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            PROLOGUE


         
 

         YOUR EXCELLENCIES, your Highnesses, Lords and Ladies, Citizens!

         
 

         

             


         
 

         What is this Russian Empire of ours?

         
 

         The Russian Empire is in the first place a geographical unit, which is to say: part of a certain planet. And the Russian Empire comprises: first of all—Greater Rus, Lesser Rus, White Rus and Red Rus; secondly—the Georgian, Polish, Kazan and Astrakhan kingdoms; thirdly, it comprises … But—etcetera, etcetera, etcetera.

         
 

         This Russian empire of ours consists of a multitude of cities: metropolitan cities, provincial capitals, regional capitals, cities of no administrative importance; and furthermore—of the Ancient Capital and of the Mother of Russian Cities.

         
 

         The Ancient Capital is Moscow; and the Mother of Russian Cities is Kiev.

         
 

         Petersburg, or Saint Petersburg, or Peter (which is the same thing) belongs properly to the Russian Empire. And Tsargrad, Konstantinograd (or, as people say, Constantinople), belongs by right of inheritance. We will not expatiate further about that.

         
 

         Let us expatiate further about Petersburg: there exists—Petersburg, or Saint Petersburg, or Peter (which is the same thing). On the basis of these same judgements Nevskii Prospect is a Petersburg Prospect.

         
 

         Nevskii Prospect possesses an astonishing quality: it consists of space for the circulation of the public; it is delimited by numbered houses; the numbering proceeds in the order of the houses—and the quest for the required house is greatly facilitated. Nevskii Prospect is, like any other Prospect, a public Prospect; that is to say: a Prospect for the circulation of the public (not of the air, for instance); the houses that form its lateral limits are—ahem … quite so: … for 
the public. In the evenings Nevskii Prospect is illuminated by electricity. In the daytime Nevskii Prospect requires no illumination.

         


         Nevskii Prospect forms a straight line (between ourselves), because it is a European Prospect; and every European Prospect is not merely a Prospect, but (as I have already said) a European Prospect, because … well … yes …

         


         And that is why Nevskii Propsect forms a straight line. 

         


         Nevskii Prospect is a Prospect of no little importance in this—not Russian—metropolitan—city. Other Russian cities consist of a pile of mean little wooden houses. 

         


         And Petersburg is strikingly different from them all. 

         


         If, however, you persist in asserting the quite ridiculous legend to the effect that there exists a population of a million-and-a-half in Moscow—then it will be necessary to concede that Moscow must be the capital, for it is only in capital cities that we find a population of a million-and-a-half; in provincial capitals there is not, never was and never will be a population of a million-and-a-half. And in accordance with that ridiculous legend it transpires that the capital is not Petersburg. 

         


         But if Petersburg is not the capital, then Petersburg does not exist. It merely seems to exist. 

         


         However that may be, Petersburg not only seems, but truly manifests itself—on maps: in the form of two concentric circles with a black point in the middle; and from this mathematical point, which possesses no dimensions, it energetically proclaims that it exists: from there, from that said point, swarms of printed books issue in a torrent; from this invisible point with great momentum issue circulars.

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            CHAPTER ONE


         
 

         In which is told of a certain worthy person, his cerebral play and ephemerality of being.

         
 

         

            Once there was a dreadful time.

            
 

            The memory of it is not stale.

            
 

            It is of this, my friends, that I

            
 

            Will now commence for you my tale—

            
 

            A sad one will my story be.

            
 

            A Pushkin


         
 

         
Apollon Apollonovich Ableukhov

         
 

         APOLLON APOLLONOVICH ABLEUKHOV was of exceedingly venerable stock: he had Adam for his ancestor. And that is not the main thing: incomparably more important here is the fact that a high-born ancestor of his was Shem, that is to say, the very progenitor of the Semitic, Hessitic and red-skinned peoples.

         
 

         Here we shall make a transition to ancestors of less distant times.
 

         These ancestors (so it appears) had their dwelling in the Kirgiz-Kaisak Horde, from where, in the reign of Empress Anna Ioannovna, Mirza Ab-Lai, the senator’s great-great-grandfather, valiantly entered the service of Russia, receiving at his baptism the Christian name Andrei and the sobriquet Ukhov. Thus the Armorial of the Russian Empire discourses upon this descendant scion of the Mongol race. For the sake of brevity Ablai-Ukhov was later turned into simply Ableukhov.
 

         This great-great-grandfather, it is said, proved to be the source of the line.
 

         

             


         
 

         A grey, gold-braided servant was dusting the writing desk with a feather duster; a cook’s cap peeped in at the open door.

         
 

         “The master’s up, you know …”
 

         “He’s rubbing himself with eau de cologne, soon be down for coffee …”
 

         “The postman this morning said there was a letter for the master—from Spain: with a Spanish stamp on.”
 

         “Let me tell you something: you shouldn’t be sticking your nose into letters so much …”
 

         “I suppose Anna Petrovna …”
 

         “You suppose, do you …”
 

         “I was just saying … What’s it to do with me …”
 

         The cook’s head suddenly vanished. Apollon Apollonovich Ableukhov strode through into the study.
 

         

             


         
 

         A pencil lying on the desk seized Apollon Apollonovich’s attention. Apollon Apollonovich conceived the intention of giving the pencil’s point acuteness of form. Swiftly he walked up to the desk and grasped … a paperweight, which he twisted around in deep thought for a long time, before realizing that in his hands was a paperweight, and not a pencil.
 

         His absent-mindedness arose from the fact that at that moment he had been struck by a profound idea; and at once, at this inopportune time, it extended into a far-reaching train of thought (Apollon Apollonovich was hurrying to the Establishment). His Diary, which was to appear in the periodical press in the year of his death, became longer by a page.

         
 

         Apollon Apollonovich quickly wrote down his extended train of thought: once it was written down, he thought: “It’s time to go to the office.” And he passed through into the dining room to take his coffee.
 

         Before doing so he set about interrogating his old valet with a certain unpleasant persistence:
 

         “Is Nikolai Apollonovich up yet?”
 

         “No, indeed, sir: he hasn’t got up yet …”
 

         Apollon Apollonovich rubbed the bridge of his nose in displeasure:

         
 

         “Hmm … tell me: when does—tell me—Nikolai Apollonovich, as it were …”

         
 

         “He gets up quite late, sir …”
 

         “Well, how late?”
 

         And at once, without waiting for a reply, he strode through for his coffee, with a glance at his watch.
 

         It was precisely half-past-nine.
 

         At ten o’clock he, an old man, would leave for the Establishment. Nikolai Apollonovich, a young man, would rise from his bed—a couple of hours later. Every morning the senator inquired about the hour of his waking. And every morning he frowned.
 

         Nikolai Apollonovich was the senator’s son.
 

         In short, he was the head of a certain Establishment
 

         Apollon Apollonovich Ableukhov had distinguished himself by acts of valour; more than one star had fallen on to his gold-embroidered breast; the stars of Stanislav and Anna: even the White Eagle.
 

         The ribbon he wore was a blue ribbon.
 

         And recently from a red lacquered box the rays of bejewelled insignia had come to gleam on this receptacle of patriotic feelings, that is to say, the insignia of the Order of Alexander Nevskii.
 

         What then was the social station of this person who has arisen from non-existence?
 

         I think that is a somewhat unseemly question: the whole of Russia knew Ableukhov from the exquisite prolixity of the speeches he uttered; these speeches glittered without exploding and soundlessly spread poisons over the opposing party, as a result of which that party’s proposal was rejected in the appropriate place. Since Ableukhov had been installed in that responsible post the ninth department had been inactive. Apollon Apollonovich had conducted relentless hostilities with that department by means of papers and, where necessary, of speeches, facilitating the import into Russia of American reaping-machines (the ninth department was not in favour of their import). The senator’s speeches flew round all the regions and provinces, some of which in spatial terms yield nothing to Germany.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich was the head of an Establishment: you know … that one … what’s it called?

         
 

         In short, he was head of an Establishment with which you are certainly familiar.
 

         If one were to compare the emaciated, utterly unimpressive figure of my venerable statesman with the immeasurable immensity of the mechanisms he directed, one might well surrender to a long bout of naïve wonderment; but then—absolutely everyone did wonder at the explosion of mental forces that issued from this cranium in defiance of the whole of Russia, in defiance of the majority of departments, with the exception of one: but it was nearly two years now since the head of that department had by the will of fate fallen silent beneath his tombstone.
 

         My senator had just reached the age of sixty-eight; and his face was redolent in its pallor both of a grey paperweight (in solemn moments)—and of papier-mâché (in leisure hours); the senator’s stony eyes, surrounded by a green-black cavity, seemed in moments of fatigue to be yet bluer and more huge.
 

         On our own account we will add: Apollon Apollonovich was not in the least discomposed by the contemplation of his own ears, completely green, magnified to immensity, on the bloody background of a burning Russia. That was how he had recently been depicted: on the title page of a humorous little gutter-rag, one of those yid magazines, whose blood-red covers in those days were multiplying with astounding speed on the city Prospects that teemed with folk.

         
 

         North-East
 

         In the oak-panelled dining room the wheezing of a clock could be heard; with a bow and a hiss a little grey cuckoo cuckooed; at that signal from the antique cuckoo Apollon Apollonovich took his seat before his porcelain cup and broke off warm crusts of white bread. And at his coffee Apollon Apollonovich recalled his past years; and at his coffee he would—even, even—make jokes:
 

         “Who, Semyonych, do people defer to most?”
 

         “I presume, Apollon Apollonovich, that people defer most of all to an Actual Privy Councillor.”
 

         Apollon Apollonovich smiled with his lips only.

         
 

         “You presume wrongly: people defer most of all to a chimneysweep …”
 

         The valet already knew how the joke ended: but out of deference he kept quiet about it.
 

         “Why, if I may be so bold as to ask, sir, does a chimney-sweep enjoy such honour?”
 

         “People stand aside, Semyonych, for an Actual Privy Councillor …”
 

         “I presume so, your Excellency …”
 

         “But a chimney-sweep … Even an Actual Privy Councillor will stand aside for him, because: the chimney-sweep will dirty him.”
 

         “So that’s how it is, sir,” the valet interposed deferentially …
 

         “That’s it: only there is one profession people defer to even more …”
 

         And he immediately added:
 

         “A lavatory attendant …”
 

         “Ugh! …”
 

         “A chimney-sweep will stand aside for him, not only an Actual Privy Councillor …”
 

         And—a sip of coffee. But let us note: Apollon Apollonovich was himself an Actual Privy Councillor.
 

         “There was another thing, Apollon Apollonovich, sir: Anna Petrovna used to say to me …”
 

         But at the words “Anna Petrovna” the grey-haired valet stopped short.
 

         

             


         
 

         “The grey coat, sir?”
 

         “The grey coat …”
 

         “The grey gloves, too, sir, I presume?”
 

         “No, I’ll have the suede gloves …”
 

         “If you would be so good as to wait a moment, your Excellency; the gloves are in the chiffonier: shelf B—North-East.”
 

         Only once had Apollon Apollonovich entered into the trivia of life: one day he had conducted a review of his inventory; his inventory had been sequentially catalogued and a nomenclature established for all the shelves, large and small; shelves had appeared by letter: A, B, C; and the four sides of the shelves had assumed the designation of the four points of the compass.

         
 

         When he put his spectacles away, Apollon Apollonovich would note in his register in fine, minute handwriting: spectacles, shelf B and NE, that is to say, North-East: a copy of the register was also received by the valet, who memorised the compass-bearings of the appurtenances of the inestimable toilet; sometimes during insomnia he would recite these compass-bearings unerringly by heart.
 

         

             


         
 

         In the lacquered house the storms of life took their course quietly; nevertheless the storms of life here took their course calamitously: they did not thunder with events; they did not shine a cleansing light into the inhabitants’ hearts with arrows of lightning; but from a hoarse throat they wrung the air in a torrent of poisonous fluids; and in the consciousness of the inhabitants cerebral games swirled round, like dense gases in hermetically sealed jars.
 

         Grocer, grow, sir
 

         A cold long-legged bronze sculpture rose up from the table: the lampshade did not gleam with its delicate decoration of a purple-pink hue: the nineteenth century had lost the secret of that colour; the glass had darkened with time; the delicate decoration had darkened with time too.

         
 

         On all sides the gold pier glasses between the windows swallowed the drawing room into the green-hued surfaces of their mirrors; there one was crowned by the wing of a golden-cheeked cupid; and over there the laurels and roses of a golden wreath were pierced by the heavy flames of torches. On all sides there glittered mother-of-pearl encrusted tables between the pier glasses.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich quickly threw open the door, resting his hand on the cut-glass doorknob; his footsteps resounded on the gleaming blocks of the parquet floor; on all sides clustered a profusion of porcelain knick-knacks; they had brought these knick-knacks back from Venice, Anna Petrovna and he, thirty years ago. Memories of a misty lagoon, a gondola and an aria, sobbing in the distance, flashed inopportunely through the senator’s head …
 

         He immediately turned his gaze to the piano.

         
 

         From its polished, yellow lid the leaves of bronze incrustations gleamed forth; and again (importunate memory!) Apollon Apollonovich remembered: a white Petersburg night; through the windows the wide river running; and the moon standing there; and a Chopin roulade pealing out: he remembered—it was Chopin that Anna Petrovna used to play, not Schumann.

         
 

         The leaves of incrustations gleamed forth—mother-of-pearl and bronze—on little boxes, and little shelves protruding from the walls. Apollon Apollonovich settled himself in an Empire armchair, on the pale-blue satin seat of which little wreaths were entwined, and from a Chinese tray he grasped with his hand a sheaf of unopened letters: his bald head bent towards the envelopes. While waiting for the servant with his invariable “The horses are ready”, he immersed himself here, before leaving for his office, in reading the morning’s mail.
 

