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    White Nights and Other Stories assembles seven works by Fyodor Dostoyevsky: WHITE NIGHTS, NOTES FROM UNDERGROUND, A FAINT HEART, A CHRISTMAS TREE AND A WEDDING, POLZUNKOV, A LITTLE HERO, and MR. PROHARTCHIN. The purpose is to present a concentrated panorama of Dostoyevsky’s shorter prose, where his psychological, ethical, and social preoccupations first assume their distinctive shape. Rather than aiming at a complete oeuvre, this curated gathering traces a path from the lyrical and tentative to the polemical and ruthlessly analytic, allowing readers to watch techniques and ideas develop in varied registers. It offers a coherent entry point to a body of work whose influence remains pervasive.

This collection spans several forms within prose fiction. NOTES FROM UNDERGROUND is a novella, structured in two parts that combine a confessional monologue with a retrospective narrative. WHITE NIGHTS, A FAINT HEART, and A LITTLE HERO are novellas or long stories, while A CHRISTMAS TREE AND A WEDDING, POLZUNKOV, and MR. PROHARTCHIN are short stories. Although these pieces are not essays, letters, or diaries, they frequently adopt confessional and diaristic modes, embedding essayistic argument within narrative. Their range of lengths and tones illustrates how Dostoyevsky moves between the intimacy of a single voice and the social breadth of scenes populated by clerks, tenants, and partygoers.

St. Petersburg is the axial setting, rendered as a city of bridges, twilight streets, and crowded lodgings, where modest officials measure out their days and dreamers walk by canals. In this urban topography, interiors—boardinghouse rooms, offices, parlors—press inward upon consciousness. The city becomes not only a backdrop but an instrument that tunes the characters to registers of loneliness, hope, and humiliation. Even when the action shifts to a summer estate, as in A LITTLE HERO, social space remains tightly arranged, charged by glances and gossip. Across the volume, Petersburg provides the geography for explorations of poverty, status anxiety, and moral testing.

These works showcase Dostoyevsky’s pioneering psychological focus. Voices turn inward, examine motives, and dramatize self-division. The narrators oscillate between tenderness and sarcasm, sincerity and performance, often addressing an imagined interlocutor while struggling for coherence. This is especially marked in NOTES FROM UNDERGROUND, where a solitary former official presents a sustained argument against fashionable rationalism and then recounts episodes that expose his contradictions. Elsewhere, as in WHITE NIGHTS and A FAINT HEART, introspective protagonists negotiate the fragile threshold between reverie and action. The result is fiction that treats consciousness as a contested arena, giving readers access to thought as process rather than settled identity.

A recurring concern here is the passage between compassion and cruelty in ordinary life. Small gifts, polite phrases, and shallow jokes acquire moral weight because they occur between vulnerable people in rigid hierarchies. A faint-hearted clerk risks love and dignity; a shy dreamer offers companionship to a stranger at dusk; a child narrator perceives the odd blend of kindness and calculation among adults. Across these situations, humiliation is not spectacle but study: what it does to memory, to pride, and to the possibility of forgiveness. Dostoyevsky tests how pity can shade into condescension, and how genuine sympathy may still fail to bridge distance.

Alongside pathos, these stories employ sharp satire and the grotesque. The comedy often proceeds from earnest social ambition colliding with reality. In POLZUNKOV, a minor official schemes to win favor and finds his plans slipping; in MR. PROHARTCHIN, a tenant guards his meager hoard so fiercely that his behavior becomes a neighborhood puzzle. Such episodes generate farce, yet the laughter is never simple. Bureaucratic manners, ritual toasts, and awkward visits become instruments of exposure, revealing the arbitrary power of rank and money. Dostoyevsky uses comic surfaces to ask ethical questions, harnessing embarrassment and absurdity to illuminate the dignity of the slighted.

Love and longing appear in varied keys, from the nocturnal lyricism of WHITE NIGHTS to the fragile hopes of A FAINT HEART and the hesitant awakenings of A LITTLE HERO. In each, desire is inseparable from speech: the telling of a life, the confession of timidity, the exchange of promises or stories at twilight. The protagonists are frequently inexperienced, even naive, and their aspirations are often more beautiful than their circumstances. Dostoyevsky treats this disproportion not to mock it, but to show how ideals form and falter within the pressure of the real. Sentiment here is disciplined by precise social observation.

NOTES FROM UNDERGROUND occupies a central place in this volume as a turning point in Dostoyevsky’s art. Its premise is straightforward: a reclusive ex-civil servant addresses an unseen audience and revisits earlier encounters that haunt him. Yet the method is radical. The narrator dismantles consoling doctrines and insists on the unruly, self-sabotaging dimensions of human freedom. The prose is argumentative, jagged, and intensely self-conscious, shifting from polemic to incident. This novella has been widely recognized as foundational for later explorations of alienation and moral choice in modern literature, and its reverberations can be felt in the surrounding, shorter fictions.

Formally, the pieces demonstrate a distinctive narrative craft. Unreliable first-person voices solicit sympathy while quietly inviting doubt. Frames and retrospective viewpoints create distance between act and narration, allowing irony to emerge without authorial commentary. Time is compressed into evenings, visits, and parties, with turning points occurring in brief exchanges rather than grand events. Dostoyevsky varies pace through sudden digressions and heightened interior debate, then punctuates with a social scene meticulously observed. This alternation produces a rhythm that feels both spontaneous and composed, letting ethical and psychological questions arise from the accumulation of small gestures and from the friction of voices.

Social observation anchors the volume. Offices and corridors define rank; landladies arbitrate comfort and debt; the etiquette of calling cards and fêtes governs access. A CHRISTMAS TREE AND A WEDDING links a children’s holiday gathering with a later marriage to reveal how calculation and status can infiltrate seemingly innocent rituals. Elsewhere, cramped apartments concentrate attention on objects—coins, coats, gifts—that signal dependence and aspiration. Even names and titles become signs in a system of recognition. Dostoyevsky’s attention to such details ensures that moral conflict is never abstract: it is staged within material circumstances that press upon choices and speech.

Read together, these works display the unity of Dostoyevsky’s concerns across diverse forms. They foreground conscience, freedom, and the longing for dignity, while refusing easy consolation. Their stylistic hallmarks—intense interiority, dialogic pressure, and a mingling of satire with pity—have proven durable, shaping subsequent fiction that investigates motive and responsibility. NOTES FROM UNDERGROUND, especially, has served as a touchstone for writers and thinkers exploring alienation and self-contradiction. Yet the quieter pieces matter no less, for they keep visible the ordinary textures of feeling and the fragile hopes that complicate judgment. The collection thus balances severity with humane attentiveness.

