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Prologue
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It's been about three years since the day his heart stopped beating. I began to live from the first moment I met him, and I died with him. I would never be the same again. Meeting Sasha radically changed my attitude to life and faith, became a real revelation and mystery for me. After reading this manuscript to the end, dear reader, you will understand everything and will be convinced that it was definitely impossible to keep silent about it. A blessed boy of fourteen, humiliated and insulted, misunderstood and unaccepted, he burned like a candle in the devastating flames of suffering and pain. A soul of a different kind, living according to other laws and values, pure and immortal, imprisoned in earthly flesh of dust and decay, spent its days and nights on earth in patience and humility. I remember well every day spent with him, every word spoken by him, every page in his diary written by him. By fate, having witnessed and chronicled his last days on earth, I will forever remain his only and faithful friend.  

Today, I am doomed to spend the time of my already boring life in utter loneliness and emptiness. My time is now measured in unbearable bouts of despair and pain. The uncontrollable and vivid feelings and impulses that I used to experience in his presence, the thrill of being in touch with something great and secret, yet fragile and tender, have largely faded and been forgotten. But his voice, as clear and clear as a nightingale's flutter, I hear as clearly as before, as if he were speaking beside me and looking at me with his large, mischievous eyes, whose piercing gaze both delighted and fascinated me at the same time. In his face and in his example, I came into contact with life as it is, as the Creator Himself intended it to be. 

I reread the lines of this book every day, over and over again. I remember almost every word in it, but often something new, forgotten or criminally omitted by me comes to mind. I immediately undertake to correct or supplement the text, but only in pencil and between the lines. This book was written a long time ago, about two 

years ago. Now it lives its own life and has got its own destiny. She and I are alike in that our story is over, and left in the past. Day one is page one, day one is page one, day one is page one. A whole life - in one book. But the feeling that the book is alive, as well as its main character himself, does not leave me for a minute. Everything born of eternity is immortal. It is both a mystery and happiness to be a part of it. I am grateful to fate for such a generous gift.         

From this moment on, my further narration takes on the tinge of fiction, which in turn is based on real events and characters.  
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Part One
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St. Petersburg. 

August - November, 1914.
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Chapter 1
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The eve of the holiday

––––––––
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ON SATURDAY AFTERNOON I left in my buggy in the direction of the Shulgin estate, which was peacefully situated on the outskirts of our town, in the southern part of it. I had to drive two-thirds of the way, it was foggy in some places, the weather was usually gloomy and overcast, but rare rays of sunshine still stubbornly broke through the low leaden clouds and touched the ground. It was the golden autumn of St. Petersburg.

This time I did not go to the Shulgins' on medical business. Pyotr Nikolayevich and Zinaida Pavlovna had kindly invited me to the birthday party of their eldest daughter, the incomparable Sophie, who was eighteen years old that day. I was happy to see this wonderful family again: I loved to visit their home, to be in their company, and to have long conversations over a glass of wine. It was an honourable and hospitable home. 

The soul and core of the family nest was, without a doubt, Anna Afanasyevna, maiden name Ostrozhskaya, an old lady of seventy, a bright representative of the oldest noble family, which had its roots somewhere in Europe, presumably in Poland. Her refined manners, sharpness of mind, education and refined sense of humour gave her away as a person of outstanding, charismatic, disposable and unforgettable. Her attractive smile retained the freshness and charm of her former youth and beauty. I happened to see her image in a photo from thirty years ago - she was charming.  I am twelve years younger than her, and I regret that I did not meet her earlier: though younger and lower in status, I could at least admire her from a distance. Today I have a medical practice to deal with Anna Afanasyevna's frequent migraine attacks and other ailments of her family, so I do my duty with Christian humility and compassion.

I know little about her deceased husband, Nikolai Alexandrovich Shulgin, about whom little is said in the house, but always with great reverence and sorrow. I managed to find out that Nikolai Alexandrovich served as a naval officer, older than his wife by five years, was mortally wounded while on duty by one of his subordinates in the winter of 1901. Their only son, the desired and beloved, Peter Nikolayevich Shulgin, was born in a garrison hospital on the Crimean land where Nikolai Alexandrovich was serving at that time. Anna Afanasyevna accompanied her husband inseparably, and remained unfailingly devoted and faithful to him. She sincerely loved him, and all the best things in her life were connected with her husband and their life together.  

