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PART ONE


Beware of Dogs







I
The Death of Zagulyai


. . . But I should tell you that, come the apple festival of Transfiguration Day, when the sky begins to change from summer to autumn, it is the usual thing for our town to be overrun by a genuine plague of cicadas, so that by night, much as you might wish to sleep, you can never do it, what with all that interminable trilling on all sides, and the stars hanging way down low over your head, and especially with the moon dangling there only just above the tops of the bell-towers, for all the world like one of our renowned ‘smetana’ variety apples, the ones that the local merchants supply to the royal court and even take to the shows in Europe. If someone should ever happen to glance down at Zavolzhsk from those heavenly spheres out of which the lamps of the night pour forth their bright rays, then the picture presented to that fortunate person’s eyes would surely be one of some enchanted kingdom: the River sparkling lazily, the roofs glittering, the gas lamps flickering in the streets and, hovering over all the shimmer and glimmer of this multifarious radiance, the tremulous silvery chiming of the cicada choir.


But let us return to the Reverend Mitrofanii. Our passing reference to nature was made purely and simply by way of explaining why on such a night even the most ordinary of men, far less burdened with cares than the bishop of the province, would find sleep hard to come by. It is hardly surprising that ill-wishers, of whom every man has some, even this worthy pastor being no exception, should claim that it is not our governor, Anton Antonovich von Haggenau, but His Grace who is the true ruler of this extensive region.


Extensive, indeed, it may well be, but densely populated it is not. The only genuine town it can really be said to possess is Zavolzhsk, and the others, including the district centres, resemble more overgrown villages with a few stone administrative buildings clustered round a single square, a small cathedral and a hundred or two little log-built houses with tin roofs of the kind that since time immemorial have for some reason always been painted green in our parts.


And God knows, even the provincial capital is no Babylon – at the time we are describing, its entire population amounted to twenty-three thousand five hundred and eleven individuals of both sexes – though of course, during the week following Transfiguration, if no one were to die, the number of inhabitants was expected to increase by two souls, because the wife of the manager of the provincial chancellery, Shtops, and the tradesman’s wife Safulina were near their time, and the general opinion was that the latter was already overdue.


The custom of maintaining strict accounting of the population has only been introduced recently, under the current administration, and then only in the towns. But how many folk there are making a living out in the forests and the swamps is something known only to God – just go and try counting them! The dense, impenetrable thickets extend for hundreds of miles from the River all the way to the Ural Mountains, with schismatic monastic communities and salt factories buried in them, and along the banks of the dark, deep rivers which, for the most part, have no names at all dwells the Zyt tribe, a quiet and submissive people with Ugrian roots.


The only mention of the ancient life of our obscure province is contained in the ‘Nijni Novgorod Miscellany’, a chronicle of the fifteenth century. It speaks of a Novgorodian visitor by the name of Ropsha who was captured by ‘the wild, bare-bellied pagans’ in the green forests and lost his head in a sacrifice to the stone idol Shishiga, with the result, as the chronicler for some reason finds it necessary to explain, that ‘this Ropsha did perish and give up the ghost and was buried without a head’.


But that was in times of long ago, times of myth. Nowadays a splendid peace reigns in these parts, with no brigandage on the roads, no killing, and even the wolves in the local forests are noticeably fatter and lazier than in other provinces, owing to the abundance of wildlife here. God grant everyone a life as good as ours. And as for the murmurings of the Bishop’s detractors, we shall not undertake here to discuss who is the genuine ruler of the Zavolzhie region – the Reverend Mitrofanii, the Governor Anton von Haggenau, the Governor’s most learned advisers or even, perhaps, the Governor’s wife, Ludmila Platonovna von Haggenau – because it is not for us to judge such things. Let us merely say that His Grace has far more allies and admirers in Zavolzhie than enemies.


In recent times, however, certain events had occurred which had encouraged and emboldened the latter, thereby giving Mitrofanii particular reasons for his insomnia, in addition to the usual ones related to the frenzied trilling of the cicadas. This was the cause of the frown that pleated his high forehead into three folds right across and knitted his thick, black brows together.


