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            FOREWORD

         

         December 1929. The blackening, unassailable reality of Soviet rule in Russia and, for the myriad Russian refugees scattered throughout Europe and the Far East, the vanished hope of returning to the dreamscape of their past. In exile, a raging cultural battle against the new proletarian art threatening to devastate centuries of tradition, and growing fears over the viability of a national literature raised abroad.

         For a decade already the exiled grandees of pre-revolutionary letters have been espousing a mission to preserve the undisfigured legacy of Russian culture—but survival is predicated on evolution, and the path ahead seems as perilous as it does obscure. Now the old guard is beginning to atrophy, ceding to new and younger writers, to the children of revolution, for whom Russia is but a fading memory. Irina Odoevtseva’s Isolde has just been published; Vladimir Nabokov’s The Luzhin Defense is being serialized; and three debut novels—Nina Berberova’s The Last and the First, Yuri Felsen’s Deceit and Gaito Gazdanov’s An Evening with Claire—are on the cusp of publication. Each of these remarkable works will stand in its own way 8as a feat of literary innovation in exile, yet none more than Gazdanov’s will so captivate the émigré spirit and light the way.

         When Gazdanov completed his manuscript in the summer of 1929, he was a mere twenty-five, but had resided in Paris by then for over six years and had not seen his homeland in almost a decade. The docks at Saint-Denis, the railway tracks, the factories in Javel—the arduous years of manual labour and destitution were now at an end: by day he studied at the Sorbonne; by night he drove a taxicab. What few hours remained he devoted to literature, and by the time that Claire finally materialized that December, he had published a handful of short stories in the European émigré press. None of this, however, could have prepared him for the literary sensation that Claire would provoke. Its tender, tragic evocation of a past lost among the ruins of revolution and civil war struck a nerve across the diaspora, winning success among the reading public and critics alike. A relative unknown before the work’s publication, Gazdanov gained instant celebrity in the weeks and months after, vaunted as the new lodestar of émigré literature.

         Readers of the work should not find it difficult to see why this was so. Gazdanov’s novella literally and symbolically straddles past and present, Russia and 9Europe, classicism and modernism. Critics saw in it the marks of both Ivan Bunin and Marcel Proust, and even dubbed Gazdanov a prustianets—a “Proustian” à la russe. The epithet is apt, for the novella’s stream-of-consciousness narrative, circular episodic structure and thematic preoccupations with the creative workings of memory are inseparable from Gazdanov’s nostalgic, semi-autobiographical account of a childhood spent travelling across the length and breadth of the former empire—from St Petersburg to the Caucasus, from Minsk to Siberia, ending on the war-torn Tauric Peninsula, by the shores of the Black Sea, as the Civil War reached its fatal close. Yet for all that, An Evening with Claire defies neat categorization. It is, by turns, a memoir, a romance, a human document, a fairy tale, a history of the soul, a casebook of mental illness, a Bildungsroman, an odyssey. It exists simultaneously on rival planes, between the real and the irreal, between historical fact and literary fiction, between memory and dream, mixing them so as to render any distinction meaningless. The novella is, in short, the very epitome of what it meant to be a young émigré, caught between two worlds, at home in neither, forever lamenting what has been lost while never losing sight that something vital may yet be gained.
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            All my life has been the gauge of our inevitable tryst.

            alexander pushkin 14

         

      

   


   
      
         
15
            An Evening With Claire

         

         Claire was ill. For whole evenings I would sit up with her, and, each time I left, I would invariably miss the last Métro and end up going on foot from the rue Raynouard to the place Saint-Michel, in the vicinity of which I lived. I would pass by the stables of the École Militaire; from there I could hear the clanging of the chains to which the horses were tethered and smell that thick equine aroma so uncommon in Paris; then I would walk along the long and narrow rue de Babylone, and at the end of this street, in a photographer’s shop window, by the dim light of a distant street lamp, the face of some famous writer, composed entirely of slanting planes, would gaze out at me; those omniscient eyes behind horn-rimmed European spectacles would follow me for half a block—until I crossed the glittering black strip of boulevard Raspail. At length, I would arrive at my pension. Industrious old women dressed in rags would outstrip me, tottering on feeble legs. Over the Seine myriad lights 16would burn brightly, drowning in the darkness, and as I watched them from a bridge, it would suddenly seem to me as if I were standing above a harbour and the sea were covered in foreign ships emblazed with lanterns. Taking one last look at the Seine, I would go up to my room, lie down to sleep and sink instantaneously into the unfathomable gloom where trembling bodies stirred, not always quite managing to take on the form of images familiar to my eyes and thus vanishing without ever having materialized. And even in sleep’s embrace I lamented these disappearances, sympathized with their imaginary, unintelligible sorrow, and so I lived and slumbered in an ineffable state, which I shall never understand in waking. This fact ought to have grieved me, but in the morning I would forget what I had seen in my dreams, and my abiding memory of the foregoing day would be the recollection that I had again missed the Métro. In the evening I would set out again for Claire’s. Several months previously her husband had left for Ceylon, leaving us alone together; and only the maid, who brought in tea and biscuits on a wooden tray decorated with a finely drawn image of a gaunt Chinaman, a woman of around forty-five who wore a pince-nez (and hence didn’t at all look like a servant) and who was forever lost in thought—she would always forget the sugar tongs, or the sugar bowl, or else a saucer or a 17spoon—only she would interrupt our ménage, coming in to ask whether Madame needed anything. Claire, who for some reason was sure that the maid would be offended if she didn’t ask her for something, would say: yes, please bring the gramophone and some records from Monsieur’s study—although the gramophone was quite superfluous and, once the maid had gone, would remain in the very spot where she had left it, while Claire would immediately forget all about it. The maid would come and go around five times during the course of an evening; and when I once remarked to Claire that while her maid looked remarkably well preserved for her years, and though her legs still possessed a positively youthful indefatigability, all the same, I wasn’t too sure that she was quite all there—either she had a mania for locomotion or else her mental faculties had almost imperceptibly but unquestionably been attenuated in connection with the onset of old age; Claire looked at me pityingly and replied that I should do better to exert my singular Russian wit on others. Besides, as she saw it, I ought to have remembered that only the previous day I had shown up again in a shirt with mismatched cufflinks, and that I couldn’t, as I had done the day before that, simply throw my gloves down on her bed and take her by the shoulders, something that wouldn’t pass for a proper greeting anywhere on earth, 18and that if she wanted to enumerate all my violations of the elementary rules of propriety, then she would have to go on for… at this point she paused in thought and said: five years. She uttered these words with a look of severity; I began to feel sorry that such trifles could irk her so and wanted to ask her forgiveness, but she turned away; her back began to convulse, and she raised a handkerchief to her eyes—and when at last she turned to look at me, I saw that she was laughing. She told me that the maid was seeing out the latest in a series of romantic liaisons, and that a man who had promised to marry her now refused bluntly. That was why she was so lost in thought. “What’s there to think about?” I asked. “So he’s refused to marry her. Does one really need so much time to grasp such a simple thing?”