But time irreversibly imposes its imprint on each of us. The Shulgin house, formerly quiet and inconspicuous, has recently become full of representatives of not only the most diverse strata and classes, but also a variety of ages, characters and beliefs. This is what happens when there is a conflict of interests and opinions, as well as a clash of the unique worlds of the human spirit, experience and reason. Each of us has a role to play in the theatre of life, where there is no empty seat and no random spectator. And it does not matter who you are or where you are, the main thing is what and how you are able to see and understand. 

Ten minutes from the Shulgins' house my attention was attracted by two unusual-looking people who had barely had time to get out of the landau and onto the pavement to continue their journey on foot. But they could walk with great difficulty, or rather one of them did. In the elderly stout man in expensive foreign clothes I recognised a certain merchant and landowner, Kossyannikov, who had lost his eyesight six months before as a result of a tragic fire on his own estate. It was rumoured to have been a deliberate arson, and the cause was the evil will and secret intent of his dismissed manager and an insidious enemy, accused, as the local newspapers said, of fraud and embezzlement of large sums of money from the wages of the workers. As far as I know, in that terrible fire Kossyannikov's wife, who was known for her good temper and care for street children, died of suffocation. It was an event and a tragedy for our whole town. 

The widowed blind landowner was led by the hand and was his eyes, presumably by his deceased wife's nephew, a young man of about eighteen, a curly-haired brunet, in strict dark clothes, tied with a light English scarf, with a black leather briefcase in his hand, which was clearly not his own.  He walked timidly and slowly, to please his companion, now and then shifting his gaze from the pavement to the building fifty paces ahead. The young man's pale face seemed motionless and expression of submission and humility, while his eyes were full of deep inconsolable sorrow. His mutilated companion in expensive foreign clothes was entirely in his power, and only the confusion of a man who had lost forever the ability to contemplate the world around him disturbed his stern swarthy face with small convulsions. "Rich and blind—no amount of money in the world can restore his sight!" - suddenly flashed through my mind. But the thought seemed to me so inappropriately cruel that I hastened to banish it, and preferred to forget it at once.

I did not see any other passers-by. The rest of the way to the goal of my journey I spent in sorrow and meditation on the transience of life and the insignificance of the human will before the will of heavenly Providence. 

- Here we are, sir! - came the cabman's husky voice. I caught myself thinking that I did not remember his face. Even at this final phrase of our journey he had not once turned round to me, sitting motionless on his seat. I got out of the buggy and held out a coin to him, for curiosity's sake trying to determine whether he was of the seasonal or the seasoned. From the fact that he took the money and did not scrutinise its denomination, but slipped it at once into his zippun pocket, already satisfied that he had been given it, I came to the simple conclusion that he was of the "vaneks" - peasants who came to the city in autumn for the seasonal winter carriage.

A few carriages were waiting at the side of the front gate. The carriage drivers were gathered together and talking noisily, interrupting each other. On the porch at the entrance to the house stood many colourful baskets of flowers, decorated with motley ribbons and bows. From the kitchen stovepipe a thick black smoke billowed out, while from the fireplace chimney, made of red brick and topped with a wrought iron canopy and weathervane, flowed the noble light grey smoke from the fireplace in the living room. I felt a rush of energy and good spirits and hurried into the house.

At the front entrance of the house, all guests were greeted by a middle-aged, middle-aged footman in livery and with armourbands. He would open the doors in advance, skilfully take the clothes, delicately inquire about the guest's first wish and kindly offer to follow him into the drawing room, announcing the newcomer to the assembly. Everything took place in the best traditions of the last century and created an atmosphere of aristocracy and secularism.    

But in this case it did not come to the solemn announcement of my humble person to those present. Already in the entrance hall I was met by Pyotr Nikolayevich Shulgin, the owner of the house and head of the family. He hastened to enclose my heavy body in a warm friendly embrace, after which he shook my hand and shook it frantically. I was even involuntarily embarrassed by such a warm welcome, but I tried to keep myself relaxed and tried to reciprocate. I had always felt a deep sympathy for this outstanding and profound man, without exaggeration, a "hero of our time", who allowed himself to remain always and everywhere himself. I shall therefore interrupt my story for a moment and give a short biography of him, known to me not so much out of curiosity as out of a deep interest in the history of any outstanding person who has interested me for various reasons

So, Peter Nikolayevich Shulgin was born and brought up in an old rich noble family, where he received an excellent home upbringing and foreign education, but his first duty was to serve the Fatherland. After graduating from the military academy he was promoted to the rank of lieutenant, participated in the famous military campaign, was lightly wounded on the battlefield, was treated and awarded, after which he left for further military service in the Baltic Fleet. There he did not get along with the leadership, as a result of which two years later he resigned and was appointed at the St. Petersburg army headquarters as adjutant to General S-m, but still finished his career in the civilian part of the Ministry of Finance of Russia. His quality of character did not fully meet the army requirements. He was known as too soft and kind officer, was loyal to his subordinates, which in many ways interfered with the fulfilment of tasks. But officers and subordinates respected and loved him no less. In a word, he was a human man who respected and loved people. Peter Nikolaevich's way of thinking and qualities of character were always aimed exclusively at creation, reconciliation and building fundamental values, but applicable only in times of peace and on peaceful land. But Russia of the last century, unfortunately, was not such. 