The Bishop of Zavolzhie was fair of face – not merely good-looking, but truly handsome, so that instead of being a pastor, he might easily have been some Old Russian prince or Byzantine archistrategus. His hair was long and grey, but his beard, also long and silky, was as yet half-black, and there was not so much as a single silver thread in his moustache. His glance was keen, but generally gentle and clear, which made it all the more frightening when it clouded over with anger and flashed with lightning. At such terrible moments the stern creases over his cheekbones were more pronounced, as was the aquiline curve of his large, noble nose. The reverend Bishop’s deep, resonant voice with its rumble of thunder was equally well suited to a cordial private conversation, an inspired sermon and a civic speech on one of the occasions when he attended the Holy Synod.


In his younger days Mitrofanii was an adherent of ascetic views. He used to wear a cassock made of sack-cloth, mortify his flesh by constant fasting and even, so they say, wear chains of cast iron beneath his undershirt, but he had long since abandoned these austerities, having come to regard them as vain, immaterial and even harmful to the genuine love of God. Having reached the age of maturity and attained wisdom, he became more considerate of his own flesh and that of others, and for his everyday vestments his preference lay with cassocks of fine cloth, blue or black; and on occasion, when the authority of his bishop’s title required it, he would robe himself in a mantle of extremely precious purple velvet, order a team of six horses to be harnessed to the bishop’s formal carriage and insist that there must be two stately lay brothers with thick beards standing on the footboards, wearing green cassocks trimmed with galloons, looking very much like livery.


Of course, there were those who surreptitiously reproached His Grace for his sybaritic habits and devotion to grandeur, but even they did not condemn him too harshly, remaining mindful of the exalted origins that had accustomed Mitrofanii to luxury from his childhood, so that he did not regard it as being in any way important – he did not deign to notice it, as his clerk, Father Serafim Userdov, put it.


His Grace the Bishop of Zavolzhie was born into a family of courtly nobles and graduated from the Corps of Pages, from where he moved to the Horse Guards (that was still during the reign of Nikolai Pavlovich). He led the life usual for a young man of his circle, and if he was distinguished in any way from his peers, it was perhaps only by a tendency to philosophise; but then that is not such a very rare thing among educated and sensitive youths. In his regiment the ‘philosopher’ was considered a good comrade and an impeccable cavalryman, his superiors liked him and promoted him, so that by the age of thirty he would certainly have risen to the rank of colonel, if the Crimean campaign had not intervened. God only knows what insights were revealed to the future Bishop of Zavolzhie during his first taste of active combat, a cavalry skirmish near Balaclava, but in any case, after recovering from his sabre wound, he had no wish ever to take a weapon into his hand again. He retired from the army, said his farewells to his family, and soon thereafter was serving his novitiate in one of the country’s most remote monasteries. Even now, however, especially when Mitrofanii took the service in the cathedral on the occasion of one of the twelve great feasts or took the chair at a meeting in the consistory, it was easy to imagine how he used to command his Uhlans in his booming voice: ‘Squadron, sabres at the ready! Forward!’


An extraordinary man will make his mark in any field of endeavour, and Mitrofanii did not languish in the obscurity of remote monastic life for long. Just as he had previously become the youngest squadron commander in the entire light brigade, so now it fell to him to become Russia’s youngest Orthodox bishop. Initially appointed to be suffragan bishop here in Zavolzhsk, and then as the pastor of the province, he demonstrated so much wisdom and zeal that he was soon summoned to the capital to take up a high position in the Church. There were many who prophesied that in the none too distant future Mitrofanii would don the black veil of a metropolitan, but he astonished everyone by once again turning aside from the beaten track and requesting out of the blue to be allowed to return to us in the back of beyond and, following long attempts to dissuade him, to the joy of us Zavolzhians he was released with a blessing, never again to abandon his modest see, so remote from the capital.


And what does it matter if it is remote? It is a well-known fact that the further one goes from the capital, the nearer one approaches to God. And our exalted and far-seeing capital will reach its hand out a thousand miles if it should happen to take such a fancy into its head.


It was indeed owing to precisely such a fancy that His Grace was not sleeping on this night, but listening drearily and without pleasure to the unceasing crescendos of the cicadas. The capital’s fancy possessed a face and a name: it was called Synodical Inspector Vladimir Lvovich Bubentsov; and as he pondered how to put this gentleman firmly in his place, the reverend Bishop turned over for the hundredth time from one side to the other on his soft duck-down mattress, groaning and sighing and occasionally gasping.