         “You always put things much too plainly,” said Claire. “Women do. She’s thinking because it’s a pity for her. How is it that you can’t understand this?”

         “Was it a particularly long affair?”

         “No,” replied Claire, “two weeks in all.”

         “Strange, she’s always seemed so lost in thought,” I observed. “Just last month she was every bit as unhappy and in reveries.”

         “Good grief,” said Claire, “that was another affair of hers.” 19

         “It’s really quite simple,” I said. “Forgive me, but I wasn’t aware that your maid’s pince-nez masked the tragedy of some female Don Juan who actually wants to tie the knot, as opposed to the Don Juan of literary renown who took a rather dim view of marriage…” But Claire interrupted me, reciting with great pathos a line that she had spotted on a billboard, the reading of which had reduced her to tears of laughter:

         
            
               Heureux acquéreurs de la vraie Salamandre

               Jamais abandonnés par le constructeur.1

            

         

         The conversation then returned to Don Juan before passing somehow on to ascetics and Archpriest Avvakum; however, upon reaching the temptation of Saint Anthony I paused, recollecting that Claire didn’t much care for such talk; she preferred other subjects—the theatre, music—but most of all she loved humorous anecdotes, of which she knew a great many. She would recount these exceedingly witty and thoroughly obscene yarns, after which the conversation would take a rather queer turn, and even the most innocent of phrases would seem to conceal double-entendres—and Claire’s eyes would begin to sparkle; but when she stopped laughing, her eyes would grow dark and criminal, and her delicate brows would knit together. I would move in closer, 20and she would whisper angrily: mais vous êtes fou2—and so I would retreat. She would smile, and her smile would blithely say: mon Dieu, qu’il est simple!3 Then, picking up our interrupted conversation, I would start to inveigh against things towards which I normally felt absolute indifference; I would try to sound as cruel and insulting as possible, as though craving revenge for the defeat I had just endured. Claire would agree mockingly with all my arguments, and my defeat would be all the more obvious because she conceded so readily. “Oui, mon petit, c’est très intéressant, ce que vous dites là,”4 she would say without taking the trouble to conceal her hilarity, which, incidentally, pertained not at all to my words, but to that very defeat, and by emphasizing that disparaging “là” she made clear that she didn’t attach the slightest significance to anything I had to say. Making a supreme effort, recognizing that it was now too late, I would again resist the temptation to draw nearer to Claire and would force myself to think of other things. Her voice came to me half-muffled; she was laughing and telling me all manner of nonsense that I heard out with rapt attention, until I realized that Claire was simply having some sport. It amused her that in such moments I was incapable of understanding anything. I would come to make amends the following day; I would promise myself not to sidle up to her and to choose such topics that would eliminate any 21danger of repeating the previous evening’s humiliating moments. I would speak of all the sorrows I had known, and Claire would grow quiet and serious and, in her turn, recount the death of her mother. “Asseyez-vous ici,”5 she said, indicating the bed—and I sat down right beside her while she rested her head in my lap, saying: “Oui, mon petit, c’est triste, nous sommes bien malheureux quand même.”6 I listened to her, fearing to move lest my slightest movement offend her grief. She stroked the quilt first one way, then the other; and it was as if her sorrow were being spent in these caresses, which were unconscious to begin with but then drew her attention and ended in her noticing the hangnail on her little finger and reaching out for the nail scissors lying on the bedside table. Once again she smiled a lingering smile, as if she had caught and traced within herself some long train of memories that ended on an unexpected, though by no means unhappy, thought; and Claire regarded me with momentarily darkening eyes. Gingerly I transferred her head over to the pillow and said: I’m sorry, Claire, I’ve left my cigarettes in the pocket of my trench coat—and went out into the hallway as her quiet laughter followed me from the other room. When I returned, she remarked:

         “J’étais étonnée tout à l’heure. Je croyais que vous portiez vos cigarettes toujours sur vous, dans la poche de votre pantalon, comme vous le faisiez jusqu’à présent. Vous avez changé d’habitude?”7 22

         And she looked me in the eyes, laughing and pitying me, and I knew then that she understood perfectly well why I had stood up and left the room. What was more, I had the carelessness then to extract my cigarette case from my back trouser pocket. “Dites-moi,” said Claire, as though imploring me to tell her the truth, “quelle est la différence entre un trench-coat et un pantalon?”8

         “Claire, that’s very cruel,” I replied.