I would add to the above that possessing the sober and clear mind of a financial analyst, as well as such character traits as personal impeccable honesty, nobility and willingness to sacrifice himself for the common good, Pyotr Nikolaevich rose to the rank of comrade minister of finance, and was well regarded by his superiors. But on his way he had the misfortune to meet people for whom the development and prosperity of the Fatherland was not part of their personal plans. About three years ago there appeared, at first glance, groundless accusations against Peter Nikolaevich by the secret police of his involvement in the financing of secret revolutionary organisations from the state treasury. He denied such vile accusations in every possible way, but the very fact of their existence suddenly and deeply undermined his health. Soon, presumably at the will of a secret patron, and in view of the unproven and hasty conclusions, all pernicious suspicions and accusations were dropped, and the case was closed. Pyotr Nikolayevich continued in the service, and received a new post, a little lower than his former one, but there was no trace of his former cheerful and constructive state of mind. Having finally left the service more than a year ago, he had become extremely sentimental and soft in temper, but he tried by all means to conceal his inner embarrassment at the humiliation he had suffered: it was clear to any discerning adult that Pyotr Nikolayevich Shulgin was bored with life. 

All the way from the entrance hall to the living room   the head of the family was supporting me under his elbow, thus unwittingly expressing his patronage. The drawing-room of the ancestral house was a rectangular parlour with columns and expensive solid furniture, the walls of which were decorated with a silk corkscrew of a rich crimson colour. Dark brown wood lacquered furniture, dark green leather on it, walnut parquet underfoot,  crimson silk and white columns with monumental cornice in Greek temple style, marble statues on pedestals and paintings on the walls in shabby carved baguettes, massive books on the shelves, shining crystal in the windows and Chinese porcelain, many flowers in tubs and lush greenery, - all this wealth created an atmosphere of cosiness and peace, a kind of unspeakable peace with life and a healthy harmony with oneself. I involuntarily slowed down my step, fascinated by the curious subject of one of the pictures hanging on the wall. This caused Peter Nikolayevich a slight perplexity, from which he looked at me questioningly. He wanted to return to the company of men he had left behind, who were sitting at a large oval-shaped dining-table covered with a white tablecloth with lace. The table was set with crystalware, expensive china and silverware, and a young, neat-looking maid was pouring wine into glasses of purple-coloured wine for each person. Two men were smoking cigars of good tobacco, and the sweet smell of tobacco smoke and the odour of burning candles gave the evening a special and unique charm. 

- Gentlemen, may I have your attention please! I have the honour to introduce to you our guest, and without exaggeration, the guardian angel of our whole family, a man of good soul and sharp scientific mind, our esteemed doctor, Ivan Afanasievich Cheremnykh. Please love and welcome, gentlemen!

Each of the men present bowed respectfully to me, some clapped their hands theatrically, keeping their eyes on me and smiling in a friendly manner. I seated myself at the table in a vacant seat, which, by chance or not, was the only one available, and looked round one by one. "I'm in their circle," I thought, and everything fell into place. 

- I propose to drink to the health of the honourable doctor! - exclaimed a middle-aged man in a turquoise-coloured pearlescent suit, - and to the health of all his charges!

- With pleasure, of course! - said several people almost simultaneously. The glasses were raised, there was a clink of glasses, and the heady scarlet drink diluted the blood of everyone at the table. 

The herald of the toast to me, who was sitting almost opposite, having emptied his glass completely, called the maid to him with a gesture of his hand, pointed his finger menacingly at his empty vessel, then, after waiting with a dejected grimace on his face until she had filled it, handed her with a menacing look an ashtray filled to the brim, and in a contemptuous tone gave the command: "bring me the julienne!".  The maid replaced the ashtray and hurried away to carry out the command. "What a vile arrogance," I thought  involuntarily, but immediately stopped the development of such thoughts, being opposed to the judgement of people, especially those unfamiliar and drunk.  

