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OF ALL MY MEMORIES, of all my life’s innumerable sensations, the most onerous was that of the single murder I had committed. Ever since the moment it happened, I cannot remember one day passing when I haven’t regretted it. No punishment for it ever threatened me, because it occurred in the most exceptional of circumstances and it was clear that I couldn’t have acted otherwise. Moreover, no one other than I knew about it. It was one of those countless episodes of the Civil War; in the general course of contemporary events it could be looked upon as an insignificant detail, all the more so as during those few minutes and seconds prior to the incident its outcome concerned only the two of us—myself and another man, unknown to me. Then I was alone. No one else had any part in this.


I couldn’t faithfully describe what led up to the event because everything was such a blur, a mark of almost all fighting in any war, the participants of which least of all conceive of what’s happening in reality. It was summer, in southern Russia, and we were on our fourth day of continuous, disorderly troop manoeuvres, to an accompaniment of gunfire and sporadic fighting. I’d completely lost all concept of time; I couldn’t even say where I was exactly. I remember only the sensations, which could just as easily have been elicited in other circumstances—the feeling of hunger, thirst, terrible fatigue; I hadn’t slept these past two and a half nights. There was a torrid heat, and the air hung with the faint smell of smoke; an hour previously we’d made our way out of a forest, which was ablaze on one side, and there, where the sunlight couldn’t penetrate, a great straw-coloured shadow slowly pressed forward. I was so desperate for sleep; I remember thinking at the time that it would have been utter bliss to stop, lie down on the scorched grass and drop off, forgetting about everything. However, this was the one thing that I couldn’t do, and so I continued through the hot, drowsy haze, swallowing my saliva and periodically rubbing my eyes, which were irritated by the heat and a lack of sleep.


I recall that when we were passing through a small grove, I leant against a tree and, standing for what I thought to be only a second, I drifted off with the long-familiar sound of gunfire in the background. When I opened my eyes there was no one around. I cut across the grove and set out on the road, in the direction I thought my comrades to have taken. Almost immediately I was outstripped by a Cossack astride a swift bay horse; he waved to me and shouted something I couldn’t make out. After some time, I had the good fortune to come across a scraggy black mare whose rider obviously had been killed. She was bridled and had a Cossack saddle on her back, and she was nibbling at the grass, constantly swishing her long, wiry tail. As soon as I mounted her, she set off at a gallop.


I rode along a deserted winding road; every now and then the occasional little grove would obscure a bend in the track. The sun stood high in the sky, and the air almost hummed from the heat. Although I was riding quickly, I still have a false impression of everything happening in slow motion. I was still desperate for sleep; this longing filled my body and my consciousness, and because of it everything seemed lingering and drawn out, although in fact, of course, it couldn’t have been so. The fighting had ceased; all was quiet. I saw no one either behind or ahead of me. Suddenly, at one of the turns veering off almost at a right angle, my horse fell hard, at full tilt. I went tumbling down with her, landing on a soft, dark—because I closed my eyes—patch, but managed to free my leg from the stirrup and escaped almost unharmed by the fall. The bullet had hit her right ear and passed straight through her head. Getting to my feet, I turned around and saw, not very far off, coming towards me at what seemed a slow, heavy gallop, a rider astride a great white horse. I recall that my rifle had been missing for quite some time; I’d most probably left it in the grove where I fell asleep. I still had a revolver, though, and with some difficulty managed to pull it out of its tight, new holster. I stood for a few seconds, holding the revolver in my hand; it was so quiet that I could distinctly make out the dry sobbing of hooves against the cracked earth, the horse’s heavy breathing, and another sound, similar to the rapid jingling of a little bunch of metallic rings. I saw the rider let go of the reins and shoulder his rifle, which, until that point, he had been carrying atilt. It was then that I fired. He jerked up in his saddle, slumped down and fell slowly to the ground. I stood motionless next to the body of my horse for two or three minutes. Still I wanted to sleep, and that same agonizing weariness persisted. I managed, however, to consider the fact that I had no idea what lay ahead of me or whether I would even be alive for much longer, but the irrepressible urge to see just whom I’d killed compelled me to stir from my spot and approach him. No other distance, anywhere and at any time, has been as difficult for me to traverse as those fifty or sixty metres that separated me from the fallen rider; nevertheless, I walked towards him, dragging my feet over the hot cracked earth. Finally I reached him. He was a man of around twenty-two or twenty-three; his cap had blown off to one side, and his head, fair-haired, lay at an awkward angle on the dusty road. He was rather handsome. I leant over him and saw that he was dying; bubbles of pink foam frothed up and burst on his lips. He opened his dull eyes, said nothing, and closed them again. I stood over him and looked into his face, still clutching the now superfluous revolver with my numbing fingers. Suddenly, a light gust of warm air carried to me the scarcely audible clatter of horses’ hooves, and then I remembered the danger I could yet face. The dying man’s white horse, pricking up its ears in alarm, stood only a few paces away from him. It was a great stallion, very well groomed and clean, its back a little dark with sweat. Of particular note were the horse’s exceptional speed and endurance; I sold it a few days before I fled Russia, to a German settler who supplied me with an enormous quantity of provisions and paid me a vast sum of worthless money. The revolver I used to take the shot—it was a wonderful Parabellum—I cast into the sea, and from all this I was left with nothing more than a painful memory that haunted me everywhere Fate took me. However, the memory grew dimmer by and by, and with time it almost shed that initial feeling of constant, burning regret. But I was never able to forget it entirely. Many a time, whether it be summer or winter, by the sea or deep within the continent of Europe, I, mind empty, would close my eyes, and suddenly from the depths of memory that sultry day in southern Russia would draw once more into focus, and then those same feelings would re-emerge with all their former intensity. I saw again the enormous rose-grey shadow of the forest fire and its gradual progression amidst the crackle of burning twigs and branches; I felt that unforgettable, agonizing weariness and the almost overwhelming desire to sleep, the merciless brilliance of the sun, the ringing heat, and finally the mute recollection of the revolver’s weight in my grasp, its rough grip as if for ever imprinted on my skin, the slight swaying of the black foresight in front of my right eye—and then the fair-haired head on the grey, dusty road, and the face, transformed by the approach of death, that very death that I, only a second ago, had summoned out of the untold future.