The bed in the Bishop’s bedchamber was special, an old four-poster from Empress Elizabeth’s time, with a canopy representing a starry sky. During the period of Mitrofanii’s aforementioned enthusiasm for asceticism, he had slept quite contentedly on either straw or bare boards until he came to the conclusion that to mortify the flesh was pointless folly and that was not why the Lord had moulded it in his own image and likeness, nor was it appropriate for the arch-pastor to make a show of himself to the clergy in his care, compelling them to adopt a self-tormenting severity for which some do not feel any spiritual inclination, nor, indeed, are they obliged to do so according to the statute of the Church. As he reached his years of maturity, His Grace inclined more and more to the opinion that genuine trials are sent down to us not in the realm of the physiological, but in the realm of the spiritual, and the scourging of the body by no means always leads to the salvation of the soul. Therefore the Bishop’s chambers were furnished no worse than the Governor’s house, the table set in the refectory was incomparably superior, and the orchard of apple trees was the finest in all the town, with arbours, rotundas and even a fountain. It was peaceful and shady there, inclining one to thought, and so let the detractors whisper among themselves – there is no way to stop the mouth of malicious gossip.


So the way to deal with this perfidious Inspector Bubentsov was this, the reverend Bishop concluded. The first thing of all was to write to the Chief Procurator of the Holy Synod in St Petersburg about all the tricks that his trusted nuncio got up to and the disaster that the Church could suffer as a result of these tricks. Konstantin Petrovich Pobedin was a man of intelligence. It was possible that he might heed the warning. But action should not be limited to a letter: Mitrofanii must also summon the Governor’s wife Ludmila Platonovna for a talk, to shame her and stir her conscience. She was a good, honest woman. She must come to her senses.


Then everything would be put to rights. It could hardly be simpler.


But even now that his heart felt eased, sleep still would not come, and the problem did not lie in the round-faced moon, or even in the cicadas.


Knowing his own character as he did and being in the habit of analysing the workings of its mechanism in detail, down to the last nut and bolt, Mitrofanii set about trying to identify the worm that was gnawing at him and preventing his reason from shrouding itself in the veil of sleep. What was the cause?


Could it possibly be his recent conversation with a giddy young novice from a noble family who had been denied permission to take the veil? The reverend Bishop had not beaten about the bush; he had blurted out his opinion without equivocation: ‘My daughter, what you need is not the Sweet Bridegroom of Heaven; that is merely your delusion. What you need is a perfectly ordinary bridegroom, a state official or, even better, an officer. With a moustache.’ He ought not to have put it like that, of course. There had been hysterics, followed by a long, exhausting argument. But never mind that – it was unimportant. What else was there?


He had been obliged to take a disagreeable decision concerning the steward at the Monastery of the Epiphany. For riotous drunken behaviour and the lecherous visiting of women of indecorous conduct the offender had been condemned to dismissal from the cloister and returned to his original status. Now the scribbling would begin, with letters to His Grace himself and to the Synod. But this too was an ordinary matter; the root cause of his alarm did not lie here.


Mitrofanii thought a little more, groping about inside himself, as he used to do in childhood, to see if he was getting ‘warm’ or ‘cold’ and suddenly he realised: it was the letter from his great-aunt, the general’s widow Tatishcheva, that was apparently the spot where the worm was gnawing. He was surprised, but his heart immediately confirmed it – he was ‘hot’; he had hit the mark. It seemed like a piece of stupid nonsense, but he could feel the cats’ claws scraping at his soul. Perhaps he should get it and read it again?


He sat down on the bed, lit a candle and put on his pince-nez. Now where was that letter? Ah, there it was, on the side table.


‘My dear Mishenka,’ the old lady Marya Afanasievna wrote, out of ancient habit still addressing her relative by his long-forgotten secular name, ‘I hope you are well. Has that cursed gout of yours eased? Are you applying cabbage leaves to it, as I told you to do? The late Apollon Nikolaevich always used to say that . . .’ There then followed a long and verbose description of the wonder-working properties of home-grown cabbage, and His Grace’s glance began slipping impatiently along the even lines of old-fashioned handwriting. His eyes stumbled over a disagreeable name.


Vladimir Lvovich Bubentsov has visited me again. What terrible lies they have told about him, saying that he is a scoundrel and very nearly a murderer. He is a fine young man, and I liked him. Direct, with no snobbish pretensions to him, and he knows about dogs too. Did you know that he is apparently related to me through the Strekhinin line? In her second marriage my grandmother Adelaida Sekandrovna . . .


