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INTRODUCTION





In a letter of 1960 to the author and critic Leonid Rzhevsky, Gaito Gazdanov, then approaching the last decade of his life and career, wrote with characteristic self-effacement: “It wouldn’t be difficult for me to put together a book of [my own] short stories, but I’m still not convinced that it’s necessary.” Time and again Gazdanov demurred, and never did oversee a collection of his stories. In fact, only once, at the very start of his career, had he ever seriously considered editing a selection of his short fiction at all, as part of an envisaged—though never realized—eight-volume collected works. While this prospective tome, tentatively titled Hawaiian Guitars (after an early story first published in 1930), would have included Gazdanov’s juvenilia, the absence of any precedent set by the mature author looking back over his long career creates both an opportunity and a dilemma for an editor: what to include in this first English collection of his short fiction?


Over the course of five decades, Gazdanov wrote a total of nine complete novels (and a further two that were never finished) as well as over fifty short stories, all of which were published individually in the many émigré journals, reviews and newspapers scattered across Europe and North America. The collapse of the Soviet Union twenty years after Gazdanov’s death enabled a “grand return” to his homeland, where each of his works without exception has since been republished, many of them enjoying regular reprinting. So, too, in France—Gazdanov’s adoptive homeland—his works have received considerable attention over the last quarter-century, with several volumes of his short stories appearing in translation in recent years. For English audiences, however, the picture is rather different. While just over half of Gazdanov’s novels are now available in English translation, his short stories have been greatly overlooked. With that in mind, it seemed paramount to privilege here those of Gazdanov’s stories that have never before appeared in English, as well as those which together represent the best of his work. The stories that follow have been drawn from his two most prolific and successful periods of short-prose writing: first the 1930s, as a young writer basking in the spectacular success of his debut novel, An Evening with Claire; and latterly the 1960s, as a mature author in the ripeness of age and creative practice, at the acme of his artistic talent.


Although the earliest story in this collection dates to 1931, Gazdanov’s first story in fact appeared as early as 1926, when he was a mere twenty-two. Having arrived in Paris as a refugee some three years earlier, and with memories of the Revolution and Civil War fresh in his mind, he had spent the winter of 1925–26 sleeping rough in the city’s streets and the underpasses of the Métro. At the time of that first story’s publication he was working as a driller at the Citroën factory in Javel. The following year a stroke of luck brought him a job with the major French publishing house Hachette; however, contrary to what one might expect of an aspiring author, he soon quit, oppressed by the bureaucracy and tedium of the industry, and took up work as a night-taxi driver. This unconventional employment, which for almost a quarter of a century constituted a dependable provision against the vagaries of publishing, would be the career for which (aside from writing) Gazdanov would always be remembered, lending him the lifelong moniker “l’écrivain-chauffeur”.


The stories Gazdanov wrote during these tumultuous first years of exile came out in Prague, and constituted his first step towards serious recognition. Set predominantly in revolutionary Russia, they combine settings, characters and a narrative style reminiscent of Isaac Babel’s short-story cycles with a fashionable degree of typographical experimentation. Yet in a time when language and literature were conspicuously politicized, this “kaleidoscopic” style, which imparted a fragmentariness and episodic quality aimed at conveying the “crisis of the age”, proved an unpopular choice among the more conservative doyens of émigré belles-lettres, who openly—and vociferously—shunned such outré experimentation, associating it with the much-maligned Soviet avant-garde. Seeing in themselves the true heirs and torch-bearers of the Russian national school, they believed it the emigration’s sacred duty to ensure that literature follow the path laid out by the classics, unbroken by the rupture of 1917. Yet Gazdanov was never one to follow suit. As his art matured, it continued to break conventions, and his artist’s voice would prove one of the most individual and distinctive of his generation.