To my surprise, the owner of the house, my dear friend and patron, Pyotr Nikolaevich, turned out to be my neighbour to the left at the table, which raised my status in the eyes of others even more.

- I want to warn you, gentlemen," he said, "that the bright feast of our incomparable Sophie's name is about to begin, and the festive meal is almost ready. Soon the ladies will arrive and the children will return from their walk, and we will begin. But as long as they are not here, our conversation can safely continue.

- Thank you, most honourable Pyotr Nikolayevich," replied a lean young brunet with a sharp nose and thin, pale lips on a smooth-shaven face, and a luxuriant head of hair and sideburns that made him look like a follower of the Hussar fashion of the past century, "but our subject is a very delicate one. And will it be of interest to the guest, or, excuse moi, will Ivan Afanasyevich or someone else suggest his own topic for our friendly dialogue? I personally would not mind. 

The attack of incredulity in my address somewhat embarrassed and alarmed me, and made me realise that this young hussar was the initiator of the subject of the conversation which had taken place before my arrival. But why should the subject be changed

- You can trust Ivan Afanasyevich as much as you trust me. But it is always up to my guests to choose the subject of conversation, and if it is not contrary to the law and does not go beyond the bounds of decency, I can assure you that it will not cause me any objection. Especially as here, thank God, we are not a secret meeting, but a society of educated and respectable people, gentlemen," said Pyotr Nikolayevich in a nonchalant tone, sobering the young man's hot head. 

- Forgive me, dear Pyotr Nikolayevitch," replied the hussar, in a guilty voice, "I did not mean to offend you or your guest in any way, God forbid. 

- Why doubt, if the master of the house is with us, and it is his will," said a man of about sixty, sitting in the far corner of the table, dressed in a strict black suit, in a low, steady voice. He gave the impression of an important and strong-willed man who knew the value of every word. 

- So," said the young hussar again, who had received the moral support of his interlocutor, "if my memory serves me correctly, the much-respected General Lev Romanovich questioned the authenticity of the so-called "Letter from Rumyantsev to Tatishchev" about the murder of Tsarevich Alexei Petrovich, first published in London half a century ago, and resurrected again recently in the capital's press for unknown reasons. Isn't it? 

- Quite right! That's exactly what I say," replied the middle-aged brunette in a pearl-coloured suit sitting opposite me, with confidence in his voice, "and the proof of this is gross historical errors and unreliable facts, but that's not what confuses me most of all. It is that, as you have rightly pointed out, Mr Lykov, that the "Letter" has been resurrected recently and, at first glance, for reasons that are incomprehensible. 

- And what are the real reasons, may I ask," asked Hussar Lykov's neighbour on his left hand, an obese man with red hair and freckles on his face, holding a greasy rosary in his hands, in a slightly trembling voice. His small eyes ran like the pendulum of a clock from side to side at each person sitting at the table, and sometimes they seemed to run off somewhere in an unknown direction. 

- By all means, Mr Sakhovsky, I will explain. It is all a matter of politics, gentlemen, and this letter is nothing but another stone thrown into the martyred body of the Russian autocracy. 

- Explain your conclusion, Mr Savely," said the man in the black suit in an even tone. 

- Well, gentlemen, I shall be perfectly clear in my judgements," said the hussar Lykov in a mildly guilty tone, his voice and facial expression not even a shadow of the former arrogance remaining.  - So, the very method of killing the Tsarevich described in the "Letter" is a medieval barbarity that casts a shadow on the great Peter the Sovereign, who made Russia what it is today. And today that very stone from the past is thrown at the actual Sovereign so that not only he and his blessed family, but all Mother Russia has no future. 

- He was poisoned, if I'm not mistaken? - Sakhovsky asked without a trace of regret in his voice. 

- No, they did not poison me, you are mistaken," Lykov replied with sudden impudence. - It is Sasha Pushkin who has such an assumption. And in Rumyantsev's letter the Tsarevich was smothered with pillows, and before that he was tortured with repentance, so that with a clear conscience he would put his spirit into the hands of the Creator, like Christ, with the words, as I remember: "Into Thy hands I commit my spirit!". Is that how it seems to have been, Lev Romanovich?

But General Tsygoev said nothing. He listened attentively to Lykov, keeping his eyes on him as if he had learnt the whole truth for the first time. He had never smoked in my presence, nor had he taken a sip of wine. 

The pause lingered somewhat.