         He did just the same today.
 

         And the envelopes were torn open: envelope after envelope; an ordinary one, bought at the post office—the stamp stuck on crooked, indecipherable handwriting.
 

         “Hmm … Yes, yes, yes: very well …”
 

         And the envelope was carefully secreted.
 

         “Hmm … A petition …”
 

         “One petition after another …”
 

         The envelopes were torn open carelessly; that one—in due course, later: some time …
 

         An envelope made of heavyweight grey paper—sealed, with a coat of arms, without a stamp and with an imprint on the sealing wax.
 

         “Hmm … Count W … What is this? … Asking me to receive him in the Establishment … On a personal matter …”
 

         “Hmm … Aha! …”
 

         Count W, the head of the ninth department, was an opponent of the senator’s and an enemy of farmstead husbandry.
 

         Then … A miniature, pale pink envelope; the senator’s hand faltered; he recognised this handwriting—it was Anna Petrovna’s; he examined the Spanish stamp, but did not open the envelope:
 

         “Hmm … money …”
 

         “The money’s been sent, hasn’t it?”
 

         “The money will be sent!! …”

         
 

         “Hmm … make a note …”
 

         Apollon Apollonovich, thinking he had taken hold of a pencil, pulled out of his waistcoat an ivory nail brush and made to jot down with it “Return to sender”, when …
 

         “? …”
 

         “They’re ready, sir …”
 

         Apollon Apollonovich raised his bald head and walked out of the room.
 

         

             


         
 

         On the walls hung pictures, shimmering with the lustre of oils: only with difficulty was it possible to make out through the lustre French women reminiscent of Greek women, in the close-fitting tunics of the distant time of the Directoire and with towering coiffures.
 

         Above the piano hung a reduced copy of David’s picture The Distribution of the Eagle Standards. The picture depicted the great Emperor in a wreath and a robe of purple and ermine; the Emperor Napoleon was stretching out his hand to a plumed gathering of marshals; his other hand was clutching a metal staff; on the top of the staff was perched a heavy eagle.

         
 

         The drawing room’s magnificence was cold on account of the total absence of rugs: the parquet gleamed; if the sun lit it up for a moment, you would screw up your eyes willy-nilly. The drawing room’s hospitality was cold.
 

         But senator Ableukhov made a principle of it.
 

         Its imprint was felt: in the owner, in the statues, in the servants, even in the dark stripy bulldog that lived somewhere near the kitchen; in this house everyone felt ill at ease, yielding to the parquet, the pictures and the statues, smiling in embarrassment and swallowing their words: bowing obsequiously, rushing to meet one another—on this echoing parquet; cracking their cold fingers in an access of fruitless obsequiousness.
 

         Since Anna Petrovna’s departure: the drawing room was silent, the piano lid was lowered: roulades pealed out no more.
 

         Yes—concerning Anna Petrovna, or (to put it more simply) concerning the letter from Spain: hardly had Apollon Apollonovich gone striding past, when two boisterous servant-boys began to chatter briskly.

         
 

         “He didn’t read the letter …”
 

         “Well he wouldn’t, would he …”
 

         “Will he send it back?”
 

         “Looks like it …”
 

         “What a heart of stone, may the Lord forgive me …”
 

         “You’d better be more mindful of the proper way to talk, I can tell you.”
 

         

             


         
 

         As Apollon Apollonovich went down into the entrance-hall, his grey-haired valet, also on the way down to the entrance-hall, glanced from below at the venerable ears and clutched in his hand his snuffbox, a present from the minister.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich stopped on the staircase, trying to find a word:
 

         “Hmm … Listen …”
 

         “Your Excellency?”
 

         Apollon Apollonovich searched for a suitable word:
 

         “What in general—yes—does he … does he … do with himself …”
 

         “? …”
 

         “Nikolai Apollonovich.”
 

         “Nothing in particular, Apollon Apollonovich, he’s well …”
 

         “Anything else?”
 

         “The same as ever: he chooses to lock himself in and read books.”
 

         “Books, then?”
 

         “Then he walks around his rooms, sir …”
 

         “Walks—yes, yes … And? … And? How?”
 

         “He walks … In his dressing gown!”
 

         “Reading, walking … I see … What else?”
 

         “Yesterday he was expecting a visit from …”
 

         “A visit from whom?”
 

         “From a costumier …”
 

         “What costumier might that be?”
 

         “Just a costumier, sir …”
 

         “Hm-hm … Whatever for?”

         
 

         “I presume he’s going to a ball …”
 

         

             


         
 

         “Aha—I see: going to a ball …”
 

         Apollon Apollonovich rubbed the bridge of his nose: his face lit up with a smile and suddenly became an old man’s:
 

         “Are you from the country?”
 

         “Yes, indeed, sir!”
 

         “Then—you know—you must have been a grocer.”
 

         “?”
 

         “What did you grow in the country?”
 

         “Grow, sir?”
 

         “There you are, you see …”
 

         Taking his top hat, Apollon Apollonovich passed through the open door.
 

         The carriage flew off into the mist
 

         Fine rain sprinkled the streets and Prospects, the pavements and the roofs; it spattered down in cold rivulets from the tin drainpipes.
 

         The fine rain sprinkled the passers-by: it bestowed influenza upon them; along with the fine dust of the rain colds and influenza crept under the upturned collars: of schoolboy, student, civil servant, officer, nondescript; and the nondescript (the man-in-the-street, so to speak) looked around in anguish; and gazed at the Prospect with his worn grey face; he circulated in the infinity of the Prospects, overcame infinity, without complaint—in an infinite flow of others like himself—amidst the rush, the roar, the tremor, the horse-cabs, listening to the tuneful voice of the motor cars’ roulades in the distance and the swelling rumble of the red and yellow trams (a rumble which later died away again), in the incessant clamour of the lusty newspaper vendors.
 

         From one infinity he ran into another; then he stumbled upon the Embankment; this was where everything came to an end: the tuneful voice of the motor cars’ roulades, the red and yellow trams and every kind of nondescript; this was the edge of the world and the end of infinity.

         
 

         But over there, over there: depth, a turbid greenish bilge; far, far away, further than it seemed was right, the islands had sunk down in fear and were lying low; the earth was lying low; and the buildings were lying low; it seemed—the waters would sink down, and upon them at that moment would come surging: depth, a turbid greenish bilge; and above this greenish bilge thundered and shuddered, running away over there in the mist, the black, black Nikolaevskii Bridge.

         
 

         On this louring Petersburg morning the heavy doors of a magnificent yellow house were thrown open: the yellow house’s windows looked out on to the Neva. A clean-shaven servant with gold braid on his lapels rushed out of the entrance-hall to make signs to the coachman. Dappled grey horses lurched towards the entrance; they pulled up to it a carriage on which were traced the arms of an ancient noble family: a unicorn piercing a knight.
 

         A sprightly constable who was passing the entrance porch lost his wits and stood to attention when Apollon Apollonovich in his grey coat and his tall black top hat, with his stony face redolent of a paperweight, ran quickly out of the entrance and more quickly still mounted the footboard of his carriage, pulling on a black suede glove as he did so.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich Ableukhov cast a momentary, puzzled glance at the constable, at the carriage, at the coachman, at the big black bridge, and at the expanse of the Neva, where the misty, many-chimneyed distances were so faintly outlined, and from where Vasilevskii Island cast a fearful glance.
 

         The grey servant hastily slammed the carriage door. The carriage flew off into the mist full-tilt; and the constable who had chanced by, shaken by all he had seen, gazed for a long, long time over his shoulder into the grimy mist—where the carriage had flown off full-tilt; and he sighed, and went his way; soon this constable’s shoulder, too, was hidden in the mist, just as all shoulders, all backs, all grey faces and all wet, black umbrellas were hidden in the mist The venerable servant also had a look in that direction, he looked to the right, and to the left, and at the bridge and the expanse of the Neva, where the misty, many-chimneyed distances were so faintly outlined, and from where Vasilevskii Island cast a fearful glance.
 

         Here, at the very beginning, I have to interrupt the thread of my narration, in order to introduce the reader to the location of a certain drama. In advance I must correct an inaccuracy that has crept in; it is not the fault of the author, but of the author’s pen: at this time trams were not yet running through the city: the year was nineteen hundred and five.

         
 

         Squares, parallelepipeds, cubes
 

         “Gee-up, Gee-up …”
 

         That was the coachman’s fitful call.
 

         And the carriage spattered mud in all directions.
 

         Over there, where there was nothing but a misty dampness hanging, first there appeared as a faint intimation, then there descended from the sky to the earth—grimy, grey-black St Isaac’s; another intimation took on a clear outline: the equestrian statue of Emperor Nikolai; the metallic Emperor was in the uniform of the Life-Guards; at his foot a grenadier of the Nikolaevskii regiment emerged from the mist with his furry cap and disappeared back into it.
 

         The carriage, however, flew on to the Nevskii Prospect.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich rocked on the satin cushions of his seat; he was separated from the grime of the street by four perpendicular walls; thus was he detached from the crowds of people flowing by, from the red covers of the magazines, offered for sale at a crossing and becoming disconsolately drenched.
 

         System and symmetry soothed the senator’s nerves, which were upset both by the unevenness of his domestic life and by the impotent rotation of our wheel of state.
 

         His tastes were marked by a harmonious simplicity.
 

         Most of all he loved the rectilinear Prospect; this Prospect reminded him of the flux of time between two points in life; and of another thing too: all other cities consist of a cluster of wooden houses, and Petersburg is astonishingly different from all of them.
 

         The wet, slippery Prospect: the cubes of houses there were joined together into a systematic, five-storey row: this row differed from the line of life in one respect only: this row had neither end nor beginning; what was the middle of life’s journey for this bearer of bejewelled insignia had for so many high officials turned out to be the end of their life’s path.
 

         Inspiration took possession of the senator’s soul every time his lacquered cube cut through the Nevskii like an arrow: there, outside the window, the numbering of the houses could be seen; and circulation took place; there in the distance, far, far away, on bright days a golden spire gleamed blindingly, and clouds, and crimson rays of sunset; there on cloudy days—there was nothing, nobody.

         
 

         Over there were the Lines: the Neva, the islands. Surely in those distant days when out of the mossy marshes high roofs and masts and spires rose up, piercing the dank, greenish mist with their points—
 

         

            —the Flying Dutchman on his shadowy sails came winging to Petersburg from far away in the leaden expanses of the Baltic and German seas, to raise here as an illusion his misty lands and give the name of islands to a wave of scudding clouds; for two hundred years the Dutchman lit the hellish lights of drinking-dens, and the Christian people thronged and thronged into the hellish drinking-dens, spreading putrid pestilence …


         
 

         The dark shadows receded. But the hellish drinking dens were left. Long years the Christian people caroused here with the ghost: a bastard race arose from the islands—neither men nor shadows—settling on the border between two alien worlds.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich did not like the islands: the population there were factory folk, vulgar; a thousands-strong swarm of people strolls along the streets of a morning to the many-chimneyed factories; and now he knew too that revolvers were in circulation there; and other things too. Apollon Apollonovich reflected: the inhabitants of the islands were reckoned among the population of the Russian Empire; the general census had been introduced for them too; they too had numbered houses, police stations, official Establishments; an inhabitant of the islands might be a solicitor, a writer, a worker, a police officer; he regards himself as a Petersburger, but as a resident of chaos, he threatens the capital of the Empire in a scudding cloud …
 

         Apollon Apollonovich did not wish to continue this thought: the restless islands should be crushed, crushed! Chained to the earth with the iron of a huge bridge and pinned on all sides with the arrows of the Prospects …
 

         And now, gazing dreamily into the limitless mists, the statesman suddenly expanded in all directions from the black cube of the carriage and began to hover above it; he wanted the carriage to fly onwards, the Prospects to come flying to meet them—Prospect after Prospect, he wanted the whole spherical surface of the planet to be embraced, as though by the coils of a snake, by the grey-black cubes of houses; he wanted the whole earth, compressed by Prospects, in its linear cosmic course to intersect with the immeasurable in accordance with a rectilinear law; he wanted a network of parallel Prospects, intersected by a network of Prospects, to spread out into the abysses of interstellar space in planes of squares and cubes: a square to each man-in-the-street, he wanted … he wanted …

         
 

         After the line, of everything symmetrical the figure that soothed him most was the square.
 

         He would give himself over for long periods to the unreflecting contemplation of: pyramids, triangles, parallelepipeds, cubes, trapezoids. Disquiet took hold of him only at the contemplation of a truncated cone.
 

         Zigzag lines he could not bear.
 

         Here, in his carriage, Apollon Apollonovich for long periods delighted without reflection in the quadrilateral walls, sitting in the centre of a perfect black cube, upholstered in satin: Apollon Apollonovich was born for solitary confinement; it was only his love for the plane geometry of state that had clothed him in the many facets of responsible office.
 

         

             


         
 

         The wet, slippery Prospect was intersected by a wet Prospect at a ninety-degree angle; at the point of the lines’ intersection stood a policeman …
 

         And houses of exactly the same kind towered up there, and grey streams of people of exactly the same kind passed by there, and exactly the same kind of yellow-green mist was hanging there. Faces ran by in deep concentration; the pavements whispered and clicked their heels; they were scraped by galoshes; the nose of a man-inthe-street floated solemnly by. Noses flowed by in their multitudes: aquiline noses, noses like ducks’ or like cockerels’, greenish ones, white ones; and a lack of nose flowed by here too. People on their own flowed by here, couples, groups of three or four; bowler hat after bowler hat; bowlers, feathers, caps; caps, caps, feathers; tricorn, top hat, cap; scarf, umbrella, feather.