This edition does not claim completeness; rather, it offers a focused survey of shorter prose that illuminates Dostoyevsky’s artistic evolution and abiding questions. By placing a philosophical novella beside tales of courtship, lodging-house life, and holiday society, the book encourages readers to trace recurring motifs across contexts and tones. It invites entry at multiple levels: as social portrait, as psychological casebook, and as moral inquiry. The result is a sustained encounter with a writer who sought, through compact narratives as much as through long novels, to test the limits of reason, compassion, and the stories we tell about ourselves.
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    Introduction
Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoyevsky, born in 1821 and deceased in 1881, stands as a central figure of nineteenth‑century world literature. He is celebrated for his psychological depth, theological inquiry, and acute portraits of urban poverty and moral struggle. His name is often linked with major novels such as Crime and Punishment, The Idiot, Demons, and The Brothers Karamazov, but his shorter fiction was foundational in shaping his voice. The present collection—White Nights, Notes from Underground, A Faint Heart, A Christmas Tree and a Wedding, Polzunkov, A Little Hero, and Mr. Prohartchin—charts his evolution from sentimental romanticism and social satire to a probing analysis of human freedom, resentment, and conscience.
These works collectively illuminate the Petersburg milieu that animated Dostoyevsky’s art: overcrowded lodgings, bureaucratic offices, nocturnal streets, and intimate salons where status, money, and desire entangle. Early sketches and tales spotlight clerks, dreamers, and children—figures on society’s margins who reveal its moral temperature. Notes from Underground, the most philosophically disruptive piece here, crystallizes questions that would define his mature novels: whether rational schemes can account for human motives, how dignity survives humiliation, and why individuals resist their own good. Read together, the collection maps his transformation from the tenderness of White Nights to the stark self-scrutiny and anti-utopian thrust of the underground narrator.
Education and Literary Influences
Dostoyevsky trained as an engineer in St. Petersburg, studying at the military engineering school later known as the Nikolayev Military Engineering Institute. While mastering mathematics and drafting, he devoured literature, discovering Pushkin and Gogol at home and absorbing European authors such as Balzac and Schiller. His first published work was a translation from French, and his early triumph Poor Folk aligned him with the Russian natural school. The sentimental tone and confessional immediacy in White Nights reflect that apprenticeship, while the clerk tales in this collection echo Gogol’s Petersburg tradition, refracted through Dostoyevsky’s growing interest in conscience, suffering, and the sacred dignity of even the most inconspicuous lives.
In the late 1840s he attended gatherings of the Petrashevsky Circle, where utopian socialism and Western rationalist ideas were debated. Arrested in 1849 and subjected to a mock execution before imprisonment and Siberian exile, he encountered convicts, soldiers, and peasants whose experiences deepened his skepticism toward abstract social schemes and intensified his attention to spiritual regeneration. During and after exile he read the Bible intensely and engaged European philosophy with fresh urgency. The combination of engineering discipline, Romantic reading, and penal servitude’s brutal lessons informs the psychological compression of these stories and culminates in Notes from Underground’s rigorous attack on rational egoism.
Literary Career
Dostoyevsky entered literature in the mid‑1840s, quickly moving from translation to original prose. Alongside the recognition won by his debut novel, he produced compact tales that mapped Petersburg’s precarious social terrain. Mr. Prohartchin, an early boarding‑house study, probes the fear, secrecy, and material scarcity that haunt minor officials. Its tight interior focus, sudden tonal shifts, and attention to money’s corrosive psychology anticipate later, larger canvases. In the background lies the editorial and critical turbulence of the 1840s, when Russian readers weighed literature’s social mission—an atmosphere that encouraged Dostoyevsky to render private anxieties as public symptoms.
Polzunkov and A Faint Heart extend his interest in the comic‑tragic fates of clerks and aspirants. Polzunkov satirizes bureaucratic maneuvering and the fragile vanities that flourish under a regime of rank and favor. A Faint Heart, more inward, studies a conscientious young man crushed by social expectations and his own perfectionism. Both pieces expose the comic awkwardness of self‑presentation and the moral distress of failing to meet scripted ideals. Their quick pacing, shifting registers, and sympathetic yet unsparing narration show Dostoyevsky learning to balance farce with spiritual urgency, a balance that would sharpen as his experience of punishment and forgiveness deepened.
A Christmas Tree and a Wedding offers a keenly observed social scene whose festive surface barely conceals calculation and coercion. The narrative’s framing device allows a seemingly casual recollection to reveal a relentless logic of money and marriage. Dostoyevsky’s gift for capturing speech, gesture, and the choreography of status creates a miniature of his broader critique: when human worth is measured in cash and connections, sentiment becomes a mask for power. The piece’s brevity heightens its sting, and the winter setting—at once elegant and brittle—prefigures the grimly comic public humiliations that recur across his oeuvre.
White Nights, subtitled a sentimental story, returns to the solitary dreamer wandering St. Petersburg’s canals. Here, Dostoyevsky refines a lyrical first‑person voice, tender toward hope yet alert to illusion. The tale explores the tension between the sanctuary of fantasy and the hazards of real attachment, without denying the bittersweet dignity of yearning. Its nocturnal tempo and intimate address would echo through later confessional narratives. Though gentler than the ferocity of his mature novels, White Nights shows him discovering how an isolated consciousness can carry a city’s spiritual weather, a method central to the stories in this collection.
A Little Hero, composed around the time of his arrest and later published after his return from exile, adopts a child’s perspective to survey adult society. The boy’s keen, sometimes wounded observations capture the interplay of innocence and manipulation within a confined social world. The novella’s restrained scale and moral sensitivity foreshadow the ethical stakes that would dominate Dostoyevsky’s later fiction: how temptation operates, how pride disguises itself, and how compassion flickers even among petty rivalries. It stands as a bridge between the early clerk tales and the post‑exile gravitas, its delicacy masking an exacting scrutiny of self‑deception.
Notes from Underground, published in the mid‑1860s, is a decisive pivot. Structured in two movements—first a theoretical monologue, then a narrative demonstration—it dismantles the optimism of rational self‑interest and exposes the paradox that humans may sabotage happiness to assert freedom. The underground man’s voice is corrosive, self‑lacerating, and unforgettable, and his Petersburg is a maze of affronts, calculations, and wounded dignity. Contemporary readers found it unsettling; later generations would see in it a seedbed for existentialism and modernist technique. Its ruthless inwardness clarifies the earlier stories’ concerns, revealing how small humiliations harden into metaphysical defiance.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Dostoyevsky emerged from exile committed to a Christian humanism that distrusted utopian blueprints and embraced the possibility of moral rebirth through suffering, choice, and compassion. He argued publicly, in his editorial work and later in The Diary of a Writer, for a vision of social life grounded in conscience rather than system. The works in this collection register that trajectory: social satire exposes cruelty; sentimental confession honors fragile hope; and Notes from Underground defends the baffling freedom of the person against smooth theories. He did not form a party or program; rather, he advocated through narrative, dramatizing conflicts of belief so readers might test and refine their own convictions.
Final Years & Legacy
After returning from Siberia, Dostoyevsky resumed fiction and journalism, eventually producing his major novels from the mid‑1860s through the 1870s. Financial pressures and ill health shadowed these achievements, but they intensified rather than diminished his artistic focus. He died in St. Petersburg in early 1881 after a pulmonary hemorrhage. The legacy of the works gathered here is immense: their portraits of clerks, dreamers, and defiant loners feed directly into the moral architecture of his masterpieces. Notes from Underground, in particular, influenced philosophers and psychologists who probed motive and freedom. Across languages and generations, these shorter pieces remain a laboratory of modern consciousness and a cornerstone of Dostoyevsky’s enduring renown.
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    This collection gathers works written across crucial decades in nineteenth-century Russia, tracing Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s trajectory from the 1840s through the mid-1860s. The stories emerge under two markedly different regimes: the late autocracy of Nicholas I, with its rigid censorship and policing, and the early reign of Alexander II, defined by reform and public debate. Early pieces such as Mr. Prohartchin, A Faint Heart, White Nights, A Christmas Tree and a Wedding, and Polzunkov belong to the 1846–1848 moment of urban realism and satirical portraiture. Notes from Underground (1864) and the belatedly published A Little Hero reflect a later, more polemical climate shaped by post-Emancipation controversies.