         “Je ne vous reconnais pas, mon petit. Mettez toujours en marche le phono, ça va vous distraire.”9

         That evening, as I left Claire’s, I heard the maid’s voice coming from the kitchen—trembling and faint. She was wistfully singing a jolly little ditty, and it took me by surprise:

         
            
               C’est une chemise rose

               Avec une petite femme dedans,

               Fraîche comme la fleur éclose,

               Simple comme la fleur des champs.10

            

         

         She instilled so much melancholy into these words, so much languid sorrow, that they began to sound different, unusual, and the line “fraîche comme la fleur éclose” instantly recalled to me the maid’s aged face, her pince-nez, her love affair and her eternal pensiveness. I mentioned all 23this to Claire; she took an active interest in the maid’s misery—for nothing of the sort could ever happen to her, and this sympathy demanded none of her own emotions or anxiety—and she was terribly fond of the little ditty:

         
            
               C’est une chemise rose

               Avec une petite femme dedans.

            

         

         She would imbue these words with the most diverse inflections—now questioning, now confident, now triumphant or mocking. Whenever I heard this motif on the street or in a café I would begin to feel out of sorts. Once I went to see Claire and started to curse the song, saying that it was much too French, that it was trite and that no self-respecting composer would be taken in by the allure of its cheap showiness; this encapsulated the main difference between the French mindset and serious things, I said: this art, so unlike real art, is as a fake pearl is to the genuine article. “It lacks the most important thing,” I said, having exhausted all my arguments and losing my temper. Claire nodded in the affirmative, before taking my hand and saying:

         “Il n’y manque qu’une chose.”11

         “And what exactly is that?”

         She laughed and sang: 24

         
            
               C’est une chemise rose

               Avec une petite femme dedans.

            

         

         When Claire was convalescing and, having spent a few days out of bed, sitting in an easy chair or on the chaise longue, began to feel quite well again, she asked if I would accompany her to the cinema. After the cinema we sat for an hour or so in an all-night café. Claire was awfully short-tempered with me, and interrupted me often: if I made a joke, she would hold back her laughter and say, smiling despite herself: “Non, ce n’est pas bien dit, ça”12—and, since she was in what appeared to be a foul mood, she projected her own dissatisfaction and irritability onto the world around her. She would ask me in astonishment: “Mais qu’est-ce que vous avez ce soir? Vous n’êtes pas comme toujours”13—although I was behaving no differently than usual. I saw her home; it was raining. When I kissed her hand at the door, taking my leave, on a sudden she said irritably: “Mais entrez donc, vous allez boire une tasse de thé”14—and she said this in such an angry tone, as though meaning to drive me away: well, what are you waiting for, can’t you see that I’m sick and tired of you? I went in. We took our tea in silence. I felt awkward, and so I went over to her, saying:

         “Claire, there’s no need to be angry with me. I’ve waited to be with you for ten years. I’m not asking 25anything of you.” I felt like adding that such a long wait entitled me to the least modicum of kindness; but Claire’s eyes had turned from grey to almost black; with horror I saw—for I had waited too long and ceased hoping for this moment—that Claire was right beside me and that her breast was pressing against my buttoned-up double-breasted jacket; she took me in her arms, her face drawing nearer; the chilling fragrance of the ice cream she had eaten in the café suddenly struck me incongruously; and she said: “Comment ne compreniez vous pas?…”15—and a shiver ran through her body. Her misty eyes, endowed with the capacity for so many metamorphoses—cruel one moment, but shameless or laughing the next—these murky eyes of hers I saw before me for a long time. When she had fallen asleep, I turned over to face the wall and was visited by a former sorrow; this sorrow hung in the atmosphere, and its transparent waves rolled over Claire’s white body, over her legs and breasts; it escaped her mouth in an invisible breath. I lay there beside her, unable to sleep; drawing my gaze from her blanched face, I noticed that the midnight blue of the wallpaper in Claire’s room seemed suddenly brighter and strangely altered. The dark-blue that I saw in my mind’s eye had always reminded me of a mystery that had been solved—the solution to which had been obscure and sudden and seemed to halt before having 26revealed itself completely: it was as if the force of some spirit had stopped in its tracks unexpectedly and died, and in its place there had arisen a dark-blue backdrop. Now it had metamorphosed into something brighter; as if the force were not yet finished and the dark-blue colour, having brightened, had found within itself an unexpected, matt-despondent hue, which curiously chimed with my feelings and undoubtedly had some connection with Claire. Pale-blue spectres with lopped-off hands sat in the room’s two easy chairs; they were coolly hostile towards one another, like people whom the same fate has befallen, sharing the same punishment but for different misde-meanours. The wallpaper’s lilac border meandered in an undulating line, like the hypothetical path of a fish swimming in uncharted waters; and through the fluttering curtain by the open window a distant current of air was forever trying to reach me but could not; it was of that same pale-blue hue, and carried with it a long gallery of memories, which fell as regularly as raindrops, and just as irrepressibly. But Claire turned over, awake now, and mumbled: “Vous ne dormez pas? Dormez toujours, mon petit, vous serez fatigué le matin”16—and again her eyes dimmed. She lacked, however, the strength to overcome her torpid slumber and, scarcely having uttered this phrase, fell back asleep; her brows remained raised, and as she dreamt she 27looked surprised by what was happening to her. There was something exceedingly characteristic in this surprise: in surrendering to the power of sleep, or of sorrow, or of some other emotion, however strong it might be, she never ceased to be herself; and even the mightiest of shocks seemed incapable of altering anything in this so exquisite a body, of destroying this final, invincible charm that had compelled me to spend ten years of my life searching for Claire, never forgetting her, no matter where I found myself. “But in any love there is sorrow,” I recalled. “Sorrow for the end and the approaching death of love, if it has been a happy one, and, if the love has been in vain, sorrow for the inviability and loss of what was never ours.” And just as now I lamented the riches that I didn’t have, so had I once grieved for Claire when she belonged to another; and so now, as I lay on her bed in her apartment in Paris, amid the pale-blue clouds of her room, which until this evening I would have deemed impossible, imaginary, the clouds which surrounded Claire’s alabaster body, covered as it was in three places with such shameful and agonizingly alluring hair—so too, now, I grieved for the fact that I could no longer dream of Claire as I had always dreamt of her, and that much time would pass before I could construct for myself another image of her, one that would become, in 28its own way, just as unattainable for me as until now had been this body, this hair, these pale-blue clouds.

