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The true realist, if he is a non-believer, will always discover within himself the strength and ability not to believe even in a miracle …


F.M. Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov
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PART ONE



Here




I


On the Sturgeon



About Muffin


Muffin rolled on board the steamer Sturgeon as roundly and gently as the little loaf he was named after. He waited for a thick scrap of fog to creep across on to the quayside, then shrank and shrivelled and made himself just like a little grey cloud too. A sudden dart to the very edge, then a hop and a skip up on to the cast-iron bollard. He tripped lightly along the mooring line stretched as taut as a bowstring (this was no great trick for Muffin – he had once danced a jig on a cable for a bet). Nobody spotted a thing; and there you are now: welcome the new passenger on board!


Of course, it wouldn’t have broken him to buy a deck ticket. Only thirty-five kopecks as far as the next mooring, the town of Ust-Sviyazhsk. But for a ‘razin’ buying a ticket would be an insult to his profession. Buying tickets was for the ‘geese’ and the ‘carp’.


Muffin had got his nickname because he was small and nimble and he walked with short, springy steps, as if he were rolling along. And he had a round head, cropped close. With ears that stuck out at the sides like little shovels, but were remarkably keen of hearing.


What is known about the ‘razins’? A small group of river folk, inconspicuous, but without it the River would not be the River, like a swamp without mosquitoes. There are experts at cleaning out other people’s pockets on shore as well – ‘pinchers’ they’re called – but those folk are petty, ragged riff-raff and for the most part homeless strays, so they aren’t paid much respect, but the razins are, because they’ve been around since time out of mind. As for the question of where the name came from, some claim that it must have come from the word ‘razor’, since the razins are so very sharp; but the razins themselves claim it comes from Ataman Stenka Razin, the river bandit, who also plucked fat ‘geese’ on the great River-Mother. The philistines, of course, claim that this is mere wishful thinking.


It was good work, and Muffin liked it exceptionally well.


Get on the steamer without anyone noticing you, rub shoulders with the passengers until the next mooring and then get off. What you’ve taken is yours; what you couldn’t take can go sailing on.


So what are the trump cards in this game?


Sailing airily down the river is good for the health. That’s the first thing. And then you see all different kinds of people; sometimes they’ll start telling you something so amusing you clean forget about the job. That’s the second thing. But the most important thing of all is: you won’t do any time in jail or hard labour. Muffin had been working on the River for twenty years, and he had no idea what a prison even looked like, he’d never laid eyes on one. Just you try catching him with the swag. The slightest hitch, and It’s gone: ‘The rope ends are under the water.’ And by the way, that old Russian saying was invented about the razins, only other folk never bother to think about it. ‘Ends’ is what whey call their booty. And as for the water, there it is, splashing about just over the side. Get spotted, and you just chuck the ends in the water, and there’s no way they can prove a thing. The River-Mother will hide it all. Well, they’ll give you a thrashing, of course – that’s just the way of things. Only they won’t beat you really hard, because the public that sails on steamers is mostly cultured and delicate, not like in the villages by the river, where the peasants are so wild and ignorant they can easily flog a thief to death.


The razins call themselves ‘pike’ as well, and they call the passengers ‘geese’ and ‘carp’. As well as ‘The rope ends are under the water,’ there’s another saying that everyone repeats all the time, but they don’t understand the real meaning: ‘The pike’s in the river to stop the carp dozing.’


The most important festival of all for a razin is the first steamer of spring, better than any saint’s day. During the winter you can turn as dull as lead for lack of work, and sometimes you can find yourself hungry too. Just sitting there, doing nothing, cursing tedious old winter, waiting for the spring, your young bride. Sometimes your dear-heart will play hard to get for a long time and there’ll be no steamers sailing almost until June, but this year spring had come calling on Muffin when she was still a young thing, cute and pretty, and not been obstinate at all. So passionate and affectionate she was, the way she’d clung to him – he’d never known the like. Would you believe it, only the first of April and all the ice was gone already, and the shipping season had begun.


The River’s floodwaters spread out so far and wide, you could scarcely even see the banks, but the Sturgeon was sticking strictly to the fairway, moving at her slowest speed. Because of the fog, the captain was being extremely cautious, and every two or three minutes he gave a hoarse blast on the whistle: ‘Oooh-dooo! Get out of it – I’m coming!’


The fog was a nuisance to the captain, but it was Muffin’s trustiest comrade. If he could only have cut a deal, he would have given it half the loot, just as long as it kept rolling in thick and heavy.


He certainly had nothing to complain about today; the fog had made a really first-rate effort, spreading itself thickest just above the river, so that the lower deck, where the cabins were, was as good as smothered. The boat deck, where the lifeboats lay and the folks with sacks and bundles sat along the edge, was sometimes released from the fog’s grip and sometimes covered over: it was like in a fairy tale: the people were there, then suddenly they all disappeared and there was nothing left but white murk. Only the tall black funnel and the bridge were above the fog. Up there, the captain probably felt like he wasn’t a captain sailing on the Sturgeon at all, but more like the Lord God Sabaoth himself, floating on the clouds.


All the vessels in the river fleet of the Nord shipping line were called after some kind of fish; it was one of the owner’s whims – from the flagship, the triple-decked Great Sturgeon, with first-class cabins that cost ten roubles each, to the last little panting, puffing tug, the Gudgeon or the Blay.


The Sturgeon was not one of the biggest steamers in the line, but it was a good one, lucrative. It sailed from Moscow to Tsaritsyn. The passengers were mostly long-distance travellers, on their way to the Holy Land, some even going all the way to America. Many of them were travelling on special concessionary tickets from the Palestinian Society. Muffin himself had never sailed the seas, because there was no point to it, but he knew the whole business backwards.


On the Nord Line’s tickets they travelled as follows: from Moscow along the Oka to Nizhni, and after that along the River to Tsaritsyn, then by train to Taganrog, and from there by steamer again, only this time it was a seagoing vessel, and they carried on to wherever it was they wanted to go to. Sailing third class to the Holy Land cost only 46 roubles and 50 kopecks. Of course, if you went to America, then it was more expensive.


Muffin hadn’t fleeced anyone yet; he was keeping his hands in his pockets, only his eyes and his ears were at work. And his feet too – that goes without saying. The moment the fog thickened a bit, he shuffled along on his soft felt soles from one group to another, keeping his eyes peeled and his ears pricked. What kind of people are you? How good a watch are you keeping?


That was how it was done: first take a good look around, get the feel of things, and then, closer to the mooring, do the job, neat and clean. And the most important thing was to sniff out the ‘dashers’. They were bound to be hanging about, they’d been waiting for the shipping season too. Horses of altogether a different colour from Muffin, they were. They didn’t often do any jobs on board; in their trade there was no point. The only thing the dashers did on the water was select their goose; they plucked and fleeced him later, on shore.


Well let them – it’s no skin off our nose. The only trouble is that the dashers don’t wander around with a Finnish knife clutched in their teeth, they keep themselves hidden, and you could make a mistake. Vasya Rybinsky, a well-respected razin, went and lifted a gold watch off a certain estate manager, and the manager turned out not to be a manager at all – he was a dasher, from the Kazan set. They found Vasya afterwards and, of course, they broke his bonce for him, even though it wasn’t Vasya’s fault. That’s the way it is with the dashers: they simply can’t bear for anyone to filch anything from them. And they can’t show their faces in their own crowd again until they’ve got even for the shame of it.


Muffin started with the boat deck. There were deck passengers there, mostly poor; but, in the first place, a chicken pecks one grain at a time and, in the second place, it was in Muffin’s nature to leave the daintiest morsels to last. He ate his food the same way. For instance, if it was buckwheat with crackling, then first he would gather the grain together with his spoon and for the time being arrange the fatty bacon prettily around the edge of his plate. If it was cabbage soup with a marrow bone, first he would sup the broth, then gobble up the cabbage and carrot, scrape up the meat, and only after that suck the marrow out of the bone.


Anyway, he gave the boat deck a thorough working over: from poop to waist to forecastle. Muffin knew all the shipboard words and fine details better than any sailor, because the sailor doesn’t love the steamer. Hard-drinking soul that he is, he can’t wait to get back ashore and into the tavern; but for a razin everything on a ship is useful, everything is interesting.


Sitting huddled together in the bow were people journeying to the Lord’s Sepulchre, about a dozen and a half men and women, each with a knotty stick – pilgrim’s staff – proudly displayed beside himself or herself. The pilgrims were eating bread with salt, washing it down with hot water from tin kettles, and glancing haughtily at the other travellers.


Now, don’t you go putting on such airs, Muffin told them, speaking to himself. There’s others more pious than you. They say as some pilgrims don’t make their way to Palestine on steamships – they use their own two feet. And once they reach the border of the Promised Land, they crawl the rest of the way on their knees. Now that’s genuine holiness for you.


But anyway, he left the godly travellers alone and moved on. What could you get from them anyway? Of course, each of them had five roubles tucked away, and getting it was an absolute cinch, but you had to be completely shameless to do that. And a man couldn’t live without a conscience, even in the thieving trade. Maybe you needed it even more in the thieving trade than in any other – otherwise you could go to the Devil completely.