Gazdanov’s golden age of short-story writing dawned in the years immediately after his novelistic debut with An Evening with Claire, which came out in December 1929 and soon won accolades in all corners of the émigré literary beau monde. In the wake of this success, he began publishing his work in ever more prestigious venues, including a radical new journal, Chisla (“Numbers”). Founded in reaction to the conservatism of the influential “thick journals”, it aimed at giving a voice to the younger generation of poets and prose writers in exile. Here, in the journal’s fifth issue, flanked by and interspersed with reproductions of paintings by Mikhail Larionov and Natalia Goncharova, originally appeared the first story of this collection, ‘Maître Rueil’ (1931). Though by now having discarded his avant-garde aesthetic in favour of a more classical elegance, Gazdanov retains the motley cast of eccentric international characters and thrillerish plot that are the hallmark of his earlier works. Playing provocatively on one of the émigré’s most conspicuous fears (espionage as well as the kidnapping and even murder of high-profile figures by the Soviet secret police were not without basis in reality), Gazdanov transfigures the popular genre with an underlying philosophical tract, metaphorizing the “sad meaninglessness” of life’s journey in the protagonist’s mission to Soviet Moscow. The haunting sense of melancholy and dislocation permeating the work also imparts yet a further layer of existential tension to the story, while the striking series of hallucinatory scenes that blur the boundaries between dream and reality foreshadows Gazdanov’s later metaphysical thrillers.


How ironic it was that Gazdanov’s success in the radical Chisla should only pave the way for his entry into the established canon of émigré greats. That same year, in 1931, he debuted in that most prestigious of thick journals, Sovremennye zapiski (“Contemporary annals”), and it was there that he placed the next three stories included in this collection. These works of the mid–late 1930s engage in an ever-weightier dialogue with the classical canon in their narrative style and thematic exposition, while transforming recognizable plots through the introduction of exilic settings and an engagement with European literatures and philosophies. Gazdanov’s protagonists are a series of unfortunate individuals, each struggling with humanity’s eternal questions, which for many émigrés had been cast into sharp relief by the wilderness of exile. Experiencing profound loss, the Job-like protagonist of ‘Happiness’ (1932) is forced to contend with the nature and possibilities of life amid suffering and tragic misfortune. ‘Deliverance’ (1936), a secular variation on Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich, is a philosophical meditation on the primacy and arbitrariness of death. It probes the paradox that while all desires and actions lead inexorably towards destruction, and while in the face of death all things are ultimately futile, a life devoid of beauty and sensual pleasure is nevertheless one of “unbearable horror”.


‘The Mistake’ (1938) continues Gazdanov’s excavation of the canon. The story, originally titled ‘Betrayal’, served as a preliminary sketch for his most Tolstoyan of novels, The Flight, which, with its complex web of family relationships and adultery, is an overt refashioning of Anna Karenina in the tradition of Chekhov’s ‘Anna on the Neck’. ‘The Mistake’ presents us with a psychological drama in miniature, a devastating portrayal of a woman’s infidelity and the acute repercussions it has for her and her family. Dissolving the nineteenth-century horror of female sexuality, Gazdanov’s narrative leads inescapably towards an astonishing denouement that probes the orthodoxies of morality.


This modernist “making new” of the classics proved contentious still. Despite Gazdanov’s widely acclaimed stylistic virtuosity, there followed accusations of literary inostranshchina, or “Esperantism”, a pernicious brand of exoticism that supposedly arose from the influence of foreign literatures and threatened the precarious, nostalgic streak of nationalism running through Russian exilic literature. Yet the voguishness of the criticism notwithstanding, Gazdanov in fact found himself in excellent company: two of the emigration’s foremost critics—“the two Georges”, Adamovich and Ivanov—had been levelling those same accusations against Gazdanov’s greatest rival, Vladimir Nabokov, for years.


As the decade drew on, short prose gave way to larger works. The years immediately before, during and after the war represent the single most intensive period of novel-writing in Gazdanov’s career. The first three instalments of The Flight, his third novel, were published serially in 1939, before the war put paid to the publication of the novel’s fourth and final part. His subsequent novel, Night Road, was luckier, coming out in full in the final two issues of Sovremennye zapiski, just before the journal was forcibly liquidated after the Nazi occupation of Paris in 1940. Nevertheless, while the war in Europe may have halted the publication of Gazdanov’s work, it did not stop him writing—though his mode and reading public did alter temporarily. From 1942 to 1945 Gazdanov and his wife, the Greek Odessan Faina Lamzaki, worked for the Resistance in Paris, helping Soviet partisans and editing an underground information bulletin.