         I thought of Claire, of the evenings I had spent with her, and gradually I began to remember everything that had gone before them; and the impossibility of understanding and expressing all this weighed heavily on me. That evening it seemed more apparent than ever that no amount of effort would allow me suddenly to embrace and conceive of that endless succession of thoughts, impressions and sensations, the whole assemblage of which rose up in my mind like a row of shadows reflected in the murky and fluid mirror of indolent imagination. It was to music that I owed the most wonderful, most searing emotions that I ever experienced; but I can only ever aspire to its enchanting and momentary essence—I cannot embody it. So often at a concert I would suddenly begin to understand things that had eluded me until then; the music would unexpectedly awaken in me such strange physical sensations that I had believed myself incapable of feeling, but with the final dying notes of the orchestra those sensations would vanish, and once again I would find myself in the state of ignorance and uncertainty that was so essential to me. This malady, which would create for me an improbable dwelling between the real and the imaginary, resulted from my inability to distinguish the 29efforts of my imagination from the genuine, spontaneous emotions that events aroused in me. It was a kind of absence of spiritual touch. In my eyes every object was almost deprived of its definite physical contours; and by dint of this peculiar deficiency, I was never able to produce even the feeblest attempt at drawing; later at school, try as I might, I never could envisage the complex lines of a diagram, although I understood perfectly the purpose of their combination. Yet my visual memory had always been well developed, and to this day I do not know how to reconcile such a glaring contradiction. This was the first of innumerable contradictions that would later plunge me into impotent reverie and reinforce an awareness that I was incapable of penetrating to the very core abstract ideas; and this awareness, in turn, would engender self-doubt. I was for this reason very timid, and my childhood reputation for being insolent could be explained, as indeed several people (my mother, for instance) saw it, by precisely this ardent desire to vanquish a nagging feeling of self-doubt. Later on, I developed a habit of associating with the broadest possible range of people and even elaborated certain rules of intercourse which I almost never transgressed; these consisted in the deployment of several dozen topics of conversation that, to all appearances, were sufficiently complex, but in actual 30fact were exceedingly primitive and accessible to anyone; nevertheless, I always found the essence of these simple concepts, so conventional and inevitable, strange and uninteresting. I never did manage to overcome my own cheap curiosity, however, and took enormous pleasure in provoking certain people to candour. Their humiliating and worthless confessions never aroused what might otherwise have been my rightful and understandable disgust. They should have done, but never did. Perhaps this was because it was rare for me to experience strong negative feelings about anything, so indifferent was I to extraneous events: my oblivious inner existence held an infinitely greater significance for me. When I was a child, at least, this existence was more firmly anchored in the outer world than it was later; but gradually it distanced itself—and in order to return to this dark expanse with its thick, palpable air, I would have to traverse a distance that grew in proportion to the life experience I accrued: that is, put simply, my store of observations and visual or olfactory sensations. Every now and then I would think with horror that, perhaps, at some point in the future, the day would come when I should no longer be able to return to myself and would turn into an animal—and with this thought, a canine head would never fail to appear in my memory, devouring scraps from a rubbish heap. However, 31that perilous convergence of the real and the imaginary, which is what I considered my malady to be, was never far away. Sometimes, during feverish bouts of delirium, I would find myself unable to apprehend my own true existence; a din and clangour would assault my ears, and in the street I would have such difficulty walking, such difficulty as if I, with all my great weight, were struggling to push on through the dense air, through the bleak landscapes of my fantasy, where the startled shadow of my head glided so effortlessly. At such moments memory forsook me. It had always been the least perfect of my faculties—the fact that I could easily memorize whole pages of printed text notwithstanding. It would drape a transparent, glassy web over my recollections and destroy their magnificent quiescence. My emotional memory was immeasurably richer and more potent than my rational one, but never was I able to delve as far back as my original feelings and learn what they were.