         
 

         But parallel to this receding Prospect was another receding Prospect with just the same series of boxes, the same numbering, the same clouds; and with the same civil servant.
 

         There is an infinity in the infinity of receding Prospects with the infinity of intersecting shadows receding into infinity. The whole of Petersburg is the infinity of the Prospect raised to the power of n.
 

         But beyond Petersburg—there is nothing.
 

         The inhabitants of the islands astound you
 

         The inhabitants of the islands astound you with some thievish tricks they have; their faces are greener and paler than those of any other earth-born creature; an islander—a man of uncertain status, with a little moustache, perhaps—can squeeze through a keyhole; and before you know it he’s touched you for a contribution to the arming of the factory workers; he starts chattering, and whispering, and chuckling: and you give him some money; and then you won’t any longer be able to sleep at night; your room will start chattering, and whispering, and chuckling: that’s him, an inhabitant of the islands—a stranger with a little black moustache, fugitive, invisible, he’s not there at all; he’s away in the provinces; and just you watch—the distant backwoods, out there in the spaces, will start chattering and chuckling; out there in the distant backwoods—Russia itself will start chattering and roaring.
 

         It was the last day of September.
 

         On Vasilevskii Island, in the depths of the Seventeenth Line a huge grey house peered out of the mist; from the yard a dark, grimy staircase led into the house: there were doors and doors; one of them opened.
 

         A stranger with a little black moustache appeared on the threshold.
 

         Then, closing the door, the stranger began to descend; he was coming down from the height of five storeys, stepping carefully on the stairs; in his hand swung a package, not a small one exactly, but not a very big one either, wrapped in a dirty napkin with a red fringe of faded pheasants.
 

         My stranger treated the package with exquisite caution.

         
 

         The staircase was, of course, the back staircase, and was littered with cucumber skins and a much-trodden cabbage leaf. The stranger with the little black moustache slipped upon it.
 

         Then with one hand he grabbed hold of the banister, while the other (with the package) described in dismay a nervous zigzag in the air; but the describing of the zigzag related properly to his elbow: my stranger evidently wished to protect the package from a vexing mishap—from a violent fall on to the stone step, for the movement of his elbow revealed a truly deft acrobatic feat: some instinct prompted this delicate dexterity.
 

         Then when he met the caretaker, who was ascending the stairs with a load of aspen wood over his shoulder and blocking the way, the stranger with the little black moustache began with redoubled intensity to display once again a delicate concern for the welfare of his package, which was in danger of getting caught against a log; the objects contained in the package must have been objects of especial fragility.
 

         Otherwise my stranger’s behaviour would not have been comprehensible.

         
 

         When the significant stranger descended cautiously to the outer door, a black cat at his feet snorted, and crossed his path with its tail in the air, dropping at the stranger’s feet a chicken’s entrails; my stranger’s face twisted convulsively; his head, though, was thrown back nervously, revealing his delicate neck.
 

         Such movements were characteristic of young ladies in olden times, when young ladies of those days began to feel thirsty: a way of confirming by an extraordinary gesture the interesting pallor of their faces, which was imparted by the drinking of vinegar and the sucking of lemons.
 

         And just such gestures sometimes mark our young contemporaries, exhausted by insomnia. The stranger suffered from such insomnia: the smell of tobacco that impregnated his residence indicated as much; the bluish shade of the tender skin of his face bore witness to the same—skin so tender that had my stranger not been the owner of a moustache, you might well have taken him for a young lady in disguise.
 

         Here the stranger is—in the yard, a quadrangle asphalted all over and confined on all sides by a five-storeyed colossus with many windows. In the middle of the yard damp lengths of aspen wood were piled; and from here a piece of the Seventeenth Line could be seen too, whistled at by the wind.

         
 

         Lines!
 

         Only in you does there remain a memory of the Petersburg of Peter.
 

         It was Peter who once upon a time drew parallel lines across the marshes; those lines grew a casing of granite or stone, or perhaps a wooden fence. Not a trace is left in Petersburg of Peter’s regular lines; Peter’s lines turned into the lines of a later epoch: into the rounded line of Catherine’s time, or the Alexandrine structure of white stone colonnades.
 

         Only here, among the colossi, are any of Peter’s little houses left; there’s a log house over there; and there is a green one; there a blue one, single-storeyed, with a bright red sign saying ‘Eating-house’. It was exactly houses like that that used to be scattered here in ancient times. Various smells still strike the nose directly here: there’s a smell of sea salt, herring, hawsers, leather jackets, pipes, and tarpaulin by the shore.

         
 

         Lines!
 

         How they have changed: how these severe days have changed them!
 

         The stranger recalled to mind: in the window of that gleaming little house over there on a summer evening in June an old woman was sucking her teeth; from August the window was closed; in September a brocaded coffin was brought.
 

         He thought how life was becoming more expensive and that working people would soon have nothing to eat; that from the bridge over there Petersburg was plunging the arrows of its Prospects into the islands along with a horde of stone giants; that horde of giants would soon bury in their attics and cellars, shamelessly and flagrantly, all the poor of the islands.
 

         My stranger from the island had long since come to hate Petersburg: over there Petersburg rose up in a wave of clouds; and buildings hovered there; and someone malicious and dark, whose breath clamped firmly in the ice of granite and of stone the once green and rippling islands, seemed to hover above the buildings; someone dark, ominous and cold stared with stony gaze from the howling chaos over there, and beat his bat-like wings, hovering dementedly; he lashed out at the poor of the islands with an authoritative utterance, standing out—with skull and ears—against the mist; that was how someone had recently been depicted on the cover of a magazine.

         
 

         The stranger clenched his fist in his pocket as he thought all this; he remembered a circular and remembered that the leaves were falling: my stranger knew it all by heart. These fallen leaves—for how many they would be the last leaves: my stranger became a bluish shadow.
 

         

             


         
 

         For our own part we will say: O, Russian people, Russian people! Do not let the crowds of slippery shadows come over from the islands! Beware of the islanders! They have the right to settle freely in the Empire: for that purpose black and grey bridges have been thrown across the waters of Lethe to the islands. They ought to be dismantled …
 

         Too late …
 

         The police had no thought of dismantling the Nikolaveskii bridge; dark shadows thronged across the bridge; one of the shadows in the throng that crossed the bridge was the shadow of the stranger. In his hand swung a package, not a small one exactly, but not a very big one either.
 

         Catching sight of him, they opened wide, they shone, they flashed
 

         In the greenish light of the Petersburg morning, in a protective ‘or so it seems’, a quite ordinary phenomenon was also circulating before senator Ableukhov: an atmospheric phenomenon—a stream of people; people here became dumb; the streams of them, scurrying like waves breaking on the shore, thundered and roared; the ordinary ear did not register at all that this surge of people was a surge of thunder.
 

         Welded together into one by an optical illusion, the stream broke down into the segments of the stream: segment after segment flowed by; every segment could be surmised to distance itself from every other, like one planetary system from another; the relation of neighbour to neighbour was much like the relation of a pencil of rays from the firmament to the retina, which carries to the brain centre along the telegraph of the nerves a vague, astral, flickering message.

         
 

         The aged senator communicated with the crowd that flowed before him by means of wires (telegraph and telephone wires); and the flood of shadows was presented to his consciousness as a message that flowed peacefully beyond the compass of the world. Apollon Apollonovich thought: about the stars, about the incoherence of the thunderous stream flowing past; and, rocking on his black cushion, he tried to calculate the power of the light received from Saturn.
 

         All at once …
 

         —his face wrinkled and was convulsed by a tic; his stony eyes, ringed with blue, rolled upwards in a spasm; his hands, clothed in black suede, flew up to the level of his chest, as though he were defending himself with his arms. His body was thrown back, and his top hat, striking the side of the carriage, fell on to his knees from his bared head …
 

         The involuntary nature of the senator’s demeanour was not subject to an ordinary interpretation; the senator’s code of conduct did not anticipate anything of that nature …
 

         As he contemplated the flowing silhouettes—bowlers, feathers, caps, caps, caps, feathers—Apollon Apollonovich likened them to points in the firmament; but one of those points, breaking loose from its orbit, rushed with dizzying speed straight at him, taking on the form of a huge, crimson sphere, that is to say, I mean:—
 

         —as he contemplated the flowing silhouettes (caps, caps, feathers), among those caps, feathers and bowlers Apollon Apollonovich caught sight, at the corner, of a pair of wild eyes: the eyes expressed one impermissible quality: the eyes recognised the senator; and, recognising him, went wild; maybe the eyes had been waiting for him at the corner; and, catching sight of him, they opened wide, they shone, they flashed.
 

         This crazed glance was a glance cast with full awareness and it belonged to a man of uncertain status with a little black moustache, wearing a coat with its collar raised; as he later immersed himself in the details of the occurrence Apollon Apollonovich intuited, rather than remembered, another thing: the man of uncertain status was holding in his right hand a package wrapped in a wet napkin.
 

         The matter was so simple: squeezed in by the stream of horse-cabs, the carriage had stopped at a crossroads (a policeman there had raised his white baton); the stream of men of uncertain status walking past, squeezed by the flood of cabs up against the stream of those flying at right angles to it, crossing the Nevskii—this stream now simply pressed itself up against the senator’s carriage, destroying the illusion that he, Apollon Apollonovich, as he flew along the Nevskii, was flying at a distance of billions of versts from that human myriapod which was trampling the selfsame Prospect: disconcerted, Apollon Apollonovich moved right up to the windows of the carriage, and saw that he was separated from the crowd by no more than a thin wall and a four-inch space; then he caught sight of the man of uncertain status; and began to examine him calmly; there was something about that unimposing figure that was worthy to be noticed; and no doubt a physiognomist, chancing to meet that figure in the street, would have stopped in astonishment: and afterwards would have recalled at odd moments that face he’d seen; the peculiarity of its expression lay simply in the difficulty of attributing that face to any of the existing categories—nothing else …

         
 

         This observation would have flashed through the senator’s head, if his observation had lasted another second; but it did not last. The stranger raised his eyes and—through the mirror-like glass of the carriage, at a four-inch distance from himself, he saw not a face, but … a skull in a top hat and a huge pale-green ear.
 

         In the same quarter of a second the senator saw in the stranger’s eyes—that same unbounded chaos, out of which the misty, many-chimneyed distance and Vasilevskii Island had immemorially surveyed the senator’s house.

         
 

         That was when the stranger’s eyes had opened wide, and shone, and flashed; and that was when, through the window, separated by a four-inch space and the wall of the carriage, arms had been thrown up swiftly to cover eyes.
 

         The carriage flew on: and with it Apollon Apollonovich flew on into those damp expanses; over there—on bright days there rose in beauty—a golden spire, clouds and a crimson sunset; over there today—billows of grimy mists.
 

         There, in the billows of grimy smoke, as he leant back against the carriage wall, his eyes saw nothing else: billows of grimy smoke; his heart began to beat faster; it expanded, expanded, expanded; in his chest the sensation was born of a growing, crimson sphere, on the point of exploding and bursting into pieces.

         
 

         Apollon Apollonovich Ableukhov suffered from dilation of the heart.
 

         All of this lasted a moment.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich, mechanically replacing his top hat and holding his black suede-clad hand to his galloping heart, once again gave himself over to his beloved contemplation of cubes, in order to come to terms, calmly and rationally, with what had happened.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich glanced once more out of the carriage: what he saw now obliterated what had been before: the wet, slippery Prospect; wet, slippery flagstones, gleaming feverishly this September day.
 

         

             


         
 

         The horses stopped. A policeman saluted. Through the glass of the entrance, under the bearded caryatid that supported the stones of the balcony, Apollon Apollonovich saw the same sight as ever: a ponderous bronze mace was gleaming there; the doorman’s dark tricorn had fallen across his octogenarian shoulder. The octogenarian doorman tended to fall asleep over The Stock Exchange Gazette. In just the same way he had fallen asleep yesterday and the day before. In just the same way he had slept through those fatal five years … And in just the same way he would sleep through the five years to come.

         
 

         Five years had passed since Apollon Apollonovich had rolled up to the Establishment as its unquestioned Head: five years and a bit had passed since that time! And there had been events: China had been through turmoil and Port Arthur had fallen. But the sight of those years was unchanging: an octogenarian shoulder, gold braid, beard.
 

         

             


         
 

         The door was thrown open: the bronze mace rattled. From the carriage door Apollon Apollonovich cast his stony gaze across to the wide-open entrance. And the entrance closed.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich stood and breathed.
 

         “Your Excellency … Sit down, sir … Why, look how out of breath you are …”
 

         “You keep running around like a little boy …”
 

         “Sit still for a bit, your Excellency: get your breath back …”

         
 

         “That’s the way, sir, that’s it …”
 

         “Some water, perhaps?”
 

         But the distinguished statesman’s face brightened all over, became childlike, senile; and was covered in wrinkles:
 

         “Can you tell me: who is the husband of a Duchess?”
 

         “A Duchess, sir? … Which duchess, if I may ask?”
 

         “No, just a Duchess?”
 

         “?”
 

         “The husband of a Duchess is a Dutchman.”
 

         

             


         
 

         “Tee-hee-hee, sir …”
 

         

             


         
 

         But his recalcitrant heart defied his mind, and fluttered and beat; and because of that everything around was: the same—but not the same …
 

         Two poorly dressed girl-students …
 

         Amidst the crowds flowing slowly by the stranger flowed by too; or rather he flowed away in complete confusion from the crossroads where he had been squeezed by the stream of people up against the black carriage, out of which a skull, an ear and a top hat had stared at him.
 

         That ear and that skull!
 