Gazdanov’s hiatus in short prose writing after the war came about for a variety of reasons. For one, the wartime demise of many European journals meant that writers now had to look increasingly further afield for venues in which to place their new writing. Gazdanov found a publisher for almost all his post-war fiction on the other side of the Atlantic in Mikhail Zetlin and Mark Aldanov’s New York-based Novyi zhurnal (“The new review”), which not only published the vast majority of his stories, but also serialized his last five novels, including the much-fêted The Spectre of Alexander Wolf and The Buddha’s Return. The scarcity of journals, however, was not the only impediment to Gazdanov’s return to short fiction. Having turned down the offer of an editorship at the Chekhov Publishing House in New York in 1952, he opted to take up a job in Munich on Radio Liberty’s Russia desk the following year. The intense demands of radio journalism triggered a sharp drop in his literary output, meaning that he would publish hardly any creative writing again until the end of the decade. Happily enough, the decline was only temporary, and the resurgence of creative activity towards 1960 ushered in a splendid new period in the author’s career.


Gazdanov’s last decade saw the publication of some of his finest stories: ‘Requiem’ (1960), ‘The Beggar’ (1962) and ‘Ivanov’s Letters’ (1963), each a masterpiece in its own right. These late works present crystalline distillations of the aesthetics and philosophies that Gazdanov had explored more extensively in his long fiction: the cruces of happiness and fate, the sovereignty of the metaphysical, the richness of the inner life in counterpoint with physical poverty, and the metamorphoses of the soul throughout life’s journey into death. They simultaneously cast a retrospective look over his œuvre at large, much in the same way as does his final novel, Evelyn and Her Friends. In this decade, Gazdanov’s preoccupation with the mystery of death reached its apogee: these inspired last works constitute his ultimate, elegiac exploration of life’s transmutation into art and, at the same time, a reflection on the very raison d’être of art, and of life itself.


While Gazdanov may have harboured doubts about the need for a volume of his short stories, I believe it is safe to say that the necessity of such a collection in English is indisputable. Which works he might have chosen himself will for ever remain a mystery; however, in selecting and translating the six stories that follow, I hope I have done the author and his work some justice—and in this endeavour perhaps, just this once, proved the maître, “the master”, wrong.


B.S.K.
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MAÎTRE RUEIL


(1931)





MAÎTRE RUEIL, a Frenchman, blond with black eyes and a sharp, square face, an agent of the Sûreté Générale, had been dispatched from Paris to Moscow on an important political assignment. In the days in which this story takes place he was around thirty years old; he had long since graduated from the Faculty of Law at the University of Paris and for eight years or so had been engaged exclusively in political affairs, which brought in a sizeable income and allowed him, who had no fortune of his own, to live in great style. He enjoyed a reputation as one of France’s finest agents; and the word maître, by which he was known and to which, by virtue of his legal learning, he had the right, rather frequently acquired another, more deferential, character: Maître Rueil was truly head and shoulders above all his colleagues. A brilliant career lay ahead of him. In addition to the purely professional dexterity, essential in people of his occupation, he was endowed with many other gifts. He spoke several languages fluently, could catch the meaning of others from only half a word, never lost his nerve on dangerous assignments, and was rewarded with exceptional success in everything he laid his hands on. It was said that the shadow of good fortune followed him everywhere.


He was of below-average height but very strong; years of continuous physical training and intense mental exertion had made of him an almost infallible human mechanism. The maître’s nervous system was in perfect working order: even the frequent sleepless nights had no ill effect on him. He endured journeys of any length with ease, was able to sleep in any location, was never burdened by the tedium of endless trips and never knew what it meant to be seasick. Because he was young and in rude health—and also, very likely, because of his constant efforts of imagination, directed at the solution of dangerous, though purely practical, problems—abstract ideas never drew his interest. His penetration extended well beyond his charge of duties—into the realms of ethics, philosophy and art—and was so great as to allow him, should the occasion present itself, to construct and defend all manner of systems of ideas; such an occasion, however, had yet to present itself—and so the maître’s knowledge lay there, dormant and inert. Maître Rueil could not admit the thought that, if it were set in motion, it would spell catastrophe for him: in the mental landscape surrounding Maître Rueil, nothing was supposed to happen that could not be foreseen to a greater or lesser degree of approximation.