- What do you think about all this, Your Eminence? - Peter Nikolayevich asked, with deep interest in his voice, a stout man with a small neat beard, diluted with grey, in strict black clothes and an iron staff in his hand, who was sitting as if apart and silently contemplating everything that was going on. 

Everyone at the table looked curiously in his direction. His imperturbability, inner detachment and monotonous speech completed the image of the mysterious priest, who must have been the confessor of the Shulgin family.

- I can only judge as a spiritual person, and what my heart tells me is that everyone has the right to mercy and forgiveness, whoever he is and whatever he has done," said Father Seraphim in his low, firm voice. - And if he returned to his father with repentance, like the prodigal son, his father will rejoice. Or was the Tsarevich more sinful than his executioners, or than the sovereign father Peter Alexeevich himself? As it is said: he who forgives, let him be forgiven! 

On the last phrase the priest laid special stress, as if in a public sermon.  

- It's beautiful, Your Eminence, I can't add or subtract. But it's luscious, and how can you live with it? - objected the stern man in the black suit in his beautiful baritone with a note of drama in his voice.  - In other words, as I understand it and have heard it many times, - he did not stop, switching to a more emotional tone, - that all traitors should be forgiven and let go. And the innocent victims of all these murderers, child molesters, corrupt rats, rebels, tsareubbers should be buried as deeply and quickly as possible, so as not to disturb the dark soul of the executioner by the coming judgement of God. But the date of that judgement is not written anywhere. I'd like to see it in person!

- Don't be sarcastic, Mr Bailiff. Especially since the victim of the executioner is not always so innocent," said the general in a calm, even tone, and added, "we must consider each case separately. Children I omit. But the traitors and rats I order to punish, so that others will not be punished! 

- All right. Let it be so," said Pyotr Nikolayevich calmly and imperturbably. - But let us take for an example the murder of the Emperor Alexander the Second by the Narodovists, as a result of which the criminals were convicted and executed. And what happened? A year later on the same day, a new attempt on the successor sovereign, thank God, unsuccessful. And again the gallows. So is it a struggle or blind thirst for the blood of their enemy? If, struggle, then with what or with whom?

The tension at the table in the circle of those who were talking was gradually increasing. It was especially dangerous to talk about politics today. Especially among strangers. It occurred to me to exercise my guest's right to change the subject, but I did not have time to do so.

- Only that blood which is shed voluntarily in the name of love and faith has a good heritage and is not shed in vain," Father Seraphim said calmly and confidently. - If the innocent blood becomes a victim of hatred, born of anger, resentment or self-interest, that is nothing but a crime, a violation of God's commandments, a mortal sin, condemned and punished by God and people. Such blood is sacrificed on the altar of innocence for the sinfulness of the human race, gentlemen

The tension had eased considerably. Here and now it was difficult to object to anything. General Tsygoev resolutely took the floor.

- Gentlemen, a strange thought has occurred to  me. Its essence is this: is our present-day Emperor capable of such a daring act with his only son? In other words, would Nicholas Alexandrovich Romanov be able to kill the heir Alexei, if he rebelled against him and tried to take away the supreme power by deceit and blackmail? What are your thoughts on this matter, gentlemen?

The conversation took an unexpected turn, bringing its participants back to reality. Time was taken to think, and Shulgin was the first to reply. 

- I think not. It is too cruel for Sovereign Nicholas Alexandrovich, especially as he loves his son madly, and is himself a man of gentle and kind disposition. 

- I support it," Lykov said.

- Yes, I agree. Times are not what they used to be..." Sakhovsky nodded, thinking.

- Maybe that is why there is little order in our state today, and more than enough fermentation of mind and willfulness. As history shows, gentlemen, liberalism does not lead to anything good, but only to collapse, all the more true for Russia. How could there not be a great misfortune! - objected the general.

- My opinion," said Lykov, thinking aloud, "is that it is not the Tsarevich, but the Sovereign himself who will lead to the great trouble in Russia. What is going on at Court nowadays? Sheer debauchery and betrayal of the interests of the Empire! The fish rots from the head. What do you want now, if we have such things going on today? What should we expect tomorrow? Russian revolt, stabbings, heresy? What could be scarier?

- God-fighting is more terrible," Father Seraphim replied in an edifying tone. - Any rebellion can be suppressed, but if you take God out of a person's soul, it will be filled with darkness. Liberalism in the understanding of the modern Russian enlightened man is love of neighbour and Christian forgiveness. In other words, complete or partial absence of punishment for the evil done in the hope of God's judgement. What is the danger? I know that if the number of unpunished evil deeds increases, people will love darkness more than light, because all their deeds will be evil. And the moment will come when there will be no choice for any of us: either we are in league with them or we are dead. Mark my word, gentlemen! 

