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Foreword


Jelgava, lying just a short distance south of the Latvian capital Riga, once the seat of the Dukes of Courland as well as being a western outpost of the Russian Tsarist empire, has historically been something of a cultural crossroads. Whereas Riga became prosperous and culturally heterogeneous as a Baltic trading port, Jelgava, or Mitau as the Baltic German nobility used to call it, absorbed its cultural influences through its German aristocracy and gained its political power through the intermarriage of the Dukes of Courland and the Russian Romanov dynasty.

Into this rich and many-layered historical background the reader is plunged by this fascinating novel, which appeared in Latvian in 1999 under the title Miesas krāsas domino. Remarkably, its author, Zigmunds Skujiņš, was by then 72 years old, with a long literary career behind him. In this respect, and also in his love of rummaging in the byways of Baltic history, he is reminiscent of his Estonian contemporary Jaan Kross. Like him, and perhaps also like the so-called ‘magic realist’ writers of South America from the same generation, Skujiņš is able to make his central characters also the central players in curious events which enhance the luminous strangeness of their time-worn and neglect-encrusted physical surroundings. And adding to the magic – the child’s sense of wonder at all the treasures that can be discovered.

     

Skujiņš is a rare figure in Latvian literature in his willingness to delve deep into a wide range of times and places, in a variety of literary forms. Before considering his own career, it’s worth remembering that at the time this novel is partly set – the late eighteenth century – Latvia did not have an indigenous literature. And it did not have statehood either; the area which is the setting of this novel was then the Duchy of Courland, and its educated class was German speaking. Latvian was the spoken language of the peasantry. There was a kind of vernacular literacy, but only insofar as a peasant might learn his catechism to please an ‘enlightened’ German pastor. This backwater of German culture and Russian empire, home to an unenfranchised Baltic peasantry, becomes in this novel scene of extraordinary sideshows involving some of the more notorious characters of eighteenth-century European history, such as the charlatan Count Cagliostro.

     

Zigmunds Skujiņš was born in Riga, capital of the then independent Latvia, on 25 December 1926. He was educated there, but at the age of seventeen, during the war, he was taken to Germany, returning to Latvia at the end of the war. After a year at the Rozentāls School of Arts, he became a journalist, and was involved in the broadcast as well as the printed media, rising to become first chairman of the national Radio and Television Council.

Skujiņš is a writer who is equally at home in longer and shorter fiction – he has been prolific in both. His collections of stories began to appear in 1956 with Esmu dzimis bagāts (I was Born Rich). The collections that followed established a characteristic trend in his writing: the blurred lines between everyday reality and dreams or illusions, and they range over many times and places, and include Ciemiņš no viņpasaules (A Visitor from Beyond, 1963), Zebras āda (The Skin of the Zebra, 1968), Balzams (Balsam, 1972), Uzbrukums vējdzirnavām (Attack on the Windmill, 1976), Sermuliņš uz asfalta un citi stāsti (A Stoat on the Pavement and Other Stories, 1980) and Abpus durvīm (On Both Sides of the Door, 1988). Some of his stories have been made into plays and even filmed, notably the novella Kolumba mazdēli (The Grandsons of Columbus).

     

In his longer fiction, such as the novel before you here, the author tends to develop broader themes: the contrast between youth and maturity: Formarina, 1953; Kailums (Nakedness, 1970), Jauna cilvēka memuāri (Memoirs of a Young Man, 1981, which has been translated into several languages); and later, as the author himself reached mature years, the reassessment of values that comes with age and experience: Sudrabotie mākoņi (Silvery Clouds, 1967) and Vīrietis labākajos gados (A Man in his Prime, 1974). But it was the novel Gulta ar zelta kāju (The Bed with the Golden Leg, 1984) that expanded the author’s canvas truly into the historical dimension. This novel ambitiously dealt with a dynasty, tracing the destiny of a single family over the course of a century.

     

From there it seems a logical progression to this present novel: with the perspective of history, Skujiņš strives to throw into relief the uniqueness of Latvian identity. What makes a person a Latvian? By this time the author had accumulated a body of work in several genres and styles, but even in his more mature years he has been anxious to remain a quester after new forms, and fears stagnation: ‘I’m most afraid that this novel has the smell of old age, which can easily happen at my age […] The most terrible thing is to go into an old-fashioned nostalgic twaddle,’ said Skujiņš in an interview published in the literary journal Grāmatu Apskats (1999, 6/7). His fear was unfounded; this novel has no trace of the smell of old age. Quite the contrary – the novel is very challenging. Some readers may be daunted by it, but as the critic Guntis Berelis said in a review of the book on its appearance, the voice of healthy common sense that is present in many places really is healthy, and not just the rumination of endless general platitudes. Berelis felt that this questing, restless and provocative work was perhaps Skujiņš’ best novel.

     

The title of the novel well describes the process of its creation. First there is the game of dominoes, whose pieces fit together by matching patterns. Some of the pieces in the domino set are events at the end of the eighteenth century, intertwined in an extravagant Rococo manner; others are events of the twentieth century. And some are universal: those concluding sections in which the plot lines come together, and it becomes clear why the novel jumps between and across the centuries. These sections also contain broader speculations, reinforcing the novel’s conceptual base. Some of these ‘dominoes’ may be read as separate short stories: for examples, the story of the funeral of Aspazija, the celebrated Latvian poetess (1865–1945), who was also the wife of Latvia’s national poet Rainis and who became something of a Latvian national institution in herself. Skujiņš had already dealt with this theme in an earlier story, ‘Satan’s Angel’, one of several semi-fictional reassessments of great Latvian literary figures of the past – but in this instance with a conscious sense of a game, as the domino pieces fall together revealing connections that were not immediately obvious. In this falling together of apparently unrelated connections, Skujiņš was applying a creative principle he had used in The Bed with the Golden Leg.

     

Another meaning of ‘dominoes’ refers to carnival costume. Yet, carnival costume in flesh colour isn’t distinguishable from real flesh. A mask is transformed into a face, a face into a mask (recalling Skujiņš’ earlier novel Nakedness). The author’s underlying implication is that history is sometimes reminiscent of a comic carnival, or even a ghostly one, for whose participants the masks are indistinguishable from faces. The roles enforced by society on the individual become part of their natural existence. Doubts arise about the nature of what is ‘real’. Sleight of hand with reality seems to be the extraordinary skill of one of the main characters in the novel, Cagliostro – was he a mage or just a charlatan? And who actually was the Pilot (the name by which Herberts Cukurs is unmasked in the novel), in whose character are united a servant of all the powers, a seeker of experiences, a shooter of Jews and a saviour of Jews? Seemingly disparate elements, the author suggests, go to make up the character of a Latvian – if such a nation really exists, he is suggesting, then it is an accidental blending of all kinds of bloodlines. In the twentieth century, the character of Jānis, of Japanese origin and with Oriental features, bears a passport that says ‘Latvian’. The eighteenth-century figure of von Brīgen bears exactly the face that our narrator sees in the mirror.