I was sixteen years old when all this took place, and, as such, this murder marked the beginning of my independence; I’m not even certain that it hasn’t left an unconscious mark on everything I was destined to learn and see thereafter. In any case, the circumstances accompanying it and everything in its connection all came to the fore with particular clarity many years later, in Paris. It transpired because I fell into the possession of a collection of short stories by an English author, whose name I had never before heard. The book was entitled I’ll Come Tomorrow, after the first story in the collection. There were three stories in all: “I’ll Come Tomorrow”, “The Goldfish” and “The Adventure in the Steppe”. They were exceptionally well written, and of particular excellence were the narrative’s taut, flawless rhythm and the author’s distinctive manner of seeing things in quite an original light. However, neither “I’ll Come Tomorrow” nor “The Goldfish” was able to stir any personal interest in me other a passing one, typical of any reader. “I’ll Come Tomorrow” was the ironic tale of an unfaithful woman, of her failed deceit and the imbroglio that ensued. “The Goldfish”, which was set in New York, was, strictly speaking, a dialogue between a man and a woman, with a description of a musical melody; a housemaid forgets to take a small goldfish bowl off the radiator, and the fish jump out of the hot water and thrash about on a rug, dying, while the participants of the dialogue fail to notice this, as she is engrossed in playing the piano, and he in listening to her playing. The story’s interest lay in its introduction of a musical melody as a sentimental and irrefutable commentary, and in the unintentional participation of the fish in this, thrashing around on the rug.


I was struck, however, by the third story: “The Adventure in the Steppe”. A line of Edgar Allan Poe’s provided an epigraph to the tale: “Beneath me lay my corpse, with the arrow in my temple.” This alone was sufficient to attract my attention. Although, I cannot convey the sensation that gripped me as I read. The story concerned an episode from a war; it was written without any reference whatsoever to the country in which the narrative took place or to the nationality of those taking part in it, yet it would seem that the title alone, “The Adventure in the Steppe”, suggested that it might have been set in Russia. It began thus: “The finest horse I ever owned was a white stallion, a half-breed of impressive dimensions, of note for its particularly broad, sweeping trot. It was so beautiful that I am inclined to compare it with those horses mentioned in the Book of Revelation. This similarity, incidentally, is highlighted—for me personally—by the fact that I rode this horse, galloping towards my own death, across the scorching earth, during one of the hottest summers I have ever known in my life.”


Herein I found an exact reconstruction of everything I’d experienced during the far-distant times of the Civil War in Russia and a description of those unbearably hot days when the fiercest and most protracted fighting was taking place. Before long I reached the final pages of the story; I read them with bated breath. There I recognized my black mare and the turn in the road where she was killed. The narrator of the story was convinced from the outset that the rider who had fallen with his horse had been at least seriously wounded—since he had shot twice, and he thought that he had hit both times. I don’t know why I noticed only a single shot. “But he was not dead, nor even apparently wounded,” continued the author, “because I saw him stand up; in the bright sunlight I noticed what I thought to be the dark gleam of a revolver in his hand. He had no rifle—I know that much for sure.”


The white stallion carried on at a heavy gallop, drawing nearer to the spot where, with an incomprehensible—as the author described it—immobility, paralysed perhaps by fear, stood a man with a revolver in his hand. The author then checked the horse’s swift pace and shouldered his rifle, but suddenly, without hearing the shot, he felt a deathly pain he knew not where and a burning mist in his eyes. After a while, consciousness returned to him for a short, spasmodic moment, and it was then that he heard the slow steps approaching him; just as quickly, however, he fell back into oblivion. Again, after some time, finding himself already in a dying state of delirium, he—it’s unimaginable how—sensed the presence of someone standing over him.


