six feet of earth. But six feet is what a corpse needs, not a man.
It is also asserted that if our educated class is drawn to the land and
seeks to settle on farms, that’s a good thing. But these farms amount
to the same six feet of earth. To retire from the city, from the strug-
gle, from the hubbub, to go off and hide on one’s own farm—that’s
not life, it is selfishness, sloth, it is a kind of monasticism, but monas-
ticism without works. Man needs not six feet of earth, not a farm,

* The son of a private, registered at birth in the army and trained in a mili-
tary school.
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, where unhindered he can display

but the whole globe, all of Nature
all the capacites and peculiarities of his free spirit.
“My brother Nikolay, sitting in his office. dreamed of eating his
own sAchl, which would fill the whole farm_mrd with a delicious
aroma, of picnicking on the green grass, of sleeping in the sun, of
sitring for hours on the seat by the gate gazing at field and forest.
Books on agriculture and the farming items in almanacs were his
joy, the delight of his soul. He liked newspapers too, but the only
and for sale, so many

things he read in them were advertisements of |
11, and

acres of tillable land and pasture, with house, garden, river, mi
himself garden paths, Aowers, fruit,

millpond. And he pictured to

birdhouses with starlings in them, crucians in the pond, and all that

sort of thing, you know. These imaginary pictures varied with the
ut somehow gooseberry bushes fig-

advertisements he came upon, b
them. He could not picture t0 himself a single

e rustic nook, without gooseberries.

ured in every one of
sed to say. ‘You sit on the

country-house, 2 singl

«“Country life has its adv
veranda having tea, and your ducks swim in the pond, and every-

and—the gooseberries are ripening.’
lan of his estate and invariably it would con-
master’s house; b) servants’ quar-

ters; c) kitchen-garden; d) a gooseberry patch. He lived meagerly:

he deprived himself of food and drink; he dressed God knows how,
aving and salting money away in the

like a beggar, but he kept on s
bank. He was terribly stingy. It was painful for me to see it, and I
used to give him small sums and send him something on holidays,
but he would put that away too- Once a man is possessed by an idea,
there is no doing anything with him.
“Years passed. He was rransferred to another province, he was
newspaper advertisements

already past forty, yet he was still reading
and saving up money. Then heard that he was married. Still for the

sake of buying a property with a gooseberry patch he married an
¢ a trace of affection for her, but sim-

elderly, homely widow, withou
se she had money. After marrying her, he went on living

ply becau
parsimoniously, keeping her half-starved, and he put her money in
the bank in his own name. She had previously been the wife of a

antages, he u

thing smells delicious
“He would draw a2 p
tain the following features: a) the
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postmaster, who had got her used to pies and cordials. This second
husband did not even give her enough black bread. She began to

sicken, and some three years later gave up the ghost. And, of course,
it never for a moment occurred to my brother that he was to blame

for her death. Money, like vodka, can do queer things to a man.
Once in our town a merchant lay on his deathbed; before he died, he

ordered a plateful of honey and he ate up all his money and lottery
tickets with the honey, so that no one should get it. One day when I
was inspecting a drove of cartle at a railway station, a cattle dealer
fell under a locomotive and it sliced off his leg. We carried him in to

the infirmary, the blood was gushing from the wound—a terrible
business, but he kept begging us to find his leg and was very anxious
about it he had twenty rubles in the boot that was on that leg, and

he was afraid they would be lost.”
“That’s a tune from another opera,” said Burkin.

Ivan Ivanych paused a moment and then continued:
“After his wife’s death, my brother began to look around for a
property. Of course, you may scout about for five years and in the

end make a mistake, and buy something quite different from what
you have been dreaming of. Through an agent my brother bought a
mortgaged estate of three hundred acres with a house, servants’
quarters, a park, but with no orchard, no gooseberry patch, no
duck-pond. There was a stream, but the water in it was the color of
coffee, for on one of its banks there was a brickyard and on the other
a glue factory. But my brother was not at all disconcerted: he or-
dered a score of gooseberry bushes, planted them, and settled down

to the life of a country gentleman.
“Last year I paid him a visit. I thought I would go and see how

things were with him. In his letter to me my brother called his estate

‘Chumbaroklov Waste, or Himalaiskoe’ (our surname was Chimsha-

Himalaisky). I reached the place in the afternoon. It was hot. Every-

where there were ditches, fences, hedges, rows of fir trees, and I was
at a loss as to how to get to the yard and where to leave my horse. I
made my way to the house and was met by a fat dog with reddish
hair that looked like a pig. It wanted to bark, but was too lazy. The
cook, a fat, barelegged woman, who also looked like a pig, came out
of the kitchen and said that the master was resting after dinner. I
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the quilt at any moment.
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doing very well.