- The main thing is not to forget, when passing any sentence, that punishment must not justify cruelty," said Pyotr Nikolaevich in an instructive tone, after which he sighed and added sadly, "I myself have sinned on liberal grounds in the past, which I now regret very much. 

- It turns out that the only  thing left to do is to judge or re-educate," Lykov said with a touch of irony in his voice. - And if we kill, then...

Father Seraphim interrupted Lykov, anticipating the categorical judgement of the young irascible officer. 

- And if you kill, it is the enemy-supostate who has raised a sword against you to take your land, your life or your holy faith. Everyone has the right to live and defend his life and faith. Equally for everyone the sun shines in the sky, the earth bears its fruit, the bird sings and the brook murmurs.   And God endures, loves and pities all people on earth, even the last scoundrel and sinner, leaving him the right to realise and repent during his earthly life. And this is the most important thing - to do everything here on earth, while there is time and the gates of faith are open for every person. The very last sinner also has this right

- Unless that very sinner has taken such a right from another sinner," objected the heated Lykov. - As is well known, Peter Alexeyevich, the Father-in-Law of the State, offered the Tsarevich to repent, but either the young stroppy refused, or the Tsar did not believe him.  But the People's Liberals did not offer Alexander to repent, they did not persuade him, but simply arranged a massacre, worse than in war, because, as you know, sneakily from around the corner attacked.  

- And what difference does it make how to attack, if the fight is not for life, but for death. All means are good in it," said the blushing Sakhovsky, as if in a revelation. 

But his line was not supported by anyone. 

- Why do you think the Narodolovists killed the Tsar? What kind of important business is it to take a man's life? - Father Seraphim asked.

- Well, you know: the struggle for freedom, equality and fraternity. For love of the Russian people, finally, as I understand it," Lykov replied, stammering a little. - A revolutionary idea, in a word," he added admiringly, as if the word "revolution" itself had a special, metaphysical force, and immediately inspired every one who uttered it. 

- Exactly, an idea," Father Seraphim said, exhaling with a sense of rejection in his voice. - As soon as a person, gifted with imagination and purely practical thinking, begins to dream of a universe built according to other rules and laws than what exists today, the process of choosing the means and ways to achieve this dream that is sweet to his mind and heart starts immediately in his head. The practical mind clearly identifies the obstacles and clearly forms the path, and in the image of such a desirable future world there is often no room for objects and concepts existing in reality. To avoid conflict between the present and the future, he declares them to be enemies. These may be not only individuals, parties or organisations that must be eliminated, but even whole cities, countries and peoples with their faith, culture, army and language. Man begins to believe so much in his idea, in this imaginary image of the future, that he realises in fear that he has no other future than the attainment of his cherished goal. And without a future, what kind of life can there be? So he becomes cruel and fanatical to the extreme. Especially, I tell you, if the idea has become a virus of consciousness and has penetrated into the heads of many other similar beings. That is when one speaks of revolution and revolutionary struggle.

When Father Seraphim finished his speech, he raised his eyes and looked into the face of each of the men at the table. The subject matter of what had been said required time for reflection, so the pause in the conversation was somewhat prolonged

- Allow me, gentlemen, to tell you a little story about the subject of our conversation, - after a minute the bailiff, known as Mikhail Ignatyevich Kuts, who had been silent for a long time, took the floor and aroused general interest. - So, I once became an involuntary witness to the confession of a suspect, although by duty I did not go to interrogations, but why it happened so, I do not remember. A certain dental technician, a Jew from the bourgeoisie, who had been exiled earlier for carrying revolutionary proclamations, was questioned about his relation to the murder of a gendarme on duty. And they asked him, I remember, directly: why, they said, they had tortured the murdered man so cruelly before his death; they had strangled him, beaten him, and bled him until he was stabbed to death. And he answered, as in confession, that he did not do it, because he was convinced that there was no sense in torturing the victim's body, but on the contrary, not to let the soul suffer and repent, taking bodily agony and the realisation of inevitable death in a moment of repentance, but to do away with soul and body at once, like a thief who came in the middle of the night, thus frightening the victim even more. I trembled then at his words..... I looked at him, and he was sitting there looking unattractive, miserable, skinny, and speaking with such a right, as if he was not the one who spoke, but someone who spoke for him, even more than a judge. That was his plan of struggle. Now he is in exile somewhere again. I confess I would not like to meet him face to face.