Then, one day, when boarding a ship from Marseilles to Constantinople, the maître suddenly experienced a sensation hitherto unknown to him, one of incomprehensible irritation and utterly inexplicable alarm. No one was there to see him off: he had no family and had deemed it unnecessary to divulge his plans to anyone. Only one figure, in a hat and a tattered blazer, with a face on which there was a decorative blue mole below the left eye, appeared on the quayside at the last moment and immediately vanished, having met the maître’s gaze. This was the man whom the stubborn, stupid officials of the Sûreté Générale’s lower ranks invariably dispatched to ascertain whether the maître was indeed departing. Once, after returning from a routine trip, the maître went to see the bureau chief, who was in charge of agents, and, laughing especially calmly and coldly, told him that he thought he was a fool. The bureau chief remained silent, for he greatly feared that Maître Rueil, using his influence, could have him fired. However, the maître did nothing of the sort—and the bureau chief, each time fearing more than on the previous occasion, would again send the man to follow the maître, because he considered it his professional duty.


It was cold and beginning to get dark. Scraps of paper, broken boards and glittering oily slicks danced upon the filthy waves. The ship had long been standing on the roads, and Maître Rueil gazed absent-mindedly ahead and saw the nearby quay lighting up and black boats moored to the bank. Then he took several turns about the deck and, after waiting for the first movements of the propeller, whipping up foam instantaneously, went below.


There were few passengers: a Catholic priest, a tall, slight man of around forty-five and a great lover of anecdotes; a young Greek with quick movements and thievish eyes; and a hulking boxer, a thickset titan from Buenos Aires. The boxer was unable to lay to rest his recent defeat and was for the fourth time telling of how the referee had been far from impartial. He was speaking in English; the priest listened to him with manifest pleasure, yet at times he would laugh at inappropriate moments and again fall silent under the boxer’s heavy gaze. Taking the maître by the arm, he said:


“Just imagine, I’m not in the least bored by this story. I don’t speak English. Praise be!”


Maître Rueil politely smiled, with his lips alone. 


Apart from the priest, the Greek and the boxer, there was a tall lady in a blue dress travelling on board the ship—an actress from Odessa, with a proud, troubled face; on her heels followed a short-legged Russian, a businessman to all appearances: the tense expression on his face attested to his unremitting readiness to execute her every wish at the drop of a hat. Maître Rueil watched the actress and felt a sense of envy towards the Russian. “Très bien, la petite?”*—there suddenly came a voice from behind him. The maître turned around and saw the priest’s grinning face.


Maître Rueil sat down in an armchair, lit his pipe and made an effort to forget the alarming, piercing feeling that had so recently set in, and which might be likened to the foreboding of some misfortune, were this not the first time in all his life that such a feeling had befallen the maître. However, despite a certain abstraction, the maître, as was his wont, still managed to mark those little details that seemed most distinctive upon a superficial examination of the passengers: the Russian’s fat wallet (the businessman had moved it from one pocket to another while rummaging for some newspaper clipping), the Greek’s roving eyes, the complex web of red veins on the priest’s face and the darned elbows of the boxer’s jacket. “He’s short on cash,” thought the maître. “Then again, it’s possible that this is his travelling suit and that he’s just thrifty.” “Unlikely,” the maître answered himself, and here for the first time noticed that the ship was beginning to pitch. “Unlikely: he isn’t shrewd enough for that.”


By now the lights of Marseilles had disappeared. The maître was sitting with his eyes half shut; his head was slightly buzzing, although he had had nothing to drink. He was no longer observing his fellow passengers, although a little earlier his attention had been attracted by the actress and the boxer: the boxer because he was a marvellous specimen of the athletic form, and the actress because a recollection of her forced the maître to stretch for a moment and to move and tense the muscles in his body. And suddenly it seemed to the maître as if he had sailed on board this ship and seen these people all before, as if long, long ago he had sailed the sea just like this and felt that same strange ennui, and that afterwards for a long while he had languished half-conscious in the dark, and when he had opened his eyes again, he had already forgotten everything. The ship pitched more and more violently. The actress instantly began to feel seasick; for some reason or other, with a frightened look, her companion dashed into their cabin. The actress’s body convulsed; the skin on her face turned ashen. The maître drew his eyes away from her and saw the boxer, whose enormous figure was bent double: he was groaning and shaking his head. The priest’s gaze, directed heavenward, seemed surprisingly nonsensical to the maître. The young Greek, who was not suffering from the pitching, slapped the priest on the back; the latter turned around to point out to the Greek the impropriety of his behaviour, but he only looked at him and sighed, and was unable to utter a single word.