«¢Oh, all right, thank God.Iam
d clerk he used to

“He was no longer the poor, timi :
landowner, a gentleman. He had already grown used to hi

manner of living and developed a taste for it. He ate a great deal, [7]

ed himself in the bathhouse, Was growing stout, Was already
the village commune and the two factories and

ded when the peasants failed to address him as

“Your Honor.” And he concerned himself with his soul’s welfare to0
in a substantial, upper-class manner, and performed good deeds not
simply, but pompously. And what good works! He dosed the peas-
ants with bicarbonate and castor oil for all their ailments and on his
name day he had 2 thanksgiving service celebrated in the center of
the village, and then rreated the villagers to a gallon of vodka, which
he thought was the thing t0 do. Oh, those horrible gallons of vodka!
One day a fat landowner hauls the peasants up before the rural po-
Jice officer for trespassing, and the next, to mark a feast day, treats
them to a gallon of vodka, and they drink and shout ‘Hurrah’ and
when they are drunk bow down at his feet. A higher standard of liv-

evelop the most insolent self-conceit

be but a real
s New

steam
having a lawsuit with

was very much offen

ing, overeating and idleness d
in a Russian. Nikolay Ivanych, who when he was a petty official was

afraid to have opinions of his own even if he kept them to himself

. . ;
now uttered nothing but incontrovertible truths and did so in the
rone of a minister of state: ‘Education is necessary, but the masses
are not ready for it; corporal punishment is generally harmful, but
in some cases it is useful and nothing else will serve.’ ,
r-heml, llinow the common people, and I know how to deal with
: . he would say. “They love me. I only have to raise my little

nger, and they will do anything I want.’
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“And all this, mark you, would be said with a smile that bespoke
kindness and intelligence. Twenty times over he repeated: “We, of
a member of the gentry.’ Apparently he no longer

remembered that our grandfather had been a peasant and our father
iyl SRl reN

just a private. Even our surname, Chimsha-Himalaisky,” which in

d to him sonorous, distinguished, and de-

the gentry,’ ‘I, as

reality is grotesque, seeme

lightful.

«But T am concerned now not with him, but with me. I want to
tell you about the change that took place in me during the few hours
that I spent on his estate. In the evening when we were having tea,
the cook served a plateful of gooseberries. They were not bought,
they were his own gooseberries, the first ones picked since the
bushes were planted. My brother gave a laugh and for a minute
looked at the gooseberries in silence, with tears in his eyes—he
could not speak for excitement. Then he put one berry in his mouth,
glanced at me with the triumph of a child who has at last been given
a toy he was longing for and said: ‘How tasty!” And he ate the goose-
berries greedily, and kept repeating: ‘Ah, how delicious! Do taste

them!’
“They were hard and sour, but as Pushkin has it,

The falsehood that exalts we cherish more
Than meaner truths that are a thousand strong.

[ saw a happy man, one whose cherished dream had so obviously
come true, who had attained his goal in life, who had got what he
wanted, who was satisfied with his lot and with himself. For some
reason an element of sadness had always mingled with my thoughts
of human happiness, and now at the sight of a happy man I was as-
sailed by an oppressive feeling bordering on despair. It weighed on
me particularly at night. A bed was made up for me in a room next
to my brother’s bedroom, and I could hear that he was wakeful, and
that he would get up again and again, go to the plate of gooseberries
and eat one after another. I said to myself: how many contented,
happy people there really are! What an overwhelming force they
are! Look at life: the insolence and idleness of the strong, the igno-
rance and brutishness of the weak, horrible poverty everywhere,

VR
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overcrowding, degeneration, drunkenness, hypocrisy, lying— Yet
in all the houses and on all the streets there is peace and quiet; of the
fifty thousand people who live in our town there is not one who
would cry out, who would vent his indignation aloud. We see the
people who go to market, eat by day, sleep by night, who babble
nonsense, marry, grow old, good-naturedly drag their dead to the
cemetery, but we do not see or hear those who suffer, and what is
terrible in life goes on somewhere behind the scenes. Everything is
peaceful and quiet and only mute statistics protest: so many people
gone out of their minds, so many gallons of vodka drunk, so many
children dead from malnutrition— And such a state of things is evi-
dently necessary; obviously the happy man is at ease only because
the unhappy ones bear their burdens in silence, and if there were not
this silence, happiness would be impossible. It is a general hypnosis.
Behind the door of every contented, happy man there ought to be
someone standing with a little hammer and continually reminding
him with a knock that there are unhappy people, that however happy
he may be, life will sooner or later show him its claws, and trouble
will come to him—illness, poverty, losses, and then no one will see
or hear him, just as now he neither sees nor hears others. But there
is no man with a hammer. The happy man lives at his ease, faintly
fluttered by small daily cares, like an aspen in the wind—and all is
well.