         Recalling them, the stranger took to flight.
 

         Couple after couple flowed by: groups of three and four flowed by: from every group a conversation rose into the sky in a column of vapour which entwined and merged with the vaporous column running alongside; intersecting the columns of conversations, my stranger caught fragments of them; out of those fragments phrases and sentences were composed.
 

         This was how the Nevskii gossip was woven.
 

         “D’you know?” swept past from somewhere on the right and was smothered in the oncoming clatter.
 

         Then something else surfaced:

         
 

         “They’re going to …”
 

         “What?”
 

         “Throw …”
 

         There was a whispering behind him.
 

         The stranger with the little black moustache turned round and saw: a bowler hat, a cane, an overcoat; ears, moustache and nose …
 

         “Who at?”
 

         “Who, who”—a whisper was exchanged in the distance; then a dark couple said:
 

         “Abl …”
 

         And so saying, the couple walked past
 

         “Ableukhov?”
 

         “At Ableukhov?!”
 

         But away over there the couple continued …
 

         “A tabula rasa … you just try!”
 

         And the couple hiccuped.
 

         But the stranger stood there, shaken by all he had heard:
 

         “They’re going to? …”
 

         “Throw? …”
 

         “At Abl …”
 

         

             


         
 

         “Why no: they’re not …”
 

         

             


         
 

         Whispering all round:
 

         “High time …”
 

         Then again from behind:
 

         “A proper …”
 

         And as one disappeared at the crossroads, another attacked from the next:
 

         “Time … a proper …”
 

         The stranger heard “provo …” instead of “proper”; and completed it himself:
 

         “Provo-cation?!”
 

         Provocation was abroad on the Nevskii. Provocation changed the meaning of all the words that were heard: an innocent “proper” it endowed with “provo-cation”; and turned “a tabula rasa” into the devil only knows what:
 

         “At Abl …”

         
 

         And the stranger thought:
 

         “At Ableukhov.”
 

         He had just added the preposition ‘at’ on his own account; the addition of the letters ‘a’ and ‘t’ had turned an innocent fragment of words into a fragment of terrible import; and the main thing was: it was the stranger who had added the preposition.
 

         So the provocation must be sitting inside him; while he was running away from it: running away—from himself. He was his own shadow.

         
 

         O, Russian people, Russian people!
 

         Do not let the crowds of fitful shadows come over from the island: surreptitiously those shadows penetrate into your physical habitation; from there they penetrate into the nooks and crannies of your soul: you become the shadows of the swirling, billowing mists: since time immemorial those mists have come flying in from beyond the world’s edge: from the leaden expanses of the Baltic with its seething waves; and from time immemorial the thunderous apertures of cannon have stared out into the mist.
 

         At twelve o’clock, in accordance with tradition, a dull cannon shot solemnly rent the air of Saint Petersburg, capital of the Russian Empire: all the mists dispersed and all the shadows scattered.
 

         Only my shadow—the fugitive young man—was not effaced and did not dissolve at the cannon shot, but continued without let or hindrance to pursue his course to the Neva. Suddenly my stranger’s keen ear caught behind his back an excited whisper:
 

         “The Fugitive! …”
 

         “Look—the Fugitive!”
 

         “What daring! …”
 

         And when, thus exposed, he turned his islander’s face, he saw, staring at him intently, the eyes of two poorly dressed girl-students …

         
 

         You hold your tongue! …
 

         “Yutter …”
 

         The thunderous shout of a man sitting at a table: a man of immense proportions; he was stuffing a piece of yellow smoked salmon into his mouth, and, choking on it, shouting out incomprehensible things. He was probably shouting:

         
 

         “You ought to …”
 

         But what was heard was:
 

         “Yutter …”
 

         And a group of gaunt men in jackets started squealing:
 

         “Aaah—ha-ha-ha—aha! …”
 

         

             


         
 

         The Petersburg street in autumn penetrates your whole organism: it turns the marrow of your bones to ice and tickles your freezing spine; but as soon as you escape from it into a warm room, the Petersburg street flows in your veins like a fever. The stranger now experienced the quality of this street as he entered a grimy vestibule, densely crammed with black, blue, grey and yellow overcoats, swanky hats, lop-eared hats, dock-tailed hats, and galoshes of every description. A warm dampness enveloped him; in the air hung a milky steam: steam that smelled of pancakes.
 

         When he had received a token for his coat which scorched his palm, the man of uncertain status with the moustache finally went into the room …
 

         “A-a-a …”
 

         At first he was deafened by voices.
 

         

             


         
 

         “Crayfish … a-a-a … ha-ha-ha …”
 

         “You see, you see, you see …”
 

         “Don’t tell me …”
 

         “Mmm—mmm …”
 

         “And some vodka …”
 

         “You don’t say … Oh, really … What did you expect …”
 

         

             


         
 

         All this was hurled into his face; but from behind him, from the Nevskii, he was still being chased by:
 

         “Proper … provo …”
 

         “What’s proper?”
 

         “Station—cassation—vocation …”
 

         “Bl …”
 

         “And some vodka …”
 

         

             


         
 

         The restaurant consisted of a small, grimy room; the floor was polished with mastic; the walls were decorated by the hand of a house painter to depict the remnants of the Swedish fleet, from the heights of which Peter was pointing to the distant expanses; and the distant expanses came flying in from there in the blue of white-crested waves; but in the stranger’s head it was a carriage flying, surrounded by billows of …

         
 

         “Proper …”
 

         “Going to throw …”
 

         “At Abl …”
 

         “Prov …”
 

         O, idle thoughts! …
 

         On the wall an ornate green spinach plant leapt to the eye, describing in its zigzags the plaisirs of nature at Peterhof, with wide expanses, clouds and a sugary Easter-cake in the form of a stylised pavilion.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “Some syrup in that?”
 

         The bloated landlord addressed our stranger from behind the counter.
 

         “No, no syrup for me.”
 

         But he was thinking: why that terrified gaze from inside the carriage window: the eyes had opened wide, become transfixed, and then closed; the dead, shaven head had rocked back and disappeared; from the hand—the black suede hand—not even the wicked scourge of a circular had struck his back; the black suede hand dangled powerlessly; not so much a hand, more a drooping flipper …
 

         He looked round: on the counter the vodka-snacks were languishing, various wilting leaves were mouldering under glass covers along with a pile of three-day-old overdone rissoles.
 

         “Another glass …”
 

         

             


         
 

         Over in the distance an idly perspiring man was sitting, with a huge coachman’s beard, in a short blue coat and blacked boots over grey trousers the colour of soldiers’ uniforms. The idly perspiring man was throwing back glass after glass; the idly perspiring man called the tousled waiter:
 

         “What would you like? …”

         
 

         “Some sort of …”
 

         “Some melon, sir?”
 

         “Like hell: tastes like soap and sugar, your melon …”
 

         “A banana, then, sir?”
 

         “That’s an indecent sort of fruit …”
 

         “Grapes from Astrakhan?”
 

         

             


         
 

         Thrice my stranger swallowed the acerbic, colourlessly gleaming poison, whose effect is reminiscent of the street’s effect: its vengeful fires lick at the alimentary canal and the stomach, while the consciousness, splitting off from the body, like the lever of a machine begins to revolve around the whole organism, in extraordinary clarity … for a single moment.
 

         And the stranger’s consciousness became lucid for a moment: he remembered: the unemployed were starving there; the unemployed had begged him; and he had promised them; and had accepted from them—yes? Where was the package? Here it was, just here—beside him … He had accepted from them the package.
 

         Truly: that meeting on the Nevskii had put his memory put of joint.
 

         

             


         
 

         “Some watermelon, sir?”
 

         “To hell with your watermelon: just a crunch in your teeth; but in your mouth—nothing at all …”
 

         “Have some vodka, then …”
 

         But suddenly the bearded man burst out:
 

         “I’ll tell you what I want: some crayfish …”
 

         

             


         
 

         The stranger with the little black moustache settled down at a table to wait for the person who …
 

         “Would you care for a glass?”
 

         The idly perspiring man with the beard winked merrily.
 

         “No thank you …”
 

         “Why not? …”
 

         “I’ve had a drink …”

         
 

         “Well, you could have another: in my company …”
 

         My stranger reflected a moment: he gave the bearded man a suspicious glance, took hold of the wet package, took hold of a torn sheet of newspaper (for customers to read); and, as though inadvertently, covered the package with it.
 

         “From Tula, are you?”
 

         The stranger broke off his thought with displeasure and said quite rudely—and in a falsetto:
 

         “Not from Tula at all …”
 

         “Where are you from, then? …”
 

         “What’s it to you?”
 

         “Just asking …”
 

         “Well, I’m from Moscow …”
 

         And with a shrug of his shoulders he turned angrily away.
 

         

             


         
 

         And he thought: no, it was not him thinking—the thoughts thought themselves, spreading out and revealing a picture: tarpaulins, ropes, herring; and sacks filled with something: a limitless mass of sacks; among the sacks a workman dressed in black leather was hoisting a sack on to his back with a blue-tinged hand; he stood out against the mist, against the rushing expanses of water; and the sack fell with a dull sound: from his back into a barge loaded with beams; sack after sack; and the workman (a workman he knew) stood over the sacks and pulled out a pipe along with a flap of clothing that danced absurdly in the wind.
 

         

             


         
 

         “In business?”
 

         (Lord Almighty!)
 

         “No: nothing in particular …”
 

         And he said to himself:
 

         “A snooper …”
 

         “I see: as for me, I’m in the coaching business …”
 

         

             


         
 

         “My brother-in-law works as a coachman for Konstantin Konstantinovich …”
 

         “So what?”

         
 

         “So nothing: doesn’t matter—we’re all friends here …”
 

         Obviously a snooper: if only the person would come soon.
 

         The man with the beard meanwhile fell into hapless rumination over the plate of uneaten crayfish, making the sign of the cross over his mouth as he yawned:
 

         “O, Lord, O, Lord! …”
 

         

             


         
 

         What were his thoughts about? The Vasilevskii people? Sacks and the workman? Yes—of course: life was getting dearer, workers had nothing to eat.
 

         Why? Because: Petersburg was piercing the islands with its black bridge: with its bridge and the arrows of the Prospects—in order to crush the poor under heaps of stone coffins; he hated Petersburg; above the accursed regiments of buildings that rose from the other bank out of a billow of clouds—someone small soared up out of the chaos and hovered there like a black dot: everything screamed from there and wept:
 

         “Crush the islands! …”
 

         Only now did he realise what had happened on the Nevskii Prospect, whose green ear had stared at him from a four-inch distance—through the glass of the carriage; the little death-spawn trembling there was that selfsame bat who, soaring up—in agony, cold and ominous—threatened and screamed …
 

         All at once—
 

         … But we’ll tell about ‘all-at-once’ later.
 

         The desk stood there
 

         Apollon Apollonovich focused his mind on the current day’s business; in the flash of an eye there rose before him in complete clarity: yesterday’s reports; with complete clarity he visualised the papers laid out on his desk, their order and the notes he had made on those papers, the shape of the letters in those notes, the pencil with which he had nonchalantly jotted in the margins: a blue ‘approved for action’ with a flamboyant cross on the t, or a red ‘check and report back’ with a squiggly tail on the k.

         
 

         In the brief moment between the departmental staircase and the doors of his office Apollon Apollonovich shifted the centre of his consciousness by an act of will; all cerebral play retreated to the edge of his field of vision, like those pale patterns on the white background of the wallpaper: the neat pile of papers, lying parallel, shifted into the centre of that field, like the portrait that had just come to occupy that centre.

         
 

         And the portrait? That is to say:
 

         

            

               He is no more—and Russia he has left …

               


            


         
 

         Who was this? The senator? Apollon Apollonovich Ableukhov? Why no: Viacheslav Konstantinovich … And what of him, Apollon Apollonovich?
 

         

            

               And now, methinks, my turn has come, 

               
 

               And my beloved Delvig calls me … 

               


            


         
 

         My turn—your turn: turn and turn about—
 

         

            

               New clouds have gathered now above the earth, 

               
 

               And in their tempest …

               


            


         
 

         Idle cerebral play!
 

         The pile of papers leapt up to the surface: Apollon Apollonovich, focusing his mind on the current day’s business, turned to his assistant:
 

         “Would you please, German Germanovich, be so kind as to prepare that file for me—that one, what’s it called …”
 

         “The file on deacon Zrakov with appended material evidence in the form of a tuft of beard?”
 

         “No, not that one …”
 

         “On landowner Puzov, number? …”
 

         “No: the file on the potholes in Ukhtomsk …”
 

         He was on the point of opening the door into his office when he remembered (he had all but forgotten): yes, yes—the eyes: they had opened wide, shown astonishment, gone wild—the eyes of the man of uncertain status … And why, why that zigzag with his hand? … Most unpleasant. And he felt he had seen the man of uncertain status—somewhere, some time: maybe nowhere, never …

         
 

         Apollon Apollonovich opened the door to his office.
 

         The desk stood there in its proper place with the pile of official papers: in the corner the open fire crackled with logs; as he prepared to immerse himself in his work, Apollon Apollonovich warmed his frozen hands at the fire, while his cerebral play, limiting the senator’s field of vision, continued to erect its misty planes.
 

         He had seen the man of uncertain status
 

         Nikolai Apollonovich …
 

         Then Apollon Apollonovich …
 

         “Surely not: good heavens.”
 

         “? …”
 

         “What devilry is this?”
 

         Apollon Apollonovich stopped at the door, because—what else would he do?
 