         I became conscious of the world and first began to understand its principles when I was six years old; when I was seven, thanks to the relatively large quantity of books that were kept under lock and key, but which I still managed to read in spite of this, I developed the facility to set my thoughts down in writing; it was then that I composed a somewhat long story about a hunter 32of tigers. I have preserved the memory of only one event from my childhood. I was three years old at the time; my parents had briefly returned to Petersburg, which they had left not long before; they expected to remain there for only a short while—something in the way of a fortnight. They stayed there with my grandmother, in her large house on Kabinetskaya Street—the very same in which I was born. The windows of the apartment situated on the third floor gave onto a courtyard. I recall being left alone in the drawing room and feeding my toy bunny a carrot that I had procured from the cook. Suddenly, odd sounds issuing from the courtyard caught my attention. It sounded like a quiet growling, broken occasionally by a metallic ringing that was very subtle but distinct. I went over to the window, but no matter how I strained on tiptoe to catch a glimpse of whatever was making the noise, nothing came of it. I proceeded to wheel a large armchair over to the window, clamber on top of it and from there climb up onto the window ledge. Even now I can see the desolate courtyard below and the two woodcutters moving back and forth in turn, like poorly fashioned mechanical toys. Sometimes they would stop, pausing for breath, whereupon the sound of the suddenly halted and now vibrating saw would reverberate. I watched them as if transfixed and unconsciously 33crawled out of the window. The whole upper half of my body dangled over the courtyard. The woodcutters saw me; they stopped without uttering a word, lifting their heads and looking up. It was the end of September, and I remember suddenly feeling a gust of cold air; my arms, no longer covered by the sleeves that I had pushed back, began to freeze. At that point my mother came into the room. She quietly walked over to the window, picked me up, shut the window—and fainted. The episode is lodged in my memory with exceeding clarity. And I recall now yet another instance, which took place significantly later—both of these memories instantly transport me back to childhood, to that period in time which I am no longer able to comprehend.

         This second incident consisted in the following: after I had learnt to read and write, I read in a little children’s book a story about a village orphan, whom, out of kindness, a teacher took into her school. He helped the caretaker to heat the stove, cleaned the rooms and studied diligently. Then one day the school burnt down and, come winter, the boy was left out on the street in the bitter frost. No other book since has left such an impression on me: I saw this boy before my very eyes, saw his late mother and father and the burnt-out ruins of the schoolhouse; and my grief was so intense that I cried for two full days, 34ate almost nothing and barely slept. My father finally lost his temper and said:

         “See, see what comes of teaching a boy to read so early. He ought to be running about, not reading. Glory be, there’ll be time enough for that. Why on earth do they print stories like that in children’s books?”

         Father died when I was eight years old. I remember how Mother once brought me to see him in hospital. I hadn’t seen him for a month and a half, not since the very onset of his illness, and I was struck by his emaciated face, his black beard and burning eyes. He patted me on the head and, turning to Mother, whispered:

         “Take care of the children.”

         Mother couldn’t bring herself to answer him. Then he added with unusual force:

         “Good God, if only they could tell me that I could be a simple shepherd, just a shepherd, but that I’d live!”

         After that, Mother sent me out of the room. I went out into the garden: the sand crunched beneath my feet; it was hot and bright, and I could see far into the distance. Sitting in the calèche with Mother, I said:

         “Mama, Papa looked quite well. I thought he’d look much worse.”

         She didn’t reply, but only pressed my head to her lap, and like that we rode home. 35

         There was always something inexpressibly delightful about my memories: it was as if I no longer saw or knew what was happening to me beyond the particular moment I was reanimating. I would find myself by turns a cadet, a schoolboy, a soldier—and that was all: everything else would cease to exist. I grew accustomed to living in a past reality that my imagination resurrected. My powers within this past reality were infinite; I submitted to nobody, to the will of none; for hours on end, lying in the garden, I would create fictitious situations for all the people in my life and force them to do as I pleased, and this perpetual amusement of my fantasy gradually formed a habit. Directly, however, came a time in my life when I lost myself; I lost even the ability to recognize myself in the self-portraits that I drew. During this period I read voraciously: I remember the frontispiece in the first volume of Dostoevsky’s collected works. They confiscated this book from me and hid it away, but I broke the glass door to the bookcase and from its great multitude of tomes I extracted the very one with the author’s portrait. I read everything indiscriminately, although I cared little for the books that I was given to read, and I loathed the “Golden Library” series, except for the fairy tales by Andersen and Hauff. At that time my individual existence was almost imperceptible to me. Reading Don Quixote, I would imagine 36everything that happened to him, but the work of my imagination would go on in spite of myself; indeed, it required almost no effort whatsoever. I took no part in the heroic deeds of the Knight of Sorrowful Countenance, nor would I laugh at him or at Sancho Panza; it was as if I were not there at all and Cervantes’s book were being read by somebody else. I believe I could compare this period of concerted reading and development, this epoch of my totally unconscious existence, to the most profound psychic syncope. Only one feeling remained with me, a feeling that ripened in those days and subsequently never left me, one of transparent and distant sorrow, unwarranted and pure. Once, having run away from home and finding myself walking through a reddish-brown field, I spotted in a far-off ravine, glittering in the spring sunlight, a layer of snow that had yet to melt. A delicate white light suddenly rose up before me and seemed so impossibly beautiful that I could have wept with emotion. I made my way towards the spot and reached it several minutes later. Dirty soft snow lay upon the black earth, but it shimmered faintly with a bluish-green light, like a soap bubble. It was nothing like the glittering snow that I had seen from afar. For a long time afterwards, I recalled that snowdrift and the feeling of naïveté and sorrow I experienced then. And several years later, as I read a very 37moving book that was missing its title page, I envisaged that vernal field and the distant snow, and the few steps it had taken for me to see its dirty, melting remnants. “And is there nothing else?” I asked myself. For that was how life then seemed to me: I would live out my allotted years on this earth only to arrive at my final moments and die. But how could this be? Was there nothing else? These were the only stirrings of my soul to happen during this time. Meanwhile, I read foreign writers, saturating myself with the stuff of strange lands and times, and gradually this world became my own: and I came to see no difference between Spanish and Russian settings.