Muffin had long ago drawn up a rule for himself, so he could keep his peace of mind: if you can see someone’s a good person or in misfortune, don’t take any ends from him, even if his wallet is sticking out and just begging to be pinched. It didn’t make sense. You might end up thirty roubles richer, or even three hundred, but you’d lose your self-respect. Muffin had seen plenty of thieves who had lowered themselves like that. Human garbage who had sold their souls for crumpled banknotes. Is the price of self-respect three hundred roubles? You’ve got to be joking! There probably isn’t enough money in the entire world for that.


He hung around some German colonisers, eyeing them keenly. These ones had to be on their way to Argentina, that was the fashion among the Germans now. Supposedly they were given as much land as they wanted there, and not taken for soldiers. Your German was like your Yid: he didn’t like to serve our tsar.


And they’d taken deck tickets, the cheapskates. The sausage-eaters had plenty of money, but they were too tight-fisted.


Muffin sat down under a lifeboat and listened to the German conversation for a while, but it just made him spit. They spoke just like they were deliberately playing the fool: Guk-mal-di-da.


One of them, with a red face, finished smoking his pipe and put it down on the deck, real close. Well, Muffin couldn’t resist it and he picked up the nice little thing, didn’t put it off. It was foggy now, but who knew how things would turn out later?


He inspected the pipe (porcelain, with little figures – a real sight for sore eyes) and stuck it in his swag-bag, a small canvas sack with a string for hanging it under his arm.


A good start.


Sitting further on were some Dukhobors, reading a godly book out loud. Muffin left them alone. He knew they were travelling to Canada. Quiet people, they never gave offence to anyone; they suffered for the truth. The writer Count Tolstoy was for them. Muffin had read one of his stories – ‘How Much Land Does a Man Need?’ It was funny, about what fools the peasants were.


All right then, Dukhobors, sail on and God be with you.


From the waist deck all the way to the poop deck it was nothing but Yids, but they weren’t in a crowd either, they were in groups. That was no surprise to Muffin. He knew what this nation was like, always squabbling with each other.


It was the same as with the Russians, the ones most highly thought of were the ones sailing to Palestine. Muffin stood there for a while and listened to a ‘Palestinian’ Yid boasting to an ‘American’ one. ‘No offence intended,’ he said, ‘but we’re travelling for the sake of our souls, not our bellies.’ And the ‘American’ swallowed it; he didn’t try to talk back at all, just hung his head.


Muffin took a folding ruler – a tailor’s rule, that is – out of the ‘Palestinian’s’ pocket. It wasn’t a really fat prize, but he could give it to the widow Glasha; she sewed skirts for women, and she’d say thank you. He took the ‘American’s’ watch. A rubbish watch it was too – brass, worth maybe a rouble and a half.


He stashed the loot in his sack and slipped into a little group of young lads with sidelocks, some of them gabbling away in their own tongue, but most of them talking Russian – all skinny, with sharp Adam’s apples and squeaky voices.


They were making a din because a rabbi, a Yiddish priest, had come up from the cabin deck to see them and they’d gone dashing over to him.


The priest was distinguished-looking, in a cap with fur trim and a jacket right down to his knees. A huge, long, grey beard and sidelocks like another two beards, and thick eyebrows like another two absolutely tiny little beards. The little Yids had crowded round him and were complaining. Muffin was there in a flash – the more crowded it got, the easier it made things for him.


‘Rabbi, you told us we would go sailing like Noah’s chosen ones on the ark! But this is some kind of hoishek!’ a freckle-faced little Jew squeaked. ‘There’s everyone you can think of here! Never mind the Amerikaners, there are apikoires1 too, Zionists and goys eating pig fat’ – he meant the Germans, Muffin guessed – ‘and even – pah! – goys pretending to be Jews!’


‘Yes, yes, the “foundlings”! And they say their prophet himself is with them! The one you said such terrible things about!’ said the others, taking up the theme.


‘Manuila?’ The rabb’s eyes flashed. ‘He’s here? That tail of Satan! You listen to me! Don’t go anywhere near him! Or the “foundlings” either!’


One of the complainers leaned down to an ear overgrown with fine grey hairs and whispered, but not exactly quietly – Muffin could hear every word.


‘And they say they’re here – the Oprichniks of Christ.’ The words were uttered in a fearful, hissing whisper and all the others immediately fell silent. ‘They want to kill us! Rabbi, they won’t let us get away alive! We ought to have stayed at home!’


Muffin had read about the Oprichniks of Christ in the newspaper. Everybody knew that in some cities, where the people didn’t have enough to keep them busy, they just went rushing off to beat the Jews at the slightest excuse. Why not beat them and rob them, if the authorities permitted it? But in addition to the usual plunderers, a while ago the so-called ‘Oprichniks’ had appeared, serious people who had sworn to give the Yids and those who indulged them no quarter. And supposedly they had already killed someone – some barrister and a student. Never mind the barrister – they were all shameless hucksters; but what did they have against the student? He must have had a father and mother too.


Anyway, all that business was a long way off. On the River-Mother, praise be to Thee, O Lord, there weren’t any Oprichniks, and there had never been any pogroms.


While the little Yids kicked up their din, Muffin went through the pockets of one-two-three, but all the gelt he got for his pains was a five-kopeck piece and a twenty-kopeck coin.


Meanwhile the Jewish priest listened and listened, then suddenly stamped his foot down real hard.


‘Silence!’


It went quiet. The distinguished-looking old man jerked his spectacles off his nose and stuck them in his pocket (the frames glinted – could they be gold?) He took a fat little book bound in leather out of another pocket and opened it. He cackled something menacing in his own language and then repeated it in Russian – clearly there were some Yids there who didn’t understand much of their own talk.


‘And the Lord said unto Moses: “How long shall this wicked company murmur against Me? The murmurs of the sons of Israel, which they do murmur against Me, I do hear. Say unto them: I live, and all you who have murmured against me shall not enter into the land on which I have sworn to settle you.” Have you heeded what was said by Moses, ye of little faith?’


With his white beard and one finger raised in the air, he himself looked like Moses in a picture that Muffin had seen in the Bible.


They all bowed. Muffin also leaned over and stuck his arm between the two standing in front of him. His arm was special, with almost no bones at all, it worked on cartilage. It could bend all manner of ways and when necessary it even stretched out much further than was humanly possible. With this remarkable arm of his, Muffin reached as far as the rabbi’s pocket, hooked out the spectacles with the end of his little finger and squatted down on his haunches. Then he just slipped back into the fog.


He tested the spectacles with his tooth. Sweet Lord, they were gold!


And the Jewish priest rumbled on behind the bent backs: ‘If I don’t banish anyone who grumbles and is faint-hearted, my name’s not Aron Shefarevich! Take a look at yourselves, you shrivelled tapeworms! What would the Oprichniks want with you? Who has any interest in you …?’


Muffin didn’t bother to listen to any more; he went while the going was good.


The fog turned really thick, you could barely even see the railings. The razin started slipping along them.


‘Ood-ooo!’ came the deafening hoot from above. So the deckhouse was here.


And when the steamer finished hooting, strange words were borne to Muffin’s ears.


Up ahead someone was chanting:


‘Breath to my lips she did provide,


And then upon her flaming torch did breathe,


And in that momen’s madness did divide


Into the Here and There the whole world’s breadth


She left – and all was cold around …’


‘Stop that howling, Coliseum,’ another voice interrupted, a sharp, mocking voice. ‘Try strengthening those muscles of yours instead. What did I give you that rubber ball for?’


There was a breath of wind from the left bank and the shroud of white instantly thinned, becoming more transparent. Muffin saw an entire assembly under the stairway of the wheelhouse: young lads sitting there, about twenty of them, and two girls with them as well.


It was an odd sort of group, not the kind you saw very often.


Among the young men there were many with spectacles and curly hair, and some with big noses too – they looked as if they were young Jews too, but at the same time they didn’t. They were far too jolly, with smiles that reached back to their ears. One was a bit older, with broad shoulders; he had a singlet under his open blouse and a pipe clenched in his teeth. He had to be a seagoing man, with that beard and no moustache – that was the way sailors shaved, so as not to singe themselves with the embers in their pipes.


The girls were even odder. Or rather, not girls: young ladies.


The first was slim, with white skin and huge eyes that took up half her face, but for some reason the little fool had cut her hair short like a boy’s. And it was grand hair, too – thick, with a golden shimmer to it.


The second was short and round and the way she was dressed was a real fright: on her head she had a white canvas cap with a narrow brim; instead of a skirt she was wearing a pair of short green trousers, so that her legs were all open to view, and on her feet she had white socks and flimsy slippers with leather straps.


Muffin blinked his eyes at this unusual sight. Well, did you ever! – you could see her ankles, and her fat thighs, covered in goose pimples from the cold.


And it wasn’t just the legs he found interesting.