No, that was not it, further on. Aha, here it was:


. . . But this is all by the way and it has only been written because in the weakness of my heart I have been putting off coming to the point. The moment I gather myself and steel my spirit to it, the tears start flooding down my cheeks again, and my hand shakes, and I get a cold, tight feeling in my chest. I have a special reason for writing to you, Mishenka. I have suffered a great misfortune of such a kind that only you will understand me, but I should not wonder if others will poke fun at me and say that the old fool has gone totally gaga. I wanted to come to see you myself, but I do not have the strength, although the journey is not really so very long. I lie flat on my back and do nothing but cry. You know how many years, how much effort and how much money I have invested in order to complete the work to which Apollon Nikolaevich devoted his life.


(At this point the reverend Bishop shook his head, because he took a sceptical view of the work to which his deceased uncle had devoted his life.)


Learn then, my friend, what villainy has been committed here at my Drozdovka. Some enemy of mine, and it must be someone who is close to me, put poison into Zagulyai’s and Zakidai’s food. Zakidai is younger; I saved him with emetic stone of antimony and nursed him back to health, but my little Zagulyai passed away. All night long he suffered, tossing and turning, weeping human tears and gazing at me so mournfully, as if to say: Save me, Mother, you are my only hope. But I did not save him. In the early morning he gave a pitiful cry, fell over on his side and gave up the ghost. I fell down in a dead faint and they tell me I spent three hours like that until the doctor arrived from the town. And now I am lying here weak and exhausted, and mostly out of fear. It is a conspiracy, Mishenka, a villainous conspiracy. Someone is trying to do away with my little children and me, an old woman, along with them. In the name of God Almighty I implore you, come. Not to bring me priestly consolation – that is not what I need – but to investigate. Everybody says that you have the gift of seeing straight through any villain and unravelling any criminal’s cunning trickery. And what villainy could possibly be worse than this? You must come and save me. And I shall adore you eternally and leave you a generous share in my will for the cathedral, or some monastery, or the poor orphans, if you like.


At the very end of her letter his aunt switched from a familial tone to an official and respectful one: ‘Commending myself to your fatherly attention and pastoral prayers and imploring Your Grace’s blessing, I remain Your Eminence’s most devoted servant, Marya Tatishcheva.’


At this point we ought perhaps to offer some explanation concerning the investigative gift of which General Tatishchev’s widow wrote and which might appear not entirely becoming to a churchman of bishop’s rank. Be that as it may, reckoned among the reverend Bishop’s more sublime merits was the precious talent, one very rarely encountered, for unravelling all sorts of baffling mysteries, especially those of a criminal complexion. One might even say that Mitrofanii had a genuine passion for mental gymnastics of this sort, and on more than one occasion the police authorities, even those from neighbouring provinces, had respectfully requested his advice in some tangled investigation. The Bishop of Zavolzhie secretly took great pride in this reputation of his, but not without certain pangs of conscience – firstly, because this pride undoubtedly deserved to be categorised as idle vanity, and secondly, for another reason known only to himself and a certain other individual, which we will therefore pass over in silence.


The previous evening, on first reading the letter, His Grace had found his aunt’s request – to go dashing to her estate and investigate the circumstances of Zagulyai’s death – somewhat amusing; and even now, having reread the letter, he thought: Nonsense, it’s just an old woman’s caprice. She’ll spend a day or two in bed and then get up.


He snuffed out the candle and lay down, but his heart still felt uneasy. He tried to pray for his aunt’s recovery. It is well known that prayers at night ascend to God’s ears more easily. St Ioann Zlatoust writes that the Lord’s gracious mercy is aroused most powerfully by nocturnal prayers, ‘when you make the time of rest for many the time of your lament’.


But his prayer had no soul, it was no more than an idle parroting of words, and the reverend Bishop did not acknowledge prayers of that kind. He had never even imposed penances of prayer on any one, regarding it as sacrilege. Prayer was not prayer at all if it merely passed through the lips without touching the heart.


Very well, Pelagia can go, Mitrofanii decided. Let her discover what happened out there to that thrice-damned Zagulyai.


Immediately he felt easier, and the cicadas no longer chafed his weary soul with their polyphonic quavering, but lulled it instead, and the moon no longer stung his eyes, but seemed to bathe his face with warm milk. Mitrofanii closed those eyes and relaxed the wrinkles on his stern face. He slept.