     

What parts is a person made of? This is a question to which the novel pays special attention, starting from the nightmarish versions of the eighteenth-century soldier, sewn together from two parts by the surgeon, so which is the ‘real’ identity of the person, the upper or the lower part? The question is then posed: does the whole nation lack an ‘upper part’? Skujiņš compels the reader to feel that it is history itself that poses these questions of identity. His gift lies in finding the illuminating anecdote from history, the little-known curious fact that throws light on history’s grotesque domino-game with individual and national identity. It is a challenge for the author to provide a plausible background to the implausible mystificator Cagliostro, for example, and he rises to this challenge. The novel begins with his arrival in Jelgava in 1779 (an event also related by another modern Latvian author, Marģeris Zariņš, in a short story). The author/narrator places one of his ancestors in the story as a witness to events. Mystification is also the predilection of this ancestor, Count Bartolomejs Ulste; it is part of the mystification process that the narrator has come into the world after a long chain of generations. Mystification is a great leveller; it is not the exclusive right of the rulers or the ruled. It is a universal principle in world history, and it is comparable to cobbling a person together from several parts.

     

Skujiņš unmasks several myths and mystifications but immediately builds new ones, including his own self. The biography of the narrator in the novel seems suspiciously close to the author’s biography. Are the differences and similarities between them to be taken seriously? Biographical veracity is interwoven with imaginative creation.

Flesh-Coloured Dominoes is easy and pleasant reading (especially thanks to this sensitive and finely-nuanced translation by Kaija Straumanis), but it is not facile reading. Skujiņš’ assumption as a writer is that truth is stranger than fiction: the real events of history need little embellishment to seem to stretch the credulity of even an indulgent reader. The absurdities of history are here presented as the apparently random turns in a deadly serious game of dominoes: the apparent paradoxes are part of a logical structure at a higher level. The logical structure may be shaped solely by apparently impossible and at first glance incompatible paradoxes and absurdities. The arrival of Cagliostro in Riga in 2000 in the closing pages of the novel, again linking the centuries, seems to imply that the random operation of absurd events will continue into the future. Like dominoes being laid end to end to form a circuit, the pattern of history repeats itself.

     

As if to illustrate the capricious nature of the fall of history’s dominoes, in a preface to the 2009 edition of this novel (as volume 8 in his Collected Writings), the author relates how, shortly after its initial publication, he was contacted by a reader who indicated that he had evidence that the ramifications of the extraordinary transfer of the court of Louis XVIII of France and his retinue to Jelgava in the late eighteenth century may lead down, through a complex set of family histories, to the author’s own personal biography. Skujiņš digresses entertainingly on what is known of the families involved and their possible links between himself and the court of Louis. He has also been reliably informed, he says, that the greatest incidence of syphilis in Latvia for many generations after this ‘second Versailles’ period was concentrated precisely in Jelgava.

The intersection of a transferred French court, a charlatan from Sicily, and the local German aristocracy on the author’s home territory of Latvia at a particular point in history is piquant and fascinating in itself. But perhaps, for a writer of Skujiņš’ generation, there are further important signals from history. Up to the Second World War, when the author was in early youth, the ethnically German nobility formed the bedrock of the aristocracy in Latvia, though gradually waning in influence. Yet their life was swept away suddenly by the turmoil of the Second World War; Germans were no longer in the ascendancy, and new foreign masters swept in – the Russian occupiers who forcibly incorporated the still fledgling state into the Soviet Union.

     

In his later works, too, Skujiņš has continued to re-examine episodes from Latvian history. His novel Siržu zagļa uznāciens (Entry of the Thief of Hearts, 2001), embellishes the speculations about the life of the great Latvian dramatist and author Rūdolfs Blaumanis (1863–1908). The same author is the subject of one of Skujiņš’ numerous plays, which have a habit of revisiting figures from Latvia’s past and throwing a new, semi-fictional light on them.

     

A word about the transliteration of non-Latvian (essentially Baltic German) names. It is a peculiarity of Latvian that all foreign names are respelled according to the rules of Latvian spelling; this is so that that names can be adapted to the Latvian case-ending and gender system. The original of this novel was no exception, so the question arose for the translator whether to render the German names according to more orthodox German spelling. As not all of the characters are real, the question of fidelity to an ‘original’ doesn’t always arise. So a compromise arrangement was reached between the author, the translator and the publisher. Other foreign names that are well-known from history, such as Cagliostro, are of course rendered in their familiar original form.
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I


I never knew my father or mother. I remember once when I was little, the topic came up over dinner with guests; grandfather said Ausma had gone off overseas with some circus act and disappeared without a trace, like a pebble down a well. After that I’d often peer terrified down the damp and darkened walls of our well, afraid I’d see a drowned woman.

The subject of my mother and father became an issue again when our teacher in junior school assigned us an essay titled ‘My Family’. Grandfather just laughed: Write that your mother’s a Siamese princess and that your father’s Charlie Chaplin. And I wrote something along those lines. As she handed back our workbooks, our teacher joked that I’d be a writer some day, the next E. T. A. Hoffmann. But my nemesis, Consul Egle’s son Fabian, spent the break talking loudly about how he doubted children of those kinds of women even have fathers. And that my grand-père was just a poor carter who made his living off transporting corpses.

     

That night, Grandfather and I had a long talk. The answer was split in two, like the tips of a fluttering pennant or banner. No child has ever come into the world without a father, and the matter of whose father was better, mine or Fabian’s, could only be settled once it was clear what became of the seeds they’d sown.

‘So kids come from seeds?’

     

‘How else? Of course from seeds.’

‘And where is the seed sown?’

‘In the furrow of life, dummy. Where else?’ Grandfather stared at me in surprise.

‘Life furrows?’

‘You’ve got to be joking,’ Grandfather’s temper flared. ‘We’ve got seven mares and three stallions in the barn, and you have no clue where the seeds of life are sown!’

Grandfather’s eccentric, old-fashioned ways were tied to exacting precision, his wild imagination to deep-seated knowledge. It’s possible his old-fashioned ways weren’t really him being old-fashioned, but a display of his disdain for conformity. The way Grandfather saw it, what the world needed was entertainment, rich theatrics. He didn’t want to do anything the easy way. When performing in Paris, the singer Maurice Chevalier traipsed around in a flat-topped boater, which no one else did any more. When Grandfather worked with the carriages, he’d wear either a light grey English bowler hat or one of his many top hats. In cold weather he’d go out for firewood wrapped in his pelerine cloak. He’d paint benches in the yard while wearing white gloves. His tendency to wear a hat in any situation, it seemed, was driven by a modicum of human vanity: Grandfather was handsome, but his hair was thinning – a fact he either consciously or subconsciously tried to hide.

I’ve thought a lot about to what I could best compare Grandfather’s personality. Maybe the old cash register that sits proudly on the Baroness’s desk. Modern registers are definitely more practical, but this old machine was a monumental work of art, made of silvery metal, embossed with chains of flowers. When you cranked the handle and pushed the buttons, the beautiful redwood drawer would jump open with the ring of a bell.

The next morning Grandfather said he had to drive the small carriage to Riga and if I wanted a ride to school he’d drop me off.

The small carriage was incredibly enigmatic. In some ways it was similar to the black mares that pulled it. Now that I’m older and wiser, I’m able to elaborate a bit more on what, back then, were simply vague notions. The things we consider beautiful are, more often than not, a sign of conformity. The brilliance of perfection – be it the beautiful body of a woman, a boat in full sail, a running deer or a luxury car – touches us like the warmth from a stove or the breeze from a draught. The feeling I got when I touched the door of the glistening carriage excited me no less than a lover’s caress would ten years later. The cool, red goatskin seat sighed quietly under my weight. I sat between two crystal glass windows like a king on his throne.