What sort of people were they? Where were they going and what for? And what was a ‘rabberboll’?


It was the one with the beard who had pronounced the incomprehensible word. The one who had been reciting verse laughed at his reproach and started jerking his hand about. Muffin looked more closely – the young lad had a small black sphere grasped between his fingers and he was squeezing it, over and over. But what for?


‘Feeling chilly, Malka?’ the one with the beard asked the fat girl (he looked at her goose-bumps too). ‘Never mind, you’ll look back on this journey as heaven. It’s cool, and there’s all the water you could want. Why did I set Nizhni as the place to meet? To say goodbye to Russia. Look around, breathe. Soon there won’t be anything to breathe. You still don’t know what real heat’s like. But I do. One time we were anchored in Port Said, we had to patch up the plating. I asked the captain for a week’s leave; I wanted to taste the desert for myself, take a close look.’


‘And did you get a close look?’ the delicate young lady asked.


‘I did, Rokhele, I did,’ the man with the beard chuckled. ‘My skin’s not as white as yours, but by the evening my face was covered with blisters. My lips were all cracked and bloody. My throat felt like it had been scraped out with a file. And I couldn’t go drinking water, I had to lick salt.’


‘Why salt, Magellan?’ one of the young lads asked in surprise.


‘Because when you sweat, the body loses salt, and that’s more terrible than dehydration. You can croak like that. So I was sweating, and licking salt, but I kept moving on. I’d made my mind up: two hundred versts to Gaza, a day there, and back again.’ Magellan blew out a stream of smoke. ‘Only I never got to Gaza, I lost the way. I relied on the sun and didn’t take a compass, like a fool. On the third day the desert started swimming and swaying about – Moving in waves: to the left, to the right, left, right. I saw a birch grove in the distance, then a lake. Aha, I thought, I’ve sweated myself into seeing mirages now. And in the evening, when the shadows ran down in long stripes from the sand dunes, the Bedouins attacked from behind a hill. At first I thought it was just another mirage. Just picture it: triangular shadows rushing along at supernatural speed, getting bigger and bigger all the time. They’d set their camels to a gallop. And everything happening in total silence. Not a sound, only the sand rustling, as quiet as quiet. I’d been warned about bandits, so I had a Winchester with me, and a revolver. But I froze in the saddle, like a total idiot, and watched death come rushing towards me. Such a beautiful sight, I couldn’t tear my eyes away. What’s the most dangerous thing in the desert, after all? The sun and the heat blunt the instinct of self-preservation, that’s what.’


Everyone was listening to the speaker with bated breath. Muffin was interested too, but it’s not good to forget about work. Fat-rumped Malka’s purse was sticking temptingly out of the pocket of her funny trousers. Muffin even took it out, but then he put it back. He felt sorry for the great fool.


‘Not like that! I showed you!’ Magellan cried, interrupting his tale. ‘Why are you jerking your wrist about! Use your fingers, your fingers! Give it here!’


He took the ball away from Coliseum and started squeezing it repeatedly. ‘With rhythm, with rhythm. A thousand times, ten thousand! How are you going to hold an Arabian horse by the bridle with fingers like that? Here, catch. Now work.’ He threw the ball back, but the versifying dunce didn’t catch it.


The ball struck the deck and suddenly bounced back up mischievously, and with such a solid sound – Muffin really liked that. And then the ball went rolling across the decking, bouncing all the way; but the fog crept across again from the right and drowned the entire honest company in thick white curds.


‘Butterfingers!’ said Magellan’s voice. ‘All right, you can get it later.’


But Muffin already had his sights set on the miraculous little ball. To give to Parkhomka the newspaper boy – let the little kid have a bit of fun.


If only it didn’t go over the side. Muffin quickened his step.


It must have been a funny sight – two round loaves rolling along. A little one and a big one.


Stop now, you won’t get away from me!


The little ball ran up against something dark, stopped and was grabbed up immediately. Muffin was so absorbed in the chase that he almost crashed into the man sitting on the deck (the one who had brought the rubber ball to a halt).


‘I beg your pardon,’ Muffin announced in a cultured voice. ‘That’s mine.’


‘Take it, if it’s yours,’ the seated man replied amiably. And he turned back to his companions (there were two others there with him) and continued the conversation.


Muffin’s jaw simply dropped. They seemed even odder to him than the previous group.


Two men and a woman, but all dressed exactly the same, in loose white robes down to their heels, with a blue stripe round the middle – the woman’s was a ribbon sewn on to her robe, the men’s were daubed on with paint.


They’re ‘foundlings’ Muffin twigged – the ones the Jews were swearing about. He’d never seen them before, but he’d read about them – these people who imitated the Yids – and about that Manuila of theirs too. You could read about absolutely anything in the newspaper.


The ‘foundlings’ were Russian people, but they had forsaken Christ and turned to the faith of the Yids. Muffin had forgotten why they wanted to be Yids and why they were called ‘foundlings’, but he did remember that the newspaper had been very abusive about the apostates and written bad things about Manuila. He had deceived many people into turning away from Orthodoxy, and who could possibly like that?


So Muffin took an immediate dislike to these three and started thinking what he could filch from them – not for his own gain, but to teach them not to go betraying Christ.


He settled down to one side, hiding away behind a cable locker.


The one the ball had run into was really old already, with a crumpled face. He looked like a drunken clerk, except that he was sober. He was speaking gently and courteously.


‘Verily I say unto you: He is the Messiah. Christ was the false prophet, but He is the absolutely genuine one. And evil people will not be able to crucify Him, because Manuila is immortal, God protects him. You know yourselves that He has been killed already, but He rose again, only He didn’t ascend into heaven, He remained among the people, because His coming is the final one.’


‘Ieguda, I have doubts about circumcision,’ a huge man boomed in a deep bass. From his massive hands and the black spots on his face Muffin could tell he was a blacksmith. ‘How much are you supposed to cut? A finger length? Half a finger?’


‘I can’t tell you that, Iezekia, I’m not sure myself. They told me in Moscow that one cobbler cut off his willy with scissors and afterwards he almost died. I myself am thinking of abstaining for the time being. Let’s get to the Holy Land first, then we’ll see. They do say Manuila said we shouldn’t circumcise ourselves. The way I heard, He hasn’t given the foundlings His blessing to do it.’


‘They’re raving,’ the blacksmith sighed. ‘We should be circumcised, Ieguda, we should. A real Jew is always circumcised. Otherwise we’ll be ashamed to go to the bathhouse in the Holy Land. They’ll laugh at us.’


‘You’re right, Iezekia,’ Ieguda agreed. ‘Even if we’re frightened, we ought to, it’s clear.’


At that the woman piped up. Her voice had a rotten, snuffling sound, which was not surprising, since there was no nose to be seen on her face – it had completely collapsed. ‘Frightening you say? Call yourself Jews? A pity I’m not a man; I wouldn’t be frightened.’


What can I nick from these monsters, Muffin was thinking – maybe the blacksmith’s sack? And he began creeping stealthily towards the sack; but just then the three seated people were joined by a fourth, wearing the same kind of robe, only the blue stripe wasn’t daubed on with paint but sewn on with white thread.


This man seemed even more repulsive to Muffin: little screwed-up eyes in a flat, oily face, greasy hair down to his shoulders, a mangy little beard. He had to be a tavern-keeper.


The other three all turned on him: ‘What are you doing, Solomosha; have you left him all alone?’


The elderly man who was called Ieguda looked around (but he didn’t see Muffin – how could he?) and said in a quiet voice: ‘It was agreed: there should always be two of us with the treasury!’


Muffin thought he must have misheard. But flat-faced Solomosha gestured with one hand and said: ‘What can happen to the treasury? He’s asleep, and the chest’s under his pillow, and he’s got it grabbed in his paws too. It’s stuffy in that room.’


He sat down, took off one boot and started rewinding his foot wrapping.


Muffin rubbed his eyes in case he was dreaming.


A treasury! A chest!


Heigh-ho for the first sailing! Heigh-ho for the Sturgeon!


Those gold specs he had were a worthless trinket, not to mention the other things. In a cabin, under the prophet Manuila’s pillow, there was a treasury in a chest, waiting for Muffin. There was his marrowbone!


And you say your prophet’s gone to sleep?


The razin was out from behind the cable locker in a flash. Down, down the ramp Muffin flew to the lower deck, where you couldn’t see anybody or anything, except yellow patches through the whiteness – that was the cabin windows glowing.


Muffin asked the yellow patches: Right then, which one of you are they carrying the treasury in?


There were curtains on the windows, but not all the way up to the top. If you stood on a chair (and there were chairs on the deck, as if they’d been put there deliberately for Muffin to use) you could glance in over the top.


In the first window Muffin saw a touching scene: a family drinking tea.


Papa – very respectable-looking, with a thick beard – was sipping his tea from a large glass. His wife was sitting facing him on a small sofa, doing her embroidery in her house cap – she was a rather mannish creature, but her face was extremely kind and gentle. And sitting on both sides of Papa, nestling against his broad shoulders, were the children, a grammar-school-boy son and a daughter about the same age. They weren’t twins, though: the little lad was dark, but the girl had golden hair.