I felt suddenly scared to the point of goosebumps. I had never thought of myself as a coward, and I had hardly ever thought of death as something inevitable for me, but after these words I felt uneasy. I involuntarily imagined that my life was being forcibly cut off by a merciless murderer, maddened by some obsession, and I had not yet decided what kind of death I would prefer ....

- Far from the best subject for a holy birthday party, gentlemen! - Peter Nikolayevich said tiredly, as the master of the house. - The ladies and children will be arriving very soon, and in view of the subject we are in such a mood as if we were gathered at a funeral... Therefore I favour you, gentlemen, to change the subject. 

An appetiser was brought in. There was an offer to play stoss with several couples or to split up for one-on-one conversations. But most of the conversations turned out to be short funny stories and anecdotes, which quickly ended, giving way to the mysterious magic of the "fatal game". Lykov and Sakhovski met, with Lykov pontificating. The spectacle promised to be amusing and exciting. They agreed to make minimal, symbolic bets, taking into account the peculiarity of the situation and the place, unanimously defining their attitude to the process of the game as entertainment, and only that. There were no indifferent people left.

Zinaida Ilyinichna Shulgina came out to see the guests for the first time that day. For several twenty-four hours in succession, on receiving the secret news, she had been in a very bad mood, was mostly withdrawn and thoughtful, and avoided all society, including that of her husband. Only Anna Afanasyevna Shulgina was privy to her secret, from whom it was impossible to conceal anything in the house, even if one wanted to. 

Finding Pyotr Nikolayevitch at the table in the role of a passive observer, Zinaida Ilyinichna took her dearest husband under her arm and led him aside, having the firm intention of telling him something very important and urgent without a moment's delay. Pyotr Nikolaevich obediently followed her, but with his head visibly lowered and his gaze cast down before him: for many years of their life together he had become accustomed to trust her, especially in matters of importance and urgency. But at this moment his wife's tension was perceptibly transmitted to him as well, already annoyed by the complicated atmosphere of the festive evening.

- Peter, I have important news," she said in an even, businesslike tone, trying her best to keep her composure. But the unusual thing about the situation was that she didn't look her Peter in the eye, or even turn to face him, which was rare for her, and more so when she wasn't completely sincere. 

- Yes, I'm listening to you," he said in a whisper, gathering his inner strength for a possible new blow. - I hope everyone is alive? - he added with a note of challenge in his voice. But his eyes were dimmed and saddened, his lips tightened and trembled visibly.  He seemed to hunch down even more, and his posture emphasised the old man in him. 

- All is God's will," said Zinaida Ilyinichna, suddenly coldly and in a rapid voice, and, pausing, continued, "my Marfa is too bad. For the fifth day she has eaten nothing and moans incessantly. She's all yellow. Her organs are failing, the doctors give their hands up and tell her to get ready... She wants to see me - I'll go. 

She hesitated for a moment. 

- I'll go tomorrow! - Zinaida Ilyinichna concluded, confirming her own decision. It seemed that she had forgotten about her sullen husband, who was standing beside her, and was mentally somewhere very far away, there, near Marfa, at her bedside, at her feet. And then bitter tears filled her sad and clouded eyes. 

Pyotr Nikolayevich turned pale and froze. He knew that Marfa was ill, but the news that everything was so near and inevitable came as a surprise to him, and caused him an intolerable sharp pain in his breast, as if he had been stabbed in the heart... He had driven these thoughts from him before. He had been afraid to believe bad things, but now the feelings he had feared, and once cowardly betrayed, came rushing back. He had been secretly tormented by it all his life, and at this moment it was as if his whole life had been erased from his memory, and only the very day when at a ball at his best friend's house he had met two lovely, innocent and so young sisters who had become his secret and manifest destiny remained clear and vivid. One of them was now his wife and friend, the mother of his children and the soul of his ancestral home, and the other - the younger, naive, unearthly - remained a burning and unquenchable passion, an unfulfilled dream and excruciating pain. And now she was fading away like a candle in the wind, and he was far away, as always, somewhere aside, leaving her free as before to decide everything for the two of them. But that was their secret, or maybe it was nothing... Maybe it seemed so to him alone, and his pride was fed by her pain, and his ego was amused by looking into her bottomless eyes when she could not bear his gaze, and almost always, obediently embarrassed, lowered her eyes to his feet... It had been like that for years. He felt her love and would not let her go. If it were possible, it could go on forever. 