“I made a superhuman effort to open my eyes and see, at last, my death. So many times had I dreamt of its terrible iron face that I could never mistake it; time and again I would have recognized those features, known to me down to the smallest detail. But now I was astonished to see above me a youthful, pale face, completely unfamiliar to me, with distant, tired—or so they seemed to me—eyes. It was a boy of probably fourteen or fifteen, with a commonplace, ugly little face that expressed nothing other than manifest fatigue. He stood thus for a few seconds, then placed his revolver back into its holster and walked off. When I opened my eyes again and with the last of my strength turned my head, I saw him astride my horse. Then I blacked out again, regaining consciousness only many days later, in a military hospital. The bullet from the revolver had hit my chest half a centimetre above my heart. My horse of the Apocalypse hadn’t quite succeeded in carrying me to the very end. However, I believe that it was not very far from death and that it continued onwards on its journey, just with a different rider on its back. I’d pay dearly for the chance to know where, when and how they both met their end, and whether that revolver was still of use to the boy as he shot at the spectre of death. I don’t imagine him to have been a very good shot at all; he didn’t have that air about him. That he hit me was most likely a fluke, but then again I’d be the last person to reproach him for this. I’d also refrain because I think he probably perished long ago, vanishing into oblivion, astride that white stallion, as the last phantom of this adventure in the steppe.”


There remained little doubt for me that the author of the story really was that same pale stranger whom I’d shot. To explain the complete convergence of facts with all their inherent peculiarities—right down to the colour and description of the horses—by pure coincidence was, to my mind, impossible. I took another look at the cover: I’ll Come Tomorrow, by Alexander Wolf. This, of course, could have been a pseudonym. But I wouldn’t let that stop me; I was determined to meet this man. That he was an English writer was also surprising. True, Alexander Wolf could have been a compatriot of mine with a decent enough command of English not to have recourse to the aid of a translator; this was the most probable explanation. In any case, I wanted to clarify this at whatever the cost, because after all I’d been connected to this man too long and too inseparably, without knowing him at all, and his memory had pervaded my entire life. Besides, judging by his story, it was also clear that he ought to harbour almost the same interest towards me, namely because of “The Adventure in the Steppe” having had such a significant bearing on his life and, probably, having predetermined his fate to a greater degree than my memory of him had predetermined that evanescing shadow that had been cast over many years of my life.


I wrote a letter to him, care of his publisher in London. I outlined the facts unknown to him at the time and asked him to send me a response, stating where and when we could meet—if, of course, such a meeting interested him as much as it did me. A month passed without any reply. It was always possible that he’d thrown the letter into the waste-paper basket without reading it, supposing it to have been sent by some female fan of his, with a request for a signed photograph and asking his opinion on the correspondent’s own novel, which she would send or even read to him personally, just as soon as she had received his reply. This seemed in some way probable also because, despite the undoubted and real artistry with which the book had been written, it did contain, I think, a particular appeal for women. For one reason or another, however, I received no answer.


Precisely two weeks after this, I came upon an unexpected opportunity to travel to London for a spot of reporting. I was there for three days and found the time to drop by the publishing house that had printed Alexander Wolf’s book. The director received me. He was a corpulent man of around fifty, with an air of something between a banker and a professor. He spoke French fluently. I outlined to him the reason for my visit and told him in a few words that I had read “The Adventure in the Steppe” and why this story had interested me.


“I’d like to know whether Mr Wolf received my letter.”


“Mr Wolf isn’t in London at the moment,” said the director, “and we, I’m afraid, are without the means by which to contact him right now.”


“This is beginning to resemble a detective story,” I said, not without some vexation. “I shan’t abuse your time, leaving you instead with my best wishes. May I count on your reminding Mr Wolf of my letter, once you resume contact with him—that is, if that ever happens?”


“You may rest assured,” he replied hurriedly. “But I would add one thing more. I understand that your interest in the identity of Mr Wolf is of an entirely benign nature. And so I ought to tell you that Mr Wolf cannot be the man you’re looking for.”


“I had, until now, been completely convinced of the contrary.”


“No, no,” he said. “Insofar as I understand, he’s supposed to be a compatriot of yours.”


“That would be the most likely scenario.”


“In that case, it’s quite out of the question. Mr Wolf is an Englishman; I’ve known him for many years and can vouch for that. What’s more, he’s never left England for more than two or three weeks at a time, which he spends mostly in France or Italy. He hasn’t travelled farther; I can say this with certainty.”


“Then this has all been a misunderstanding, although it does surprise me,” I said.


“As far as ‘The Adventure in the Steppe’ is concerned, it’s fictitious from first to last.”


“That, ultimately, isn’t impossible.”


In the final moments of our conversation I stood up, preparing to leave. The director also rose from his chair and said suddenly, markedly lowering his voice:


“Naturally, ‘The Adventure in the Steppe’ is a work of fiction. But if it were true, then I can only say that you’ve acted with unforgivable carelessness. You ought to have taken better aim. It would have spared both Mr Wolf and certain other parties unnecessary difficulties.”


I looked at him in astonishment. He wore a very forced smile, which seemed to me entirely misplaced.