The little daughter was singing – quietly, so Muffin couldn’t hear the words through the glass, only a kind of angelic vibration in the air. The young lady’s expression was pensive, her pink little lips sometimes opened wide, sometimes pursed up and stretched out forward.


Muffin admired this heavenly vision. He would never, ever have filched anything from such lovely people.


The little son said something and stood up. He kissed his papa – and so very tenderly, full on the lips. He took his peaked cap and went out into the corridor. No doubt he had decided to go for a walk and get a breath of air. His dear papa blew a kiss after him.


Muffin was very touched. After all, Papa was such a very fearsome-looking man. No doubt in his office at the bank or the ministry he set all his subordinates trembling, but in his family, in domestic surroundings, he was a perfect lamb. And Muffin sighed, of course, at his own lonely life. Where could a razin ever get himself a family?


The very next window turned out to be the right one: Manuila’s. Muffin was lucky again.


There was no need to stand on a chair this time, the curtains weren’t closed tightly. Through the gap Muffin saw a gaunt peasant with a light-brown beard, lying on a velvet divan. And he thought: There’s a fine prophet; he’s driven his flock out on deck and he’s living it up in first class. And how sweetly he’s sleeping, with that slobber dangling out of his mouth.


What was that glittering there under the pillow? A lacquered casket, for sure.


Well then, sleep, and make sure you sleep soundly!


Muffin started squirming in his impatience, but he told himself not to start getting agitated. This was a serious job that had turned up, he didn’t want to botch it.


Should he go in from the corridor, pick the lock?


No, what if someone saw him? It was simpler from where he was. His friendly protector, the fog, would help him out.


The closed window was a doddle. Every razin had a special tool for dealing with that, a ‘hack’. You used it to catch hold of the screws keeping the window frame in (only first you mustn’t forget a few drops of oil from the oilcan, so it wouldn’t squeak), a jerk to the left, a jerk to the right, and it was almost done. Now a more generous dose of the same oil on the sides, in the slots. And lift it out nice and easy.


The window slid upwards without the slightest sound, just as it ought to.


After that it was simple. Climb inside and tiptoe across to the bed. Pull the casket out from under the pillow and put a rolled-up towel there instead.


To make sure the sleeper didn’t wake up, you had to listen to his breathing – that would always warn you. But you mustn’t look at his face – everybody can feel somebody staring at him when he’s sleeping.


Muffin gathered himself up tight to climb in the window and he had already stuck his head through, but suddenly, right there beside him, a window frame squeaked and a loud woman’s voice said testily: ‘You just stop that.’


Muffin’s heart fell: disaster, he’d been spotted!


He pulled his head back out, turned round – and the sense of alarm passed.


They’d opened the window in the next cabin. It must have been too stuffy for them.


The same voice went on angrily. ‘There, take a breath of fresh air, Your Eminence! God only knows what you’re saying now! At least leave me my sins!’


A rich bass voice, also angry, replied: ‘It’s my sin, mine! I condoned, I set you the work of penance, I should answer for it! But not to the procurator in St Petersburg – to the Lord God!’


Ai-ai, this is bad. They’ll wake the prophet with all their shouting.


Muffin went down on all fours and crawled across to the open window. He peeped in cautiously, with just one eye.


At first he thought there were two people in the cabin: a grey-haired Bishop with a fancy cross on his chest and a nun. Then he spotted a third person in the corner, a monk. But he was sitting there mute, with nothing to say for himself.


What’s all this yelling about, people of God? Why don’t you act like Christians, meek and mild? You’ll wake all the passengers.


The nun seemed to have heard Muffin’s wish. She sighed and hung her head. ‘Your Reverence, I swear to you: I’ll never give way to temptation again. And I won’t tempt you either. Only don’t punish yourself.’


The Bishop wiggled his thick eyebrows (one was already almost grey, the other still mostly black) and patted the nun on the head. ‘Never mind, Pelagia, God is merciful. Perhaps we can beat off the attack. And we’ll atone for our sins in prayer together.’


A colourful pair, all right. In his own mind Muffin had already found names for them: Little Sister Fox (that was because of the lock of ginger hair that had escaped from under her wimple) and Ataman Kudeyar (the priest had a far too tough, bellicose look about him). It was like in the song:


His comrades true were left behind,
His plundering ways were now ignored,
Bold Kudeyar went for a monk
To serve the people and the Lord!


At any other time Muffin would have been very interested to hear about a sin committed together by a Bishop and a nun. But what time did he have for that now? They’d made up and stopped shouting, and praise be to Thee, Lord, for that.


Down on his knees again, he crawled back under the prophet’s window.


He took hold of the frame and lifted himself up a little bit.


Still dozing, the darling. He hasn’t woken up.


At the very last moment, when there was nothing he could do about it, Muffin heard a rustling sound behind him. He tried to turn round, but it was too late.


Something crunched and exploded inside Muffin’s head. And for him there was no more spring evening or river mist – there was nothing at all.


Two strong hands grabbed hold of the limp body by the feet and dragged it across to the edge of the deck – quickly, before a lot of blood could flow. The swag-bag, that little underarm sack for Muffin’s loot, snagged on the leg of a table. A jerk, the string snapped, and the movement was continued.


And then Muffin went flying through the air, sent up a fountain of spray in a final farewell to God’s world, and was united with the River-Mother.


She welcomed her ne’er-do-well son into her loving embrace, rocked him a little, lulled him a little and laid him down to sleep in her deepest, darkest little bedroom, on a soft downy mattress of silt.


Troubles in the capital


‘But it’s still amazing how Konstantin Petrovich could have found out,’ His Eminence Mitrofanii repeated yet again, with a brief glance in the direction of a muffled sound from outside the window – as if someone had dropped a bundle or a bolt of cloth on the deck. ‘He truly does sit high and see far.’


‘That is what His Excellency’s duty of service requires of him,’ Father Serafim Userdov put in from his corner. The conversation between His Eminence, his spiritual daughter Pelagia and the Bishop’s secretary, always about one and the same subject, was already in its third day. It had begun in St Petersburg, following an unpleasant interview with the Chief Procurator of the Holy Synod, Konstantin Petrovich Pobedin. This unpleasantness had been spoken of in the train, and in the Moscow hotel, and now on the steamer that was carrying the provincial prelate and his companions to their native Zavolzhsk.


The Chief Procurator’s disagreements with the Bishop were of long standing, but hitherto they had not reached the stage of direct confrontation. Konstantin Petrovich had seemed to be taking a close look, respectfully measuring up his venerable opponent, according his strength and truth due respect, for he himself was a powerful man and he had his own truth, although it was clear that sooner or later these two truths would clash, for they were too different from each other.


Mitrofanii had been prepared for absolutely anything after the summons to appear before the Chief Procurator in the capital city; he had been ready for any pressure, but not on the flank from which the blow came.


Konstantin Petrovich had begun in his customary manner – quietly, as if he were treading cautiously. He praised his guest from Zavolzhsk for his good relations with the temporal authorities, and especially for the fact that the Governor took Mitrofanii’s advice and went to him for confession. ‘This is an example of the inseparability of the State and the Church, on which alone the edifice of the social order can stand secure,’ Pobedin had said, raising one finger for greater effect.


Then he had delivered a mild rebuke for the Bishop’s spineless and insipid approach in dealings with members of different creeds and faiths, of whom there were very many in Zavolzhie: there were Protestant colonists there, and Catholics descended from the old Poles in exile, and Moslems, and even pagans.


His Excellency had a distinctive manner of speaking – as if he were reading a report from a written text. A smooth and fluent manner, but somehow dry and wearisome for his listeners. ‘The state Church is a system under which the authorities recognise one confession as the true faith and exclusively support and patronise one church, to the greater or lesser diminution of the honours, rights and privileges of other churches,’ Konstantin Petrovich had pontificated. ‘Otherwise the State would lose its spiritual unity with the people, of whom the overwhelming majority adhere to Orthodoxy. A state without a faith is nothing other than a Utopia that is impossible to realise, since the absence of faith is the direct negation of the State. What trust can the Orthodox masses have in the authorities if the people and the authorities have different faiths, or if the authorities have no faith at all?’


Mitrofanii tolerated this lecture for as long as he could (which was not for very long, since patience was definitely not one of the Bishop’s strong points) and eventually interrupted the exalted orator.


‘Konstantin Petrovich, I am convinced that the Orthodox confession is the truest and most beneficent of all faiths, and I am so convinced not for reasons of state, but by the acceptance of my soul. However, as your Excellency is aware from our previous conversations, I consider it harmful and even criminal to convert those of other faiths to our religion by means of force.’


Pobedin nodded – not in agreement, but in condemnation, as if he had expected nothing else from the Bishop but impolite interruptions and obduracy.