Marfa lived with her husband, whom she feared, but bore him two children, whom she cared for passionately and self-consciously. At that moment more than three years had passed since her husband had left them on a strange occasion, known to Peter Nikolaevich from the stories of his wife, and which had driven him into a noble rage. 

The story was as follows.  This very husband, and his name was Michael, once fell seriously ill, suffered greatly and for a long time, but he always believed that this illness was sent down from above, and that a miraculous healing and a new destiny awaited him.  And so it happened. A certain old man named Savva, a hermit and fasting monk, known in those parts for his piety and love of edifying public sermons, though in violation of the hermit monk's separate vows, heard about him. It was said that before he took the small schema, and after the healing of this man he took the great schema and changed his name. He bequeathed his own name to the healed man, and the latter, in turn, having been reborn to life and a new destiny, left the world (house, place of service, title, wife and children), tonsured himself as a monk and went into a monastery, taking the spiritual name bequeathed to him. 

Healing from the deadly disease took place within the walls of the monastery, where, at the insistence of the elder, the suffering body was brought, imprisoning the thirsty soul, over which they prayed silently for health and salvation for three days and three nights. Upon returning to his senses, the sick man immediately told those around him about his miraculous visit to heaven and hell, where his soul, having left his body, had travelled without his will and witnessed many biblical truths. Everyone immediately noticed that the healed man's head was completely grey.  

The elder Savva, who supervised the process of the sacrament of finding a new saved person, became known as a miracle-worker and blessed, but he did not continue such an experience, rather than strengthen or refute the beliefs of the laity and holy brethren, and finally withdrew from the world, entering into a hermitage in one of the caves nearby. What happened afterwards is not known to many, and even less to Peter Nikolaevich, who, by virtue of his character, was never interested in religion. 

But that evening the alarming news shook him no less than that fatal meeting at the society ball. For some reason he wanted to confess his feelings for Marfa to his wife, to reveal to her all that he had secretly lived, how he had suffered and made others suffer, or to confess, as he had once done in his childhood to a priest under the close supervision of his father. He felt himself a foolish boy, doing foolish things over the fate of others and his own, wasting his time, a cruel and cowardly party, living someone else's life. And the awakening came...

- Does he want to see me? - He asked in an even, even stern tone, which frightened his wife, who was in deep thought, by the unexpectedness of his question.

She turned her face towards the ogress and looked at him questioningly, trying by an effort of will to gather her thoughts for an answer. 

- You? Why! - Zinaida Ilyinichna was surprised; she asked about you, whether you were well, but she did not call you. Here, if you please, is a different sort of business. Hear me out, Peter. 

Her lips trembled visibly. She summoned all her strength to tell her husband that a change was coming in the fortunes of the family and of himself, brought about by overwhelming circumstances. She was sorry for her sister, but she loved her husband more, and to hurt him was a great burden to her. 

Pyotr Nikolayevitch was thinking of something else entirely. He wanted madly to know what it was that Marfa was asking about him. Perhaps whether he was well? Could he come? Did he remember her? And how, in what tone of voice did she ask about it, if she did? Or maybe in her feelings she wanted to write him a secret letter? He was drawn to lyrics, and his ego demanded confirmation that this woman was still a slave of her feelings for him alone. He longed passionately for it, and so it seemed to be true.  But Peter Nikolayevitch's sensual and somewhat cynical thoughts at such moments were interrupted by Zinaida Ilinichna.

- As you know, Martha has children," she said in an even, cold tone, when she had finally pulled herself together, "and these poor sick children may at any moment be left without a mother, just as they were left without a father.   

Zinaida Ilyinichna took a deep breath, wiped her tears with her handkerchief and paused deeply in her words. She was still preparing to tell him  the most important thing, but she was visibly afraid. 

- Peter," she continued, visibly pale, but the gleam in her eyes betrayed a desperate determination. - Marfa asks: would you be so kind and merciful as to take her children into your house, in case of her untimely death, to support and educate them until their majority, and would you love them as you loved her? - Zinaida Ilyinichna's husky voice trembled visibly and broke off. 

Pyotr Nikolayevich's appearance was painful and his face was pale. From excitement and grief he felt dizzy and his eyes darkened.

- Is that what she said? - He asked with heartache in his words. 


Then his strength suddenly left him. Zinaida Ilyinichna was about to reply something, when Pyotr Nikolayevich's legs gave out, and he stretched his arm forward, almost falling to the ground, trying desperately to reach the nearest chair, so that he could sink into it in helplessness. 



OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
PROLOG

.
\

=
~






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