     

The May sun shone brightly. The blossoming row of cherry trees along the Manor’s stone wall created a white wave you could almost ski over. Grandfather came out not through the small side door but through the large main door, dressed in a new, light blue riding coat, indicating it was a special occasion. On his head, of course, was a silk top hat.

Five minutes before class started, the carriage swerved in a thin arc up to the school door. One of the classroom windows was open. Fabian’s friend Alvis was sitting hunched up like a fat cat, using a pocket mirror to shine the sunlight into the eyes of girls walking by. As soon as he saw the carriage he fell back off the windowsill. And almost immediately several other heads popped into his place, like cuckoos from a clock.

That night, Grandfather and I talked again.

‘Do you know what Fabian said? He takes back what he said about you being poor. But you still smell like a stable. Me too.’

‘Ah-ah-ah! Tell him that stables aren’t the worst smell there is. Foolishness, however, that has a nasty stench! Tell him it’s easier to get into Buckingham Palace itself than it is to get into the palace stables. Ask him if he knows that Ernst Biron, the Duke of Courland and regent of Russia under Empress Anna Ivanova, was the Kalnciems Manor stable master’s grandson. And ask him: What exactly is a duke, and what a stable master? Compared to the history of mankind, all of these distinctions are short-lived and trivial. One hundred, even two hundred years from now – which in the scheme of infinity is but a single breath – the scale of value will be different. What’s a duke compared to Darwin, Kant or Harvey? Like Turandot, the history of mankind will give preference to those who can solve the riddle.’

I listened to Grandfather’s words in silence, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. He studied my face and seemed to understand that I wasn’t ready for this kind of discussion. He opened the table drawer and took out a deck of cards. ‘You see,’ he said, spreading the cards out on the table, ‘each generation has to learn to play the game from scratch. But there’s also genetic inheritance. A skilled player can give birth to children who then inherit an improved version of that player’s skill. Do you think our beautiful mares fell from the sky? It’s genetic! It doesn’t matter where I am, in church or at the market – I can spot a fool from ten paces away. Stupidity, arrogance, violence, those you can see in people’s expressions. And words can lie, but the hands never do.’

     

Grandfather owned what he referred to as a ‘cart rental business’. Fabian’s scathing comment about transporting dead bodies hadn’t exactly come from nowhere. There were also catafalques in the carriage house, sitting in the half-light among the coaches, fiacres, landaus and phaetons that clients rented for weddings, baptisms and confirmations; there were both black and white catafalques, to which two, four or even six horses could be hitched. Put simply, they were hearses, and they looked no different from those used in the times of Mozart, Robespierre and Casanova. There was an airfield a kilometre from the Manor and commercial aircraft would fly over our yard daily as they’d take off and land; but, Grandfather would philosophise, eras always overlap in the end. It really was a fantastical sight when a two-horse catafalque rode out ‘to work’. Above where the coffin lay rose a rounded, baroque roof supported by thick pillars and decorated with scalloped drapes and golden palm fronds. The horses were draped with black netting that reached to the ground. Large bouquets adorned the horses’ foreheads. A coachman in a long black coat and a crescent-shaped, eighteenth-century hat sat on the coachbox. Four more coachmen, wearing the same black capes and the same crescent hats, were to walk on each side of the catafalque during the funeral procession. The men sat on the edges of the empty carriage as it drove out of our yard. But as they swung their feet back and forth you could catch glimpses of their legs from under their coats and the image was shattered: their trousers were completely of the twentieth century – probably bought from some Jew on Marijas Street or from the new flea market next to the Central Market. Either way, their clothes couldn’t date back beyond the First World War.

These strange pretences that were so close to the frightening, intangible mystery of life and death held me tightly in their grip. The entertainment aspect of it didn’t make it less real. It was theatre, but instead of plays people performed life. And those who were taken by catafalque to the cemetery didn’t take their bows after the show.

The house we lived in also belonged to the era of Mozart, Robespierre and Casanova. It was no palace, even though it had initially been built as the Manor’s central building. It was a simple two-storey structure with a great baroque tiled roof and a large fireplace in the middle. Clean lines and balanced proportions gave it a natural beauty, as did the ornately carved wooden doors, the ornamental metalwork and individually designed window shutters.

     

We – by which I mean Grandfather, the Baroness, Aunt Alma and I – lived in one wing of the Manor. The Pilot and his family lived in the other wing. Or rather, the Pilot’s wife and two sons lived there, because the Pilot was usually off flying somewhere in the monoplane he had built himself, the ‘White Fuzz’. To Africa, the Canary Islands, or Borneo. You could usually find out where he was by reading the first pages of the newspaper.

The kitchen and giant fireplace were used by both wings of the Manor. When the Baroness caught the Pilot cutting bits from the rack of her smoked ham the sharing stopped. The door to their wing of the Manor was walled shut. If there was anything to be discussed with the neighbours, it was done over the phone. We used oil and carbide lamps for light. There was no electricity in the Manor.

On the ground floor, along with the Baroness’s room and the office, was a room that, for some reason, was called the armoury. What it really was, was a changing room for the staff. The walls were lined with large old cupboards which had most likely been built right there; there was no indication that they could be taken apart or that they had in some other way been brought in through the door. The massive, blacksmith-forged locks were no longer used, probably because the keys had long been lost. And the things you could find in those cupboards! Those same pelerine cloaks and grooms’ liveries, thick cassocks, Friesian tailcoats and field jackets with bright buttons. The shelves were lined with top hats, bowlers and velvet huntsman’s caps. Wigs rested on special wooden stands: a layer of dust and cobwebs indicated they’d lain untouched for some time. The corner of one cupboard was crammed with black mohair armbands and mourning rosettes to pin on hats.

Foggy mirrors in cracked Venetian frames stood between the windows, their mercury faces speckled here and there with bubbles. I’d sometimes sneak into the armoury and stand in front of one of the mirrors, where I’d become Admiral Nelson, Napoleon Bonaparte, Gulliver, George Washington, Cardinal Richelieu. When combining the contents of those cupboards with things from the other rooms – a blanket, a broom handle, towels or kitchenware – the possibilities were endless. In my imagination I could turn into a musketeer, the Caribbean pirate Captain Morgan, an ancient Latvian soldier or Robinson Crusoe.

     

The Baroness knew about my pretend games; she’d even play along, sometimes, by letting the door open and close in a ghostly way or by beating eerie rhythms on a chair. We’d look at each other conspiratorially, the Baroness would press a finger to her lips and, carefully lifting her booted feet, would sneak out as quietly as she had come in.

Aunt Alma did the cooking, the cleaning, the laundry, and would introduce herself to strangers as the housekeeper. She couldn’t stand the Baroness, not even the sight of her, and called her a crazy German behind her back, and, at least once a week, shouted threats of ‘If this keeps up, I’ll quit!’ Back then I had no idea what she meant, and I didn’t try to figure it out. There were no noticeable changes in our lives and Aunt Alma stayed on and continued her threats.