‘Yes, I am aware that your Zavolzhsk faction’ – Pobedin emphasised this unpleasant, even ominous, word in his intonation – ‘is opposed to all violence …’


At this point the Chief Procurator paused before striking a crushing blow that had, beyond the slightest doubt, been prepared in advance.


Violence and criminality’ – again that emphatic intonation. ‘But I had never before suspected just how far your zealousness in eradicating the latter extended.’ After waiting for an expression of caution to appear on Mitrofanii’s face following these strange words, Pobedin asked in a menacingly ingratiating tone: ‘Just who do you and your entourage imagine you are, Bishop? The new Vidoques? Or Sherlock Holmses?’


At this point Sister Pelagia, who was present at the conversation, turned pale and could not suppress a quiet exclamation. Only now had she realised why His Eminence had been ordered to bring her, a lowly nun, to the audience.


The Chief Procurator immediately confirmed her dark surmise: ‘It was not by accident that I asked you to bring with you the head of your famous convent school. No doubt, Sister, you thought that we would be discussing education?’


That really was what Pelagia had thought. It was only six months since the Bishop had given his blessing for her to take over as head of the Zavolzhsk school for young girls, following the death of Sister Christina, but during that brief period Pelagia had managed to introduce more than enough reforms to draw down on her head the displeasure of the head of the Holy Synod. She was prepared to defend every one of her innovations and had armed herself for this with numerous highly convincing arguments, but on hearing mention of Vidoque and some unknown Sherlock (he must be a detective too, like the famous Frenchman), she was completely taken aback.


Meanwhile Konstantin Petrovich was already drawing a sheet of paper out of a calico-bound file. He searched for something on it and jabbed a dry, white finger at one of the lines of writing.


‘Tell me, Sister, have you ever heard of a certain Polina Andreevna Lisitsyna? – a highly intelligent individual, so they say. And extremely brave. A month ago she rendered the police invaluable assistance in the investigation into the heinous murder of the arch-priest Nektarii Zachatievsky.’ And he fixed Pelagia with his owlish stare.


She blushed as she babbled: ‘She’s my sister …’


The Chief Procurator shook his head reproachfully: ‘Sister? That’s not the information I have.’


He knows everything, the nun realised. How shameful! And the most shameful thing of all was that she had lied.


‘You even lie about it. A fine bride of Christ,’ said Pobedin pricking her on her most painful spot. ‘A detective in a nun’s habit. Well, what can I make of that?’


However, the powerful man’s gaze was curious, rather than wrathful. How could this be – a nun investigating criminal cases?


Pelagia no longer attempted to deny anything. She lowered her head and tried to explain. ‘You see, sir, when I see evil-doing triumph, and especially when someone innocent is accused, as happened in the case you mentioned … Or if someone is threatened by mortal danger …’ She broke off and her voice began to tremble. ‘It feels here’ – the nun pressed one hand to her heart – ‘as if a little ember catches fire. And it burns, it will not let me be until truth and justice are restored. In keeping with my vocation, I ought to pray, but I cannot. Surely, what God requires from us is not inaction and futile lamenting, but help – such as each of us is capable of. And he only intervenes in earthly matters when human powers are exhausted in the struggle with Evil …’


‘It burns, here?’ Konstantin Petrovich echoed. ‘And you cannot pray? Ai-ai-ai. Why that’s a devil sitting in you, Sister. All the signs are there. You have no business being a nun.’


At these words Pelagia went numb and Mitrofanii dashed to her aid. ‘Your Excellency, she is not to blame. I ordered her to do it. With my blessing.’


That was apparently just what the leader of the Synod was waiting for. Or rather, his response seemed to indicate that this was the last thing he had been expecting and he threw his hands up in the air in great astonishment as if to say: I don’t believe it, I don’t believe it! You? You? The provincial arch-pastor?


He seemed to have been struck dumb. His face darkened and he knitted his brows together in a frown. After a pause, he said wearily: ‘Go now, Bishop. I shall pray to God for enlightenment as to what to do with you …’


Such was the conversation that had taken place in St Petersburg. And it was still uncertain what it would lead to, what intuition concerning the Zavolzhsk ‘faction’ would be vouchsafed to the Chief Procurator by the Almighty.


‘The right thing would be to apologise to Konstantin Petrovich,’ Userdov said, interrupting a pause. ‘With a man like that, there’s no shame in yielding to humility …’


That was probably right. Konstantin Petrovich was a special kind of man. As a character in one of Ostrovsky’s plays remarked, for him there was ‘little that is impossible’ in the entire Russian Empire. The Zavolzhians had been presented with evidence of that at the very beginning of the audience in St Petersburg.


One of the telephones on His Excellency’s desk had rung – the most beautiful one: mahogany with gleaming mouth- and earpieces. Pobedin had broken off in mid-word and raised a finger to his lips while he used his other hand to turn the handle and press the earpiece to his ear.


Secretary Userdov, sitting on the very edge of his chair with a briefcase containing a report on the affairs of the diocese, was the first to guess who was calling – he had jumped to his feet and stood to attention like a soldier.


In the whole of Russia there was only one person for whom Konstantin Petrovich would have interrupted himself. And it was well known that a special line had been installed from the Palace to the Chief Procurator’s office.


The visitors could not, of course, hear the monarch’s voice, but even so they had been greatly impressed, especially by the strict paternal tone in which Pobedin addressed God’s anointed: ‘Yes, Your Majesty, the text of the decree as received from you did not strike me as satisfactory. I shall draft a new one. And clemency for a state criminal is also absolutely out of the question. Some of your advisers have become so perverted in their thinking that they consider it possible to do away with capital punishment. I am a Russian and I live among Russians, I know what the people feels and what it demands. Let not the voice of flattery and dreams insinuate itself into your heart.’


At that moment Father Userdov’s expression was a sight to behold: a compound of fright and awe, mingled with an awareness of complicity in the great mystery of the Supreme Power.


His Eminence’s secretary was fine in almost every respect, in fact, as far as industry and efficiency were concerned, he was above reproach, but in his heart Mitrofanii was not truly fond of him. Evidently this was the very reason why the Bishop was especially charitable to Father Seraphim, employing an affectionate attitude to subdue the sin of groundless irritation. But sometimes, nonetheless, he would burst out, and once he had even flung a kamelaukion at Userdov, but afterwards he would always apologise. The mild-mannered secretary would take fright, and for a long time be unable to find the courage to pronounce the words of forgiveness, but eventually he would babble: ‘I forgive you, forgive me too,’ following which peace would be restored.


With her restless mind, Pelagia once expressed to Mitrofanii a seditious idea concerning Father Seraphim – that the world has real, live people in it, but there are also other creatures who only try to be like people, as if they have been planted among us from a different world or, perhaps, from a different planet, in order to observe us. Some of them are better at their pretence, so that you can hardly tell them apart from genuine people; others are not so skilful, and you can spot them straight away. Userdov, now, was one of the less successful examples. If you took a look under his skin you were bound to find nuts, bolts and gearwheels.


The Bishop had roundly abused the nun for this ‘Theory’. However, Pelagia was not infrequently visited by foolish thoughts, and His Reverence was accustomed to this: he rebuked her largely as a matter of form.


As for Father Seraphim, the Bishop knew that the secretary dreamed of a high clerical position. And why not? He was learned, of good conduct and quite charmingly handsome. The secretary kept his hair and beard clean and well groomed, anointing them with sweet fragrances. He polished his nails with a brush. He wore only cassocks of fine woollen cloth.


There didn’t really seem to be anything reprehensible in all this. Mitrofanii himself appealed to the clergy to keep themselves neat and presentable, but even so he found his assistant irritating – especially on this journey, when the heavenly spheres had rained down bolts of fiery lightning on His Reverence. He was unable to talk heart to heart with his spiritual daughter or to express his most intimate thoughts while this six-winged angel sat there, tending his thin little moustache with a small comb. He said nothing for ages, and then he would put in something entirely out of place and ruin the entire conversation – like now, for instance.


In response to the appeal to apologise to the Chief Procurator, Pelagia said hastily: ‘I would, gladly. I would even swear on a holy icon: Never again, not for anything, will I ever stick my nose into a criminal investigation. Not even if it is absolutely the most mysterious mystery possible. I won’t even give it a sideways glance.’


But Mitrofanii merely cast a sideways glance at his secretary, without saying a word.


‘Come, Pelagiushka, let us take a stroll around the ship. To stretch our legs … No-no, Seraphim, you stay here. Get those documents on the consistory ready for me. I’ll read through them when I get back.’ And the two of them left the cabin with a sigh of relief, leaving Userdov alone with his briefcase.


Of every kind a pair


They didn’t walk on the lower deck, because the fog made it quite impossible to distinguish the River or the sky (or even the deck). They went up higher, where the passengers of the very cheapest category were sitting around in small groups.


Glancing around through the semi-transparent gloom at all this human variety, Mitrofanii said in a low voice: ‘Of the pure cattle, and of the impure cattle, and of all the reptiles that crawl upon the earth, of every kind a pair …’


He blessed the peasant pilgrims and let them kiss his hand, merely casting a sad glance over the others, who were leaving Russia for ever and had no need of an Orthodox pastor’s blessing.