“It’s true, you were much too young, and the conditions excuse the inaccuracy of your aim. Then again, it’s all, as far as Mr Wolf is concerned, merely a product of the imagination, which has by chance coincided with your reality. I wish you all the best. If I hear any news, I’ll be sure to convey it to you. Permit me to add one more thing; I’m a dash sight older than you, and it seems to me that I have a certain right to do so. I can assure you that an acquaintance with Mr Wolf, were it to come about, would bring you nothing other than disappointment and would surely want for the interest you vainly ascribe to it.”


This conversation could not but make an exceedingly strange impression on me. It was evident that the director of the publishing house had some personal score to settle with Wolf and genuine—or indeed imaginary—reasons to hate him. His words of near reproach directed towards me on account of my inadequate marksmanship came unexpectedly from the lips of this stout, mild-mannered man. As the book had been published some two years previously, one had to suppose that the events causing the director to change his attitude towards Wolf had taken place in this space of time. All this, however, could scarcely impart to me the slightest impression of the author of the collection I’ll Come Tomorrow; all I’d learnt was the director’s negative opinion of him, an evidently biased one at that. I carefully read the book through once more; my impression didn’t change: that same impetuous, taut rhythm, the precision of detail, that same unfaltering and seemingly everlasting unison of plot with very short, expressive authorial commentaries.


I cannot say that I reconciled myself to the impossibility of finding out what interested me about Wolf, but I simply didn’t see how it could be done. A whole month had already passed since that strange conversation in London, and I hardly doubted that I ought not to count on a reply from Wolf—perhaps not ever, and in any case not in the near future. I very nearly stopped thinking about it entirely.


I was living completely alone at the time. Among the restaurants where I dined or breakfasted—there were four of them, in different parts of the city—was a small Russian restaurant, the closest to my apartment, and in which I could be found a several times a week. I went there on Christmas Eve, at around ten o’clock. All the tables were taken, and there was only one space free—in the farthest corner, where alone sat a festively dressed elderly man, whom I knew well by sight, as he dined there frequently. He would always show up with different women; they were difficult to categorize in a few words, but, more often than not, their lives seemed to be characterized by some sort of hiatus in their vocation: if she were an actress, she was a former actress; if a singer, she had recently lost her voice; if a simple waitress, she was sure to have married a short while ago. He had a reputation for being something of a Don Juan, and I imagine that he probably did enjoy a certain degree of success among this circle of women. This was why I was particularly surprised to see him alone on such a day. One way or another, however, I was offered the empty seat at his table; I sat down opposite him and greeted him with a handshake, which I had never before had the opportunity of doing.


He was rather sombre; his eyes were beginning to grow dim. Once I’d seated myself, he drank three shots of vodka in quick succession and suddenly livened up. All around people were chatting loudly, and the restaurant’s gramophone played one record after another. Just as he poured himself a fourth shot, the gramophone started playing a melancholy little French number:






Il pleut sur la route,


Le coeur en déroute.








He listened closely, tilting his head to one side. When the record reached the words:






Malgré le vent, la pluie,


Vraiment si tu m’aimes…








his eyes actually welled with tears. Only then did I realize that he was awfully drunk already.


“This song,” he began in an unexpectedly loud voice, turning to me, “brings back a few memories.”


I noticed that next to him, on the little divan where he was sitting, lay a book wrapped in paper, which he kept moving from place to place, obviously taking care not to crease it.


“I’d imagine you have a good few ‘memories’.”


“Why do you say that?”


“You have that air about you, I think.”


He laughed and admitted that he did indeed have quite a few “memories”; he had been seized by a fit of candour and a need to talk, a characteristic particularly common to inebriates of his sprawling sort. He began relating to me his amorous adventures, although in many cases it seemed clear that they had been either dreamt up or exaggerated. I was, however, pleasantly surprised that he did not speak ill of a single one of his many victims; each of his recollections contained something like a mix of debauchery and tenderness. It was a very particular nuance of feeling, a trait of his; indeed there was an undoubted and inadvertent attractiveness in him, and so I came to realize just how this man, in fact, could have enjoyed success with many women. Despite the avid attention I paid to his story, I couldn’t commit faithfully to memory the random and disorderly string of women’s names he cited. Then he sighed, interrupting himself mid-flow, and said:


“But never in my life was there anyone better than my little Gypsy, Marina.”


When speaking of women, he would frequently employ diminutive terms—“the little Gypsy”, “the little blonde”, “the little brunette”, “the little quick one”—so much so that, as an outsider to the conversation, one gained the distinct impression that he was talking about a group of minors.


He described Marina to me at length. According to him, she was possessed of absolutely all those virtues that in themselves are exceedingly rare; what seemed most astonishing of all, however, was that she rode better than any jockey and fired a gun without ever missing a shot.


“Why then did you decide to part company with her?” I asked.


“It wasn’t I who decided, my friend,” he said. “My little swarthy one left me, but she didn’t go far—only next door, to my neighbour. Here you go”—he showed me the book in its wrapping—“she left me for him, would you believe?”


“For the author of this book?”


“Whom else?”


“May I?” I said, reaching out a hand.


“Be my guest.”


I removed the wrapping—and my eyes were suddenly struck by a familiar combination of letters: I’ll Come Tomorrow, by Alexander Wolf.