In the morning they blessed the fruit in the bishop’s chapel on the occasion of the Lord’s Transfiguration, otherwise known as the Feast of Our Saviour of the Apples. Mitrofanii loved this festival, not the greatest of the twelve, for its brilliance and pious frivolity. He did not lead the service himself, but stood at the back, on the bishop’s dais at the side, which afforded him a better view of the church decorated with apples, and the numerous congregation and the priests and deacons in their special ‘apple chasubles’ – blue and gold with a pattern of fruit and leaves embroidered around the top. As they walked in from both sides, the choristers of the famous bishop’s choir thundered out the katabais so lustily that up under the white vault the rainbow-bright pendants on the heavy crystal chandelier were set trembling. Father Amfiteatrov began blessing the apples: ‘Our Lord and God, Who hast vouchsafed the use of Thy creations to those who believe in Thee, we pray Thee, bless these fruits we offer with Thy word . . .’


It was good.


The service at Transfiguration is short and joyful. The cathedral is filled with the fresh smell of fruit, because everybody has brought their basket along to have their apples sprinkled with holy water. Even the table beside Mitrofanii bore a silver dish with immense red king-pineapple apples from His Grace’s orchard – succulent, sweet and aromatic. When the reverend Bishop gave these to someone it was a mark of special distinction and good favour.


Mitrofanii sent the servant who looked after his bishop’s crook to the left choir of the church, where the nuns appointed to serve by teaching in the diocesan school for girls were standing sedately in line. The emissary whispered into the ear of the tall, gaunt directrix Sister Christina that the reverend Bishop wished to give her an apple, and she glanced round and leaned over in a grateful bow. Standing on her right, I think (one cannot be certain at first glance from the back) was Sister Emilia, who taught arithmetic, geography and several other subjects as well. Then came the lopsided Sister Olympiada, the one who taught scripture. After her came two equally stooped sisters, Ambrosia and Apollinaria; there was no way to tell which was which: one taught grammar and history and the other taught useful domestic handicrafts. And at the end, by the wall, stood the short, thin Sister Pelagia (literature and gymnastics). Even if one wished, it would be impossible to confuse her with anyone else: her wimple had slipped over to one side, and protruding from under its edge in a manner quite shameful and impermissible for a nun was a lock of ginger hair, shimmering with a bronze sheen in a ray of sunlight.


Mitrofanii sighed, wondering yet again whether he had not committed an error when he gave his blessing to Pelagia’s taking the veil. It had been impossible not to give it – the girl had been through such great grief and terrible suffering that not every soul would have withstood it, but she was really not cut out to be a nun: far too lively, fidgety, curious and undignified in her movements. But you are just the same yourself, you old fool, the reverend Bishop rebuked himself, and he sighed again, even more regretfully.


When the nuns queued up to receive an apple each from His Grace, he greeted each of them in a distinctive manner – some he allowed to kiss his hand, some he patted gently on the head, at some he simply smiled; but with the last of them, Pelagia, there was a mishap. The clumsy girl stepped on the father subdeacon’s foot, started back, apologising, threw her arms out and caught the bowl with her elbow. A loud rumbling, the ring of silver against the stone floor, red apples tumbling merrily in all directions, and the boys from the seminary, who were not supposed to have any, because they were mischief-makers and scamps, had already grabbed up the precious king-pineapples and left nothing for the worthy and deserving people waiting their turn behind Pelagia. And so it always was with her: she was not a nun, but a walking disaster with freckles.


Mitrofanii chewed on his lips, but he refrained from rebuking her, because this was the house of God and it was a holiday. He merely said as he blessed her: ‘Tuck away that lock of hair; it’s shameful. And get along to the library. I have something to say to you.’


[image: image]


‘A certain ass once imagined himself to be a racing trotter and began flaring his nostrils and stamping his hoof on the ground.’ (This was how His Grace began the conversation.) ‘ “I’ll outrun you all!” he shouted. “I’m the swiftest and the fleetest!” And he shouted so convincingly that everyone there believed him and began repeating what he said: “Our ass is no ass at all, he is the purest possible thoroughbred argamak. Now we must put him into the races so that he can win every last one of the prizes.” And from that time on the ass knew no peace; whenever there was a race anywhere they immediately bridled him and dragged him off to run, saying: “Come on now, long-ears, don’t let us down.” And so the ass now led a quite wonderful life.’