“That night I came to understand that I too had been contented
and happy,” Ivan Ivanych continued, getting up. “I too over the din-
ner table or out hunting would hold forth on how to live, what to
believe, the right way to govern the people. I too would say that
learning was the enemy of darkness, that education was necessary
but that for the common people the three R’s were sufficient for the
time being. Freedom is a boon, I used to say, it is as essential as air,
but we must wait awhile. Yes, that’s what I used to say, and now I
ask: Why must we wait?” said Tvan Ivanych, looking wrathfully at
Burkin. “Why must we wait, I ask you? For what reason? I am told
that nothing can be done all at once, that every idea is realized grad-

ually, in its own time. But who is it that says so? Where is the proof
that it is just? You cite the natural order of things, the law governing
all phenomena, but is there law, is there order in the fact that I,aliv-
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ing, thinking man, stand beside a ditch and wait for it to close up of
itself or fill up with silt, when I could jump over it or throw a bridge
across it? And again, why must we wait? Wait, until we have no
strength to live, and yet we have to live and are eager to live!

“I left my brother’s place early in the morning, and ever since
then it has become intolerable for me to stay in town. I am oppressed
by the peace and the quiet, I am afraid to look at the windows, for
there is nothing that pains me more than the spectacle of a happy
family sitting at table having tea. I am an old man now and unfit for
combat, I am not even capable of hating. I can only grieve inwardly,
getirritated, worked up, and at night my head is ablaze with the rush
of ideas and I cannot sleep. Oh, if T were young!”

Ivan Ivanych paced up and down the room excitedly and re-
peated, “If I were young!”

He suddenly walked up to Alyohin and began to press now one of
his hands, now the other.

“Pavel Konstantinych,” he said imploringly, “don’t quiet down,
don’t let yourself be lulled to sleep! As long as you are young,
strong, alert, do not cease to do good! There is no happiness and
there should be none, and if life has a meaning and a purpose, that

meaning and purpose is not our happiness but something greater
and more rational. Do good!”

All this Ivan Ivanych said with a pitiful, imploring smile, as
though he were asking a personal favor.

Afterwards all three of them sat in armchairs in different corners
of the drawing room and were silent. Ivan Ivanych’s story satisfied
neither Burkin nor Alyohin. With the ladies and generals looking
down from the golden frames, seeming alive in the dim light, it was
tedious to listen to the story of the poor devil of a clerk who ate
gooseberries. One felt like talking about elegant people, about
women. And the fact that they were sitting in a drawing room where
everything—the chandelier under its cover, the armchairs, the car-
pets underfoot—testified that the very people who were now look-
ing down from the frames had once moved about here, sat and had
tea, and the fact that lovely Pelageya was noiselessly moving
about—that was better than any story.

Alyohin was very sleepy; he had gotten up early, before three
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o’clock in the morning, to get some work done, and now he could
hardly keep his eyes open, but he was afraid his visitors might tell an
interesting story in his absence, and he would not leave. He did not
trouble to ask himself if what Ivan Ivanych had just said was intel-
ligent or right. The guests were not talking about groats, or hay, or
tar, but about something that had no direct bearing on his life, and
he was glad of it and wanted them to go on.

“However, it’s bedtime,” said Burkin, rising. “Allow me to wish
you good night.”

Alyohin took leave of his guests and went downstairs to his own
quarters, while they remained upstairs. They were installed for the
night in a big room in which stood two old wooden beds decorated
with carvings and in the corner was an ivory crucifix. The wide cool
beds which had been made by the lovely Pelageya gave off a pleasant
smell of clean linen.

Tvan Ivanych undressed silently and got into bed.

“Lord forgive us sinners!” he murmured, and drew the bed-
clothes over his head.

His pipe, which lay on the table, smelled strongly of burnt to-
bacco, and Burkin, who could not sleep for a long time, kept won-
dering where the unpleasant odor came from.

The rain beat against the window panes all night. 4
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