It was as unexpected as it was astonishing. I was dumbstruck for a good few seconds, just staring at the title. Then I asked:


“Are you sure that the shop assistant hasn’t made a mistake and handed you something else by accident?”


“My good man,” he said, “whatever mistake can there be here? I may not read English, but rest assured there’s no mistake.”


“I know this book, but I was recently told that its author was an Englishman.”


He again began to laugh.


“Sasha Wolf, an Englishman! Damn it, you might as well tell me he’s Japanese.”


“Sasha Wolf, you say?”


“Yes, Sasha Wolf. Alexander Andreyevich, if you will. As English as you and I.”


“Do you know him well?”


“I’ll say!”


“Has it been long since you last saw him?”


“Last year,” he said, helping himself to some vodka. “Your good health. Last year, around this very time. We really cut loose in Montmartre then and spent two whole days there. I can’t even remember what happened or how I got home. It’s the same every time he comes to Paris. I, as you know, have no aversion to drinking or—how should I say?—enjoying myself, but he’s something else. I’ll say to him, ‘Steady on, Sasha,’ but he always gives the same response. ‘We’ve only got one shot at life,’ he says, ‘and it’s a bad one at that, so what the hell?’ What can you say to that? You can only agree with him.”


By now he was utterly drunk; he was beginning to slur his speech.


“So you mean to say that he doesn’t live in Paris?”


“Yes, he’s mostly in England, although he does get around. I ask him, ‘Why don’t you write in Russian, damn it? We’d give it a read.’ He says there’s no point: it’s more profitable to do it in English, it’s better paid.”


“So what happened with Marina?”


“Do you have the time?”


“In abundance.”


He then began to relate to me, in every detail, the story of Marina, of Alexander Wolf, of when and how it all happened. It was a chaotic if rather colourful narrative, which was broken every now and then by his drinking now to Wolf’s health, now to Marina’s. He spoke a great deal and at length, and, despite it lacking any semblance of chronological order, I was able to construct a more or less coherent idea of it.


Alexander Wolf was younger than this man—whose name was Vladimir Petrovich Voznesensky, a person of ecclesiastical extraction—by five or six years. He was from Moscow, or possibly from somewhere else, but from the north of Russia in any case. Voznesensky had met him in a cavalry regiment under the command of Comrade Ofitserov, a leftist revolutionary with a penchant for anarchism. The regiment was waging a partisan war in southern Russia.


“Against whom?” I asked.


“Against any forces that were trying to seize illegitimate power,” said Voznesensky with unexpected resolve.


Insofar as I understood, Comrade Ofitserov had not been pursuing any definite political goal. He was one of those archetypal adventurers, renowned in the annals of every revolution and every civil war. His regiment’s numbers now increased, now decreased, depending upon circumstances, the degree of difficulties they were facing, the time of year and a multitude of other, often chance, reasons. But the core of his group always remained the same, and Alexander Wolf was Ofitserov’s right-hand man. He was, according to Voznesensky, distinguished for a number of qualities, typical in such fables: unerring bravery, tirelessness, the ability to drink vast quantities of alcohol, as well as being, of course, a good comrade. He spent over a year in Ofitserov’s regiment. During this time they had to live in the most varied conditions: in peasant huts and manor houses, in fields and in the forest; sometimes they went hungry for days at a time, sometimes they gorged themselves; they suffered from the cold in winter and from the heat in summer—in short, they experienced what is known to almost anyone who participates in a war of whatever length. Wolf in particular was always smartly turned out and well presented; “To this day I don’t know where he found the time to shave every day,” said Voznesensky. He could play the piano and drink pure spirits; he loved women and never played cards. He also knew German, as became apparent one day when he and Voznesensky came upon some German settlers. An old woman, the mistress of the farm, who spoke no Russian, planned to send her daughter by cart to the next town, three kilometres away, to inform the headquarters of the Soviet division there that there were two armed partisans in the village. She said all this to her daughter in German, in the presence of Voznesensky and Wolf.


“What happened next?”


“He didn’t say anything at that point; we just detained the girl, tied her up and took her to the attic. Then we gathered up the provisions and left.”


According to Voznesensky, Wolf, when leaving, shook his head and said, “What an old crone, eh?” “Why didn’t you shoot her?” asked Voznesensky later, when Wolf was explaining to him what had happened. “Damn her to hell,” said Wolf. “She doesn’t have that much longer left to live; God will deal with her without any help from you or me.”


Wolf had been very lucky during the war; he managed to walk away completely unharmed from even the most dangerous of situations.


“He wasn’t ever wounded?” I asked.


“Only once,” said Voznesensky. “But so seriously that I began making preparations for the funeral. It isn’t a façon de parler, as the French say; the doctor announced that Sasha had only a few hours to live.”