St. Petersburg provides the shared stage. Mid-century, it was an administrative capital of canals, embankments, and rented rooms, where thousands of minor clerks pursued rank under the Table of Ranks. The city’s famed “white nights” during late spring and early summer cast an eerie, continuous twilight that allowed nocturnal wandering and contemplation, a setting inscribed directly into White Nights. At the same time, overcrowded tenements and transient “corners” created a culture of precarious lodging and anonymity. Dostoyevsky’s protagonists move through bridges, courtyards, and cheap apartments that epitomized the “Petersburg text” of Russian literature—an urban environment alternately enchanting, humiliating, and disorienting.

Dostoyevsky’s early career was inseparable from the thick journal system that dominated Russian literary life. Monthlies such as Otechestvennye Zapiski published fiction, criticism, and social sketches under censorial oversight. Authors were paid by the printed sheet, and polemics among critics, notably Vissarion Belinsky, made and unmade reputations. After the success of Poor Folk (1846), Dostoyevsky contributed short prose about petty officials and marginal figures. Mr. Prohartchin (1846) and later 1848 stories circulated within this journal ecosystem, where social observation and the “natural school” of urban realism were prized, yet constantly negotiated with state censors wary of perceived radicalism.

The political climate turned harsher at the end of the 1840s. Nicholas I’s government, through the Third Section, monitored intellectual circles amid European upheavals. Dostoyevsky attended discussions hosted by Mikhail Petrashevsky, where participants read and debated banned texts and social ideas. In 1849, authorities arrested the group; after months in prison, members underwent a staged execution before being sent to hard labor or exile. Dostoyevsky spent four years in a Siberian prison camp, then served in the army in Semipalatinsk. A Little Hero, written in 1849 and published later, testifies to a creative life interrupted and reshaped by punitive imperial policy.

The Revolutions of 1848 across Europe were met in Russia by tightened surveillance and suspicion of utopian schemes. Yet the everyday workings of Russian civil society—charitable gatherings, salons, bureaucratic patronage—continued, often with ritualized display. Several pre-arrest stories anatomize this ceremonial social fabric. A Christmas Tree and a Wedding exposes the transactional logic underlying festive scenes and alliances; Polzunkov sketches the petty opportunism that flourished under rank-consciousness; White Nights, appearing in 1848, transposes that same city into a more lyrical key, capturing both the allure and the alienation felt by solitary inhabitants during a season of luminous nights.

Urban poverty and the culture of the rented “corner” formed a distinctive social world in St. Petersburg. Many single officials lived in subdivided apartments, renting a bed or a modest niche with little privacy. Such arrangements, recorded by contemporaries and reflected in literature after Gogol, fostered a sense of insecurity and theatricality. Mr. Prohartchin presents a lodger whose habits unsettle his neighbors and expose anxieties around money, reputation, and concealment. The era’s charity and mutual aid coexisted with humiliation and surveillance within these cramped spaces, where talk of salaries, debts, and advancement dominated daily exchanges.

These years witnessed a transition from Romanticism to emergent psychological realism. White Nights retains the reverie and heightened feeling associated with Romantic tradition, pairing an introspective narrator with the city’s atmospheric light. Yet Dostoyevsky grounds the tale in recognizable streets and social constraints, marking a shift from idealized sentiment to the particularities of urban life. Russian readers of the 1840s knew stories by Hoffmann, Pushkin, and Gogol; Dostoyevsky blends that inheritance with close psychological attention. The result embodies a broader literary movement that used the metropolis to interrogate hope, loneliness, and the limits imposed by class and circumstance.

The 1860s brought an intense philosophical dispute to Russian letters, centered on rational egoism, utilitarian ethics, and the promise of scientific organization of society. Popular critics and novelists advanced images of the new person guided by reason and social calculus. Notes from Underground (1864) enters this conversation as a counter-voice, disputing deterministic accounts of human motivation and the inevitability of progress by formula. The text is widely read as a response to the optimism of the era’s radical discourse, including works published just a year earlier, and it uses Petersburg’s rooms and streets to dramatize the strains of rationalist ideology on lived experience.

Alexander II’s Great Reforms transformed the legal and social landscape. The Emancipation of the serfs in 1861 set off debates about rights, obligations, and economic modernization; the judicial reform of 1864 introduced new courts, juries, and procedures; universities and the press experienced periods of relative liberalization punctuated by renewed controls. A new audience of raznochintsy—educated people of non-noble origin—pressed for change in journals and discussion circles. Notes from Underground reaches readers amid this ferment, when arguments about freedom, coercion, and the possibility of remaking society were no longer abstract but tied to imminent institutional changes.

Dostoyevsky’s Siberian imprisonment (1850–1854) and subsequent military service (to 1859) altered his intellectual and religious outlook. He encountered peasants, soldiers, Old Believers, and criminal subcultures, experiences he later described in memoiristic form. Although the stories in this collection predate or bracket that period, the later prose—especially Notes from Underground—displays the skepticism toward utopian planning and the attention to suffering, guilt, and dignity shaped by those years. A Little Hero, composed in 1849 but published in the late 1850s, arrives at a moment when the author was reentering print culture under changed personal circumstances and a loosening yet still vigilant censorship.

Marriage practices in urban Russia operated at the intersection of law, property, and rank. Dowries, guardianship for minors, and considerations of career prospects often guided matches in elite and middling circles. Festive occasions, like Christmas parties, functioned as public stages where alliances were signaled and negotiated. A Christmas Tree and a Wedding distills these customs, showing how financial calculation underwrote polite sociability. The scene also reflects European influences on Russian domestic rituals, including the widespread adoption of the decorated tree by the nineteenth-century nobility and upper middle class, and highlights how intimate decisions could be shaped by legal status and social ambition.