         His innocent cerebral play once again moved forward of its own accord into his brain, that is to say into the pile of papers and petitions: Apollon Apollonovich would have regarded this cerebral play rather as the wallpaper of the room in whose confines projects came to fruition; Apollon Apollonovich’s attitude to the arbitrariness of thought combinations was like his attitude to a plane; this plane, however, sometimes moved apart and admitted something unexpected into the centre of mental life (as it did now, for instance).
 

         Apollon Apollonovich remembered: he had once seen the man of uncertain status.
 

         He had once seen the man of uncertain status—can you imagine—in his own house.

         
 

         He recalled: once he had been going down the stairs on the way to the outer door; on the stairs Nikolai Apollonovich, leaning over the banisters, had been cheerfully talking to someone: the statesman did not consider he had the right to inquire about Nikolai Apollonovich’s acquaintances; a sense of tact naturally prevented him then from asking directly:
 

         “Tell me, Kolenka, who was that who came to see you, old boy?”
 

         Nikolai Apollonovich would have lowered his eyes:

         
 

         “No one in particular, Papa: people call on me …”
 

         And the conversation would have ended.
 

         That was why Apollon Apollonovich took no interest at all in the identity of the man of uncertain status who had been looking up from the entrance-hall in his dark overcoat; the stranger had the same little black moustache and the same astonishing eyes (you might have met exactly such eyes at night in the Moscow chapel to the Martyr Panteleimon, which is beside the Nikolskii Gate: the chapel is famed for curing those who are possessed; you might also have seen such eyes on the portrait attached to the biography of a great man; or indeed: in a neurological clinic or even a psychiatric one).
 

         Then, too, the eyes had opened wide, glinted, flashed; so: it had happened once, and might quite well happen again.
 

         “About all this—just so, just so …”
 

         “We’ll have to …”
 

         “Make detailed inquiries …”
 

         The statesman made his detailed inquiries not directly, but by a roundabout route.
 

         

             


         
 

         Apollon Apollonovich looked through the office door: desks upon desks! Piles of files! Heads bent over files! The scratch of pens! The rustle of papers as they were turned over! What powerful, seething paper production!
 

         Apollon Apollonovich calmed down and immersed himself in work.
 

         Strange qualities
 

         The cerebral play of the bearer of bejewelled insignia was distinguished by strange, very strange, exceedingly strange qualities: his cranium became the womb of mental images, which were forthwith embodied in this spectral world.
 

         Taking into account this strange, very strange, exceedingly strange circumstance, it would have been better for Apollon Apollonovich not to project from himself a single idle thought, but instead to go on carrying the idle thoughts in his own head: for every idle thought obstinately developed into a spatio-temporal image, continuing its now uncontrollable activities—outside the senator’s head.

         
 

         Apollon Apollonovich was in a certain sense like Zeus: from his head there emerged gods, goddesses and genii. We have already seen: one such genius (the stranger with the little black moustache), arising as an image, continued as a being there and then in the yellowish expanses of the Neva, claiming it was from them he had emerged: and not the senator’s head; this stranger turned out to have idle thoughts of his own; and his idle thoughts possessed all the same qualities.

         
 

         They escaped and acquired solidity.
 

         And one such escaping thought of the stranger’s was the thought that he, the stranger, existed in fact; this thought ran back from the Nevskii into the senator’s brain and there established the idea that the very existence of the stranger in that head was an illusory existence.
 

         And so the circle was closed.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich was in a certain sense like Zeus: hardly had Athene the Stranger been born from his head, armed with the package, than another, exactly identical Pallas-Athene emerged as well.
 

         This Pallas was the senator’s house.
 

         The stone colossus had escaped from his brain; and now the house opens its hospitable door—to us.
 

         

             


         
 

         A servant was climbing the stairs; he suffered from breathlessness, but he’s not the point now; the point is the staircase: a beautiful staircase! It had steps on it: as soft as the convolutions of the brain. But the author won’t have time to describe to the reader this said staircase, which ministers have on many occasions climbed (he’ll describe it later), because—the servant is already in the grand hall …
 

         And again—the grand hall: beautiful! Windows and walls: the walls are a little cold … But the servant was in the drawing room (we have seen the drawing room).
 

         We have cast a glance round the beautiful residence, taking our lead from the general feature with which the senator was wont to endow all objects.

         
  

         

            For example:—
 

            

               —on those rare occasions when Apollon Apollonovich found himself in the bosom of nature he saw there just what the rest of us see; that is to say: he saw the blossoming bosom of nature; but for us this bosom immediately divides into different features: violets, buttercups, dandelions and carnations; but the senator restored these individual features to unity. We, of course, would have said:
 

               “There’s a buttercup!”
 

               “There’s a forget-me-not …”
 

               Apollon Apollonovich said simply and concisely:
 

               “Flowers …”
 

               “A flower …”


            


         
 

         Let it be said between ourselves: for some reason Apollon Apollonovich regarded all flowers as bluebells …
 

         He would have described with laconic brevity his own house too, consisting for him of walls (that formed squares and cubes), of windows cut through them, parquet floors, chairs, tables; the rest is mere detail …
 

         The servant went into the corridor …
 

         And it will do no harm for us to recall: the things that flashed by (pictures, piano, mirrors, mother-of-pearl, veneered tables)—in short, whatever flashed by could not possess any spatial form: it was all just an irritation of the cerebral membrane, unless it was a chronic malfunction … of the cerebellum, perhaps.
 

         The illusion of a room was built up; and then it flew apart, leaving no trace, erecting its own misty surfaces beyond the bounds of consciousness; and when the servant slammed the heavy drawing room doors behind him, when his boots clattered down the echoing corridor, it was only a hammering in the temples: Apollon Apollonovich suffered from haemorrhoidal rushes of blood.
 

         Beyond the door that had been slammed there was no drawing room: there were … cerebral expanses: convolutions, grey and white matter, pineal gland; and the heavy walls, consisting of sparkling spray (conditioned by the rushes of blood)—the bare walls were only a painful, leaden sensation: in the occipital, frontal, temporal and sincipital bones belonging to the venerable skull.
 

         The house—this stone colossus—was not a house; the stone colossus was the Senator’s Head: Apollon Apollonovich sat at his desk, at his files, distressed by a migraine, feeling that his head was six times larger than it should have been, and twelve times heavier.

         
 

         Strange, very strange, exceedingly strange qualities!
 

         Our role
 

         The streets of Petersburg possess a most indubitable quality: they turn passers-by into shadows; shadows, however, the streets of Petersburg turn into people.
 

         We saw that in the instance of the mysterious stranger.
 

         Arising as a thought in the senator’s head, he for some reason became associated with the senator’s own house as well; it was there that he came to the surface of memory; most of all, however, he established himself on the Prospect, following immediately behind the senator in our humble tale.
 

         From the crossroads to the little restaurant on Millionnaia Street we have described the stranger’s route; we have described, further, how he sat in the restaurant up to the much-vaunted expression “all at once” with which everything broke off; suddenly something happened to the stranger there; an unpleasant sensation came over him.
 

         Let us now examine his soul; but before that let’s examine the restaurant; we have good grounds for that; for if we, the author, record in pedantic detail the path of the first person we meet, then the reader will believe us: this action of ours will be vindicated in the future. All that we have done in initiating this natural investigation is to anticipate senator Ableukhov’s wish that an agent of the security department should follow unremittingly in the footsteps of the stranger; the glorious senator would have grasped hold of the telephone himself, in order by its means to communicate his thought to the appropriate place; fortunately for himself he did not know the stranger’s place of residence (but we do know his residence). We are coming to meet the senator; and while the thoughtless agent is sitting idly in his station, we will be the agent ourselves.
 

         But surely, surely …
 

         Haven’t we put our foot in it? Come on, what sort of an agent are we in fact? There is an agent. And he isn’t asleep, honest to God, he isn’t. Our role turns out to be an idle role.

         
 

         When the stranger disappeared into the doors of the restaurant and we were seized by a desire to follow him there, we turned round and saw two silhouettes slowly cutting through the mist; one of the two silhouettes was quite tall and fat, clearly distinguished by his build; but we could not make out the silhouette’s face (silhouettes don’t have faces); still we were able to discern: a new, open, silk umbrella, blindingly gleaming galoshes and a half-sealskin hat with ear-flaps.
 

         The moth-eaten figure of a squat little gent comprised the principal content of the second silhouette; the silhouette’s face was reasonably visible: but this face too we failed to see, because we were taken aback by the immense proportions of its wart: thus the facial substance was obscured from us by the importunate accidence (as it behoves it to act in this world of shadows).
 

         Pretending that we were looking at the clouds, we let the dark couple past; in front of the restaurant door the dark couple stopped and said a few words in human language.
 

         “Hm?”
 

         “Here …”
 

         “That’s what I thought: steps have been taken; that was in case you didn’t point him out to me at the bridge.”
 

         “What steps have you taken? …”
 

         “I’ve put a man there in the restaurant.”
 

         “Oh, there’s no point in taking steps! I’ve told you time and time again …”
 

         “I’m sorry, I did it out of zeal …”
 

         “You ought to have consulted me first … Your steps are all very well …”
 

         “You say yourself …”
 

         “Yes, but your splendid steps …”
 

         “Hm …”
 

         “What? … Your splendid steps will get everything mixed up …”
 

         

             


         
 

         The couple went on five paces and stopped; and again they said a few words in human language.
 

         “Hm! … I’ll have to … Hm! … Wish you success now …”

         
 

         “Oh, what doubt can there be about that: the business is set up like clockwork; if I wasn’t standing behind this whole matter, you can take my word for it as a friend, it would be done and dusted.”
 

         “Hm?”
 

         “What are you saying?”
 

         “This wretched cold.”
 

         “I’m talking about the business …”
 

         “Hm …”
 

         “Souls are tuned like musical instruments: and they’re creating a concert—what did you say? The conductor just has to wave his baton from behind the scenes. Senator Ableukhov has to send out a circular, and the Fugitive will have to …”
 

         “Wretched cold …”
 

         “Nikolai Apollonovich will have to … In a word: it’s a triple concerto, with Russia as the stalls. D’you understand me? D’you understand? Why don’t you say anything?”
 

         “Listen: you ought to take a salary …”
 

         

             


         
 

         “No, you’ll never understand me!”
 

         “I do, I do: hm-hm-hm—I really haven’t got enough handkerchiefs.”
 

         “What’s the matter?”
 

         “It’s this cold! … And the beast—hm-hm-hm—won’t get away?”
 

         “Go on, how could he …”
 

         “You really ought to take a salary …”
 

         “Salary! I don’t work for a salary: I’m an artist, don’t you understand, an artist!”
 

         “In a manner of speaking …”
 

         “What’s that?”
 

         “Nothing: I’m treating myself with a tallow candle.”
 

         The moth-eaten figure took out a snotty handkerchief and made snorting noises with its nose.
 

         “I’m talking about the business! Tell them, anyway, that Nikolai Apollonovich made a promise …”
 

         “A tallow candle is a marvellous cure for a cold …”
 

         “Tell them everything you’ve heard from me: the business is set up …”
 

         “Rub your nostril with it in the evening, and in the morning—right as rain …”

         
 

         “The business is set up, I tell you again, like clock …”
 

         “Your nose is clear, you can breathe freely!”
 

         “Like clockwork! …”
 

         “Eh?”
 

         “Clockwork, damn it.”
 

         “My ear’s bunged up: can’t hear.”
 

         “Clo-ck-work …”
 

         “Atchoo! …”
 

         The handkerchief made another sortie round the wart: the two shadows slowly drifted away into the sodden murk. Soon the shadow of the fat man in the half-sealskin hat with ear flaps reappeared out of the mist, glanced absent-mindedly at the spire of the Peter and Paul cathedral.
 

         And went into the restaurant.
 

         And the face, moreover, had a glossy shine
 

         Reader!
 

         You are familiar with ‘all-at-once’. Why ever do you hide your head under your wing like an ostrich at the approach of a fatal and ineluctable ‘all-at-once’? If some stranger started talking to you about ‘all-at-once’, you would probably say:
 

         “Excuse me, sir: you must be an out-and-out decadent.”
 

         And no doubt you will find me guilty of decadence too.
 

         There you are before me now, just like an ostrich; but there’s no point in hiding—you understand me perfectly well; and you understand the ineluctable ‘all-at-once’ too.
 

         So listen …
 

         Your ‘all-at-once’ creeps up behind your back, though sometimes it precedes your entry into a room; in the first case you are terribly disconcerted: an unpleasant feeling develops in your back, as though a host of invisible forces had come thronging into your back, as through an open door; you turn round and ask the lady of the house:
 

         “Madam, would you mind if I closed the door; I have a particular nervous sensation: I cannot bear to sit with my back to an open door.”
 

         You laugh, she laughs.
 

         Sometimes as you enter a drawing room you are met by a general murmur:

         
 

         “We were just talking about you …”
 

         And you reply:
 

         “Heart speaking to heart, no doubt.”
 

         Everyone laughs. You laugh as well: as though this wasn’t a case of ‘all-at-once’.
 

         Sometimes it happens that someone else’s ‘all-at-once’ peeps at you from over the shoulder of the person you’re talking to, trying to snuggle up to your own ‘all-at-once’. Something passes between the two of you which makes your eyes start fluttering, while the person you’re talking to becomes very distant. For the rest of your lives there will be something he never forgives you.
 

         Your ‘all-at-once’ feeds on your cerebral play; it loves to gobble up everything vile in your thoughts, like a dog; as it becomes bloated, you melt like a candle; if your thoughts are vile and a tremor comes over you, then ‘all-at-once’, sated with vileness of all varieties, like a well-fed but invisible dog, starts to precede you everywhere, creating in the detached observer the impression that you are veiled from view by a black cloud, invisible to the eye: that is your hairy ‘all-at-once’, the faithful demon of your house (I knew one unfortunate person whose black cloud was all but visible to the eye: he was a writer …).