The nun, long since accustomed to the Bishop’s allegories, listened intently. To a casual glance she was a young girl: the clear, sweet, oval face seemed winsome and naïve, but this deceptive impression derived from the snub nose and the astonished look of the raised eyebrows, while the round brown eyes gazed out keenly through equally round spectacle lenses with a look that was far from simple, and from the eyes one could tell that this was certainly no young innocent – she had already known suffering, seen something of life and had time to reflect on her experiences. The air of youthful freshness came from the white skin that often accompanies ginger hair, and from the orange speckling of ineradicable freckles.


‘Tell me then, Pelagia, what is the point of this fable?’


The nun pondered, taking her time before she answered. Her small white hands reached involuntarily for the canvas bag hanging at her belt and the reverend Bishop, knowing that Pelagia found it easier to think with her knitting in her hands, told her: ‘You may knit.’


The pointed steel needles began clacking furiously and Mitrofanii frowned as he recalled what dreadful works those deceptively deft hands brought into the world. At Eastertide the sister had presented the Bishop with a white scarf adorned with the letters ‘CA’ for ‘Christ is Arisen’, rendered so crookedly that they seemed already to have celebrated the end of the fast with some gusto.


‘Who is this for?’ His Grace enquired cautiously.


‘Sister Emilia – a belt; I shall run a pattern of skulls and crossbones along it.’


‘Very good,’ he said, relieved. ‘Well, what of the fable?’


‘I think,’ sighed Pelagia, ‘that it is about me, sinner that I am. With this allegory, Father, you were trying to say that I make as good a nun as an ass makes a fleet race-horse. And you have reached this uncharitable judgement about me because I spilled the apples in the cathedral.’


‘Did you spill them deliberately? – to create a commotion in the cathedral? Confess.’ Mitrofanii glanced into her eyes, but then he felt ashamed, because the response he read in them was meek reproach. ‘All right, all right, I didn’t mean that . . . but that is not the point of my fable – you guessed wrong. What is it about the way we human beings are constituted that makes us refer every event that occurs and every word that is spoken to ourselves? That is pride, my daughter. And you are too little a bird for me to concoct fables about you.’


Feeling suddenly annoyed, he got up, put his hands behind his back and walked up and down the library, to which it is probably worth our while paying some attention.


The Bishop’s library was maintained in ideal order under the management of his secretary Userdov, a most assiduous worker. The bookcase with the works on theology and patrology was located at the centre of the most extensive of the walls (the one that had no windows or doors). It contained doctrinal compositions in Church Slavonic, Latin, Greek and Ancient Hebrew. Extending to the left of it were the bookcases of hagiography, with lives of the saints, both Orthodox and Roman Catholic; to the right there were works on the history of the churches, liturgics and canonics. A separate place was accorded to a broad bookcase with tracts on asceticism, a reminder of His Grace’s former enthusiasm. The same bookcase also contained extremely precious bibliographical rarities such as a first edition of St Theresa Avilla’s The Internal Castle or Reysbroeck the Admirable’s Robes of the Spiritual Marriage. Lying on a long table running the entire length of the room were files of Russian and foreign newspapers and magazines, among which the place of honour was given to the Zavolzhsk Diocesan Gazette, a provincial newspaper which the Bishop himself edited in person.


Non-religious literature of the most various kinds, from mathematics to numismatics and from botany to mechanics, stood on the stout oak shelves that completely covered the surface of the other three walls of the library. The only kind of reading that the reverend Bishop avoided and considered of little value was fiction. He used to say that the Heavenly Creator had contrived more than enough miracles, mysteries and unique stories in this world, so there was no point in mere mortals inventing their own world peopled with puppets; anything contrary to God’s own inventions would in any case turn out wretched and fail to delight. Sister Pelagia argued this point with the Bishop, claiming that since the Lord had implanted in the soul of man the desire to create, He was the best judge of whether there was any sense and benefit in the writing of novels. However, this theological dispute was not initiated by Mitrofanii and his spiritual daughter; it originated much earlier, and it will not conclude with them either.