Civil service culture offered one of the few structured paths for advancement to educated men outside the landed elite. The Table of Ranks, inherited from Petrine reforms, measured careers in grades and titles, rewarding conformity, persistence, and patronage. The pressure to perform bureaucratic routines, secure approvals, and sustain appearances created psychological strains that realism explored. A Faint Heart examines the disarray that such pressures—and the expectations surrounding work, friendship, and marriage—could produce in a young official. Rather than pathologizing, the story situates fragility and hesitation within an office world where status anxiety and moral uncertainty pervade everyday decisions.

Satire of opportunism and sycophancy was common in mid-century Russian prose, standing in a lineage after Gogol’s The Government Inspector and The Overcoat. Polzunkov caricatures the petty calculations that governed petitions, favors, and introductions, while Mr. Prohartchin probes the distorted economies of pride and secrecy that arose in impoverished lodging-house life. These texts expose the soft corruption of dependence—gifts, hints, promises—embedded in the city’s informal networks. By showing how minor figures adapt to arbitrary authority and uncertain incomes, the stories render a social world where self-preservation often masqueraded as virtue, and integrity had to be negotiated moment by moment.

Technological and infrastructural changes subtly reframed urban experience. Gas lighting illuminated Petersburg’s main thoroughfares by the mid-nineteenth century, extending nocturnal sociability and sharpening the contrast between brilliant facades and dim backyards. The St. Petersburg–Moscow railway opened in 1851, compressing distances, altering rhythms of travel, and feeding the press with faster news. Such developments contributed to new perceptions of time, anonymity, and chance encounters in the capital. White Nights draws power from the city’s natural and artificial lightscape, while Notes from Underground turns closed rooms and public spaces into philosophical stages for testing the promises—and evasions—of a modernizing life.

The journal arena in which Dostoyevsky wrote was itself politically volatile. After his return from exile, he co-edited Vremya (Time), which gained influence until it was suppressed by censors in 1863 amid disputes over contemporary politics. He and his brother soon established Epokha (Epoch), in which Notes from Underground appeared in 1864. These closures and openings reflected shifting policies in the wake of reform and unrest, including debates surrounding the 1863 Polish uprising. The polemical tone of Notes corresponds to an environment where fiction frequently answered essays and manifestos, and where narrative could serve as a vehicle for philosophical and social critique.

Russian prose of the period inherited the figure of the “superfluous man” while also inventing new urban types. The solitary dreamer, the anonymous clerk, the calculating suitor, and the isolated polemicist each belong to recognizable traditions. Dostoyevsky reworks these figures to probe moral agency and self-consciousness under changing historical conditions. White Nights transforms the dreamer into a citizen of twilight Petersburg; Notes from Underground radicalizes the reflective loner into an antagonist of rational utopias. Read alongside Gogol, Lermontov, and Turgenev, the collection maps how character types once tied to noble idleness migrate into the bureaucratic and post-reform city.

Religious and ethical debates formed a quieter but persistent backdrop. Orthodoxy retained cultural authority, yet the 1840s–1860s saw heightened engagement with Western philosophies—German idealism, French socialism, English utilitarianism—through translation and criticism. Dostoyevsky’s Siberian encounters and later publicistic work inclined him toward a defense of moral freedom and responsibility that resisted reduction to systems. While the stories here do not preach doctrine, they portray conscience and compassion under pressure from legalism, fashion, and ideology. That tension—between inherited moral languages and imported theories—helps explain their recurring interest in confession, self-justification, and the uneasy search for solidarity in the city’s crowding rooms and corridors.」、「Over time, readers have come to view Notes from Underground as an early critique of psychological determinism and a precursor to later existential and modernist concerns, while the earlier stories are valued for crystallizing the Petersburg milieu. Translations and editions in the later nineteenth and twentieth centuries spread these works beyond Russia, where critics recognized their relevance to debates about individuality, mass society, and the limits of reason. Yet their historical specificity remains: they speak from a Russia negotiating censorship and reform, urban expansion and poverty, bureaucratic order and personal revolt, casting introspection as a form of social diagnosis rather than evasion.





Synopsis (Selection)




Table of Contents




    WHITE NIGHTS
A solitary dreamer in St. Petersburg spends four luminous nights wandering the city, where he meets a young woman and shares confidences and hopes. Their fragile connection tests the boundary between romantic fantasy and the pressures of ordinary life without fully resolving them for the reader. Lyrical and wistful, the tale probes loneliness, idealization, and the ache of awakening from self-made illusions.
NOTES FROM UNDERGROUND
Framed as a first-person confession, an embittered former minor official attacks the faith that reason and self-interest can engineer human happiness. He then revisits episodes from his past—petty slights, social misfires, and an encounter with a young woman—that reveal his self-sabotage and fierce hunger for dignity. Caustic and paradoxical, the work blends satire with psychological inquiry to question freedom, pride, and the costs of consciousness.
A FAINT HEART
A gentle, indecisive clerk struggles to align his lofty ideals with the practical demands of work, friendship, and marriage. As pressures accumulate around a hoped-for union, his extreme sensitivity turns everyday obligations into crises he can neither face nor flee. Tragicomic in tone, the story explores the thin line between goodness and weakness within a society of casual cruelty.
A CHRISTMAS TREE AND A WEDDING
An observer moves from a glittering holiday party to a later wedding, noting how the same faces reappear with their ambitions laid bare. Small gestures and calculated conversations expose the transactional logic underpinning courtship, kinship, and status. Beneath the festive surface lies a quiet, chilling satire of class vanity and the commodification of affection.
POLZUNKOV
This portrait of a hapless petty official follows his comic missteps through offices and drawing rooms where small humiliations accumulate. Blunders, debts, and spurts of bravado trace a life in which ridicule and sympathy uneasily coexist. Equal parts humorous and cutting, the sketch dissects bureaucratic pettiness and the precarious dignity of the socially marginal.
A LITTLE HERO
Told from a child’s perspective, the story observes adult passions at a summer retreat, where first stirrings of attraction and jealousy awaken a precocious narrator. Scenes of play become lessons in disillusionment as the boy witnesses the coded maneuvers of the grown-ups around him. Tender and ironic, it contrasts innocence with worldly calculation while tracing the birth of moral awareness.
MR. PROHARTCHIN
In a cramped Petersburg boarding house, an aging clerk lives with fierce frugality and combative pride, unsettling his landlady and fellow lodgers. Rumors and suspicions about his means and motives intensify until a crisis exposes the costs of fear, secrecy, and miserliness. Blending grotesque humor with pathos, the piece studies paranoia, poverty, and the defenses of the humiliated.
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a sentimental story from the diary of a dreamer