The Baroness was strange, that was undeniable. She wore riding breeches and knee-high boots whether it was winter or summer. She smoked cigarettes and wore men’s ties. But at the same time, she went around with her hair curled, enveloped in the scent of perfumes that came from tiny bottles. Born and raised at the Manor, she had also lived there through the First World War and the disorder that came when power changed hands. She had no family. The Manor was technically still her property. Her relationship with Grandfather was complicated. On the one hand, he was her tenant; on the other, the Baroness worked for Grandfather, as the office manager of his ‘business’.

The Baroness’s family tomb was located at the top of a small hill in the Manor park; it was a concrete crypt with an iron door and marble lions. In Bermondt’s time the iron door had been destroyed and the sarcophagi broken into; in turn, the lions had lost their heads to the Bolsheviks. When I was in primary school the tomb was vandalised by ‘hooligans’. The lids of the coffins had been pushed down on to the ground, a fire had been made in front of the door. A row of skulls – four or five of them – was lined up on the stone threshold. The rest of the bones were scattered across the entire front of the tomb, along with threadbare rags and scraps of lace, as if there had been an explosion.

     

The Baroness picked up all the pieces, scraped them together, cleaned them off and put everything back in the coffins. Even the skulls were put back where they belonged. I asked her if she was sure she’d put them in the right places. What if she were wrong and the skulls were mixed up?

‘Oh, no!’ she answered. ‘I know them. That’s Bodo, that’s Lieselotte, and look, there’s Ulrich and there’s Augustine … I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve had to put them back! You could say that human bones are just as unique as people themselves.’

‘But what if you weren’t here?’

She smiled slyly and made our secret sign – she pressed her index finger to her lips. ‘That’s exactly why I am here.’

     

I was a bit afraid of the Baroness, but was also inexplicably drawn to her. Her room was unlike any other place in our wing of the Manor. A cave of secrets, filled with extraordinary and foreign treasures. The Baroness always had a new box to open, another secret drawer in her Louis XVI secretaire. I could inspect letters written with a quill and sealed with melted wax stamped with a signet ring. I could pin a real Ordre de la Reconnaissance, an Order of Recognition issued by the Duke of Courland, to my coat, or hang a real medallion of the mysterious Freemasons around my neck.

     

I didn’t understand a lot of what she’d tell me, but it lent to the atmosphere of the Baroness’s personality – the stifled laughter when inspecting strange objects, or the odd tendency to drift off during conversation and lightly, ever so lightly, brush my ear with the tip of her finger.

The Baroness used neither oil nor carbide lamps and instead burned candles. Sometimes one, sometimes three, sometimes more. There were candlesticks all around her room.

‘I can’t stand oil and carbide,’ she said. ‘When you let noxious smells into a room they overpower everything else. See how nice this sandalwood fan smells! Or this old leather journal. Candles burn nobly, each with its own character.’

I can see the candles in the Baroness’s room, flickering in their silver candlesticks. I can even smell them, crying their tears of melting, yellow wax. And my thoughts weave in playful images like the tendrils of smoke that linger long after the flames are blown out.





      







      


     

II


Do you think the eighteenth century is a thing of the distant past? But this doorknob may have been touched by someone who personally knew Voltaire, the Marquis de Sade, Robespierre and Diderot, Cagliostro, Catherine the Great, Kant or Munchausen. It was only yesterday. Witches and wizards are no longer burned at the stake, but enlightenment and rational thought still mix with sorcery and magic. Educated people take part in table-turning séances, call on spirits of the dead and use occult rituals to try and reach a higher truth. Alchemy flourishes, the world is governed by a belief in secret powers, Kabbalistic symbols, the ‘philosopher’s stone’. In ballrooms sweltering with candlelight refined gentlemen dance graceful minuets with mannered ladies, as hot tallow drips from the chandeliers on to the plunging necklines of their gowns. Meanwhile, bloodthirsty vampires stir in their coffins in icy crypts; at night they steal out of cemeteries to prey on the living. Then, mechanisation takes the stage. Steam engines develop rapidly. There are disagreements on the classification of the guillotine – some associate the invention of the device with the development of mechanisation, others with the growing influence of humanism.

Then there were the Freemasons and Rosicrucians – champions of a borderless Europe for a like-minded, international partnership of brothers-in-ideas, ‘in the name of spiritual enlightenment and well-being’.

Relationships take on a cultured, polished quality. The higher the social circle, the more refined the vices. In the homes of the socially prominent and in royal courts, marriage is as fanciful as the voluminous crinoline petticoats, like the turrets of battleships, worn by rococo women. The only thing touching their hips is the breeze; undergarments are for those who are old or sick. Concubines and mistresses enjoy respect. Marriage is a legal concept, not a moral one. Men and women ‘sample’ each other as one samples a newly discovered type of biscuit.

     

Am I mistaken? Is it maybe foolish to talk about virtuous and unchaste eras? There exists a belief that cosmic stability is maintained by the balance of positive and negative energies. Perhaps human society contains within itself a similarly balanced body of positive and negative drives. Maybe the only things that change are its manifestations.

The adventures of Giuseppe Balsamo, alias Count Cagliostro, also known as the Great Cophta, have been recorded to such an extent that to attempt to add one more page to the towers of documents would be like trying to increase the height of Mont Blanc by climbing to the top to dump a handful of sand on its peak. My intent isn’t to talk about Cagliostro, but rather to draw attention to people who have yet to find a place in the records and to emphasise a few facts that could still be of interest and encourage people to rethink the present and the future. Even the writer Elisa von der Recke makes no comment on these facts in her book Reports on the Famous Count Cagliostro’s Time in Mitau in the Year 1779 and his Magical Activities, published simultaneously in Berlin and Szczecin in 1787.

     

At one of Cagliostro’s otherworldly séances, held in Jelgava (Mitau), at the corner of Ūdens Street across from the synagogue, on 21 March of the aforementioned year, Valtraute von Brīgen, who had lived for a long time without any information about her husband’s mysterious disappearance in the war against the Turks, asks the Great Cophta to tell her the fate of Captain Eberhart von Brīgen.

Valtraute von Brīgen is visiting her cousin; Valtraute is from the Vidzeme region, born of the Baltic branch of the Līven family. Eberhart von Brīgen is also from Vidzeme, a nobleman from a family of Old Saxon warriors whose ancestors fought as far back as the Crusades in Palestine. Since 1721, Vidzeme has been included in Russia’s double-headed eagle empire. Eberhart fights against the Turkish pagans under the Russian flag. His military career advances rapidly: cadet, junker, ensign, lieutenant. When he married Valtraute von Hān, a Līven on her mother’s side, at twenty-five years of age, he was already a captain, adjutant general of the Grand Duke Constantine’s regiment of cuirassiers. And suddenly – it was all over. The final battle before the Treaty of Constantinople was a fateful one for the fearless officer. In a letter of condolence, General Count Suvorin informs the baroness that von Brīgen has died nobly in battle; unfortunately, he was hit by cannon fire in such a way that ‘there was nothing left to bury’. This doesn’t sit well with the baroness. The news strikes her as unbelievable. Is it really possible to dissipate a person to the extent there’s nothing left? No spurs, no buttons, not even a belt buckle. Is that possible? It’s too horrifying. The Ancient Greeks and Romans were convinced that a corpse left unburied had to wander along the River Styx for a hundred years without crossing it. They believed at least three handfuls of sand had to be sprinkled over anyone who died. Only state debtors, temple robbers, traitors and suicides were denied the privilege of a burial. Why did Eberhart have to share their punishment?