Maître Rueil retired to his cabin. It was almost eleven o’clock in the evening. The maître detected in his throat the unpalatable aftertaste of the macaroni that had been served at dinner; the thrifty cook must have prepared it using rancid butter. The maître lay on his berth and closed his eyes, thinking that any minute now he would fall asleep, as usual. But sleep escaped him. The pitching grew ever more exaggerated: his cabin slid away and then righted itself—now from right to left, now up and down. Diving and surfacing thus on his berth, Maître Rueil followed the erratic shadows on the floor, which followed in time with the motion of the shuddering and revolving lamp. The macaroni’s unpleasant taste intensified, as did the slight ringing in his ears and head. “I’m ill,” thought Maître Rueil for the first time. The door to his cabin seemed to be slowly opening. He looked more carefully; the door was still. But sitting in the maître’s chair was the boxer, who—it was unclear when or how—had entered his cabin. “What do you want?” asked the maître. But the boxer made no reply; and so the maître decided to leave him in peace. “Just how did he get in here?” wondered the maître, then instantly forgot about the question. The ship continued to pitch. Maître Rueil watched the boxer and with each roll of the cabin seemed to draw closer to him; yet the armchair invariably imitated the motion of the cabin and remained forever out of reach. The sea’s heavy tumult merged with the ringing in his ears, and when Maître Rueil tried speaking aloud he was unable to hear his own voice. The maître fell silent; he remained in this unfamiliar world of images and sounds; their alarming immateriality never ceased its torment.


“The boxer,” thought the maître with an effort, and his berth slowly floated towards the armchair. “The boxer travels and makes his money with his fists. Then he’ll return to his Buenos Aires and learn something nasty: for instance, that his wife has a lover. It’s bound to be unpleasant.”


The ship was being tossed from side to side. The maître, eyes fixed on the boxer, went on thinking:


“Yes, but then those wonderful muscles will become soft, and no woman…” He couldn’t remember what “no woman” would do. “Yes, no woman will want to belong to him… Unless, of course, he pays for it. But then he won’t have any need of women. And all that will be left are death and memories.”


Strange and unexpected, Maître Rueil recalled a young Italian. It was when the maître was living in Milan and thanks to his efforts the Italian police uncovered an anarchist plot. The youth the maître recalled was one of the party activists and Rueil’s closest comrade. During the interrogation, having found out that the maître was a Frenchman and a provocateur, he shouted in his face:


“On te rappelera ça un jour!”†


“Vous êtes un comédien,”‡ the maître had replied.


“Now he’s in prison,” thought the maître. “Of course, the actor was me, not him. What will happen when he’s released and bumps into me?… I’m not afraid of him. But what will I say to him? I’m ill,” said the maître, coming to his senses.


The agitation eased at once. The maître’s former clarity of thought returned to him for a time. “It’s all stuff and nonsense,” he said. “It’s just a rare variety of seasickness.” Yet still sleep eluded him, and for a long while he tossed and turned on his berth. An old nursery rhyme suddenly floated into his thoughts, and he immediately recalled even its simple melody:








Quand j’étais petit


Je n’étais pas grand,


J’allais à l’école


Comme les petits enfants.§











The maître smiled with the satisfaction of having remembered the melody and began quietly to sing, and, as he did, he thought that this children’s tune was the best thing there had been in his life. “All the rest,” he told himself with a smile, “was business, money, women and restaurants—all that was sordid and superfluous. But this is good:








Quand j’étais petit


Je n’étais pas grand…”











He glanced at the chair and saw that the boxer was gone. So much the better. Immediately there came a knock; the door opened and in came the Russian actress: she wore a light dressing gown and slippers. However, Maître Rueil, smiling, looked at her, saw her barely covered, simmering body—and just lay there. “Monsieur,” said the actress, and the maître smiled politely and wistfully, almost not hearing her. “Monsieur,” she repeated deliriously, “voulez-vous tromper mon amant avec moi?”¶


The maître wanted to laugh. “Could she really comprehend,” he thought with a jolly expression on his face, “that all this is entirely superfluous and inconsequential?”


“Non, madame,” he said, barely able to contain his laughter. “Non, madame, je n’en ai aucune envie.”||


Thereupon the actress left at once, slamming the door—and Maître Rueil stopped laughing. “What did I do?” he said; and all the terrible senselessness of his action became clear to him. “Did I refuse her? Two days ago I would have paid serious money for that. I’m ill!” he shouted. “I’m ill! I’m ill!”


He fidgeted around on the berth; an almighty headache was impeding his thought. He stretched out and, at last, fell asleep.