FIRST NIGHT

It was a wonderful night, such a night as is only possible when we are young, dear reader[1q]. The sky was so starry, so bright that, looking at it, one could not help asking oneself whether ill-humoured and capricious people could live under such a sky. That is a youthful question too, dear reader, very youthful, but may the Lord put it more frequently into your heart!… Speaking of capricious and ill-humoured people, I cannot help recalling my moral condition all that day. From early morning I had been oppressed by a strange despondency. It suddenly seemed to me that I was lonely, that every one was forsaking me and going away from me. Of course, any one is entitled to ask who “every one” was. For though I had been living almost eight years in Petersburg I had hardly an acquaintance. But what did I want with acquaintances? I was acquainted with all Petersburg as it was; that was why I felt as though they were all deserting me when all Petersburg packed up and went to its summer villa. I felt afraid of being left alone, and for three whole days I wandered about the town in profound dejection, not knowing what to do with myself. Whether I walked in the Nevsky, went to the Gardens or sauntered on the embankment, there was not one face of those I had been accustomed to meet at the same time and place all the year. They, of course, do not know me, but I know them. I know them intimately, I have almost made a study of their faces, and am delighted when they are gay, and downcast when they are under a cloud. I have almost struck up a friendship with one old man whom I meet every blessed day, at the same hour in Fontanka. Such a grave, pensive countenance; he is always whispering to himself and brandishing his left arm, while in his right hand he holds a long gnarled stick with a gold knob. He even notices me and takes a warm interest in me. If I happen not to be at a certain time in the same spot in Fontanka, I am certain he feels disappointed. That is how it is that we almost bow to each other, especially when we are both in good humour. The other day, when we had not seen each other for two days and met on the third, we were actually touching our hats, but, realizing in time, dropped our hands and passed each other with a look of interest.



I know the houses too. As I walk along they seem to run forward in the streets to look out at me from every window, and almost to say: “Good-morning! How do you do? I am quite well, thank God, and I am to have a new storey in May,” or, “How are you? I am being redecorated to-morrow;” or, “I was almost burnt down and had such a fright,” and so on. I have my favourites among them, some are dear friends; one of them intends to be treated by the architect this summer. I shall go every day on purpose to see that the operation is not a failure. God forbid! But I shall never forget an incident with a very pretty little house of a light pink colour. It was such a charming little brick house, it looked so hospitably at me, and so proudly at its ungainly neighbours, that my heart rejoiced whenever I happened to pass it. Suddenly last week I walked along the street, and when I looked at my friend I heard a plaintive, “They are painting me yellow!” The villains! The barbarians! They had spared nothing, neither columns, nor cornices, and my poor little friend was as yellow as a canary. It almost made me bilious. And to this day I have not had the courage to visit my poor disfigured friend, painted the colour of the Celestial Empire.



So now you understand, reader, in what sense I am acquainted with all Petersburg.



I have mentioned already that I had felt worried for three whole days before I guessed the cause of my uneasiness. And I felt ill at ease in the street—this one had gone and that one had gone, and what had become of the other?—and at home I did not feel like myself either. For two evenings I was puzzling my brains to think what was amiss in my corner; why I felt so uncomfortable in it. And in perplexity I scanned my grimy green walls, my ceiling covered with a spider’s web, the growth of which Matrona has so successfully encouraged. I looked over all my furniture, examined every chair, wondering whether the trouble lay there (for if one chair is not standing in the same position as it stood the day before, I am not myself). I looked at the window, but it was all in vain … I was not a bit the better for it! I even bethought me to send for Matrona, and was giving her some fatherly admonitions in regard to the spider’s web and sluttishness in general; but she simply stared at me in amazement and went away without saying a word, so that the spider’s web is comfortably hanging in its place to this day. I only at last this morning realized what was wrong. Aie! Why, they are giving me the slip and making off to their summer villas! Forgive the triviality of the expression, but I am in no mood for fine language … for everything that had been in Petersburg had gone or was going away for the holidays; for every respectable gentleman of dignified appearance who took a cab was at once transformed, in my eyes, into a respectable head of a household who after his daily duties were over, was making his way to the bosom of his family, to the summer villa; for all the passers-by had now quite a peculiar air which seemed to say to every one they met: “We are only here for the moment, gentlemen, and in another two hours we shall be going off to the summer villa.” If a window opened after delicate fingers, white as snow, had tapped upon the pane, and the head of a pretty girl was thrust out, calling to a street-seller with pots of flowers—at once on the spot I fancied that those flowers were being bought not simply in order to enjoy the flowers and the spring in stuffy town lodgings, but because they would all be very soon moving into the country and could take the flowers with them. What is more, I made such progress in my new peculiar sort of investigation that I could distinguish correctly from the mere air of each in what summer villa he was living. The inhabitants of Kamenny and Aptekarsky Islands or of the Peterhof Road were marked by the studied elegance of their manner, their fashionable summer suits, and the fine carriages in which they drove to town. Visitors to Pargolovo and places further away impressed one at first sight by their reasonable and dignified air; the tripper to Krestovsky Island could be recognized by his look of irrepressible gaiety. If I chanced to meet a long procession of waggoners walking lazily with the reins in their hands beside waggons loaded with regular mountains of furniture, tables, chairs, ottomans and sofas and domestic utensils of all sorts, frequently with a decrepit cook sitting on the top of it all, guarding her master’s property as though it were the apple of her eye; or if I saw boats heavily loaded with household goods crawling along the Neva or Fontanka to the Black River or the Islands—the waggons and the boats were multiplied tenfold, a hundredfold, in my eyes. I fancied that everything was astir and moving, everything was going in regular caravans to the summer villas. It seemed as though Petersburg threatened to become a wilderness, so that at last I felt ashamed, mortified and sad that I had nowhere to go for the holidays and no reason to go away. I was ready to go away with every waggon, to drive off with every gentleman of respectable appearance who took a cab; but no one—absolutely no one—invited me; it seemed they had forgotten me, as though really I were a stranger to them!



I took long walks, succeeding, as I usually did, in quite forgetting where I was, when I suddenly found myself at the city gates. Instantly I felt lighthearted, and I passed the barrier and walked between cultivated fields and meadows, unconscious of fatigue, and feeling only all over as though a burden were falling off my soul. All the passers-by gave me such friendly looks that they seemed almost greeting me, they all seemed so pleased at something. They were all smoking cigars, every one of them. And I felt pleased as I never had before. It was as though I had suddenly found myself in Italy—so strong was the effect of nature upon a half-sick townsman like me, almost stifling between city walls.



There is something inexpressibly touching in nature round Petersburg, when at the approach of spring she puts forth all her might, all the powers bestowed on her by Heaven, when she breaks into leaf, decks herself out and spangles herself with flowers…. Somehow I cannot help being reminded of a frail, consumptive girl, at whom one sometimes looks with compassion, sometimes with sympathetic love, whom sometimes one simply does not notice; though suddenly in one instant she becomes, as though by chance, inexplicably lovely and exquisite, and, impressed and intoxicated, one cannot help asking oneself what power made those sad, pensive eyes flash with such fire? What summoned the blood to those pale, wan cheeks? What bathed with passion those soft features? What set that bosom heaving? What so suddenly called strength, life and beauty into the poor girl’s face, making it gleam with such a smile, kindle with such bright, sparkling laughter? You look round, you seek for some one, you conjecture…. But the moment passes, and next day you meet, maybe, the same pensive and preoccupied look as before, the same pale face, the same meek and timid movements, and even signs of remorse, traces of a mortal anguish and regret for the fleeting distraction…. And you grieve that the momentary beauty has faded so soon never to return, that it flashed upon you so treacherously, so vainly, grieve because you had not even time to love her….