         I awoke from this condition a year later, not long before I was enrolled in the gymnasium. By then all my feelings were familiar to me, and what followed was merely an outward expansion of my knowledge—so insignificant and so inessential. My inner life was beginning to emerge in spite of my immediate circumstances, and all the changes that occurred in it did so in darkness, utterly independent of my marks for behaviour and my punishments or failures at school. Those times of complete self-absorption passed and paled and returned to me but rarely, like bouts of a remitting but incurable disease.

         My father’s family often moved from place to place, not infrequently crossing vast distances. I remember the 38toing and froing, the packing of unwieldy items, and the eternal questions of what exactly had been packed in the trunk containing the silver, and what in the one containing the furs. Father was always cheerful and carefree, while Mother forever wore a look of severity; it was she who took charge of all the packing and travelling. She would glance at her little gold watch, which hung, according to the fashion of the day, on her chest, and was always afraid of being late; and Father would calm her, saying with an expression of surprise:

         “Come now, we still have masses of time.”

         He himself was always late for everything. Whenever faced with the necessity of going away, he would recall the fact three days beforehand and say: well, this time I’m going to be punctual—and without fail, having kissed us goodbye, my younger sister with tears in her eyes, he would return home half an hour later.

         “I simply don’t understand how it could have happened. By my reckoning, I had fourteen whole minutes to spare. There I arrive at the station, only to be told that the train has just pulled out. It’s astonishing.”

         He was forever busying himself with chemical experiments, geographical surveys and social questions. They consumed him so entirely that he often forgot the outside world—as if nothing else existed. Still, there were two 39things that never failed to rouse his interest: fires and hunting. Fires revealed in him an extraordinary energy. He would retrieve whatever he could from a burning building, and, since he was awfully strong, on several occasions he in fact managed to rescue from the flames whole cabinets, which he would carry out on his back. Once, in Siberia, when a house belonging to a certain wealthy merchant was ablaze, he even managed to carry a fireproof safe down a wooden ladder. As it happened, not long before the fire broke out, he had asked this very merchant to lease him one of the apartments in another of his houses, but the latter, upon learning that Father was not a man of business, had refused out of hand. After the fire, the merchant came to see us and asked Father to move into that house—he even brought some gifts with him. Father had forgotten all about the fire by then; he was glad to be of service to anyone, but it was not mere sympathy for those in need that spurred him to action: indeed, he harboured an unfathomable love of fire. Meanwhile, the merchant insisted. “How could I have known that you would rescue my safe?” he kept repeating naïvely. At last Father realized what the merchant was talking about; he lost his temper and sent him packing, with the words: all this is stuff and nonsense, and I’m a busy man. 40

         He relished physical exercise, was a fine gymnast and an indefatigable rider. He always laughed at the “seat” of his two brothers, both officers in the Dragoon Guards, who, as he was wont to say, “never did learn to ride a horse properly, even by the time they passed out of that most equestrian of academies; then again, even as children they never were adept at riding, and only went to that horsey academy of theirs because you didn’t have to study algebra there.” He was a first-rate swimmer, too. At a deep point in the river, he would do a most remarkable thing, the likes of which I never saw again: he would sit, as though on land, and raise his legs so that his body formed an acute angle, and suddenly he would begin to spin like a top. I remember how I would sit naked on the shore and laugh, and later on, clutching Father’s neck, I would cross the river atop his broad, hairy back. Hunting was his passion. Sometimes he would return home on a low, wide sleigh, having painstakingly tracked an animal over the course of a whole day and night—and from the sleigh the glassy, dead eyes of an elk would look up. He hunted bison in the Caucasus, and he would think nothing of travelling several hundred versts just to take up an invitation to go hunting. He was never ill, didn’t know the meaning of fatigue, and would sit in his study—filled, as it was, with cases, flasks and retorts bearing some viscous 41mass—for hours on end, only then to embark on a three-day hunt for wolves. Having slept little, he would return and resume his seat at his writing desk as if nothing had happened. He was possessed of prodigious patience. He spent a whole year’s worth of evenings sculpting from plaster of Paris a relief map of the Caucasus, filled with the minutest of geographical details. One day, after the work was finished, I went into Father’s study; he wasn’t there. The map was sitting on the top shelf of the étagère. I reached up, pulled it towards me, and it came crashing down on the floor, shattering into pieces. Father came to investigate the noise, shot me a look of reproach and said:

         “Kolya, you mustn’t come into the study without my permission.”