Halting in front of Pelagia, who was waiting meekly for her spiritual teacher’s rather incomprehensible irritation to subside, Mitrofanii suddenly asked: ‘Why is your nose shiny? Have you been bleaching your freckles with elixir of dandelion again? Is that the right sort of thing for a Bride of Christ to concern herself with? You are an intelligent woman, after all. And as the blessed Diadochus teaches us: “She who adorns her flesh is guilty of love of the body, which is the sign of disbelief.” ’


From his jesting tone of voice, Pelagia realised that the cloud had blown over, and she replied spryly: ‘Your Diadochus, My Lord, is a well-known obscurantist. He even forbids us to wash. How does he put it in his Love of Virtue? “It is best, for the sake of abstinence, to avoid the bathhouse, for our body is weakened by its sweet wetness.” ’


Mitrofanii knitted his brows. ‘I’ll have you make a hundred bows to the ground, for speaking so disrespectfully of an ancient martyr. And his teaching on the adornment of the flesh is correct.’


Embarrassed, Pelagia launched into voluble excuses, claiming that she waged war on her freckles not for the sake of bodily beauty, God forbid, but exclusively out of a sense of decorum – a nun with a freckly nose made a fine sight.


‘Oh indeed?’ said the Bishop, shaking his head dubiously, still putting off getting down to the important business.


Sister Pelagia’s transitions from boldness to meekness and back again always occurred with such lightning speed that it was impossible to keep track of them. And now again she asked in a bold voice, with a glint in her eye: ‘Your Grace, surely you did not summon me because of my freckles?’


And once more Mitrofanii could not bring himself to speak of his business. He cleared his throat and walked up and down the length of the library yet again. He asked how her pupils were doing in the school. Were they diligent? Did they want to learn? Were the sisters not perhaps teaching them anything superfluous that would not help, but merely hinder them, in their life?


‘I am told that you have begun to teach them swimming? Why do that? They say you have ordered a bathing hut to be set up on the River and you splash about with them there? Is this a good thing?’


‘Swimming is essential for girls, in the first place because it is good for their health and develops the flexibility of their limbs, and in the second place because it is good for their figures,’ the nun replied. ‘They are from poor families; most of them have no dowries. When they grow up, they will have to find bridegrooms . . . Your Grace, you did not summon me here because of the school either. We spoke about the school only two days ago, and about the swimming too.’


Pelagia was not one of those people who can be duped for long, and so Mitrofanii finally began talking about the idea he had conceived the night before, before he fell asleep.


‘The ass that I spoke to you about is myself. Acceding to your requests, and even more to the promptings of my own wretched vanity, which is absolutely improper for a pastor, I keep it a secret from everyone that it is not I who am the genuine expert in the field of unravelling obscure secrets and piercing through false appearances, but you, the meek and mild novice Pelagia. And now, like that ass who was so fond of fame, I am expected by everyone to produce new miracles and new revelations. Now no one will ever believe that the whole business was entirely your doing, and I did no more than to set you a work of penance.’


The needles stopped clacking against each other and bright sparks sprang to the surface of the round brown eyes. ‘What has happened, Father? It clearly can’t be in our province, or I should know about it. Has someone stolen the church treasury again, as they did last year at Shrovetide?’ the sister asked with impatient curiosity. ‘Or, God forbid, killed a clergyman? What work of penance will Your Grace set me to perform this time?’


‘No, nobody has been killed,’ said Mitrofanii, turning away in embarrassment. ‘This is something different. Not a criminal matter. At least, it is not a matter for the police . . . I’ll tell you what it is, and for the time being, you just listen. You can tell me afterwards what you think. Yes, do knit. Knit and listen . . .’


He walked across to the window and delivered the following explanation, gazing all the while out into the orchard, from time to time drumming on the window frame with his fingers.