 





The ship was on the approach to Constantinople. Over the bright waters of the Bosphorus flew innumerable white specks of seagulls, resembling from afar fleecy, moving clouds that scattered on contact with the sea and then soared up again, hovering in the limpid air. All the passengers had come out on deck, and the Greek, standing beside the boxer, explained to him:


“There is Pera, over there Galata, and there Stamboul.”


They sailed along the coast; white and yellow villas rose up from the water, the peaks of minarets glittered: the sun was shining brightly, and it was warm. From the quayside there came a shrill, unbroken clamour; heavy little boats with rowing Turks, standing with their backs aft-facing and plunging the oars deep into the water, crossed the Bosphorus in all directions. At the bridge connecting Stamboul with the European part of the city there thronged a multitude of people, and the maître recalled that when he had arrived into Constantinople for the first time and seen this great assemblage of humanity in one place, he had thought there must have been some catastrophe. The ship meanwhile went slower and slower and, finally, came to a halt on the roads; rowing boats immediately swarmed around it. Ferrymen, interrupting one another, offered their boats, and the maître heard a high-pitched but clearly masculine voice, shouting in Russian:


“No, I won’t go! He’ll drown us!”


The boat, however, was already getting under way, and the Turk was rowing with contemptuous composure, paying no heed whatever to the cries of his passenger; in the bay there was a considerably strong swell. The Catholic priest spent a long time haggling, but at last he too reached an agreement and got into a boat, absorbed in his red missal.


Maître Rueil hired a ferryman without haggling. The Turk, astonished by his generosity, rowed with great zeal and, after a short while, overtook both of the other boats that had set off earlier. The maître bowed to the actress, who in reply shrugged her shoulders scornfully. Then her companion stood up and beamed at the maître, but immediately fell, having lost his foothold.




 





The two days that Maître Rueil spent in Constantinople were passed in that same unaccountable sense of anguish and alarm. At night he slept terribly, having the most unusual dreams: rivers covered by ice, exceedingly like crêpe paper, an abbot who was for some reason riding a bicycle, and an anarchist youth who sidled up to him and said:


“Il y a quelque chose qui ne marche pas, mon cher maître?”**


The maître awoke, smoked half a pipe and fell asleep again. Towards morning he awoke for the fourth or fifth time. “I must go for a walk outside, I need some fresh air,” he thought hazily. He dressed and left the hotel. It was very early; weedy little old men were carrying heavy crates with oil and vegetables; Turks selling bubliks were trudging around in the morning mist. Somewhere nearby an invisible donkey was braying. The maître walked through Pera, heading towards the Galata steps; a couple of drowsy sailors caught his eye. Suddenly he saw something very odd: the tall building he was walking past began slowly and silently to tilt; the figure of the Russian actress appeared on the second floor and floated down, gripping the window frame. The maître paused—and caught the boxer’s hoarse voice, which said in a tone of friendly caution:


“You ought to be more careful, dear maître, such journeys might lead you to no good.”


The maître turned around. That moment a sharp crack rang out; a woman’s soft arms enfolded the maître, and the building’s dark wall suddenly came to rest above his head.


Later it gradually began to grow light, objects became more discernible, and Maître Rueil assured himself that he was in bed in his hotel room. Over coffee, while talking with his neighbour, who was reading Le Matin and bitterly upbraiding the French judicial system, which enabled the repeated acquittal of “green-eyed, gun-toting women”, as he put it, the maître forgot all about his dream. He learnt that the first ship bound for Sebastopol was to set sail only the following morning—that is why that evening, after dark, he resolved to set out on a stroll about the city, declining the services of the guide they would try to foist upon him.