And yet my night was better than my day! This was how it happened.



I came back to the town very late, and it had struck ten as I was going towards my lodgings. My way lay along the canal embankment, where at that hour you never meet a soul. It is true that I live in a very remote part of the town. I walked along singing, for when I am happy I am always humming to myself like every happy man who has no friend or acquaintance with whom to share his joy. Suddenly I had a most unexpected adventure.



Leaning on the canal railing stood a woman with her elbows on the rail, she was apparently looking with great attention at the muddy water of the canal. She was wearing a very charming yellow hat and a jaunty little black mantle. “She’s a girl, and I am sure she is dark,” I thought. She did not seem to hear my footsteps, and did not even stir when I passed by with bated breath and loudly throbbing heart.



“Strange,” I thought; “she must be deeply absorbed in something,” and all at once I stopped as though petrified. I heard a muffled sob. Yes! I was not mistaken, the girl was crying, and a minute later I heard sob after sob. Good Heavens! My heart sank. And timid as I was with women, yet this was such a moment!… I turned, took a step towards her, and should certainly have pronounced the word “Madam!” if I had not known that that exclamation has been uttered a thousand times in every Russian society novel. It was only that reflection stopped me. But while I was seeking for a word, the girl came to herself, looked round, started, cast down her eyes and slipped by me along the embankment. I at once followed her; but she, divining this, left the embankment, crossed the road and walked along the pavement. I dared not cross the street after her. My heart was fluttering like a captured bird. All at once a chance came to my aid.



Along the same side of the pavement there suddenly came into sight, not far from the girl, a gentleman in evening dress, of dignified years, though by no means of dignified carriage; he was staggering and cautiously leaning against the wall. The girl flew straight as an arrow, with the timid haste one sees in all girls who do not want any one to volunteer to accompany them home at night, and no doubt the staggering gentleman would not have pursued her, if my good luck had not prompted him.



Suddenly, without a word to any one, the gentleman set off and flew full speed in pursuit of my unknown lady. She was racing like the wind, but the staggering gentleman was overtaking—overtook her. The girl uttered a shriek, and … I bless my luck for the excellent knotted stick, which happened on that occasion to be in my right hand. In a flash I was on the other side of the street; in a flash the obtrusive gentleman had taken in the position, had grasped the irresistible argument, fallen back without a word, and only when we were very far away protested against my action in rather vigorous language. But his words hardly reached us.



“Give me your arm,” I said to the girl. “And he won’t dare to annoy us further.”



She took my arm without a word, still trembling with excitement and terror. Oh, obtrusive gentleman! How I blessed you at that moment! I stole a glance at her, she was very charming and dark—I had guessed right.



On her black eyelashes there still glistened a tear—from her recent terror or her former grief—I don’t know. But there was already a gleam of a smile on her lips. She too stole a glance at me, faintly blushed and looked down.



“There, you see; why did you drive me away? If I had been here, nothing would have happened….”



“But I did not know you; I thought that you too….”



“Why, do you know me now?”



“A little! Here, for instance, why are you trembling?”



“Oh, you are right at the first guess!” I answered, delighted that my girl had intelligence; that is never out of place in company with beauty. “Yes, from the first glance you have guessed the sort of man you have to do with. Precisely; I am shy with women, I am agitated, I don’t deny it, as much so as you were a minute ago when that gentleman alarmed you. I am in some alarm now. It’s like a dream, and I never guessed even in my sleep that I should ever talk with any woman.”



“What? Really?…”



“Yes; if my arm trembles, it is because it has never been held by a pretty little hand like yours. I am a complete stranger to women; that is, I have never been used to them[2q]. You see, I am alone…. I don’t even know how to talk to them. Here, I don’t know now whether I have not said something silly to you! Tell me frankly; I assure you beforehand that I am not quick to take offence?…”



“No, nothing, nothing, quite the contrary. And if you insist on my speaking frankly, I will tell you that women like such timidity; and if you want to know more, I like it too, and I won’t drive you away till I get home.”



“You will make me,” I said, breathless with delight, “lose my timidity, and then farewell to all my chances….”



“Chances! What chances—of what? That’s not so nice.”



“I beg your pardon, I am sorry, it was a slip of the tongue; but how can you expect one at such a moment to have no desire….”



“To be liked, eh?”



“Well, yes; but do, for goodness’ sake, be kind. Think what I am! Here, I am twenty-six and I have never seen any one. How can I speak well, tactfully, and to the point? It will seem better to you when I have told you everything openly…. I don’t know how to be silent when my heart is speaking. Well, never mind…. Believe me, not one woman, never, never! No acquaintance of any sort! And I do nothing but dream every day that at last I shall meet some one. Oh, if only you knew how often I have been in love in that way….”



“How? With whom?…”



“Why, with no one, with an ideal, with the one I dream of in my sleep. I make up regular romances in my dreams. Ah, you don’t know me! It’s true, of course, I have met two or three women, but what sort of women were they? They were all landladies, that…. But I shall make you laugh if I tell you that I have several times thought of speaking, just simply speaking, to some aristocratic lady in the street, when she is alone, I need hardly say; speaking to her, of course, timidly, respectfully, passionately; telling her that I am perishing in solitude, begging her not to send me away; saying that I have no chance of making the acquaintance of any woman; impressing upon her that it is a positive duty for a woman not to repulse so timid a prayer from such a luckless man as me. That, in fact, all I ask is, that she should say two or three sisterly words with sympathy, should not repulse me at first sight; should take me on trust and listen to what I say; should laugh at me if she likes, encourage me, say two words to me, only two words, even though we never meet again afterwards!… But you are laughing; however, that is why I am telling you….”



“Don’t be vexed; I am only laughing at your being your own enemy, and if you had tried you would have succeeded, perhaps, even though it had been in the street; the simpler the better…. No kind-hearted woman, unless she were stupid or, still more, vexed about something at the moment, could bring herself to send you away without those two words which you ask for so timidly…. But what am I saying? Of course she would take you for a madman. I was judging by myself; I know a good deal about other people’s lives.”



“Oh, thank you,” I cried; “you don’t know what you have done for me now!”



“I am glad! I am glad! But tell me how did you find out that I was the sort of woman with whom … well, whom you think worthy … of attention and friendship … in fact, not a landlady as you say? What made you decide to come up to me?”



“What made me?… But you were alone; that gentleman was too insolent; it’s night. You must admit that it was a duty….”



“No, no; I mean before, on the other side—you know you meant to come up to me.”