         
 

         

             


         
 

         We left the stranger in the restaurant. All at once the stranger turned round abruptly; he felt as though some horrid slime had slipped under his collar and was trickling down his spine. But when he turned round there was no one behind him: the door into the restaurant was gaping open gloomily; and from there, from the door, the invisible thronged in.

         
 

         Then he realised: the person he was waiting for was climbing the stairs, of course; and was about to enter; but was not entering yet; there was no one in the doorway.
 

         But when my stranger turned away from the door, through the door there came at once the unpleasant fat man; and, going up to the stranger, he made the floorboards squeak; the yellowish, clean-shaven face, slightly tilted to one side, swam smoothly in its own second chin; and the face, moreover, had a glossy shine.
 

         At this my stranger turned round and shuddered: the person gave him a friendly wave with his half-sealskin hat with ear-flaps:

         
 

         “Aleksandr Ivanovich …”
 

         “Lippanchenko!”
 

         “None other …”
 

         “Lippanchenko, you’ve kept me waiting.”
 

         The collar at the person’s neck was tied with a cravat—red satin, garish, pinned with a large imitation diamond; the person was clad in a striped, dark-yellow suit; and gleaming polish glinted on his yellow shoes.
 

         Taking a seat at the stranger’s table, the person called out with satisfaction:
 

         “A pot of coffee … And—listen—some cognac: I’ve got my own bottle there—with my name on.”
 

         And around them could be heard:
 

         “You drank with me, didn’t you?”
 

         “I did …”
 

         “And you ate? …”
 

         “I did …”
 

         “Well what a swine you are, if you don’t mind my saying so …”
 

         

             


         
 

         “Careful,” cried my stranger: the unpleasant fat man, whom the stranger called Lippanchenko, had been about to put his darkyellow elbow on the sheet of newspaper: the sheet of newspaper was covering the package.
 

         “What is it?” then, as he removed the sheet of newspaper, Lippanchenko caught sight of the package: and Lippanchenko’s lips quivered.
 

         “Is that … it?”
 

         “Yes, that is it.”
 

         Lippanchenko’s lips went on quivering: Lippanchenko’s lips resembled pieces of sliced smoked salmon—not the yellow-red sort, but greasy and yellow (you have probably eaten salmon like that with pancakes at the home of an impecunious family).
 

         “Aleksandr Ivanovich, I have to say, how careless you are.” Lippanchenko stretched his coarse fingers towards the package; and imitation gemstones glittered on the rings on his swollen fingers, with their chewed nails (there were also dark traces on his fingernails of a brown dye, which corresponded to the colour of his hair; the attentive observer might reach the conclusion: the person dyed his hair).

         
 

         “Why, just one more movement (if I’d just put my elbow on it), and there could have been … a catastrophe …”
 

         And with especial solicitude the person transferred the package to a chair.
 

         “Yes, indeed, we’d both have been … off the wall …” the stranger joked unpleasantly. “We’d both have been …”
 

         Evidently he was enjoying the discomfiture of this person whom (we can add on our own account) he hated.
 

         “Not for myself, of course …”
 

         “Of course not, you’re not … for yourself, but for …” the stranger concurred.
 

         

             


         
 

         And around them could be heard:
 

         “Don’t you call me names …”
 

         “I’m not calling you names.”
 

         “Yes, you are: you’ve got it in for me because you paid … Well so what, if you paid; you paid that time, now I’m paying …”
 

         “Let me give you a kiss, my friend, for that act of yours …”
 

         “Don’t be cross about the swine: I’m just eating and eating …”
 

         “Yes, you just eat: that’s the way …”
 

         

             


         
 

         “Now then, Aleksandr Ivanovich, that package, old chap”—Lippanchenko gave him a sideways glance—“you take it straight round to Nikolai Apollonovich.”
 

         “Ableukhov?”
 

         “Yes, to him—for safe keeping.”
 

         “But surely: for safe keeping the package can stay at my place …”
 

         “It’s awkward: you might get caught; there it will be safe and sound. Say what you will, senator Ableukhov’s house … By the way, have you heard the venerable dodderer’s latest authoritative utterance? …”
 

         Thereupon the fat man bent over and started whispering something into my stranger’s ear:
 

         “Sh-sh-sh …”
 

         “At Ableukhov?”

         
 

         “Sh-sh …”
 

         “To Ableukhov? …”
 

         “Sh-sh-sh …”
 

         “With Ableukhov? …”
 

         “Yes, not with the senator, but with the senator’s son: when you go to his house, would you be so kind, along with the package give him this note: here it is …”
 

         Lippanchenko’s low-browed head hove right alongside the stranger’s face; his little eyes, hidden in their sockets, bored inquisitively into him; his lip quivered slightly and sucked the air. The stranger with the little black moustache listened intently to the fat man’s whispering, trying attentively to make out the import of the whisper, which was drowned by the voices in the restaurant; the voices in the restaurant obscured Lippanchenko’s whisper; something barely rustled from his hideous lips (like the rustle of many hundred ants’ articulated legs, when their nest is disturbed) and it seemed that that whisper had a fearful import, as though this were a whisper about whole worlds and planetary systems; but you only had to listen hard to the whisper and the fearful import of the whisper turned out to be a perfectly mundane import:
 

         “You hand him the note …”
 

         “How’s this, does Nikolai Apollonovich have special relations then?”
 

         The person narrowed his eyes and clicked his tongue.
 

         “I thought all contact with him was through me …”
 

         “But it isn’t, you see …”
 

         

             


         
 

         Around them could be heard:
 

         “Eat, my friend, eat …”
 

         “Chop me a piece of that beef-brawn.”
 

         “Truth is in food …”
 

         “What is truth?”
 

         “Truth’s what suits your tooth …”
 

         “I know that …”
 

         “Well, if you know it, then fine: pass your plate and get eating …” Lippanchenko’s dark-yellow suit reminded the stranger of the dark-yellow colour of the wallpaper in his abode on Vasilevskii Island—a colour with which his insomnia was linked on white spring nights, and the gloomy nights of September; it must have been that cruel insomnia that all of a sudden evoked in his memory a certain fateful face with narrow, Mongoloid eyes; that face had many a time gazed at him from a patch of his yellow wallpaper. When he examined this spot by day, the stranger could discern only a patch of damp with a woodlouse crawling across it. In order to distract himself from the recollection of the hallucination that tormented him, my stranger lit a cigarette and to his own surprise became loquacious:

         
 

         “Listen to the noise …”
 

         “Yes, they’re pretty noisy.”
 

         “The sound of the noise is ‘ee-ee-ee’, but I keep hearing ‘ugh’ …”
 

         Lippanchenko was preoccupied, lost in thoughts of his own.
 

         “There’s something dull and blubbery in the sound ‘ugh’ … Or am I wrong?”
 

         “No, no, not at all,” Lippanchenko grunted without listening, and for a moment tore himself away from his own thought-processes …
 

         “All words with that ‘-u-’ sound are hideously trivial: it’s not like that with ‘ee-ee’; ‘ee-ee’ is the blue firmament, thought, crystal; the sound ‘ee-ee’ creates for me the impression of the hooked beak of an eagle; but words with ‘-u-’ are trivial; take ‘slug’, for instance; just listen to it: ‘slu-u-u-g’, something foul and slippery … Or again ‘sluu-dge’: something sticky; ‘lump’—something shapeless: ‘rump’—the debauched bits …”

         
 

         My stranger broke off his speech: Lippanchenko was sitting in front of him like a shapeless lump; the fug from his cigarette was making smuts in the atmosphere: Lippanchenko was sitting in a cloud; my stranger looked at him and thought, “Ugh, muck—Tartar hordes …” In front of him was sitting one great ‘ugh’.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         With a hiccup someone at the next table cried out:
 

         “You ugh-er! …”

         
 

         

             


         
 

         “Excuse me, Lippanchenko: are you a Mongol?”

         
 

         “Why such a strange question? …”
 

         “No reason, I just thought …”
 

         “All Russians have Mongol blood in their veins …”
 

         

             


         
 

         A fat paunch slumped down at the next table; and the paunch was greeted at the table by a roar of:
 

         “Anofriev the knacker! …”
 

         “Our respects!”
 

         “Greetings to the knacker of the city slaughterhouse … Have a seat …”
 

         “Waiter! …”
 

         “Well, how are things with you? …”
 

         “Waiter: put on The Negro’s Dream …”

         
 

         And the tubes of the machine bellowed to the health of the knacker like a bull under the knacker’s knife.
 

         What costumier might that be?
 

         Nikolai Apollonovich’s apartments consisted of the following rooms: bedroom, study, sitting room.
 

         The bedroom: the bedroom was occupied by an immense bed; it was covered by a red satin bedspread—with lace pillowcases on the luxuriously fluffed-up pillows.
 

         The study walls were lined with oak shelves, tightly packed with books, in front of which a silk curtain slipped easily on bronze rings; an attentive hand could either conceal the contents of the shelves entirely from the gaze, or, alternatively, could reveal rows of black leather-bound spines, studded with inscriptions saying: ‘Kant’.

         
 

         The study furniture was upholstered in dark green; and a bust was resplendent there … also of Kant, of course.
 

         For two years now Nikolai Apollonovich had taken to rising no earlier than midday. Two-and-a-half years previously he had woken up earlier: he would wake at nine o’clock, and would appear at half-past nine in his uniform, buttoned to the top, for the family’s morning coffee.

         
 

         Two-and-a-half years ago Nikolai Apollonovich did not stride round the house in a Bukhara robe; no skullcap adorned his oriental sitting room; two-and-a-half years ago Anna Petrovna, Nikolai Apollonovich’s mother and Apollon Apollonovich’s spouse, had finally abandoned the family hearth, inspired by an Italian singer; since that elopement with the singer Nikolai Apollonovich had appeared on the parquet floors of the frigid family hearth in a Bukhara robe: the daily meetings of father and son over morning coffee had somehow ceased of their own accord. Nikolai Apollonovich had his coffee brought to him in bed.

         
 

         And Apollon Apollonovich was pleased to take his coffee significantly earlier than his son.
 

         Meetings between father and son took place only at dinner; and even then: of short duration; meanwhile the robe began to appear on Nikolai Apollonovich in the morning; he acquired Tartar slippers, trimmed with fur; on his head there appeared a skullcap.
 

         And the brilliant young man turned into an oriental man.
 

         Nikolai Apollonovich had just received a letter; a letter in unfamiliar handwriting: some wretched doggerel with hints of revolution and love and with the striking signature: ‘An ardent soul’. Desiring for precision’s sake to acquaint himself with the contents of the doggerel, Nikolai Apollonovich started rushing helplessly around the room in quest of his spectacles, riffling through books, pens, pencils and sundry knick-knacks, and muttering to himself:

         
 

         “A-ah … Where are my glasses? …”
 

         “Damn it …”
 

         “Lost them?”
 

         “Well I never.”
 

         “Ah? …”
 

         Nikolai Apollonovich, just like Apollon Apollonovich, talked to himself.
 

         His movements were abrupt, like those of his Excellency his father; just like Apollon Apollonovich he was distinguished by his unimpressive stature and the restless gaze of his incessantly smiling face; when he immersed himself in the serious contemplation of something, however, that gaze gradually turned to stone: the lines on his completely white countenance, which resembled the face on an icon, stood out drily, sharply, coldly, with a striking aristocratic nobility of a specific kind: it was his forehead that most noticeably displayed the nobility of his face—it was chiselled, with swollen veins: the rapid pulsation of those veins left on his forehead the distinct mark of premature sclerosis.

         
 

         The bluish colour of his veins coincided with the blue around his huge, seemingly made-up eyes, of a dark-cornflower shade (only in moments of emotion did his eyes become black from the dilation of the pupils).
 

         Nikolai Apollonovich stood before us in a Tartar skullcap; but if he were to take it off—then a head of flaxen white hair would appear and soften this cold, almost severe exterior with its imprint of obstinacy; it would be hard to find hair of this shade in a grown man; this shade, rare in an adult, can often be found in peasant children—especially in Belorussia.
 

         Throwing the letter down casually, Nikolai Apollonovich sat down at his open book; what he had been reading the day before arose distinctly before him (a treatise of some sort). He remembered the chapter and the page: he called to mind the lightly traced zigzag made by his rounded fingernail; the sinuous trains of thought and his own notes—in pencil in the margins; his face now came to life, while remaining both stern and precise: it was animated by thought.
 

         Here, in his room, Nikolai Apollonovich truly grew into an autonomous, self-existent centre—into a series of logical premises flowing out from that centre, which determined thought, the soul and this table right here: here he comprised the sole centre of the universe, both conceivable and inconceivable, flowing cyclically through all the aeons of time.
 

         This centre—performed logical processes.
 

         But today Nikolai Apollonovich had barely managed to push aside all the everyday trivia and the morass of incoherence called the world and life, he had barely managed to find his way back to himself, when incoherence burst back into his world; and in this incoherence his self-awareness became shamefully bemired: just like a fly, trotting at liberty round the rim of a plate on its six little paws, that suddenly gets its paw and its wing inescapably stuck in a viscous mass of honey.
 

         Nikolai Apollonovich tore himself away from his book: there was a knock at his door:
 

         “Well? …”
 

         “What is it?”

         
 

         From the door came a muffled and deferential voice.
 