He sauntered through Pera, saw that nothing new had appeared there, and decided to head for the part of town he didn’t know. He selected at random one of the narrow little side streets running to the right of Pera, and walked down it at length, cut across the large Turkish cemetery with the crooked marble pillars of its monuments, and wound up in Kasımpaşa. He went farther and farther on, turning several times and never worrying about where the road would lead him—and when the desire to return finally did seize him, he meandered in vain for half an hour and found his way back to a place where he had already been and to which he had no intention of returning. For some time he wandered the empty narrow streets, between wooden houses with grilles over the windows, and realized that without the help of someone he would find it difficult getting out of this labyrinth. There was darkness all around: a pitiful kerosene lamp was all there was to illuminate the dry stones of the uneven pavement and the layer of grey dust coating the steps of the nearest house. The maître stood there for about ten minutes. There was no one to be seen. Then a tall, angular Turk in a turban walked past, but he made no reply when the maître asked whether he could show him the way to Pera. When the maître, bristling now, tried to approach the Turk, the latter suddenly broke into a run. Aware of the absurdity of a pursuit, the maître nevertheless ran after him and, of course, would have caught up with him; however, the Turk dived into some back alley, and the maître was left standing in the street. Shrugging his shoulders and cursing every Turk on the earth, the maître steeled himself to walk briskly and tried just not to err from the direction he had decided on. Half an hour later he was in Galata, in a little restaurant; the Greek proprietor was arguing heatedly with some exotic sailor attired in a hussar’s jacket; in the corner a blind old man was playing a pandura while his young guide sat quietly beside him, his sunburnt legs, bare below the knees and covered in golden down, placed under him. A dark-haired girl in a vermilion jacket and a grey chequered skirt took a seat next to the maître and said to him in English, almost incidentally: “I love you, darling.”


The maître looked at her and said nothing. 


“I love you, my dear compatriot,” she said in Russian.


The maître again said nothing. But the girl was not at all put off by this. She placed her hands to her heart, cracked her fingers and said, with perfect French pronunciation:


“Je vous aime, mon chéri.”


“J’aurai voulu vous répondre de la meme façon,”†† said the maître sharply at last. But the girl didn’t understand his response, for she knew only one phrase in French. She began to curse, mixing Turkish, Hebrew and Greek words, and the maître gave her a lira so that she would be quiet. For this he received a sticky kiss; she embraced him, his eyes darkened, and he recalled his latest dream. “Why is it that I only chance upon what I already know?” he muttered, getting to his feet; the Greek proprietor, smiling and setting in motion all the flesh on his face, saw him to the door. The maître walked to his hotel without paying attention to anything and without seeing the lights on the Bosphorus, the curling grapevines on the ancient walls, the nearby white buildings of Nişantaşı looming amid the dusky air, or the squat little stone eagles on the German consulate building.


A day later the maître was in Sebastopol.


He was sitting on a bench in the Primorsky Boulevard, smoking. Beside him sat Smirnov, one of the Sûreté Générale’s Russian agents, well known in those circles, a very energetic and lively fellow—and an old classmate of the maître’s from the Sorbonne, to boot. Smirnov was telling the maître, peppering his rapid speech all the while with complex tenses—“Il avait fallu que je lui donnasse quelque chose”‡‡—what he thought ought to be done.


“I’m very glad they assigned this to you: Fortune favours you. Without luck you couldn’t do a thing there; you wouldn’t manage to sniff out this scoundrel even with hounds. They offered the case to me, but I refused: I’d be recognized there immediately, even if I wore Turkish trousers and a chokha. But I must warn you that you’re dealing with serious people here.”


He paused.


“Ils n’ont pas froid aux yeux,”§§ he said, continuing to think of those people whom the maître would encounter. “But truly, only in danger is there pleasure and allure.”


The maître didn’t reply at once. “Don’t you think?” asked Smirnov.


Before their eyes stood several trees; beyond the trees they glimpsed the smooth, glittering sea. In the distance the outline of the Mikhailovsky Fortress rose out of the deep-blue water; to the right the leaden mountains towered up. Somehow it felt very empty; a wind was blowing, bells were ringing in the town; the sparkling of the sea, the sombre gleam of the lilac clay on the bank, the lugubrious peal of the bell and the still, bright air inexplicably—but unmistakably for the maître—accentuated his terrible impotence and loneliness. The ennui that had seized only one part of his consciousness at the journey’s outset had now taken possession of him irrevocably.


“What? Yes, of course,” he said distractedly. “Only it’s all meaningless and futile.”


“What is meaningless?” asked Smirnov, not comprehending. Maître Rueil was astonished that Smirnov had failed to grasp such a simple and self-evident observation, that political affairs and the allure of danger were but trivial, foolish things. However, he wanted neither to argue nor to share his feelings with Smirnov.


“Yes, you’re right, naturally,” he said. “I only meant that there’s no point wasting time waiting.” With an effort the maître produced this unconvincing explanation.