The doctor, however, was mistaken; Voznesensky put it down to his having underestimated Wolf’s resilience. Voznesensky added that Wolf had been wounded in completely mysterious circumstances, about which he was never disposed to say anything, alleging that he did not remember how it had happened. At the time there had been bitter fighting between elements of the Red Army and the retreating Whites; Ofitserov’s division would hide in the forests and steer clear of this entirely. Almost an hour after the firing fell silent, Wolf announced that he was going on a reconnaissance mission and rode off alone. Around an hour and a half passed without his return. Voznesensky and two of his comrades set off in search of him. A little while before, they had heard three shots: the third had been farther off and weaker than the first two. They covered almost three kilometres of empty road; all was quiet, with no one in sight. The heat was searing. Voznesensky was the first to see Wolf: he was lying immobile across the road and “coughing up blood and foam”, as Voznesensky described it. Wolf’s horse was missing, which was also surprising; it usually followed him around like a dog and would never have gone off of its own free will.


“Do you remember what the horse was like, what colour it was?”


Voznesensky sank into thought, and then said:


“No, I don’t recall. God knows, it was a long time ago. So much has happened since then.”


“But you say the horse followed him around like a dog?”


“He had a knack for it,” said Voznesensky; “all his horses were like that. You know, there are those whom even the most vicious dogs won’t touch. He had that same gift with horses.”


The circumstances in which Wolf was so gravely wounded seemed particularly odd to both Voznesensky and his comrades. The doctor said later that the injury was the result of a bullet wound from a revolver, and that the shot had been made in such close quarters that Wolf must have seen the man who shot him. Most of all, it was strange that there had been no struggle, nor had there been anyone else around; only, not far from the spot where they found Wolf lay a dead black mare, still with its saddle on. Voznesensky concluded that it must have been the mare’s owner who had shot Wolf, and that he had ridden off on Wolf’s horse. He added that if they—Voznesensky and his companions—had arrived in time, they wouldn’t have begrudged the bullet to avenge their comrade. I recalled the rush of warm air that had carried the clatter of horses’ hooves to me—that same sound that had caused me to leave immediately.


“But perhaps, ultimately,” Voznesensky said unexpectedly, “the fellow was just defending his own life and isn’t to blame. I propose, therefore, a toast to his health. You need another drink; you’ve got a very pensive look about you.”


I silently nodded my head. A deep female voice came singing from the gramophone:






There’s no need for anything,


Not even late regrets…








It was already past midnight, and the air hung with the cool scent of champagne, little cloudlets of perfume; there was also a smell of roast goose and baked apples. The noise of muffled automobile horns drifted in from the street; on the other side of the restaurant window, separated from us by glass alone, a winter’s night was beginning, with the washed-out, cold light from the street lamps reflected on the wet Parisian road. With an inexplicably dismal clarity, I saw before me that hot summer’s day, the cracked black-grey road, lazily, as if in a dream, winding through the little groves, and Wolf’s motionless body, lying on the hot earth after that mortal fall.


Voznesensky took Wolf to a little white-and-green town on the Dnieper—white from the colour of the houses, green from the trees—and brought him to the hospital. The doctor told Voznesensky that Wolf had a matter of hours to live. After three weeks, however, Wolf walked out of the hospital with sunken cheeks and a thick bristle on his face, making him quite unrecognizable. Voznesensky had come to collect him with Marina, a girl whom he’d met the day after his arrival in the town. She wore an airy white dress, and there were bracelets jangling about her swarthy arms. She had fled her family around two years prior to this, and since then had been travelling all over southern Russia, earning a living by fortune-telling and singing. Voznesensky staunchly believed that she lived solely on those two sources of income; judging by his description of her, however, I doubt she would have had much cause to worry about her daily subsistence. She was seventeen or eighteen at the time. There was a noticeable change in Voznesensky’s voice whenever he spoke of her, and I’d wager that had he not been quite so drunk he wouldn’t have divulged to me certain completely unrepeatable yet truly rare qualities of Marina’s, about which, of course, only those who had often experienced the irresistible, burning charm of her intimacy could know. Voznesensky lived with Marina in a modest villa; Wolf, who was still too weak to take up his former partisan life again, installed himself two doors down from them. Voznesensky’s house had a piano. The following day, dressed in civilian clothes, neat and shaved as always, Wolf paid a visit to his comrade; they dined together, and later Wolf sat down at the piano and began to accompany Marina, who had been singing.


Some time afterwards, Voznesensky left to visit Ofitserov for a few days, and, when he returned, Marina was gone. He went to Wolf’s, and she opened the door to him. Wolf was not at home that day. She looked at Voznesensky without any embarrassment whatsoever, and with a savage and direct ease told him that she no longer loved him, but loved Sasha instead. Voznesensky said that at that moment she had been just like Carmen.


“I was a hardened man,” he said; “I’d seen my comrades killed before my very eyes, I myself had often risked my life, and everything had washed over me like water off a duck’s back. But that day I went home, lay down on my bed and cried like a little boy.”


What he then told me was both astounding and naive. He tried to convince Marina that Wolf was still too weak, that she ought to have taken pity on him and left him in peace.


“Well, I’ll leave him when he starts coughing and wheezing,” she answered with that same characteristic ease.


Nevertheless, Marina’s betrayal did not affect relations between Voznesensky and Wolf. Voznesensky even found it within himself to remain on good terms with Marina. She lived with Wolf for a number of months, accompanied the regiment everywhere, and only then did they see her skill in the saddle and with a gun.