Speaking to his companion in a quiet voice, he said: ‘Behold, such a highly intelligent man, who truly wishes his fatherland well, and yet he is in such a state of spiritual error. Just look how much harm he causes.’ He did not mention any name, but it was quite clear whom he had in mind: Konstantin Petrovich.


‘Feast your eyes on the fruits of his struggle for good,’ His Reverence continued bitterly as he walked past the members of dissenting sects and different faiths. ‘If anyone is not like the majority, if they are strange – out of the state with them! No need to drive them out by force, they will leave of their own accord, fleeing oppression and the hostile attitude of the state. He imagines that as a result Russia will be more firmly united, stronger. That may be so, but her colours will be the poorer for it, she will be impoverished. Our procurator is convinced that he alone knows how the fatherland should be organised in order to save it. In the times we live in, prophets have become a fashion. We are surrounded by them. Some are laughable, like our next-door neighbour Manuila. Others are more serious, like Count Tolstoy or Karl Marx. And even Konstantin Petrovich imagines that he is a messiah. Not on a global scale, though – a strictly local messiah, such as they had in Old Testament times, when a prophet was sent not to the whole of mankind, but only to a single people …’


The Bishop’s dour complaints were interrupted by a respectable family who had also come up to the boat deck for a stroll: a thickset gentleman, a lady with her knitting and two juveniles – a cute grammar-school boy and a pretty young lady with light hair.


The grammar-school boy pulled off his cap and bowed, asking for a blessing.


‘What is your name, young man?’ Mitrofanii asked the darling lad, making the sign of the cross over the entire family.


‘Antinous, Your Reverence.’


‘That is a pagan name, for domestic use only. What is your baptismal name?’


‘Antip, Your Reverence.’


‘A fine name, a name of the people,’ the Bishop said approvingly.


The boy gently pressed his lips against his hand, and Mitrofanii, touched, patted Antip-Antinous on the back of the head.


The Bishop walked on unhurriedly, but Pelagia hung back – the pious grammar-school boy’s mother was knitting her stitches in such a very skilful manner. The nun was an enthusiastic knitter herself; she always carried a little bag with her handiwork hanging round her neck, but her fingers were so stupid that she was always getting her rows confused and making a mess of her knots.


‘Tell me, madam, how do you manage to cast on so cleanly?’ she was about to ask, but instead she suddenly blinked and pressed her spectacles back against the bridge of her nose.


The skilful knitter had strange hands: broad, with little hairs on the fingers.


Pelagia raised her eyes, saw an unfeminine face and a neck with a protruding Adam’s apple above the lace collar, and gasped out loud.


Catching the nun’s gaze, the remarkable lady stopped and suddenly winked.


Her family continued on its way, leaving the two knitting enthusiasts alone together.


‘Are you a man?’ Pelagia asked in a whisper, opening her eyes wide in amazement.


The other woman nodded and raised a finger to her lips: Sh-sh-sh.


‘But … who are they?’ the nun asked, with a confused nod in the direction of the broad-shouldered gentleman and his charming offspring.


‘My family.’ The voice of the man in women’s clothes was high, with a slightly squeaky note, almost indistinguishable from a woman’s. ‘My husband, Lev Ivanovich. And our children, Antinous and Salome. We are Sodomites.’


The final phrase was pronounced in a perfectly normal tone of voice, as if the speaker had said, ‘We are Oddesites,’ or ‘We are Mennonites.’


‘S-Sodomites? You mean … You mean pederasts?’ Pelagia asked, stumbling over the shameful word. ‘But what about the young lady? And then … surely you can’t have children?’


‘Salome is no young lady; he used to work in a men’s bathhouse. That was where Lyova picked him up. So delicate, so delicate! And the way he sings! Antinous is a jolly one, naughty; he likes to get up to mischief sometimes, but little Salomeia is simply an angel. All three of us love Lev Ivanovich,’ declared Pelagia’s amazing companion. ‘He’s a real man, not like the ordinary ones. Women are not enough for a real man, for him all other men are like women.’


It was shameful to listen to this, but interesting too. Pelagia turned to see how far Mitrofanii had moved on. If only he didn’t find out who it was he had blessed so benignly!


His Reverence was not far away. He had stopped beside a group of Jews and was listening to something. That was good.


‘And how long have you … you know, been living like this?’ the nun asked curiously.


‘Not long. Only for seven months.’


‘And before that?’


‘Before that I used to live like everyone else. I had a wife, a daughter. A job. I’m a teacher, from a classical grammar school, you know. Latin, ancient Greek. I reached the age of forty without ever realising who I was or what I was – as if I’d been watching life through the dusty window of a railway carriage, and life just kept rolling on by. But when I met Lev Nikolaevich, the glass suddenly shattered and broke. You can’t imagine how happy I am! As if I had risen from the dead!’


‘But what about your family? I mean that family.’


The classical grammar-school teacher sighed. ‘What could I do, when it was a matter of love and resurrection? I left them everything. The money in the bank – all that there was. The house. I feel sorry for my daughter; she’s a clever little girl. But she’s better off without a father like this. Let her remember me as I used to be.’


Glancing at her resurrected companion’s mob cap and silk dress, Pelagia could not find it in herself to dispute this assertion.


‘Where are you heading for now?’


‘Sodom,’ came the reply. ‘I told you, we are Sodomites.’


Once again Pelagia completely failed to understand. ‘What Sodom? The one laid waste by the Lord together with Gomorrah?’


‘It was destroyed. But now it has been reborn. An American millionaire, Mr George Sairus, the well-known philanthropist, discovered the spot where the biblical Sodom stood. And now a heavenly new city is being built there – for people like us. No persecution from the police, no disdain from society. And no women,’ the speaker said with a sly smile. ‘You naturals will never make the kind of woman that a man can. Although, of course, you do have something worth looking at.’ The former classicist cast an appraising glance over the nun’s figure. ‘The bust is no great feature, you can stuff that with cotton wool; but the shoulders now, the line of the thigh …’


‘Irodiada! Where have you disappeared to?’ a stentorian voice called out of the fog. ‘The children want to go back to the cabin.’


‘Coming, darling, coming!’ Irodiada called with a start and went hurrying after the call of her beloved.


Is there no end to the variety of the Lord’s creatures? Pelagia thought in wonder, and set off after Mitrofanii.


She saw that the His Reverence had already moved from the passive state of listening to others speaking to the active state of wagging his mighty finger and pronouncing on something to a grey-bearded rabbi who was surrounded by a huddle of juveniles.


Sister Pelagia did not see how the argument began. No doubt the Bishop, with his customary curiosity, had started questioning the Jews about where they were going and what their motives were – was it a matter of need, or faith, or were they perhaps fleeing from unjust persecution? – and he had clashed with his Judaic colleague over some point.


‘That is precisely why you are persecuted everywhere, because you have so much arrogance!’ the Bishop rumbled.


The exponent of the Old Testament responded no less thunderously: ‘We do have our pride, it is true! Man cannot live without pride! He is the crown of creation!’


‘It is not pride that your people is so full of, but precisely arrogance! You despise all who do not live as you do, you are always afraid of being defiled! If you are so squeamish, then who will love you?’


‘It is not people we despise and shun, but people’s impurity! And as for love, King David said: “On all sides do they surround me with words of hate, they arm themselves against me without cause; for my love they make war on me, but I pray.”’


Provoked by this rebuff, Mitrofanii explained: ‘Who is it that you love, apart from those of your own tribe? Even your prophets addressed themselves only to you, the Jews, but our saints feel for the whole of mankind!’


Pelagia thought what a pity it was that the Chief Procurator could not hear the Bishop fulminating against the infidels – how glad he would have been!


The dispute made interesting listening, and even more interesting watching: for all their religious differences, the two opponents were extremely similar in both temperament and appearance.


‘We do not turn our backs on mankind!’ the rabbi exclaimed, shaking his beard, ‘but we remember what a heavy burden has been laid upon us – to demonstrate to other nations an example of constancy and purity. And all who wish to be pure may join us. If you wish, we will accept even you!’


‘What you say is not true!’ Mitrofanii rumbled triumphantly, and his beard began jerking about. ‘Those lost sheep who are called “foundlings”’ – he pointed to the three vagabonds sitting a short distance away in their clowns’ costumes with the blue stripe – ‘have reached out to your faith and abjured Christ. And what has happened? Have you taken them in, reverend rabbi? No, you turn your noses up!’


The rabbi began choking on his indignation. ‘Take them in? Pah and pah again, a plague on them and their false prophet! It is said in the Law of Moses: “Those who practise wizardry shall be put to death, they must be stoned, let their blood be on them.” I know you churchmen have launched an intrigue against us, to hold our faith up to mockery through this marketplace clown Manuila! According to your vile priestly habit!’


One of the accuser’s disciples, a little older than the others, grabbed the rabbi by the sleeve and whispered something in Yiddish in an alarmed voice.