     

Under the light of a lone candle in the spirit chamber, Cagliostro gazes into a crystal ball and spends several minutes murmuring incantations to himself. Then, as he wipes the sweat off his brow, he speaks in an almost agonised voice: ‘The baron lives … he just can’t get to you.’

Having spoken these words, which momentarily daze Valtraute von Brīgen, Cagliostro abruptly announces that the séance is over and leaves to take care of the foundation of the Egyptian lodge ‘d’Adoption’. The men in the spirit chamber take pity on the flustered baroness, but the majority of the women quickly follow after the Great Cophta. The idea he’s come up with – to form a kind of Masonic lodge in Jelgava that would permit women to join – is essentially elegant flattery. But flattery, as is known, is the best pick for unlocking a woman’s heart.

That night, after calming down and recovering, von Brīgen seeks out Cagliostro at Lord Marshal Medem’s house and tries to learn more about her husband’s whereabouts. Cagliostro turns her away. The baroness removes a diamond ring from her finger.

‘You tempt me like Satan tempted our Saviour.’

The Great Cophta’s smile is sinister, his dusky complexion not unlike the Lord of Hell himself. ‘I am not all-powerful, I too must adhere to the wishes of the higher powers.’

‘Count, it’s a question of life or death!’

     

The count slips the ring into a hidden pocket under the lace jabot of his velvet coat.

‘We shall continue the séance tomorrow.’

The next day, the spirit chamber is packed to the seams. The young Anna Dorthea Medem, fiancée of Duke Peter Biron, has come from Jelgava’s Svētes Palace and sits in the seat of honour.

Shortly before the séance, Cagliostro asks Baroness von Brīgen to be patient. Tasks this difficult require the utmost sensitivity, which is not easily attainable. The audience can sense something, the tension builds and expands, women in tightly pulled corsets gasp for air in shallow breaths and nervously flick their fans. The men fiddle with their little phials of cologne, bringing their moistened fingers first to the tips of their noses, then to their earlobes.

Finally, Valtraute von Brīgen’s eyes meet those of Cagliostro and she understands that the mage is ready. She is anxious, and the only candle in the chamber once again starts to waver before her eyes.

‘If the spirits say that my husband lives, but is unable to come to me … would the spirits be so kind and let me know, through the Great Cophta … let me know … where the baron is right now … what happened to him? I beg of you … S’il vous plait! Bitte schön!’

     

Cagliostro takes his place behind the candle. Thick beads of glistening sweat once more roll down his powdered forehead. It’s understandable since the room is hot; everyone else is also sweating. But Cagliostro slides a silk handkerchief out from his sleeve, wipes the sweat from his brow, and then flicks the handkerchief into the air. Instead of falling to the ground, the white cloth spreads out like a kite and begins to rise. When it reaches the ceiling, it crinkles up and slowly floats back down to Cagliostro’s palm.

Cagliostro’s eyes roll around in their sockets and his head tosses fitfully from side to side for several moments. Then his movements settle and, as if reciting a passage from a book, he speaks with an icy indifference: ‘Where there were two, now there is one. Helion, Melion, Aldeberanion! Sacred Osiris! Sacred Anubis! Sacred Bast! Suton digotpu! Where there were two, now there is one … That is all I have been given to say…’

     

The bridge of hope that had been stretched over the abyss slips away. Valtraute von Brīgen is surprised, frustrated, crushed. She tries to question Cagliostro after the séance, to get some explanation of the meaning of his strange words, but to no avail. The Great Cophta tells her dismissively: ‘Keep searching!’

     

The baroness can’t find peace of mind. She can’t keep staying with her cousin in the sleepy manor, where croaking frogs serenade the windows and tomcats yowl at night. She has to do something.

The next morning she and Bon Esprit, her handmaid, board a stagecoach and head for Riga. An unsettling jaunt in a carriage from hell suits the mood. At the alarming sound of the post horn, the four horses pulling the stagecoach spook and dash ahead at a breakneck speed. Churning mud, splintering gravel.

It’s said that the king of France plans to ban stagecoaches on the grounds that they’re a menace to society. Newspapers run stories about cows, dogs and people that have been run over. Where a normal carriage rolls sleepily along, a stagecoach covers the distance with a monstrous voracity.

At the Vidzeme house of the knighthood in Riga, the baroness asks whether there is any news of the baron. They tell her he died in battle either near Makhachkala or Kalamakhacha. A treaty has been signed with Turkey. The fallen have been buried, prisoners freed, the regiment has returned to its quarters in Saint Petersburg. What more news could there be? The baroness can write to the headquarters or to the Grand Duke’s office. If she hasn’t already, of course.

‘But they keep sending me his wages.’

‘That’s probably your widow’s pension.’

‘No,’ the baroness energetically shakes her childlike, heart-shaped face. In fact, the childlike face isn’t that of a child, but a regular young woman’s face. The baroness is twenty-seven years old. It transforms into a woman’s face under a big fashionable wig, with an even bigger hat on top of that. ‘What are you talking about! I was told the baron is alive! And until someone sees his grave…’

The knighthood’s assessor shrugs and humbly lowers his head and his own modest, official’s wig. Almost as if he were showing the baroness the plait at his nape.

That same day, Valtraute von Brīgen writes a letter to the office of the Grand Duke. She decides to wait for an answer from Saint Petersburg right here in Riga, in a hotel. Two weeks later she receives a reply, which repeats Count Suvorin’s letter, almost word for word. But there is a sentence at the end of the letter that catches her attention. ‘When fording the river, a Turkish cannon hit the boat, the passengers on which were Captain Eberhart von Brīgen, one Captain Bartolomejs Ulste – a baron from Burtnieki (Freiherr von Burtneck) – and his horses.’

     

Now there is nothing left to do but return home, and at one point that’s exactly what she wants to do. But the sentence about the boat sticks in her mind. She was mistaken to think that the mystery of the strange dissipation affected the baron alone. The family of Ulste from Burtnieki has the same problem. And what if they have more information?

Moved with a sudden inspiration, the baroness orders a carriage at the post office and heads with Bon Esprit for Burtnieki. It’s a beautiful April day, though the road is full of potholes and bumpy after the spring thaw. They change horses six times and the carriage finally arrives at Burtnieki shortly before midnight. The baroness is exhausted. And it turns out that Freiherr Ulste’s family doesn’t even live at the Burtnieki manor. The Ulste property is just over a kilometre from the church. The baroness’s spirits wilt. She’s no longer so confident in her actions. To show up without warning in the middle of the night at a stranger’s house, to reopen wounds that might already be healed…

The night is cool, bright and painted with angular shadows. The moonlight reveals a broad lawn with sturdy log buildings. It looks like a real farmer’s yard. Strange. But who knows? Vidzeme is taking its time to recover after the long years of war and plague. Not everyone has the means to build new palaces like the barons von Ascheraden, Beļava and Stukmanis. Many families of nobility have moved into farmer’s homes. Taverns, of course, are being rebuilt. And meeting places for religious fraternities.

Dogs tear around the carriage, barking madly. A bearded man comes out of the house, wearing a long coat thrown over a shirt and white linen trousers. He’s carrying a sword in his hand, but casually, as if it were a cane. The dogs are shooed away.