“The waiting always comes to an end,” replied Smirnov. “But I haven’t yet told you all that I must.” And so at length Smirnov told the maître of the people whose acquaintance might be of some use to him. Those were: Monsieur Jean, a Russian rentier,¶¶ as Smirnov described him; Madame Rose, the owner of a private institution in Moscow, a very dear lady and, what’s more, a Parisian; and the student Corot: he was a strongman so this was only in the case of a ruckus. “And, of course, the main man, on meeting whom hangs the success of your mission.” He described a young man of twenty-three, a bon vivant and a gambler, a cunning, wary and dangerous adversary. The maître to all appearances seemed to be following Smirnov’s rapid French patter, but in fact he was scarcely listening to him. He was thinking of entirely inconsequential things: whether Smirnov was married, whether he had old flames, whether indeed he had loved anyone. These thoughts, so unusual for the maître, surprised even him. “Who is Smirnov?” he asked himself. “A man who has done various things all his life and, essentially, never known why he has done them—perhaps he doesn’t need to know. What was it all for? Anyway, it’s all nonsense in the final reckoning.”


Concluding the conversation, Smirnov got to his feet first. “Well, all the best,” he said to the maître. “Bonne chance.”|||| And with that he left. The maître remained seated; he lit his pipe, threw the match on the ground and watched, with inexplicably rapt attention, its fading flame against the reddish sand of the path.




 





It had been warm in Sebastopol, but in Moscow it was cold. It was the month of November, and Maître Rueil was wearing a fur coat. He had tracked down Monsieur Jean very quickly, who turned out to be an uncommonly obliging chap of the old-lecher variety; despite what were in a very literal sense his declining years, he was astonishingly spry, walked with a spring in his step, chuckled, chortled, pinched the maids and talked only of girls and drinking in the convivial company of students. Supposing that Maître Rueil had no Russian, on the very first day he said to the owner of a restaurant in the presence of the maître, with whom he was dining:


“He’s French. Don’t be too scrupulous when you bring the bill. We can discuss the percentage later.”


The owner smiled understandingly. “All the same, don’t be too overzealous,” coldly interjected the maître in Russian. “Excusez-moi,” muttered Monsieur Jean. “C’était une erreur. Je croyais que vous n’entendiez pas le russe,”*** he added with faux naivety. “It’s quite all right,” replied the maître with a shrug of the shoulders. “I don’t blame you.” And the maître burst into laughter: the thought that Monsieur Jean might take umbrage particularly amused him.


The maître’s profound indifference did not impede his immediate evaluation of this man—even prior to the incident in the restaurant. The maître conversed with him monosyllabically; Monsieur Jean fawned and giggled. He did, however, drive the maître around Moscow, showed him a few places where the young man who was the reason for the maître’s visit could be found, and, finally, communicated the address of the institution.


“I no longer require you,” said the maître on the third day. Monsieur Jean rejoiced, but made a sad face. “Wait, where are you going?” said the maître in sudden exasperation, seeing that Monsieur Jean was getting ready to leave. “Here”—he handed him some money—“take this for your troubles and have a drink with some girls in the company of students.” Monsieur Jean smiled and executed a complicated pas with his feet. “Still dancing?” said the maître, narrowing his eyes in contempt. “I don’t understand you; you’re a hundred years old yet you jump around. You’re old bones,” he said even more scornfully. “You’ll soon snuff it; but you’ll even go to heaven with a spring in your step. Well then, avaunt!” Monsieur Jean vanished.


The maître wasted several successive evenings in his searches. He was consumed by a feeling of disgust for everything that he did, and he began to think that the most honourable course of action would be to abort his mission and head home. “I need a rest,” thought the maître. “I need a rest.” And so he decided that if his visit to Madame Rose changed nothing, tomorrow he would pack his things and leave. Let them give the job to Smirnov. That evening, having donned his black suit, he set out for Madame Rose’s institution.


He arrived too early; nobody was there yet. He entered a long, spacious room illuminated by an enormous lamp with a beautiful shade; along the walls soft chairs had been laid out. A ballroom pianist with a dismal Jewish face played some melodies in a minor key. The salon’s tone was one of muted misery: sorrowful beauties in black gowns, holding in their hands giant roses that looked more like sunflowers, were hung along the walls; in a massive painting, The Executioner of Nuremberg, was depicted a man, bared to the waist, with curiously languid eyes, wielding an axe above the head of a youth queerly reminiscent of Schiller; the youth was being comforted by a buxom lass; fat tears were painted on her cheeks. Maître Rueil was amazed; Madame Rose’s salon was nothing more than a bordello.
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