Pelagia could only make out one word: ‘police’.


But the Jew was not frightened. ‘I can see for myself from his cross and cap that he’s a Bishop. Let him complain. Tell them, tell them that in your person Aron Shefarevich has insulted the Christian Church!’


These words had a surprising effect on His Reverence. Instead of growing even more heated, he fell silent. No doubt he had recalled that as a provincial Bishop he had the power of the state and the dominant Church behind him. What real dispute could there be?


He had noticed Pelagia too, and he felt ashamed. ‘You are too wrathful, rabbi, like your own Judaic God,’ the Bishop said after a pause. ‘That is why so few hear His voice. But our apostle Paul said: “Let all irritation and fury be far removed from you.”’ And having fired this final salvo at the enemy, he withdrew with dignity, although Pelagia could see from the excessive straightness of his stance and the tight way he was clenching his fingers behind his back that Mitrofanii was seriously annoyed – not with the insolent rabbi, of course, but with himself, for entering into a pointless and unseemly squabble.


Knowing perfectly well that when His Reverence was in this kind of mood it was best to keep away from him, the nun did not go hurrying after her spiritual father, but chose instead to linger where she was. And in any case, she had to reassure the poor Jews.


‘What’s your name?’ she asked a skinny, hook-nosed juvenile, who was staring after the Bishop in fright.


‘Shmulik,’ he replied with a shudder, and began staring at the nun with the same fright in his eyes. ‘Why?’


How pale he is, thought Pelagia, feeling sorry for the boy. He needs to eat better and spend more time playing outside, but he probably spends all day from morning till night poring over the Talmud.


‘You tell your teacher there’s no need to be afraid. Bishop Mitrofanii won’t complain to anyone.’


Shmulik tugged on the side-lock coiled round his ear and declared triumphantly: ‘Rabbi Shefarevich isn’t afraid of anything. He’s a great man. He’s been summoned to Erushalaim by the khakham-bashi himself, to help fortify the Holy City against vacillation.’


Pelagia had no idea who the khakham-bashi was, but she nodded respectfully.


‘To fortify Erushalaim!’ Shmulik’s eyes glinted in ecstasy. ‘Eh? See how highly they think of our rabbi! He is firm in the faith, like a rock. Do you know who he is? He is the new Shamai, that’s who!’


The nun had read about the intransigent Shamai, the founder of ancient Phariseeism. But of all the Pharisees she preferred a different religious teacher, the uncensorious Gillel – the same Gillel who, when asked about the essential core of God’s Law, replied with the single phrase: Do not do unto others what you yourself find hurtful – that is all the law, the rest is mere commentary on it.’


Once again the deck was wreathed in tattered cotton wool and the despondent figures of the Jews quivered and paled and became like ghosts.


This made the sound of singing even more surprising: it came from the centre of the deck, from somewhere below the captain’s bridge. The young voices launched into a very harmonious choral rendition of the student song ‘Dubinushka’.


Not students, surely? Pelagia wanted to listen, but as she was walking through the milky white soup, the singing came to an end. The voices had just got into their stride, just passionately declared: ‘Of all songs, one is engraved in my memory, it is the song of the workers’ artel,’ but they didn’t give the whoop that should have followed. The choir disintegrated, the song choked off and the unison shattered into discordant hubbub.


The nun, however, continued on her way, determined to see what kind of young people these were.


No, they weren’t students, although at first glance they were similar: from their faces and clothes and the words that reached her ears, Pelagia could tell that they were settlers moving to Jewish Palestine.


‘You’re wrong, Magellan!’ a youthful voice exclaimed. ‘Aryan civilisation seeks to make the world beautiful, and Jewish civilisation to make it moral, that’s where the main difference lies. Both tasks are important, but it’s difficult to combine them, and that’s why we need to build our state far away from Europe. We shall learn beauty from them, and they shall learn morals from us. We shall have neither exploitation nor repression of the female sex by the male, nor any vulgar bourgeois family! We shall become an example for the whole world!’


Ah, how interesting, thought Pelagia, and she stood unobtrusively at one side. These must be the Zionists that everybody was writing and talking about. How likeable they were, how young and how fragile, especially the young ladies.


But then, that young man with the skipper’s beard (the Magellan whom the rhapsodic speaker was addressing) could hardly be called fragile. He was older than the others as well – probably about twenty-five. His calm blue eyes gazed at the passionate orator in a mocking sneer.


‘We’ll do well in Palestine if we don’t starve to death, or turn into snivelling ninnies, or end up squabbling among ourselves,’ he said coolly. ‘We can think about moral ideals afterwards.’


Pelagia leaned towards a sweet girl in a pair of children’s trousers (she thought they were called ‘shorts’, after the British manner) and asked in a whisper: ‘You are all in a commune, are you?’


The girl lifted up her round face and smiled. ‘Oi, a nun! Yes, we’re members of the Megiddo-Khadash commune.’


‘What does that mean?’ asked the curious nun, squatting down on her haunches.


‘“New Megiddo”. In ancient Hebrew “Megiddo” means “City of Happiness”. There really was a city called that, in the Isreel Valley, but it was destroyed, either by the Assyrians or the Egyptians, I’ve forgotten which. But we’re going to rebuild Megiddo; we’ve already bought the land from the Arabs.’


‘Is he your leader?’ Pelagia asked, pointing at the bearded young man.


‘Who, Magellan? We don’t have any leaders, we’re all equal. It’s just that he has experience. He’s been to Palestine, and he’s sailed round the world – that’s why we call him Magellan. You know what he’s like?’ the bare-legged young lady asked in a voice full of unfeigned admiration. ‘With him, you’re not afraid of anything! The Oprichniks in Poltava tried to kill him – because he organised self-defence for the Jews. He fired back at them and got away! And now the police are looking for him! Oi!’ Afraid that she had let too much slip, the young lady pressed her fingers to her lips, but Pelagia pretended that she hadn’t heard or hadn’t understood – after all, everyone knew that nuns were not very bright and not really of this world.


The girl immediately calmed down and carried on chattering rapidly, as if nothing had happened. ‘It was Magellan’s idea about the City of Happiness. And he gathered us all together, and got the money from somewhere. Thirty thousand! Can you imagine? He transferred it to Jaffa, to the bank, and all he left us for the journey was eight kopecks each a day!’


‘Why only eight? That’s very little!’


‘Coliseum (he’s a student in the history faculty)’ – the girl pointed to one of the young men, who was incredibly emaciated and stooped – ‘calculated that that was the precise sum – if you translated it into today’s money, of course – that a simple farmer had to live on in King Solomon’s times. So it has to be enough for us. We’re farmers now too. And we’ll need the money in Palestine. We have to buy livestock, drain swamps, build houses.’


Pelagia looked at the starveling Coliseum. How would someone like that be able to swing a mattock or walk behind a plough?


‘But why is he Coliseum? He’s not really very big.’


‘He’s called Fira Glusky really. But Magellan nicknamed him Coliseum. Well, It’s because everyone’s always saying “the ruins of the Coliseum”, “the ruins of the Coliseum”. Fira isn’t a real person at all, he’s a walking ruin – he has every sickness in the world: a curved spine, and fallen arches, and sinusitis. But see, he’s coming too.’


The subject of discussion caught the nun’s compassionate gaze on himself and cried out merrily: ‘Hey, Sister, come along to Palestine with us!’


‘I’m not a Jew,’ Pelagia said, embarrassed to see that the entire company was looking at her. ‘And it’s hardly likely that I ever shall be.’


‘No need,’ laughed one of the communards. ‘There are enough fake Jews without you. Just look at those over there!’


Everyone turned their heads and started laughing as well. A little distance away the three ‘foundlings’ had covered their heads with prayer shawls and were bowing repeatedly right down to the ground. The fervent, resounding thumping of heads against the deck was clearly audible.


‘Nothing funny about that, you fools,’ Magellan hissed through his teeth. ‘You can smell the Okhranka off them a mile away. That Manuila of theirs draws his pay on Gorokhovaya Street – I’ve a keen nose for that. I’d like to take the rotten bastard by the feet and smash his brains out against the mooring post …’


The Zionists fell silent, and Pelagia felt sorry for the ‘foundlings’. The poor things: nobody loved them, everybody had a bad word for them. They weren’t really foundlings at all, they were more like orphans. And anyway, she wondered, where did they get such a strange name?


She went across to ask, but suddenly felt shy – the people were praying, after all.


And then she realised that she had spent too long promenading. The Bishop would be displeased. She ought to call into his cabin, show her face and wish him a good evening, and then go to her own berth in the second class – to read a book for a while and prepare a lesson. They would be home tomorrow.


She went down the steps to the cabin deck.


Glass-Eye


Up above the River, above the overflooded banks and the fog, the sunset must be a blaze of colour now – in any case, the gloom ahead was faintly tinged with pink. Drawn towards this magical glow, Pelagia walked to the bow of the steamer. What if, just for an instant, the wind were to blow a breach in the irksome curtain and she could admire the evening colouring of the sky?