‘Allow me to introduce myself – Valtraute von Brīgen. Please forgive me for bothering you so late. May I please speak with Lady Freiherr Bartolomejs von Burtnieki?’

The bearded man studies the baroness with piercing eyes, but says nothing. She starts to think he hasn’t understood her German. But that’s not the case.

‘Unfortunately that won’t be possible. Lady von Burtnieki lives in Reval.’

     

‘Really?’ the baroness doesn’t hide her dismay.

‘But perhaps the Freiherr can help you?’

‘Freiherr?’

‘The captain.’

‘Bartolomejs Ulste? But then … Forgive me … My ears are still ringing from the trip … Is the Freiherr here?’

‘You could say so – in a manner of speaking.’

Fear and disgust startle her, as if a spider had run over her naked breasts; what would it be like to meet someone who’d been hit by cannon fire? At the same time, she realises her trip hasn’t been in vain. Things have taken such a surprising turn that it’s clear she’s about to learn something important.

The bearded man helps the women down from the coach. The baroness is unsteady on her feet, most likely from the long trip, but also possibly from what she’s just heard. She has to hike up her dress and coat in order to get through the front door. The house is filled with darkness and all sorts of smells. This doesn’t surprise the baroness. Since it’s not a palace, it’s natural for the livestock feed to be prepared in the kitchen. Valtraute von Brīgen is an eighteenth-century woman. She’s used to there being a thick layer of smells wafting about wherever there is human activity – such intense smells that they can only be subdued in places where they are overpowered by Parisian perfumes or local fragrances, like crushed sweet flag or dried tansy.

The bearded man leaves them for a moment, then returns with a forked copper candlestick with burning tallow candles. Now they can see something. The room is wide, with low wooden crossbeams. In the centre of the room is a long table with benches on either side. There are a few decorative chairs, a stout little English carriage clock, and a framed oil painting on the wall, of a man in crusader armour.

‘I’ll go and announce you to the Freiherr. What was your ladyship’s name?’

‘Baroness von Brīgen.’

‘Von Brīgen…’ the bearded man murmurs. He takes a candle from the candlestick and, holding it above his head, disappears through the door at the end of the room.

The baroness is once again overcome by a sense of shame, or a sense of awkwardness. But there’s no sound, nothing uncomfortable to overhear. The lull of voices, a chair or stool scraping across the floor, the squeaking of floorboards, and the bearded Prometheus reappears with the candle over his head.

     

‘The Freiherr will be right with you. Please, sit!’

This time the bearded man disappears through the door leading to the yard. The baroness waits. She can’t catch her breath; the laces of her corset are digging into her back. She mentally crosses herself. But what is she protecting herself from? She doesn’t know.

Finally, the chamber door opens. A hunched-over figure appears in the low doorway, blending with its own shadow. Once it passes through the door, the figure slowly straightens itself to its full height. It’s much taller. Much. Good Lord, what a build! And he has a moustache. And long, grey hair, like a wig. The smile that reveals itself under the moustache is white, with one crooked front tooth. But the nose juts right out, sharp and straight like a whetstone. He has no visible scars.

The baroness stares at him, eyes wide. To say she is surprised would be inaccurate. It would be more accurate to say it was as if she had suddenly come across a bear on the road. She’d considered this possibility, meeting a bear, and in fact had hoped for it. But now that the bear is right here, she’s not able calmly to assess the unfamiliar beast in front of her. She anxiously wonders what will happen next.

‘Good evening, baroness. It’s an honour.’ The captain’s voice is low and even. The warm fluency of his words falters only slightly, with barely discernible lilts of exaggeration, as if he were speaking to a horse, or a child sitting in his lap. The captain approaches the baroness, takes her hand, and bends to kiss it. The familiar, proper gesture puts the baroness more at ease.

‘Please forgive us for bothering you so late. We came straight from Riga. You were with my husband in a boat … Back then…’

‘Madame, wouldn’t it be best first to take off your coat? You’re most certainly tired, and haven’t eaten dinner. I assume you don’t intend to continue your travels right away. Your home, if I’m not mistaken, is far from here.’

‘But to stay on in the middle of the night without warning of our arrival. No, it won’t do! When I received a letter from the office of the Grand Duke yesterday, in which you were mentioned as having suffered the same fate as Eberhart, I had the sudden desire to meet your wife. I thought that she would be as unhappy as I am … The fact that I find you here instead is quite a surprise.’

‘I understand! It would be strange if you, as a noble-minded wife, were to act differently. Yes, Brīgen and I forded the river together. Fording rivers isn’t a pleasant task. But why are we still standing! De l’audace! Guests are guests, no matter the hour.’

     

Bon Esprit nods her head for the umpteenth time, as if confirming what the baroness has said. Though, most likely, in her sleep. Sleeping with her eyes open is her forte.

The captain claps his hands. ‘Ede! Kaspars!’

The bearded man comes into the room, followed by an older woman in plain grey clothing but with a fancy silk bonnet on her head. The bearded man is fully dressed now, in a sweater and boots. The woman apparently dressed in a hurry; her unpinned hair sticks out of the bonnet.

‘Set the table! Bring some wine! Ede, take the ladies to the guest chamber first, so they can freshen up from the road. They’ll sleep there tonight.’

The baroness looks confused.

‘We –’

‘Madame, what is there to discuss? Only a monster would let you travel on after such a long journey, and in the dark of night. And what’s more, you’re justified.’

‘Justified?’

‘Yes. The justification of a loving wife. You wouldn’t think of leaving without getting the last bit of the mystery out of me.’

‘No, that I won’t. Bon Esprit! Bon Esprit!’

‘See, Voltaire was right – logic never fails!’

The captain peers at the baroness and smoothes down the tips of his pale moustache. It’s as if the moustache itself is smiling. As are the captain’s rough, soldier’s lips. The baroness is back before long. She’s dressed for dinner in a pointedly simple gown which is, of course, black.

One end of the long table has been set. The third place remains empty. Bon Esprit has excused herself, she doesn’t feel well after the journey.

As the bearded man serves the table, there is a sound like a gunshot. The baroness lets out a scream.

‘It’s fine, it’s fine,’ the captain assures her. ‘This new French wine, champagne, is so energetic that it explodes in the presence of ladies.’

The glasses bubble over with white foam.

‘Kaspars, Ede, is everything set? You may go,’ the captain calls to them over his shoulder, then turns back to the baroness. ‘The first glass, to you! Crusaders enjoy a particular respect in this world. In your case, I commend pilgrims of the heart! Both are essentially driven by the same power. To you and to love, baroness! May your trip be not in vain!’

     

The captain reaches out and clinks his glass against hers.

‘Oh ho, delicious! And what excitement in the glass!’

They eat, drink and converse. The baroness feels her anxiety, which until now has kept her in an uncomfortably tight shell, crack and crumble. Yes, she’s still restless, but in a dreamy, bittersweet way, without tension, without feverishness. She wants to express herself, to talk about her feelings for Eberhart, to share her experiences and thoughts.

Captain Ulste appears to be a rather likeable individual and a skilled conversationalist.