Then terrible times befell them. A cavalry division was sent in pursuit of the regiment, whose numbers had dwindled to two hundred men. They spent weeks hiding in the forests. This was in the Crimea. Ofitserov was killed. On one of their last days there they came upon some recently abandoned, well-equipped dugouts in the forest. For the first time in a week and a half they passed a peaceful night, in relative warmth and with a handful of comforts. They slept for hours on end. When they awoke late the next morning Marina was gone.


“We never found out what happened to her,” said Voznesensky, “or where she wound up.”


However, there was neither the time nor the opportunity to search for her. They reached the coast on foot, and left Russia in the hold of a Turkish coal steamer. After a fortnight they parted ways in Constantinople, only to meet again twelve years later in Paris, in a Métro carriage, when Wolf, not for the first time, had come over to France from England, where he was residing.


Thus Voznesensky never learnt anything of Marina’s fate. She had appeared unexpectedly one summer’s morning, on the market square of this little town on the Dnieper, and disappeared just as unexpectedly, at the dawn of an autumn day, in the Crimea. “She came, burned and vanished,” he said. “But we never forgot her, neither Sasha nor I.”


I looked at him and thought about the unlikely set of circumstances that tied my own life to everything he’d said. Fifteen years ago this man, who was now sitting opposite me in a Parisian restaurant, celebrating Christmas Eve with some vodka, goose and reminiscences, while in the friendliest of dispositions towards me, had in fact ridden alongside his two comrades in search of Alexander Wolf, and were it not for a gentle breeze I wouldn’t have heard their approach, and they might have caught up with me, and then, of course, my revolver wouldn’t have saved me. True, I think that Wolf’s white stallion would have been swifter than their horses, but it, too, could have been wounded or killed, like my black mare. This, however, did not occupy my thoughts for long. It was a random occurrence that was now affecting my fate, and if I were to be asked what would have been better, to be killed then or to be spared for the life that awaited me, I’m not entirely convinced that it would have been worth opting for the latter. Voznesensky and I finally parted; he walked off with an unsteady gait, and I was left alone, my mind laden with everything I’d learnt over the past, while stirring inside me a whole score of discordant and contradictory notions. Of course, there might have been a certain degree of fantasy in Voznesensky’s tale, as is almost inevitable for any such oral memoir, but that did not alter the crux of the story. What I’d gleaned from the director of the publishing house came in sharp contrast to what I learnt from the conversation in the restaurant that evening; true, I was far less inclined to believe the director than my Christmas companion. But why then had he felt the need to convince me that Wolf never left England for long, and why had he lamented that I hadn’t killed him? These, however, were incidental considerations. Most surprising of all was something else entirely: just how could this Sasha Wolf—friend of Voznesensky’s, adventurer, drunkard, philanderer, Marina’s seducer—write I’ll Come Tomorrow? The book’s author couldn’t be that man. I knew that it had to be an undoubtedly clever, exceedingly cultivated man, for whom culture was a thing of no little import; moreover, he had to be innately different to such a dear and reckless old soak like Voznesensky, and everyone of this sort in general. For example, I could scarcely imagine someone who felt so confident in those psychological transitions and nuances upon whose successful execution Wolf’s prose was built as being the same man who tied up a German settler girl. That said, there was nothing entirely beyond the realms of possibility in all this, and besides, it had taken place many years ago. Yet it was patently obvious that this didn’t tally with any rational impression of the author of I’ll Come Tomorrow. As far as I was concerned, his nationality was inconsequential. What I wanted to know most of all, if we were to suppose that Voznesensky’s story was on the whole true—something of which I had little doubt—was how Sasha Wolf, adventurer and partisan, had turned into the Alexander Wolf who wrote this book. It was difficult to square this in my mind: the rider astride a white stallion, racing towards his death, that death—a bullet from a revolver, at full gallop—and the author of this book, who selected a quotation from a work by Edgar Allan Poe for the epigraph. Sooner or later, I thought, I’ll find out, and perhaps I’ll be able to retrace from start to finish what has interested me so much: the history of this life in its double aspect. It might happen, or it might not. In any case, it was only worth speaking of in the future tense, and I couldn’t imagine the circumstances under which I’d discover it, if indeed I was fated to discover it. I was unconsciously drawn to this man; aside from those reasons that seemed the most obvious and satisfactory in accounting for my interest in him, there was one other, no less important or less connected to my own fate. When I first thought of it, it seemed absurd. It was like a thirst for self-justification or a search for compassion, and I began to remind myself of a man who, having been sentenced to a certain punishment, naturally seeks out a group of others serving the same sentence. In other words, the fate of Alexander Wolf also interested me because I, too, had suffered my whole life from an extraordinarily persistent and indomitable case of split personality, one that I had tried to fight and that had poisoned my happiest hours. Perhaps, though, Alexander Wolf’s supposed split personality was only imaginary and all those things that seemed contradictory in my impression of him were merely the various elements of an inherent spiritual harmony. But if this were so, I needed to understand how he’d managed to achieve such a favourable outcome and succeed where I for so long had consistently failed.