         “There, sir …”
 

         “Someone’s asking for you, sir …”
 

         When he was deeply immersed in thought, Nikolai Apollonovich used to lock the door of his study: then it began to seem to him that both he and the study, and the objects in that study, were instantly transforming from objects of the real world into mental symbols of purely logical constructions; the space of the study merged with his desensitized body into a general chaos of being, which he called the universe; and Nikolai Apollonovich’s consciousness, separating from his body, was directly linked to the electric lamp on the writing desk, which was called “the sun of consciousness”. Behind locked doors and thinking through his system, which was being raised step by step to unity, he felt that his body was spilt out into the ‘universe’, that is to say, the study; the head of this body was then transposed into the rotund glass head of the electric lamp under its flirtatious shade.
 

         And thus transposed, Nikolai Apollonovich became a truly creative being.
 

         That was why he liked locking himself in: a voice, a rustle, or the footstep of another person, transforming the universe into a study, and the consciousness into a lamp, shattered the fastidious structure of Nikolai Apollonovich’s thought.

         
 

         So it was now.
 

         “What is it?”
 

         “I can’t hear …”
 

         But from the distant expanses the servant’s voice responded:
 

         “There’s a man come.”
 

         

             


         
 

         Then Nikolai Apollonovich’s face all at once took on a satisfied expression:
 

         “Ah, that will be from the costumier: the costumier has brought me my costume …”
 

         What costumier might that be?
 

         Gathering up the folds of his robe, Nikolai Apollonovich strode off towards the front door; on the landing he leant over the banister and called:
 

         “Is that you? …”

         
 

         “The costumier?”
 

         “From the costumier?”
 

         “Has the costumier sent me my costume?”
 

         And once more we will repeat on our own account: what costumier might that be?
 

         

             


         
 

         In Nikolai Apollonovich’s room there appeared a cardboard box, Nikolai Apollonovich locked the door; he anxiously cut the string; and raised the lid; further, he pulled out of the box: first a small mask with a black lace beard, and after the mask Nikolai Apollonovich pulled out a splendid bright red domino, that rustled as he unfolded it.
 

         Soon he stood before the mirror—all satin and red, with a tiny mask poised over his face; the black lace of the beard, twisted aside, fell on to his shoulders, forming to right and left of him a pair of outlandish, fantastic wings; and from the black lace of those wings, from the semi-darkness of the room, there gazed at him in the mirror, tormentingly strange—that very thing: his own face; you might have said that it was not Nikolai Apollonovich gazing at himself from the mirror, but an unknown, pale and languishing—demon of space.
 

         After this masquerade Nikolai Apollonovich, with an extremely satisfied expression on his face, tidied back into the box first the red domino and then the little black mask.
 

         A sodden autumn
 

         A sodden autumn winged its way over Petersburg; and the September day flickered cheerlessly.
 

         Ragged clouds scudded by in billows of green; they condensed into a yellowish vapour that settled ominously on the roofs. The billows of green kept rising endlessly above the distant, limitless expanses of the Neva; the dark depths of the water beat against their barriers with scales of steel; from the Petersburg Side a spire shot up into the greenish billows.
 

         Dark strips of soot rose high from steamers’ funnels, described an arc of mourning, and collapsed tail first into the Neva.
 

         The river seethed, and cried out in despair through steamers’ sirens, shattering its watery steel scales on stone abutments; it licked the granite; in the onslaught of its biting winds it tore off caps from working men and officers, it snatched umbrellas, raincoats. And everywhere the air was heavy with a pale grey putrescence; and from afar, into the Neva, into that pale grey putrescence, the sodden statue of the Horseman went on hurling from its rock its heavy, greenstained bronze.

         
 

         And on this louring background of dangling soot-tails above the damp stones of the embankment parapet, staring into the murky, germ-infested water of the river, the silhouette of Nikolai Apollonovich was moulded distinctly in his grey Nikolaevan cloak and his student’s cap, worn askew. Slowly Nikolai Apollonovich moved towards the grey, dark bridge, not smiling, and presenting a somewhat comical figure: wrapped in his overcoat, he seemed hunched and somehow armless with the flap of his coat dancing absurdly in the wind.
 

         By the big black bridge he stopped.
 

         An unpleasant smile flashed across his face for a moment and faded again; memories of unrequited love seized him, rushing over him with the onslaught of the biting wind; Nikolai Apollonovich remembered a misty night; on that night he had leant over the parapet; he had turned round and seen that there was no one there; he had raised his leg; and had lifted it, with its smooth rubber galosh, over the parapet, yes … and stayed like that: with his leg raised; it would seem that further consequences ought to have ensued; but … Nikolai Apollonovich went on standing there with his leg raised. A few moments later Nikolai Apollonovich lowered his leg.
 

         And it was then that he had conceived an ill-considered plan: to give a terrible promise to a certain reckless party.
 

         Recalling now that unsuccessful act of his, Nikolai Apollonovich smiled in a most unpleasant way, presenting a somewhat comical figure: wrapped in his overcoat, he seemed hunched and somehow armless with the long flap of his coat dancing in the wind; and presenting such a figure, he turned off on to the Nevskii; it was beginning to turn dark; here and there a light gleamed in a shop window.
 

         “How handsome,” was heard constantly around Nikolai Apollonovich.
 

         “An ancient mask …”

         
 

         “The Belvedere Apollo.”
 

         “Handsome man …”
 

         Most probably it was the ladies coming the other way who said such things about him.
 

         “The pallor of his face …”
 

         “That marble profile …”
 

         “Like a god …”
 

         Most probably the ladies coming the other way said such things to each other.
 

         But if Nikolai Apollonovich had made to engage them in conversation, they would have said under their breath:

         
 

         “What a freak …”
 

         At the point where two melancholy lions in a doorway mockingly place paw on grey granite paw—there, at that spot, Nikolai Apollonovich stopped in surprise, seeing in front of him the back of a passing officer; tripping over the flaps of his coat, he made to catch the officer up:
 

         “Sergei Sergeevich?”
 

         The officer (a tall fair-haired man with a pointed beard) turned and watched apprehensively and with a shade of irritation through the blue lenses of his spectacles as, tripping over the flaps of his overcoat, the figure of a student struggled clumsily towards him from the familiar spot where in a doorway two melancholy lions with smooth granite manes mockingly place paw on paw. It seemed that for a moment a certain thought crossed the officer’s face; from the expression of his trembling lip one might have thought that the officer was flustered: as though he was wondering whether to recognise the other or not.
 

         “Ah … good day … Where are you going?”
 

         “I’m on my way to Panteleimonovskaia,” Nikolai Apollonovich lied, in order to walk with the officer along the Moika.
 

         “We can go together, then …”
 

         “Where are you going?” Nikolai Apollonovich lied a second time, in order to take a walk with the officer along the Moika.
 

         “I’m going home.”
 

         “We’re going the same way, then.”
 

         Between the windows of a yellow official building rows of stone lions’ muzzles hung over the two of them; each muzzle hung above a coat of arms, entwined in a garland of stone.

         
 

         As though in an effort to avoid touching on some difficult past, they both began to talk anxiously, interrupting each other: about the weather, about the way the disturbances of recent weeks had affected Nikolai Apollonovich’s philosophical work, about the shenanigans the officer had uncovered in the provisioning commission (the officer was in charge of provisions somewhere out there).
 

         Between the windows of a yellow official building a row of stone muzzles hung over the two of them; each hung above a coat of arms entwined in a garland.
 

         And so they talked all the way.
 

         And here they were at the Moika: the same bright, three-storeyed building with five columns from the time of Alexander; and the same frieze of ornamental stucco above the first floor: one circle after another; and in each circle a Roman helmet on crossed swords. Now they were past the building; after the building was a house; and there were its windows … The officer stopped by the house and for some reason suddenly reddened; and after reddening he said:
 

         “Goodbye, then … You’re going on? …”
 

         Nikolai Apollonovich’s heart began to thump more violently; he was on the point of asking something; but—no: he didn’t ask; now he stood on his own in front of the door that had been slammed shut; memories of unrequited love, or rather—of sensual infatuation—these memories enveloped him; and the bluish veins on his temples began to beat more strongly; he was now considering his revenge: an outrage against the feelings of the person who had insulted him, and who lived behind this entrance; he had been considering his revenge for about a month now; and—for the time being not a word about it!
 

         The same bright building with five columns and a frieze of ornamental stucco; one circle after another; and in each circle a Roman helmet on crossed swords.
 

         

             


         
 

         In the evening the Prospect is flooded by a pall of fire. The spheres of electric light in the middle hang evenly on high. At the sides the shifting gleam of signboards plays; here, here and here a flash of ruby lights; over there—a flash of emeralds. One moment—and the ruby lights are over there; and the emeralds are here, here and here.

         
 

         In the evening the Nevskii is flooded by a pall of fire. And the walls of many buildings burn with gemstone light: words composed of diamonds sparkle brilliantly: ‘Coffee House’, ‘Farce’, ‘Tate Diamonds’, ‘Omega Watches’. A shop window, in daytime greenish, now resplendent, opens wide its fiery maw on to the Nevskii; everywhere are tens, hundreds of hellish fiery maws; these maws disgorge their bright white light tormentingly on to the pavement; they spew out a turbid fluid in fiery rust And the Prospect is chewed to shreds by fire. A white gleam falls on bowler hats, on top hats, plumes; the white gleam surges further, to the middle of the Prospect, shoving the evening darkness off the pavement: and above the Nevskii the evening fluid evaporates as it glistens, to form a dull yellow and blood-red murk mixed from blood and dirt. Thus from the Finnish marshes the city will show you the place of its demented settlement with a red, red spot: and that spot is to be seen in silence from afar against the sombre night. As you wander the length of our far-flung land, you will see from afar a spot of red blood, that stands out against the sombre night; and in consternation you will say: “Is that not the location of the fires of Gehenna?” And having said it—you will trudge off into the distance: you will try to circumvent Gehenna.

         
 

         But if, you madman, you were to venture out to meet Gehenna, that bright-red gleam that so horrified you from afar would slowly dissolve into a whitish, not entirely wholesome brilliance, and would encircle you with houses and their many lighted windows—and nothing else: and in the end it would dissolve into a multitude of lights.
 

         And there would be no Gehenna.
 

         

             


         
 

         Nikolai Apollonovich did not see the Nevskii, in his eyes was nothing but that one same house: windows, shadows behind the windows; behind the windows merry voices perhaps: that of the yellow cuirassier, Baron Ommau-Ommergau; of the blue cuirassier, Count Aven, and her—her voice … And Sergei Sergeevich, the officer, was sitting there and maybe slipping in among the merry pleasantries:

         
 

         “I was just walking along with Nikolai Apollonovich Ableukhov …”
 

         

         
 

         Apollon Apollonovich remembered
 

         Yes, Apollon Apollonovich remembered: he had recently heard a certain innocuous joke about himself.
 

         Officials were saying:
 

         “Our old bat (Apollon Apollonovich’s nickname in the Establishment) doesn’t behave at all according to Gogol’s types of officials when he shakes hands with petitioners; when he shakes petitioners’ hands he doesn’t use the full scale of handshakes from utter contempt, via disdain, to complete non-contempt: from collegiate registrar to state counsellor …”
 

         “He only strikes a single note: contempt …”
 

         Thereupon some intervened in his defence:
 

         “Gentlemen, please stop it: that’s because of his piles …”
 

         And everyone agreed.
 

         The door was flung open: and Apollon Apollonovich came in. The joke broke off in fear (just as a nimble little mouse shoots abruptly into its hole as soon as you enter the room). But Apollon Apollonovich did not take offence at jokes; and anyway there was an element of truth in it: he did suffer from haemorrhoids.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich went to the window; two children’s heads in the windows of the house opposite saw facing them behind the glass of the house across the road the facial blur of an unknown old man.
 

         And the little heads in the windows disappeared.
 

         

             


         
 

         Here, in his office in the exalted Establishment, Apollon Appollonovich truly grew into a certain centre: into a series of state Establishments, offices and green tables (only more modestly appointed). Here he was a point that radiated forces, the point of intersection of forces, and the impulse for many manifold manipulations. Here Apollon Apollonovich was a force in the Newtonian sense; and a force in the Newtonian sense, as you are probably not aware, is an occult force.
 

         Here he was the final instance—of denunciations, petitions and telegrams.
 

         This instance in the organism of state he attributed not to himself: but to that centre contained in himself—his consciousness.
 

         Here his consciousness separated from his valiant personality, seeping all round between the walls, taking on an improbable brightness, concentrating with such great force in a single point (between his eyes and forehead), that it seemed an invisible, tiny white light-source, flashing between his eyes and forehead, was casting all around it sheaves of snake-like lightning flashes; these lightning-thoughts spread out like snakes from his bald head; and if a clairvoyant were to stand at that moment before the face of the venerable statesman, he would without doubt see before him the head of the Gorgon Medusa.

         
 

         And Apollon Apollonovich would envelop him in Medusan terror.
 

         Here his consciousness separated off from his valiant personality: his personality, though, with its vortex of multifarious emotions (this collateral consequence of the existence of the soul) was taken by the senator to be the cranium, seen as an empty case, vacated at this very moment.
 

         In the Establishment Apollon Apollonovich spent hours reviewing the production of papers: from the effulgent centre (between his eyes and forehead) flew all the circulars to the heads of subordinate Establishments. And just as he, from this armchair here, cut through his own life with his consciousness, so too his circulars, from this same place, cut at right angles through the haphazard life of the man-in-the-street.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich was wont to compare this life with the sexual, the vegetative or any other kind of urge (for example, with the urge for fast travel along the Petersburg Prospects).
 

         When he left these walls, permeated as they were with cold, Apollon Apollonovich suddenly became a man-in-the-street.
 

         It was only from here that he towered up and hovered madly over Russia, evoking in his enemies the fateful comparison (with a bat). All these enemies of his—down to the last—were men-in-the-street; once outside these walls he was just such an enemy to himself.
 