‘We were introduced by my aunt, Countess Stravinska, at a ball held by Baron Mengdens. My aunt was visiting from Saint Petersburg. Eberhart danced the périgourdine beautifully. Then he reserved my dance card for the anglaise and the écossaise. When we parted ways I said: “Et voilà tout.” He answered: ‘Non, le coup de foudre.’ We had agreed that he would leave the army after the wedding. Eberhart said that his honour as an officer depended on his staying in the regiment until they won a victory over Turkey. How I waited for him! All hope and fear…’

     

Is the baroness telling all this to Captain Ulste? Of course, also to him. Though more to herself. Her story consumes her. Once spoken out loud, the words seem to carry some of the weight away with them. But maybe she’s speaking out of cowardice, out of fear, in order to draw out the unknown, which could still end up being better than what she is about to be told.

The captain sits in a relaxed pose, his elbow on the table, his big, square jaw resting in one hand. He holds his glass in the other.

‘Why am I wasting time with my own story, when what I truly want is to listen to what you have to say?’

‘A truth doesn’t become less true if you place another truth next to it.’

‘Captain, sir, you know the reason for my visit.’

For a moment, Ulste’s gaze wanders from the baroness. The hand under the chin pulls away. The glass is set down on the table.

What is the captain about to do? Nothing. He silently raises both hands, palms facing the baroness, as if to say – fine, if that’s what you wish.

‘I have to start with a brief introduction…’ The baroness senses the captain’s gaze close in on her once again, holding her tightly, as if he’s just barely lifted her off the ground, allowing her only partial control over herself. Almost like when she was a child, when her father would lift her up by the armpits, and all she could do was wiggle her arms and legs in the air. A feeling that both frightens and excites you.

     

‘We’ve all learned the Bible story about Jesus’ trial before Pontius Pilate, when Pilate asks the Son of God: “What is truth?” A truly incredibly valuable question. Even in our all-knowing time of enlightenment, the answer was ambiguous and unclear. Truth could be an assumption that had yet to be overturned. When we use concepts like “possible” and “impossible” as arguments, we corner ourselves like a bunch of chickens jammed into a coop. Until the day the mystery of the circulation of blood was discovered, everyone thought man was a bag of skin filled with red liquid that kept the body from drying out and the bones from rattling around. In the past, if someone had said that the power that thunder and lightning create during a storm could be re-created artificially and put to use, that person would have been taken for an imbecile. Doctors tell people to vaccinate themselves against smallpox with cowpox. Does that sound believable? No! But vaccinated people don’t get sick. Another example: everyone was accustomed to the fact that Louis XV’s mistress Madame de Pompadour was practically toothless. But what do you know? One bright day Madame de Pompadour is once again smiling like a young lady in her prime. It turns out teeth can not only be pulled out, but also put in.’

‘What are you saying? Really?’

The baroness’s rapt attention is interrupted by her question, her voice full of disbelief and excitement. Teeth are no trivial matter to an eighteenth-century woman. The baroness’s barber has already pulled two of hers, and who knows what will happen with a third. Luckily, if she doesn’t open her mouth too wide, it’s not noticeable.

‘Yes, baroness, nothing ages as quickly as knowledge. We’ll experience many miracles in our lifetime!’

‘If only Comte de St Germain would share his elixir of life! It’s not fair that he’s already lived three thousand years, but won’t reveal the secret of his elixir! Maybe he’s a liar and the stories about those three thousand years are nothing more than stories.’

‘In which case there are a few facts that are hard to explain. St Germain claims he fought with Count Charles of Anjou in 1268 against Conradin in southern Italy. Recently, in Versailles, St Germain described the armour Anjou wore. And a tenth-generation descendant of the count, who was privy to the conversation, confirmed that that’s what the armour had looked like. Yes, it was stored in his ancestral palace.’

     

‘Has he ever been married?’

‘St Germain?’

‘Yes. It would be interesting to know how old his wife is.’

‘Count Orlov asked him that during a party with the empress.’

‘And what did he say?’

‘That three thousand years is a long youth. He’ll marry some day. And he added that, in her time, he’d liked Cleopatra very much. Nefertiti had also been rather pleasant, even with the wart above her left eye.’

The captain refills their glasses yet again. The last of the bottle pours out. Another cork shoots into the rafters with a sharp crack.

‘Oh, this champagne would be a wonderful wine, if only it weren’t so military…’ The baroness wants to say that the exploding corks frighten her. At night she wakes with a start when shots and blasts ring out in her dreams. She wants to talk about the uncertainty, the negative thoughts that turn life into a sombre game, as if she’s searching blindfolded for the lost Eberhart. She can’t tell the sad story without crying. She wants to cry right now, but to her surprise lets out a laugh, and her laughter sounds so lively that the candles flicker gaily.

The captain drains his glass and is silent for a moment, then speaks again. It’s as if he’s brought his strong shoulder forward to join the weaker one in the struggle upstream.

‘Our regiment’s surgeon was Almustaf Gibran, a Lebanon-born Christian. When he was ten years old, his father, a rich trader, sent him to school in England. After graduating from Cambridge, Gibran chose to work in India, even travelling as far as Persia, where he befriended the son of a Russian envoy and married the young man’s sister.

‘Gibran first gained fame in Saint Petersburg as a skilled post-duel physician. Then, when he delivered a live baby girl from the Countess Gagarin, who had died in childbirth, he was the main topic of conversation in the salons of high society. But when he saved the beautiful Princess Volkonsky from a scandal at the court he unfortunately got mixed up in a surgical procedure prohibited by law and punishable by the church. It promised great trouble. His friends took care of it that Gibran became a regimental physician and left to fight against the Turks.

     

‘Ask anyone in Saint Petersburg, Riga, Paris or London, what a war physician is, and they’ll tell you: a glorified butcher, nothing else. On the battlefield, wounds are caused by lances and swords, lacerations from shrapnel, torn-off limbs. The distrust of doctors is so great that many refuse aid. How often have you seen one-armed or one-legged men in your so-called high society? In the case of more serious injuries, it’s with honour and pride that officers forgo a doctor and find a priest instead.

‘Gibran hated crude scalpel work; he was born an artist. Should that come as a surprise? The world is full of organ-grinders, and buskers. But this one wants to play differently because he’s Haydn. Or Boccherini. Names are meaningless; we’re talking about talent.

‘When Ensign Lefevre lost his hand in battle at Gurjani, Gibran wanted to sew it back on for him. The only problem was that he didn’t have the right colour thread to hand, so the seam was a darker colour and the young man was forced to wear gloves with longer cuffs.’

‘How fascinating!’ the baroness exclaims. ‘Was it his right hand?’

‘If I remember correctly, it was the left.’

‘Well, then, that’s fine! Men hold their left hands behind their backs in many dances…’

‘But that was only the beginning. Lieutenant Narishkin was cleaved in half by some massive janissary. The top half, of course, fell to the ground right there. But the bottom half! It was something else! His boots in the stirrups. His arse in the saddle, as if it were glued there. His horse, a beautiful dappled mare, was spooked and galloped around the battlefield with his bottom half for some time. Thank God it didn’t run into the Turkish camp. Gibran worked for forty-eight hours without sleep. We were stunned speechless. When Narishkin came to and asked for a glass of vodka, the commander removed the Order of St Andrei Pervozvanny from his uniform and pinned it on to Gibran’s: “The world has never seen anything like this before.” But Gibran answered: “Permit me to disagree, your grace. The possibilities of medicine are ruled by the unknown.”’

‘And that’s what really happened?’ the baroness says, her hands clasping her burning cheeks.