“On the other side? Really I don’t know how to answer; I am afraid to…. Do you know I have been happy to-day? I walked along singing; I went out into the country; I have never had such happy moments. You … perhaps it was my fancy…. Forgive me for referring to it; I fancied you were crying, and I … could not bear to hear it … it made my heart ache…. Oh, my goodness! Surely I might be troubled about you? Surely there was no harm in feeling brotherly compassion for you…. I beg your pardon, I said compassion…. Well, in short, surely you would not be offended at my involuntary impulse to go up to you?…”



“Stop, that’s enough, don’t talk of it,” said the girl, looking down, and pressing my hand. “It’s my fault for having spoken of it; but I am glad I was not mistaken in you…. But here I am home; I must go down this turning, it’s two steps from here…. Good-bye, thank you!…”



“Surely … surely you don’t mean … that we shall never see each other again?… Surely this is not to be the end?”



“You see,” said the girl, laughing, “at first you only wanted two words, and now…. However, I won’t say anything … perhaps we shall meet….”



“I shall come here to-morrow,” I said. “Oh, forgive me, I am already making demands….”



“Yes, you are not very patient … you are almost insisting.”



“Listen, listen!” I interrupted her. “Forgive me if I tell you something else…. I tell you what, I can’t help coming here to-morrow, I am a dreamer; I have so little real life that I look upon such moments as this now, as so rare, that I cannot help going over such moments again in my dreams. I shall be dreaming of you all night, a whole week, a whole year. I shall certainly come here to-morrow, just here to this place, just at the same hour, and I shall be happy remembering to-day. This place is dear to me already. I have already two or three such places in Petersburg. I once shed tears over memories … like you…. Who knows, perhaps you were weeping ten minutes ago over some memory…. But, forgive me, I have forgotten myself again; perhaps you have once been particularly happy here….”



“Very good,” said the girl, “perhaps I will come here to-morrow, too, at ten o’clock. I see that I can’t forbid you…. The fact is, I have to be here; don’t imagine that I am making an appointment with you; I tell you beforehand that I have to be here on my own account. But … well, I tell you straight out, I don’t mind if you do come. To begin with, something unpleasant might happen as it did to-day, but never mind that…. In short, I should simply like to see you … to say two words to you. Only, mind, you must not think the worse of me now! Don’t think I make appointments so lightly…. I shouldn’t make it except that…. But let that be my secret! Only a compact beforehand….”



“A compact! Speak, tell me, tell me all beforehand; I agree to anything, I am ready for anything,” I cried delighted. “I answer for myself, I will be obedient, respectful … you know me….”



“It’s just because I do know you that I ask you to come to-morrow,” said the girl, laughing. “I know you perfectly. But mind you will come on the condition, in the first place (only be good, do what I ask—you see, I speak frankly), you won’t fall in love with me…. That’s impossible, I assure you. I am ready for friendship; here’s my hand…. But you mustn’t fall in love with me, I beg you!”



“I swear,” I cried, gripping her hand….



“Hush, don’t swear, I know you are ready to flare up like gunpowder. Don’t think ill of me for saying so. If only you knew…. I, too, have no one to whom I can say a word, whose advice I can ask. Of course, one does not look for an adviser in the street; but you are an exception. I know you as though we had been friends for twenty years…. You won’t deceive me, will you?…”



“You will see … the only thing is, I don’t know how I am going to survive the next twenty-four hours.”



“Sleep soundly. Good-night, and remember that I have trusted you already. But you exclaimed so nicely just now, ‘Surely one can’t be held responsible for every feeling, even for brotherly sympathy!’ Do you know, that was so nicely said, that the idea struck me at once, that I might confide in you?”



“For God’s sake do; but about what? What is it?”



“Wait till to-morrow. Meanwhile, let that be a secret. So much the better for you; it will give it a faint flavour of romance. Perhaps I will tell you to-morrow, and perhaps not…. I will talk to you a little more beforehand; we will get to know each other better….”



“Oh yes, I will tell you all about myself to-morrow! But what has happened? It is as though a miracle had befallen me…. My God, where am I? Come, tell me aren’t you glad that you were not angry and did not drive me away at the first moment, as any other woman would have done? In two minutes you have made me happy for ever. Yes, happy; who knows, perhaps, you have reconciled me with myself, solved my doubts!… Perhaps such moments come upon me…. But there I will tell you all about it to-morrow, you shall know everything, everything….”



“Very well, I consent; you shall begin….”



“Agreed.”



“Good-bye till to-morrow!”



“Till to-morrow!”



And we parted. I walked about all night; I could not make up my mind to go home. I was so happy…. To-morrow!



SECOND NIGHT

“Well, so you have survived!” she said, pressing both my hands.



“I’ve been here for the last two hours; you don’t know what a state I have been in all day.”



“I know, I know. But to business. Do you know why I have come? Not to talk nonsense, as I did yesterday. I tell you what, we must behave more sensibly in future. I thought a great deal about it last night.”



“In what way—in what must we be more sensible? I am ready for my part; but, really, nothing more sensible has happened to me in my life than this, now.”



“Really? In the first place, I beg you not to squeeze my hands so; secondly, I must tell you that I spent a long time thinking about you and feeling doubtful to-day.”



“And how did it end?”



“How did it end? The upshot of it is that we must begin all over again, because the conclusion I reached to-day was that I don’t know you at all; that I behaved like a baby last night, like a little girl; and, of course, the fact of it is, that it’s my soft heart that is to blame—that is, I sang my own praises, as one always does in the end when one analyses one’s conduct. And therefore to correct my mistake, I’ve made up my mind to find out all about you minutely. But as I have no one from whom I can find out anything, you must tell me everything fully yourself. Well, what sort of man are you? Come, make haste—begin—tell me your whole history.”



“My history!” I cried in alarm. “My history! But who has told you I have a history? I have no history….”



“Then how have you lived, if you have no history?” she interrupted, laughing.



“Absolutely without any history! I have lived, as they say, keeping myself to myself, that is, utterly alone—alone, entirely alone. Do you know what it means to be alone?”



“But how alone? Do you mean you never saw any one?”



“Oh no, I see people, of course; but still I am alone.”



“Why, do you never talk to any one?”



“Strictly speaking, with no one.”



“Who are you then? Explain yourself! Stay, I guess: most likely, like me you have a grandmother. She is blind and will never let me go anywhere, so that I have almost forgotten how to talk; and when I played some pranks two years ago, and she saw there was no holding me in, she called me up and pinned my dress to hers, and ever since we sit like that for days together; she knits a stocking, though she’s blind, and I sit beside her, sew or read aloud to her—it’s such a queer habit, here for two years I’ve been pinned to her….”



“Good Heavens! what misery! But no, I haven’t a grandmother like that.”



“Well, if you haven’t why do you sit at home?…”



“Listen, do you want to know the sort of man I am?”



“Yes, yes!”



“In the strict sense of the word?”



“In the very strictest sense of the word.”



“Very well, I am a type!”



“Type, type! What sort of type?” cried the girl, laughing, as though she had not had a chance of laughing for a whole year. “Yes, it’s very amusing talking to you. Look, here’s a seat, let us sit down. No one is passing here, no one will hear us, and—begin your history. For it’s no good your telling me, I know you have a history; only you are concealing it. To begin with, what is a type?”