         He then sat me on his shoulders and we went to see Mother. He told her that I had broken the map and added: to think, I’ll have to do the map over from scratch. He set to work, and by the end of the second year the map was finished.

         I knew my father but little, although I knew what mattered most about him. He loved music and could spend hours listening to it, never stirring or straying from his chair. The tolling of bells, however, he couldn’t abide. Anything that even in the least reminded him of death remained forever strange and hostile to him; this also 42accounted for his dislike of cemeteries and monuments. I once saw Father very troubled and upset—an extremely rare occurrence. It was in Minsk, when he received news of the death of one of his hunting friends, a poor clerk; I never did know his name. I remember him as a tall man, with a bald patch and colourless eyes, shabbily dressed. He would always grow uncommonly animated talking of partridges, hares and quails; he preferred small game.

         “A wolf—now, that isn’t hunting, Sergei Alexandrovich,” he would tell Father forcefully. “That’s child’s play. Wolves and bears are child’s play.”

         “Whatever do you mean, child’s play?” Father would say indignantly. “And elk? Wild boar? Would you even know a boar if you saw one?”

         “I daresay I wouldn’t, Sergei Alexandrovich. But all the same, as I’ve said, you won’t change my mind.”

         “Well, have it your way.” Father unexpectedly calmed down. “And do you also hold tea to be child’s play?”

         “No, Sergei Alexandrovich.”

         “Well then, let’s have some tea. Seeing as it’s only ever small beers you deal in, let’s see how much tea you can drink.”

         This clerk and the artist Sipovsky were fixtures at our home in Minsk. Sipovsky was a tall old boy with a cross-looking brow, a keeper of borzois and a lover of 43art. He was colossal and broad-shouldered; his pockets were conspicuous for their terrible depth. Once, having come to visit us and finding no one save Nanny and me at home, he fixed me in his steady gaze and abruptly asked:

         “Ever seen a rooster?”

         “Yes.”

         “You aren’t afraid of them?”

         “No.”

         “Watch this.”

         He reached into his pocket and pulled out an enormous live rooster. The bird began scratching its claws on the floor and making circles around the hallway.

         “Why do you have a rooster?” I asked.

         “I’m going to draw it.”

         “But he won’t stand still.”

         “I’ll make him.”

         “No, you won’t.”

         “Oh, yes, I will.”

         We went through to the nursery. Flailing her arms, Nanny shooed the rooster into the room. Holding it with one hand, Sipovsky drew with the other a chalk circle on the floor around it—and, after lurching a couple of times, the rooster, much to my amazement, stood still. Sipovsky sketched it quickly. I recall yet another of his drawings: a hunter, leaning to one side, astride a galloping horse; 44directly in front of him, two borzois pressing on a wolf. The hunter’s face was red and desperate; all four of the horse’s legs were somehow interwoven together. Sipovsky made me a gift of the picture. I adored any illustration of an animal and knew, without ever having seen them, a great many species of wild beasts; what was more, I had read all three volumes of Brehm from cover to cover twice over. Once, while I was reading the second volume of The Life of Animals, Father’s bitch, an English setter, gave birth to a litter. Father gave the blind little pups away to an acquaintance and left himself with a single puppy, the biggest. One evening, around three days later, the clerk paid us a visit.

         “Sergei Alexandrovich,” he said with tears in his voice, without so much as a word of greeting, “have you given away all the pups? Didn’t you spare a thought for me?”

         “I didn’t,” replied Father, his eyes fixed on the floor in embarrassment.

         “So there isn’t a single one left?”

         “There’s one, but he’s mine.”

         “Give him to me, Sergei Alexandrovich.”

         “I cannot.”

         “Sergei Alexandrovich,” said the clerk despairingly, “I’m an honest man. But if you won’t give me the puppy, I’ll have no choice but to steal it.” 45

         “Go ahead and try.”

         “And if I manage to steal it, without your noticing?”

         “Then you’re in luck.”

         “You won’t ask for it back?”

         “I shan’t.”

         When he left, Father laughed and said in delight:

         “Now there’s a huntsman for you. That’s the sort of talk I can understand.”

         He was well contented, and when several days later the pup did disappear, he made a great show of losing his temper and even said that apparently one couldn’t keep anything safe at home—Nanny bolstered him unexpectedly, saying: today it’s a dog, tomorrow it’ll be the samovar they steal—and my sister, who was uncommonly curious, asked Mother: and then the piano, right, Mama? But the pup’s disappearance clearly didn’t aggrieve him in the least. The clerk didn’t show his face for a couple of weeks, but he did turn up later. “How’s the dog?” Father asked. The clerk just smiled broadly, without giving a word of reply. That pup grew remarkably fast. He was called Treasure, and very often when the clerk came to visit us Treasure would come bounding up behind him; we considered him almost a part of the family. Once—it was a sunny autumn day, Father had gone off somewhere and Mother was reading in her room—Treasure 46darted out from behind a corner, panting, his muzzle bloodied; he rushed up to me, started whining, tugged on my trouser leg and dragged me off with him. I went running after him. We passed through the Jewish quarter on the outskirts of the city and into the fields beyond the city limits, and there I saw the clerk lying motionless, face-down on the grass. I prodded him, called his name, peered into his face, but he just lay there. Treasure licked his head, which was encrusted with the blood that had trickled down his disfigured bald patch. The dog sat on its hind legs and began to howl; it would gasp from the howling and whine, and then it would begin howling again. A terribly eerie feeling gripped me. The three of us were alone in the field, there was a light breeze blowing in from the river; a fearsome antique rifle lay alongside the clerk’s body. I don’t recall how I managed to run all the way home. As soon as I saw Father, I told him everything. He frowned and, without so much as a word, galloped off; he had not even had time to unsaddle the horse, for he had only just arrived home. He returned twenty minutes later and explained that the clerk, while clumsily trying to discharge his rifle, had fired a whole buckshot cartridge straight into his forehead. Father was beside himself for several days, neither joked nor laughed, nor did he even caress me. 47At mealtimes he would suddenly stop eating and lose himself in thought.