     

‘What in my story, madame, strikes you as unbelievable?’

‘It sounds so thrilling. This is the first time I’ve heard anything like it!’

‘Luckily, like naivety in love, ignorance tends to be fleeting. The world is interesting precisely because it’s possible to learn something new now and then. As a child, I often had to read the Bible, where there are miracles upon miracles. If I were to recite what’s written in Holy Scripture, would you say it was possible or impossible? Like when God takes one of Adam’s ribs and makes Eve. If God is all-powerful – and I don’t doubt that he is – why couldn’t he create woman the same way he made birds, animals, fish? Why did he have to open Adam’s side like a surgeon, dig around in his insides, and disturb a finished product? But maybe that’s typical of surgery as a method – to continue and improve on what was apparently finished. And what about the legends that are older than the Bible? The flying griffin – half-lion, half-eagle. Or the centaur – a combination of horse and man. Who created them? And why?’

The baroness fidgets in her chair. Is the captain really waiting for an answer from her? Oh, the room is so hot! They couldn’t possibly still be feeding the stove; the swelter must be coming from the kitchen…

‘Neither God nor the devil had wives, that’s where the problem lay. The case of Mary is above suspicion!’

‘You think Mary was the only one to become with child by the Holy Spirit? Look there, on the shelf is Abbé Checret’s De Resurrectione, which includes an account of what happened in Avignon in 1317. The knight Fachon goes into battle against the Moors and, as was custom in those times, fitted his wife in an iron chastity belt. A year and a half later the knight returns home. The iron belt is where he left it, the key is around his neck, but his wife is pregnant! Very well, never mind Fachon. I was talking about Gibran…’

     

‘Yes, yes, about Gibran!’

‘At the battle at Chava, a junker named Hvastchikov lost an eye. His eyes were a peculiar colour – a silver that sparkled on sunny days like the blade of a sword reflecting the sun. Gibran took a look at the young man and said he could put in a new eye, but not one the same colour. There are both positives and negatives to being so different from the rest. What could he do? Gibran put in a new eye, but it was what he could get at such short notice – light brown, the colour of a walnut. And that’s where the trouble started! Hvastchikov was, of course, released from duty. He returns to Saint Petersburg, where his fiancée is waiting for him. The first few days are spent intoxicated with joy. After a while the bride-to-be notices that her one of her fiancé’s eyes is brown, and asks him: “Why is it like that?” The junker tells the story – it’s the eye Gibran put in. The bride-to-be throws her hands in the air, and it takes her some time to calm down. “So it’s not even your eye?” “No, it is. It’s mine now.” “But whose was it before? Some Turkish pagan’s?” “I don’t know, probably not.”

     

‘But she won’t let it be. “It’s like you’re looking at me as a half-Turk. How awful! The eyes are a mirror that reflect the soul.” “But it’s just a reflection. A mirror can’t change what it reflects.” “Then you’ve never been in a carnival hall of mirrors! You can’t trust what you see in the reflections!” The engagement is called off. Hvastchikov’s parents file a complaint with the empress. They want to bring Gibran to court, but it turns out he hasn’t broken any laws … In the end, and just in case, they ask Gibran to relocate not far from the army camp.

‘So! Now it’s time finally to solve the mystery that you, your ladyship, so eagerly want to learn. The truth is self-conscious, with a feminine nature. It becomes flustered at the idea of its nakedness. And it can be just as flustering to someone who has to see that nakedness…’

‘Good God! Dear captain, put an end to my uncertainty! What am I – a wife or a widow?’

‘What are you? What does that mean – to be? As if a widow couldn’t become a wife, or a wife a widow.’

‘Please, let me be happy. Please, please!’

‘Both happiness and sorrow are fleeting. It’s just our imagination. To imagination!’

‘Captain, sir … Know that no matter what has happened, I will never give up Eberhart. I love him … You must know that…’

‘May you never lack the strength to love him!’

‘May I never lack the strength!’

‘Did you drink it all? Your glass is empty?’

‘Empty. Please, tell me! Tell me, I’m listening!’

‘When the snow melts in the mountains, the rivers overflow. The Çamur is fed by mountain streams, but it flows along a flat valley and is wide and deep. The Turkish troops led by Mustafa Şekeroğli weren’t great in number, around one thousand men, but they were protected by the river. General Wrangel’s plan of attack was quite bold. In the spring, fog settles in the valley every morning. The general ordered us to create smoke as well, by burning wet straw along the riverbank. And, of course, we had to build rafts for the infantry and cavalry. The boat mentioned in your letter isn’t factual. Eberhart and I weren’t in the same boat, but on the same raft. We had to nail flat boards to the rafts, because the horses weren’t able to stand on the curved surface of the logs.

     

‘We moved out at four in the morning. But even with the smoke and fog, the Turks caught sight of us once we reached the middle of the river. And that’s when all hell broke loose! Their cannons were well positioned. The water boiled and the sky rained down.

‘What happened after that – let me tell you, there is nothing simple about death on the battlefield. A sudden push, the raft under our feet was suddenly a confusion of lumber over our heads, and that was it…

‘As I said, Gibran no longer lived with the regiment. He had relocated half a mile down the river. Woken by the sounds of the battle, he had come out on to the pebbled riverbank with his pipe for a morning smoke. After a few minutes, pieces of timber, men and horses, started to float past. Gibran called his servant, and they both watched for soldiers with lesser injuries. They didn’t see any.

‘Then the stream carried a strange jumble of body parts close to the shore. Two bodies had somehow hooked on to each other by the belts of their cuirasses. Here, your ladyship, I should explain that cuirasses are the heavy armour worn by mounted cavalrymen, which is where the name “cuirassier” comes from. One officer is missing his upper body, the other his lower body. It’s not hard to imagine how things would have turned out under different conditions. But whether it was due to luck or to misfortune – it could go either way – this was Gibran, a talent leagues ahead of anyone else in his time. Once he was sure the ice-cold water hadn’t deadened the tissue of the half-bodies, Gibran decided to salvage what he could. And in this case, in the only way possible – by combining the two halves to make a whole…’

The silence that follows Captain Ulste’s words is long and meaningful, like at the opera when the spotlight falls on the soloist.

‘Forgive me, captain, I don’t quite understand…’

     

‘There’s nothing to understand. Both of us – Eberhart von Brīgen and I – are now one person. His lower body, my upper.’

The baroness grasps the table and stands up slowly. Her expression has changed to confusion. She can’t grasp whether what she has seen and heard is happening in real life, or whether she’s like an amateur actress who doesn’t know that she’s part of a ridiculous play.

‘Later, of course, when they retrieved the fallen soldiers, Eberhart wasn’t among them.’

‘Captain … please! Are you mocking me?’

‘Madame, I understand. The situation truly is a bit unbelievable.’

‘You understand?’

The baroness repeats the captain’s words as if hypnotised. And immediately she wakes at the sound of her own voice. She looks at the captain as if she’s seeing him for the first time, and her wide-eyed surprise and subdued expression turn to full awareness. There are two points in front of her – the thick, green champagne bottle and the captain’s head with its ashen hair pulled back into a braid. The shortest path between two points is a straight line. With a distinctly feminine, yet simultaneously determined, motion, the baroness’s hand connects the two points. The bottle doesn’t break.
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