“A type? A type is an original, it’s an absurd person!” I said, infected by her childish laughter. “It’s a character. Listen; do you know what is meant by a dreamer?”



“A dreamer! Indeed I should think I do know. I am a dreamer myself. Sometimes, as I sit by grandmother, all sorts of things come into my head. Why, when one begins dreaming one lets one’s fancy run away with one—why, I marry a Chinese Prince!… Though sometimes it is a good thing to dream! But, goodness knows! Especially when one has something to think of apart from dreams,” added the girl, this time rather seriously.



“Excellent! If you have been married to a Chinese Emperor, you will quite understand me. Come, listen…. But one minute, I don’t know your name yet.”



“At last! You have been in no hurry to think of it!”



“Oh, my goodness! It never entered my head, I felt quite happy as it was….”



“My name is Nastenka.”



“Nastenka! And nothing else?”



“Nothing else! Why, is not that enough for you, you insatiable person?”



“Not enough? On the contrary, it’s a great deal, a very great deal, Nastenka; you kind girl, if you are Nastenka for me from the first.”



“Quite so! Well?”



“Well, listen, Nastenka, now for this absurd history.”



I sat down beside her, assumed a pedantically serious attitude, and began as though reading from a manuscript:—



“There are, Nastenka, though you may not know it, strange nooks in Petersburg[3q]. It seems as though the same sun as shines for all Petersburg people does not peep into those spots, but some other different new one, bespoken expressly for those nooks, and it throws a different light on everything. In these corners, dear Nastenka, quite a different life is lived, quite unlike the life that is surging round us, but such as perhaps exists in some unknown realm, not among us in our serious, over-serious, time. Well, that life is a mixture of something purely fantastic, fervently ideal, with something (alas! Nastenka) dingily prosaic and ordinary, not to say incredibly vulgar.”



“Foo! Good Heavens! What a preface! What do I hear?”



“Listen, Nastenka. (It seems to me I shall never be tired of calling you Nastenka.) Let me tell you that in these corners live strange people—dreamers. The dreamer—if you want an exact definition—is not a human being, but a creature of an intermediate sort. For the most part he settles in some inaccessible corner, as though hiding from the light of day; once he slips into his corner, he grows to it like a snail, or, anyway, he is in that respect very much like that remarkable creature, which is an animal and a house both at once, and is called a tortoise. Why do you suppose he is so fond of his four walls, which are invariably painted green, grimy, dismal and reeking unpardonably of tobacco smoke? Why is it that when this absurd gentleman is visited by one of his few acquaintances (and he ends by getting rid of all his friends), why does this absurd person meet him with such embarrassment, changing countenance and overcome with confusion, as though he had only just committed some crime within his four walls; as though he had been forging counterfeit notes, or as though he were writing verses to be sent to a journal with an anonymous letter, in which he states that the real poet is dead, and that his friend thinks it his sacred duty to publish his things? Why, tell me, Nastenka, why is it conversation is not easy between the two friends? Why is there no laughter? Why does no lively word fly from the tongue of the perplexed newcomer, who at other times may be very fond of laughter, lively words, conversation about the fair sex, and other cheerful subjects? And why does this friend, probably a new friend and on his first visit—for there will hardly be a second, and the friend will never come again—why is the friend himself so confused, so tongue-tied, in spite of his wit (if he has any), as he looks at the downcast face of his host, who in his turn becomes utterly helpless and at his wits’ end after gigantic but fruitless efforts to smooth things over and enliven the conversation, to show his knowledge of polite society, to talk, too, of the fair sex, and by such humble endeavour, to please the poor man, who like a fish out of water has mistakenly come to visit him? Why does the gentleman, all at once remembering some very necessary business which never existed, suddenly seize his hat and hurriedly make off, snatching away his hand from the warm grip of his host, who was trying his utmost to show his regret and retrieve the lost position? Why does the friend chuckle as he goes out of the door, and swear never to come and see this queer creature again, though the queer creature is really a very good fellow, and at the same time he cannot refuse his imagination the little diversion of comparing the queer fellow’s countenance during their conversation with the expression of an unhappy kitten treacherously captured, roughly handled, frightened and subjected to all sorts of indignities by children, till, utterly crestfallen, it hides away from them under a chair in the dark, and there must needs at its leisure bristle up, spit, and wash its insulted face with both paws, and long afterwards look angrily at life and nature, and even at the bits saved from the master’s dinner for it by the sympathetic housekeeper?”



“Listen,” interrupted Nastenka, who had listened to me all the time in amazement, opening her eyes and her little mouth. “Listen; I don’t know in the least why it happened and why you ask me such absurd questions; all I know is, that this adventure must have happened word for word to you.”



“Doubtless,” I answered, with the gravest face.



“Well, since there is no doubt about it, go on,” said Nastenka, “because I want very much to know how it will end.”



“You want to know, Nastenka, what our hero, that is I—for the hero of the whole business was my humble self—did in his corner? You want to know why I lost my head and was upset for the whole day by the unexpected visit of a friend? You want to know why I was so startled, why I blushed when the door of my room was opened, why I was not able to entertain my visitor, and why I was crushed under the weight of my own hospitality?”



“Why, yes, yes,” answered Nastenka, “that’s the point. Listen. You describe it all splendidly, but couldn’t you perhaps describe it a little less splendidly? You talk as though you were reading it out of a book.”



“Nastenka,” I answered in a stern and dignified voice, hardly able to keep from laughing, “dear Nastenka, I know I describe splendidly, but, excuse me, I don’t know how else to do it. At this moment, dear Nastenka, at this moment I am like the spirit of King Solomon when, after lying a thousand years under seven seals in his urn, those seven seals were at last taken off. At this moment, Nastenka, when we have met at last after such a long separation—for I have known you for ages, Nastenka, because I have been looking for some one for ages, and that is a sign that it was you I was looking for, and it was ordained that we should meet now—at this moment a thousand valves have opened in my head, and I must let myself flow in a river of words, or I shall choke. And so I beg you not to interrupt me, Nastenka, but listen humbly and obediently, or I will be silent.”



“No, no, no! Not at all. Go on! I won’t say a word!”



“I will continue. There is, my friend Nastenka, one hour in my day which I like extremely. That is the hour when almost all business, work and duties are over, and every one is hurrying home to dinner, to lie down, to rest, and on the way all are cogitating on other more cheerful subjects relating to their evenings, their nights, and all the rest of their free time. At that hour our hero—for allow me, Nastenka, to tell my story in the third person, for one feels awfully ashamed to tell it in the first person—and so at that hour our hero, who had his work too, was pacing along after the others. But a strange feeling of pleasure set his pale, rather crumpled-looking face working. He looked not with indifference on the evening glow which was slowly fading on the cold Petersburg sky. When I say he looked, I am lying: he did not look at it, but saw it as it were without realizing, as though tired or preoccupied with some other more interesting subject, so that he could scarcely spare
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