         “What are you thinking about?” Mother would ask.

         “It’s such a preposterous thing!” he would say. “What a foolish way to die! Now he’s gone—and there’s not a thing to be done about it.”

         Only after some time did he regain his old self and each evening, as he always did, tell the continuation of our never-ending fairy tale: the story of how our whole family voyaged on board a ship that I commanded.

         “We won’t take Mother with us, Kolya,” he would say. “She’s afraid of the sea and will only upset the brave seafarers.”

         “Mama can stay at home,” I agreed.

         “So then, you and I are sailing across the Indian Ocean. Suddenly a storm gets up. You’re the captain, everyone turns to you, awaiting their orders. You calmly give the command. What’s it to be, Kolya?”

         “Lower the lifeboats!” I shouted.

         “Now, hang on, it’s a bit early to go lowering the lifeboats. You say: furl the sails and don’t be afraid.”

         “And they furl the sails,” I continued.

         “Yes, Kolya, they furl the sails.”

         Over the course of my childhood I had made several circumnavigations of the globe, discovered a new 48island, become its ruler, built a railroad across the sea and brought Mama directly to my island in a railway carriage—because Mama was terribly afraid of the sea and was not in the least ashamed to admit it. I grew so accustomed to hearing this fairy tale about our sea voyage every night that when every once in a while something would interrupt it—if Father was out of town, for example—I would be distressed almost to the point of tears. But afterwards, sitting on Father’s knees and glancing from time to time at Mother’s placid face—for she was usually by his side—I experienced true happiness, the sort that only a child or a man possessed of extraordinary spiritual strength can feel. Later, however, the fairy tale ended once and for all: my father fell ill and died.

         Before his death he would say, gasping for breath:

         “Only, please, just bury me without any priests or church rites.”

         But he was buried by a priest all the same: the bells that he so disliked tolled, and in the peaceful cemetery tall weeds grew wild. I kissed the waxen forehead; I was accompanied to the coffin, and my uncle lifted me up since I was too small. That moment when, dangling awkwardly in my uncle’s hands, I peered into the coffin and saw Father’s black beard, moustache and closed eyes was the most terrifying moment of my life. The high vaults of the 49church hummed, aunts’ dresses rustled, and all of a sudden I saw the inhuman, hardened face of my mother. In that fleeting instant I understood everything: an icy feeling of death gripped me, and I succumbed to a morbid delirium, having all at once espied my own end somewhere in the infinite distance—that same fate as my father’s. I should have been glad to die in that very instant, to share in Father’s lot and be together with him. Everything darkened before my eyes. I was brought over to Mother, and her cold hand came to rest atop my head; I looked up at her, but she neither saw me nor knew that I was standing beside her. We returned home from the cemetery directly; the carriage bobbed up and down on its springs, my father’s grave was left behind, the wind danced before me. Further and further on, the horses’ backs silently glide; we arrive home, but Father lies there motionless; I’ve perished with him, and so too my fabulous ship, and the island with the white buildings which I discovered in the Indian Ocean. The air trembled before my eyes; all of a sudden a yellow light flashed ahead of me, an awe-inspiring, bright flame; the blood rushed to my head and I felt dreadful. At home I was put to bed; I had diphtheria.

         
            [image: ]

         

         50The Indian Ocean, a yellow sky above the sea, a black boat slowly cleaving the water. I stand on the bridge, pink birds fly over the stern, and the burning, torrid air rings quietly. I’m sailing aboard my pirate ship, but I’m sailing alone. Where, oh where, is Father? Just then the ship passes along a tree-lined shore; through my telescope I spy among the branches the fleeting figure of Mother’s great ambler and behind it, at a broad, sweeping trot, Father’s black racer. We hoist sail and for a long time sail on, keeping pace with the horses. Suddenly Father turns to me. “Papa, where are you going?” I cry. And his muffled, distant voice answers something unintelligible. “Where?” I ask again. “Captain,” the master says to me, “this man’s being taken to the cemetery.” Sure enough, the empty hearse is travelling along the yellow road without a driver, and the white coffin is gleaming in the sun. “Papa is dead!” I cry. Mother leans over me. Her hair is loose, her cold face terrible and stony.

         “No, Kolya, Papa isn’t dead.”

         “Furl the sails and don’t be afraid,” I command. “A storm’s gathering!”

         “He’s screaming again,” says Nanny.

         But now we are crossing the Indian Ocean, and we drop anchor. Everything sinks into darkness: the sailors are asleep, the white coastal town is asleep, my father 51sleeps in a profound blackness, somewhere not far from me, and just then, the black sails of the Flying Dutchman sweep heavily past our slumbering boat.
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