         Today Apollon Apollonovich was particularly precise: his bald head did not nod a single time during a report; Apollon Apollonovich was afraid of revealing weakness: in the performance of his official responsibilities! … Rising to logical clarity was especially difficult for him today: heaven alone knows why, Apollon Apollonovich had come to the conclusion that his own son, Nikolai Apollonovich—was an out-and-out scoundrel.
 

         

             


         
 

         The window allowed a view of the lower part of the balcony. Approaching the window it was possible to see the caryatid at the entrance: a bearded man of stone.

         
 

         Like Apollon Apollonovich the bearded man of stone rose above the noise of the street and above the seasons of the year: the year 1812 had freed him from his scaffolding. The crowds of 1825 had raged beneath him; a crowd was passing now, too—in 1905. For five years now Apollon Apollonovich had seen from here every day the smile sculpted in stone; the tooth of time was gnawing at it. In those five years events had flown by: Anna Petrovna was in Spain; Viacheslav Konstantinovich was no more; the yellow heel had impertinently mounted the lofty ridges of Port Arthur; China had been through turmoil and Port Arthur had fallen.
 

         As he made ready to go out and meet the crowds of petitioners, Apollon Apollonovich had a smile on his face; his smile arose, however, from anxiety: what might be waiting for him outside those doors.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich spent his life between two desks: his desk in the study and his desk in the Establishment. The third place the senator favoured was his carriage.
 

         And here: he was anxious.
 

         And the door opened; the secretary, a young man with a minor decoration dangling in a somewhat liberal fashion from his starched collar, rushed up to the lofty personage, flicking respectfully the over-starched edge of his snow-white cuff. And in answer to his timid question Apollon Apollonovich roared out:

         
 

         “No, no! … Do as I said … And you know,” said Apollon Apol-lonovich, then stopped and corrected himself.

         
 

         He had meant to use the polite form, but the familiar form had come out by mistake.
 

         His absent-mindedness was legendary; on one occasion Apollon Apollonovich had appeared at an important reception—can you imagine?—without a tie; stopped by a palace servant, he suffered extreme embarrassment, from which he was rescued by the servant, who offered to lend him his own. 

         
 

         Cold fingers
 

         Apollon Apollonovich in his grey overcoat and tall black top hat, with his stony face redolent of a paperweight, stepped swiftly out of his carriage and ran up the steps of the entrance, removing a black suede glove on the way.
 

         He quickly went into the entrance-hall. The top hat was passed with care to the servant. With equal care his overcoat, his briefcase and his scarf were surrendered likewise.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich stood in front of the servant in thought; suddenly Apollon Apollonovich addressed a question to him:
 

         “Would you be so kind as to tell me: does a young man come here very often—yes: a young man?”
 

         “A young man, sir?”
 

         An awkward silence ensued: Apollon Apollonovich was unable to formulate his thought in any other way. But the servant, of course, had no way of guessing what young man the master was asking about.
 

         “Young people do come, your Excellency, not often …”
 

         “Well … what about young people with moustaches?”
 

         “With moustaches, sir?”
 

         “Black ones …”
 

         “With black ones, sir?”
 

         “Well yes, and—in overcoats …”
 

         “They all come in overcoats, sir …”
 

         “Yes, but with the collar turned up …”
 

         Suddenly something dawned upon the doorman.
 

         “Ah, you mean the one who …”
 

         “Well yes, that one …”
 

         “One like that did come once, sir … came to see the young master: only that was quite a while ago; that’s how it is, sir … they come to inquire …”
 

         “How’s that?”
 

         “That’s how it is, sir!”
 

         “With a moustache?”
 

         “Exactly so, sir!”
 

         “A black one?”
 

         “With a black moustache …”
 

         “And with his coat collar turned up?”

         
 

         “The very same, sir …”
 

         Apollon Apollonovich stood for a moment as though rooted to the spot and suddenly: Apollon Apollonovich walked on past.
 

         The staircase was covered with a grey velvet carpet; the staircase was framed, of course, by heavy walls; the grey velvet carpet covered those walls. On the walls an ornamental arrangement of ancient weapons gleamed; beneath a verdigris encrusted shield there shone a Lithuanian helmet with its spike; the cruciform hilt of a knight’s sword glittered; here swords were rusting; there—halberds ponderously sloped; chain-mail armour gave the walls a muted brilliance; a blunderbuss and a pike were leant against the wall.
 

         The top of the staircase led to the landing; here from a lustreless plinth of white alabaster a white Niobe raised on high her alabaster eyes.
 

         Apollon Apollonovich threw open the door in front of him deliberately, resting his bony hand upon the cut-glass doorknob: across the cold hall, that stretched a disproportionate distance, the tread of his heavy steps rang out coldly.
 

         So it is always
 

         Over the empty streets of Petersburg barely-lit amorphous forms were flying by; scraps of cloud were overtaking one another.
 

         A patch of phosphorescence floated—nebulous and deathly—across the sky; the sky was shot through with a misty, phosphorescent brilliance; and it made the roofs and chimneys glisten. The green waters of the Moika flowed past there; on one side of it the same three-storeyed building still rose up with its five white columns; at the top were cornices. There, on the bright background of the bright building, a cuirassier of Her Majesty was passing slowly by; he had a gleaming golden helmet.
 

         And a silver dove raised its wings above that helmet.
 

         Nikolai Apollonovich, shaven and scented, was making his way along the Moika wrapped in furs; his head was sunk into his coat, and his eyes held a strange light; in his soul—nameless tremors were rising; something terrible and sweet was singing there: as though within him Aeolus’ storm-filled wineskin had flown apart and the sons of unearthly impulses were cruelly driving him away with whistling whips to strange and incomprehensible lands.

         
 

         He was thinking: can this too be love? He recalled: one misty night, rushing impetuously from that doorway over there, he had set off at a run towards that cast-iron Petersburg bridge, and there, on the bridge …

         
 

         He shuddered.
 

         A sheaf of light flew past: a black carriage from the royal court: it bore its bright-red, as though bloodshot, lamps past the bright window cavities of that self-same house; on the black current of the Moika the lamps played and glittered; the ghostly outline of a servant’s tricorn hat and the outline of a flapping overcoat flew by with the light from one mist into another.
 

         Nikolai Apollonovich stood for some time in thought in front of the house: his heart was pounding in his chest; he stood and stood—and suddenly disappeared into the familiar doorway.
 

         In the old days he used to come here every evening; now he had not crossed the threshold for two months and more; and now he crossed it like a thief. In the old days a girl in a white apron used to open the door to him in welcome; she would say:
 

         “Good evening, sir,” with a sly smile.
 

         And now? No one would come out to meet him; and if he rang, the same girl would blink her eyes at him in fear and would not say, “Good evening, sir”; no, he wasn’t going to ring.
 

         What was he here for?
 

         The outer door opened wide in front of him; and the sound of its closing struck him in the back; the darkness enveloped him; as though everything behind him had dropped away (that is probably how it is in the first moment after death, as the temple of the body collapses away from the soul into the abyss of corruption); but Nikolai Apollonovich gave no thought now to death—death was far away; in the darkness he evidently thought of his own gestures, because his behaviour in the darkness took on a fantastic tinge; he settled down on the cold step by an inner door, sinking his face into the fur and listening to the beating of his heart; a black void began behind his back; and a black void was in front.
 

         And so Nikolai Apollonovich sat in the darkness.
 

         

             


         
 

         And while he sat there the Neva still opened out between Alexander Square and Millionnaia; the stone arch of the Winter Canal displayed its lachrymose expanse; the Neva thrust itself from there in an onslaught of moist wind; the fleeting surfaces of its waters glinted from there soundlessly, their pale gleam reflected furiously in the mists. The smooth walls of the four-storeyed palace wing, crisscrossed with lines, glistened with malice in the moonlight.

         
 

         No one, nothing.
 

         As ever the canal disgorged its choleric water into the Neva: the same bridge still bent over it; as ever a nightly female shadow ran out on to the bridge, to—cast herself into the river? … Liza’s shadow? No, not Liza’s, but simply—some Petersburg woman’s; the woman ran this way, but did not throw herself into the river: crossing the Winter Canal, she ran hurriedly away from a yellow house on the Gagarin Embankment, beneath which she would stand every evening, gazing for a long time at the windows.
 

         The quiet plashing was left behind her: in front a square spread out; endless statues, green-tinged, bronze, appeared from all sides above the dark-red walls; Hercules and Poseidon surveyed the expanses by night as well; across the Neva a dark mass rose up—in the outlines of islands and houses; and cast its amber eyes sadly into the mist; and it seemed it was weeping; a row of lights along the bank dropped tears into the Neva; its surface was seared by their seething flashes.
 

         Up above—vague outlines spread their ragged grieving arms across the sky; swarm on swarm they climbed above the waves of the Neva, racing to the zenith; and when they touched the zenith, then a phosphorescent blur, rushing to attack, thrust itself upon them from the sky. Only in one place, untouched by chaos—where by day a heavy stone bridge was cast across—huge nests of gemstones glinted strangely in the mist.
 

         The woman’s shadow, her face buried in her muff, ran along the Moika to that same doorway which she came running out of every evening and where now Nikolai Apollonovich was sitting on a cold step by the door; the street door opened before her; the street door slammed shut behind her; the darkness enveloped her; as though everything had fallen away behind her; the lady in black was thinking there in the hallway of simple, mundane things; how she would give orders for the samovar to be prepared; she had already stretched her hand out to the bell—and then she saw: a kind of outline—it seemed a mask stood up from the step in front of her.

         
 

         And when the door to the apartment opened and a sheaf of light from the door momentarily lit the darkness of the hallway, her terrified chambermaid’s exclamation confirmed everything for her, because first there appeared in the open door an apron and starched cap; and then the apron and cap started back from the door. In the bright flash of light a picture of indescribable strangeness was revealed, and the black outline of the lady rushed into the open door.
 

         Behind her back there rose from the darkness a rustling, darkcrimson clown in a trembling, bearded mask.
 

         From the darkness it could be seen how the fur of a Nikolaevan cloak fell slowly, soundlessly from shoulders rustling with velvet, and two red arms stretched out in anguish to the door. But then, of course, the door closed, cutting off the sheaf of light and casting the entrance stairway back into utter emptiness and darkness: just as we, as we cross death’s threshold, cast our body back into the darkened abyss that had just shone with light.
 

         

             


         
 

         A second later Nikolai Apollonovich slipped out on to the street; a piece of red silk was flapping beneath the skirts of his cloak; his nose buried in the Nikolaevan cloak, Nikolai Apollonovich hastened away in the direction of the bridge.
 

         

             


         
 

         Petersburg, Petersburg!
 

         Sediment of mist, you have pursued me too with idle cerebral play: you are a cruel-hearted tormenter; you are a restless ghost; for years you used to assail me; I would run along your terrible Prospects and my impetus would carry me up on to that cast-iron bridge which starts from the edge of the world and leads to the limitless distance; beyond the Neva, in the green distance of the other world—the ghosts of islands and houses rose, seducing me with the vain hope that that land was real and not—a howling endlessness that drives the pale smoke of clouds out on to the Petersburg streets.
 

         Restless shadows trudge from the islands; thus a swarm of visions repeats itself, reflected in the Prospects, chasing along the Prospects that are reflected in each other like a mirror in another mirror, where a moment of time itself expands into immeasurable aeons: and as you wander from one doorway to another you live through ages.

         
 

         O, great bridge, gleaming in electric splendour!
 

         I remember a fateful moment; I, too, one September night leaned over your parapet: another moment—and my body would have tumbled into the mists.
 

         O, green waters, teeming with bacilli!
 

         Another moment, and you would have turned me too into one of your shadows. A restless shadow, maintaining the appearance of a man-in-the-street, would have flickered ambiguously in the draughts of the damp canal; a passer-by might have seen over his shoulder: a bowler hat, a stick, a coat, ears, a nose and a moustache …
 

         He would have passed on … to the cast-iron bridge.
 

         On the cast-iron bridge he would have turned round; and would have seen nothing: above the damp parapet, above the green water teeming with bacilli, in the gusts of the Neva gale—only a bowler hat, a stick, ears, a nose and a moustache—would have fluttered by.
 

         You will never forget him!
 

         In this chapter we have seen Senator Ableukhov; we have also seen the senator’s idle thoughts in the form of the senator’s house, and in the form of the senator’s son, who carries in his head idle thoughts of his own; and lastly, we have seen another idle shadow—that of the stranger.
 

         This shadow arose by chance in Senator Ableukhov’s consciousness, receiving there its ephemeral existence; but Apollon Apollonovich’s consciousness is a shadow consciousness, because he too is possessed of ephemeral existence, being the product of the author’s imagination: needless, idle cerebral play.
 

         The author, having once displayed these pictures of illusions, ought quickly to remove them and break off the thread of the narration with this very sentence; but … the author will not behave like this: he has sufficient right not to do so.
 

         Cerebral play is only a mask; beneath this mask proceeds the invasion of the brain by forces unknown to us: and what if Apollon Apollonovich is woven from our brain—he will still be able to terrify with another startling existence that attacks at night. Apollon Apollonovich is endowed with the attributes of this existence; and with the attributes of this existence all his cerebral play is endowed too.

         
 

         Once his brain has erupted in the mysterious stranger, that stranger exists—exists in fact: he will not vanish from the Petersburg Prospects, as long as the senator exists with thoughts of this kind, because thought, too, exists.
 

         So let our stranger be a real stranger! And let my stranger’s two shadows be real shadows!
 

         Those dark shadows will keep following on the stranger’s heels, just as the stranger follows straight after the senator; and the senescent senator, dear reader, will come chasing after you too in his black carriage: and from now on you will never forget him!
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