I remembered my record of failures well, even dating back to a time when the matter of my split personality was entirely benign and in no way seemed to foreshadow those catastrophic consequences it bore later on. It began with my being attracted to two opposing things in equal measure: on the one hand there was history of art and culture, reading, to which I devoted much time, and a predilection for abstract problems; on the other, so excessive a love of sport and everything to do with the purely physical, muscular, animal world. I very nearly strained my heart lifting weights that were far too heavy for me; I spent almost half my life in sports grounds, I participated in many competitions, and until recently I preferred a football to any theatre production. I still harbour painful memories of the savage fights that were so typical of my youth, utterly devoid of any resemblance to sport. All this came to an end long ago, of course, although I still have two scars on my head. I recalled, as if in a dream, my classmates bringing me home caked in blood, my school uniform torn to pieces. This, however—much like the fact that I frequented the company of thieves and those generally enjoying a brief period of liberty between one prison and the next—didn’t seem to hold any particular significance, although even then one may infer something odd about an equal, unfaltering love for such differing things as Baudelaire’s poetry and a brutal punch-up with some thug. Later on, all this acquired rather different forms; far from seeing any improvement, however, the discrepancy and sharp contradiction so characteristic of my life became all the more glaring as it continued. It was to be found between what I felt inwardly drawn towards and what I so vainly struggled against—the tumultuous and sensual root of my existence. It interfered with everything, it obscured those meditative faculties I valued above all else, it wouldn’t allow me to see things as I ought to have seen them, distorting them in its crude yet indomitable refractions, and it compelled me to perform a number of deeds that I invariably came to regret later on. It induced me to like things whose aesthetic insignificance I knew full well, things clearly in poor taste, yet the strength of my attraction to them could only compare with the simultaneous disgust I inexplicably felt towards them.


The most lamentable result of this split personality, however, was my psychological relation to women. For a long time I caught myself watching—with greedy, almost foreign, eyes—the harsh, crude feminine face, in which even the most perceptive and unbiased of observers would vainly strive to find any form of inspiration. I couldn’t help noticing how a woman would dress with provocative, invariable tastelessness, so much so that I’d be unable to imagine there being anything other than purely animal reflexes within her; nevertheless, her body’s movement and her swaying hips would never fail to make an inconceivably strong impression on me. True, I never had anything in common with women of that sort; quite the opposite—when approaching them, my principal feeling would always be one of disgust. The other women who passed through my life belonged to an entirely different category; they comprised part of a world in which I was always supposed to live, but from which I was so continually dragged down. They brought out my finest feelings, I believe, but it was all tinged with a sort of listless delight, leaving me each time with a vague sense of dissatisfaction. It had always been so, and I knew no otherwise. I suppose it was something like an instinct for self-preservation that prevented me from taking that final step, an unconscious understanding that if it were to happen, it would end in inner catastrophe. I often sensed, however, that this was close at hand, and I thought Fate, which had until now so fortuitously led me out of many difficult and often dangerous situations, had favoured me, creating, for a few short hours in my life, the semblance of a peaceful and almost abstract happiness, which afforded no room to this uncontrollable downward pull. It was as if a man, forever drawn towards an abyss, had lived his life in a country where there were neither mountains nor cliffs, and only the flat expanse of level planes.


Time went on and my life trudged slowly alongside it; I became accustomed to the reality of my existence as people grow used to, say, the pain of an incurable illness. But I could never entirely reconcile myself with the knowledge that my savage and sensual perception of the world would deprive me of so many spiritual possibilities, and that there were things I might comprehend theoretically, yet that would for ever remain inaccessible to me—the world of lofty emotions, for example, which I had known and loved my whole life. This knowledge was reflected in everything I did and embarked on; I always knew that the inner strength I ought to have been capable of in principle, and that others were within their rights to expect of me, would prove beyond me; it was for this reason that I did not ascribe much significance to practical matters, and why my life generally had been so accidental and inherently disordered. This even predetermined my choice of profession: instead of devoting my time to literary endeavours—as I was disposed to do, but which required a significant investment of time and selfless effort—I took up journalism, sporadic at best and renowned for its arduous variety. Subject to requirements, I wrote about everything under the sun, from political articles to film reviews and sporting commentary. It required neither any particular effort nor any specialist knowledge, and besides, I would use a pseudonym or my initials, thus shirking any responsibility for what I wrote. It did, however, teach me a valuable lesson: practically none of those who bore the brunt of my criticism could ever bring themselves to agree with my review, and they all would feel a pressing need to explain my error to me personally. Sometimes I was faced with writing about things that fell far beyond the realms of my competency; this would happen when I stood in for a correspondent who had taken ill or left. Once, for example, all the obituaries were assigned to me; I wrote around half a dozen of them over a period of two weeks, because Bossuet, my colleague who usually dealt with them (with an uncommon zeal and a rare professional integrity), was laid up in bed with bilateral pneumonia. When I went to visit him, he gave me a wry smile, saying:
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‘A masterpiece... it will stay with you for the rest of your life’
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