At the bow the wind was indeed blowing, but not strongly enough to clear a path for the setting sun. Pelagia was about to turn back when she suddenly noticed that she was not alone.


There was a man sitting on a wickerwork chair in front of her. His long legs were clad in high boots and he had his feet up on the railings. She could see a straight back, broad shoulders, a cap with a humped crown. The man took a pull at his papyrosa and blew out a small cloud of smoke, which instantly melted into the mist.


Then suddenly he turned round, with a startling, feline impetuosity. He must have heard her breathing or the rustling of her habit.


The face looking at Pelagia was narrow and triangular, with the pointed ends of a moustache protruding to the sides. It seemed to the nun that there was something odd about the stranger’s glance: as if somehow he was looking straight at her, but not quite.


Embarrassed at having intruded on the smoker’s solitude, she mumbled: ‘I beg your pardon …’


She even bowed clumsily, which was quite unnecessary. Especially since the response it drew from the man with the moustache was not courteous. Quite the contrary, in fact – he suddenly played a very strange trick, grinning fiercely so that she could see his gums, raising a hand to his left eye and – oh, horror! – taking it out of its socket!


Pelagia cried out and staggered back when she saw the small gleaming sphere with the little iridescent circle and the black spot of the pupil: and only then did she realise that the eye was glass.


The prankster gave a dry chuckle, pleased with the effect produced. In a rasping, mocking voice he said: ‘What a fine dame, and her a nun too! It’s a sin, holy Mother to turn your nose up at a wretched cripple.’


What an unpleasant man, the sister thought, turning away and beating a hasty retreat. If he didn’t want anyone to interrupt his solitude he could have made it clear in some more delicate way.


She walked along the edge of the deck, fighting a battle against the devil of resentment. She subdued her horned foe quickly, with no great effort – a skill she had acquired in her years as a nun.


Ahead of her, at about the spot where Mitrofanii’s cabin ought to be, there was something white fluttering in the air.


When she walked closer, she saw it was curtains flapping about – not in the Bishop’s cabin, but the next one, in which the notorious prophet was travelling. He must have opened the window and forgotten about it; and then gone out or fallen asleep.


She really wanted to take a look at the charlatan’s quarters. If she simply walked by and peeked sideways just a tiny bit, surely that was all right?


To be on the safe side, she looked round and made sure there was nobody anywhere nearby, then started walking more slowly, so that there would be time to take a more thorough peek.


Manuila’s lamp was lit – that was very opportune.


Pelagia proceeded decorously as far as the small window, directed her peripheral vision to the right and almost tripped over her own feet.


The prophet was in, and he seemed to be asleep, only not on the divan but on the floor, with his arms extended in the form of a cross. Was that one of the practices these ‘foundlings’ had? Or did Manuila have a special dispensation?


The nun took another little step towards the window and stood up on tiptoe.


That was very strange, now – there were two white eggs lying on the sleeper’s face, in the hollows of his eyes. Pelagia pressed the bridge of her spectacles back against her nose and then screwed her eyes up to get a better look at this oddity.


A second later her vision adjusted to the dim light in the cabin and she saw that the objects weren’t eggs at all, but something so terrible that Pelagia’s mouth simply dropped open of its own accord, with the intention of uttering a brief exclamation appropriate for a nun: ‘Oh, Lord!’ but giving vent instead to a shameful, womanish screech.


1 apikoires (Yiddish): atheists




II


Solving Puzzles


The correct way to photograph corpses


‘The right hand in close-up,’ Investigator Dolinin ordered the police photographer, at the same time beckoning to Pelagia with one finger. ‘Look, Sister, how do you like our modern-day prophets? The soul was already out of his body, but he still clung on to the money.’


Pelagia walked over to him and crossed herself.


Manuila’s death could not possibly have been more hideous. Someone had stove in the back of the pitiful prophet’s head with a blow of such extreme force that it had jolted his eyeballs out of their sockets. They were what the nun had seen in the semi-darkness and taken for chicken’s eggs. There were particles of brain and crumbs of bone on the pillow and on the carpet. And another thing that made it a torment for her to look at the body was the fact that the dead man’s nightshirt had ridden up, revealing a pale, hairy stomach and private parts, but the nun tried not to let her gaze wander that far. Clutched tight in Manuila’s clenched fingers was a fragment of a hundred-rouble note.


There was a blinding flash of magnesium, but the investigator was still not satisfied.


‘No, no, my dear fellow. You have to spread the magnesium on both sides of the camera, or you’ll get shadows. And not in a heap, not in a heap – in a line. It will burn longer that way. I suppose you don’t have a tripod for taking vertical shots? Oh, the wonderful Russian provinces …’


The forensic doctor twisted the lifeless head, holding it by the hair. ‘What a blow!’ he said, poking his finger into a neat hole the size of a silver rouble. ‘Such strength, such crisp impact! Like the hole made by a shrapnel bullet. Penetration almost as far as the third ventricle, and the outline is a regular oval, with smooth edges. I’ve never seen a wound like it, not even in a textbook.’


‘Yes, it’s certainly unusual,’ Dolinin agreed, bending down. ‘A hammer, perhaps? Only the force is immense, almost satanic. To make the eyeballs jump out of their sockets – I tell you, that takes …’


The cabin was filled with the dank smell of drying blood. Pelagia felt slightly sick. The worst thing of all was the way the disgusting smell mingled with the aroma of the eau de cologne that the Sturgeon’s captain was wearing. He was obliged to be present at the inspection of the scene by virtue of his position, but he stood modestly at one side and didn’t get under the specialists’ feet.


The sister closed her eyes, struggling with her nausea. Nothing in the world is more terrible or more oppressive than the mystery of death stripped of its dignity and rendered shameful. And there was that well-thumbed banknote too.


‘The male organ bears signs of circumcision, relatively recent,’ the doctor announced as he continued his examination. ‘The scar is still crimson. Perhaps seven or eight months, unlikely to be more.’


Pelagia waited for the doctor and the photographer to finish their work and move away from the body, then asked the investigator’s permission to say a prayer. She went down on her knees and first of all covered the dead man’s nakedness. Then she pulled the vain, worldly scrap of paper out of the lifeless hand. She had expected the rigid fingers would be reluctant to part with their property, but the scrap came out remarkably easily.


As she handed the clue to the investigator, Pelagia said: ‘Strange. Did he sleep like that, clutching money in his hands? Or after his head was already broken in, did he try to tear it out of the villain’s hands?’


Dolinin said nothing for a moment, gazing with interest at the bespectacled holy sister.


Then he sniffed and scratched the bridge of his nose above the arch of his pince-nez. ‘Indeed. My thanks for being so observant. According to the testimony of Manuila’s travelling companions, the money – or, as they put it, the “treasury” – was in a casket under the pillow … The casket, naturally enough, is missing. Hmm. Grab hold of your killer’s hands, with your head smashed in right through “to the third ventricle”. Miraculous. Let’s enter that in the “puzzles” section.’ And he made an entry in a little leather-bound book. Pelagia liked that: the man was not being hasty with his conclusions.


She liked Dolinin in general, because he worked sensibly, thoroughly – you could see straight away that the man knew his job as a detective and loved it.


You might even say that Manuila had been lucky with his investigator.


A master at work


Everything had gone quite differently at first.


At the sound of the nun’s screams, people came running up and started gasping in horror. The ‘foundlings’ made even more noise. When they learned that their leader had been killed, they started howling and wailing: ‘Oh Lord! Disaster! Azochnvei! Help! Eloim!’ But the words repeated most often of all were ‘The treasury! The treasury!’


The captain appeared, and instead of restoring order he turned the proceedings into total chaos – perhaps because he was frightened, or perhaps owing to a certain degree of insobriety.


The commander of the steamer was transformed into a Zeus, scattering lightning bolts around him. In front of the ill-fated cabin and beneath its window he installed watches of sailors armed with items of fire-fighting equipment. He ordered first-class and second-class passengers to stay in their cabins and not stick their noses out: he herded all the deck passengers on to the poop deck and put them under the guard of two swarthy stokers with shovels in their hands. He himself donned his white dress-uniform tunic, hung a huge revolver at his side and poured a whole bottle of eau de cologne over himself to eliminate the smell of drink.


In defiance of the schedule, the Sturgeon sailed past the mooring at Ust-Svyazhsk without stopping and dropped anchor at the district town, standing at some distance from the dock. The first mate was despatched in a lifeboat to contact the authorities.


An hour later the passengers in the cabins located on the starboard side saw the boat come gliding out of the evening mist swirling above the River. It was crammed with people, mostly in uniforms, but there were also some civilians.


The person who arrived to conduct the investigation was no mere police officer, not even a superintendent. That is, of course, the new arrivals did include a superintendent and other ranks, including even the commander of the district police force, but they were not the most important individuals; that person was a lean gentleman in civilian garb. His keen, intelligent eyes glinted coldly through his pince-nez, his narrow hand occasionally stroked his wedge-shaped beard. A university badge glinted on the lapel of his frock coat.
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