‘Not far from here, about eight miles away, is the estate of my great-aunt, Marya Afanasievna Tatishcheva. She is extremely old now, but there was a time, long ago, when she was considered one of the greatest beauties in St Petersburg. I remember her coming to visit us when I was a boy. She was jolly then, young, and she used to play draughts with me . . . She married an officer, a regimental commander, and made the rounds of various remote garrisons with him; then he retired and they settled here, at Drozdovka. Her husband Apollon Nikolaevich, now deceased, was a passionate dog-lover. He ran the finest kennels in the entire province. He had racing dogs and hunting dogs and gun dogs. He once bought a puppy for a thousand roubles – that’s the kind of reckless man he was. But he still felt that all this was not enough; he began to dream of producing some special new breed, something absolutely fantastic. And he frittered away all the rest of his life on this project. He called the breed the “white Russian bulldog”. It is a different colour from an ordinary bulldog – as white as milk all over – and has a very distinct flatness of profile (I have forgotten the special term that dog-lovers use for it), and it is quite exceptionally slack-lipped – that is when the lips droop. But the most important feature, the real point of all this, is that while it is white all over, its right ear has to be brown. I don’t recall what the meaning of that is – something to do with a helmet . . . I think that when Apollon Nikolaevich served in the cavalry guards it was the custom in his squadron to wear one’s helmet cocked slightly to one side. So the ear represents that daredevil attitude. Ah yes, I forgot: they also have to be extremely slobbery, I don’t know what practical purpose that serves. All in all, as ugly a monster as you are likely to find anywhere.


‘Apollon Nikolaevich proceeded as follows. He informed every noble house right across Russia in which they kept bulldogs that they should not drown the degenerate albino pups as they usually did, but send them immediately to Major-General Tatishchev, who would pay good money for the rejects. White pups, especially pups with a brown right ear, are only born to bulldogs very rarely. I don’t remember how often, although I heard it many times from my uncle, and from my aunt – perhaps one in every hundred litters. Well anyway, Apollon Nikolaevich collected these little freaks and bred them together. The pups mostly came out as usual, reddish-brown, but sometimes there were white ones too, with brown ears, and now they were more frequent – say, one in every ten litters. Again he selected those and bred them together, and took care that they were as slack-lipped and slobbery as possible. A particular difficulty arose, of course, with that thrice-cursed ear. A very large number of pups had to be weeded out. And so on and on, generation after generation. When my uncle passed away, he had made a great deal of progress towards his dream, but even so he was still only halfway there, so to speak. As he was dying, he entrusted the completion of the work that he had begun to his wife. And Marya Afanasievna was an absolute treasure as a wife. She took the change from high-society charmer to mother and commander’s wife and later to lady of the manor in her stride – and all with absolute sincerity, with a willing heart. Such was the womanly talent granted to her by God. If her husband had not given her any instructions to carry out on his deathbed, she would probably have withered away; she would never have coped with her grief. But as it is she has been a widow for twenty years now and is still strong, active and cheerful. She talks about dogs all the time and thinks about absolutely nothing else. I have reproached her for her excessive passion and enthusiasm, upbraided her – but she does not listen. One day, as a joke, I teased her: “Aunty, what if Lucifer himself should suddenly appear and demand your Christian soul in exchange for a pure-white breed, will you give it to him?” “Lord bless you, Misha,” she replied, “what nonsense is that you’re talking?” And then she suddenly fell silent and started thinking about it. I tell you, Pelagia, this is no joking matter. But in any case, she continued her deceased husband’s work in breeding the white Russian bulldog and was actually rather successful at it – especially in the line of droopiness, flatness of profile and slobberiness. But things did not go so well for her with the ear. Until just recently she had only accumulated three absolutely ideal male dogs: an old grandfather by the name of Zagulyai, already over eight years old; then his son Zakidai, a four-year-old; and two or three months ago the old woman was delighted when Zagulyai’s grandson was born. They called him Zakusai. He turned out so exemplary in all points that my aunt ordered all the other dogs that were not perfect enough to be drowned, in order not to spoil the breed, and kept only those three for breeding. Oh, I forgot another important point: they have bandy legs and their noses are pink with black spots. That is also an important difference . . .’


At this point the reverend Bishop began feeling completely stupid and he cast an awkward sideways glance at his listener. She was moving her lips silently as she counted her stitches, showing no sign of surprise.


‘Well anyway, here, read this letter. It arrived yesterday. If you tell me that the old woman is raving, that she has lost her mind, I’ll write something to reassure her, and that will be an end to the matter.’


Mitrofanii took the letter out of the sleeve of his cassock and handed it to Pelagia.


The sister pressed her spectacles up against the bridge of her nose with one finger and began reading. Having read the letter, she asked in alarm: ‘Who could have wanted to poison the dogs? And what for?’


Reassured by the serious tone of her question, His Grace immediately stopped feeling embarrassed. ‘That is the very point, what for? Just consider, Marya Afanasievna is a rich old woman and she has no shortage of heirs. Her children have died, but she has a grandson and granddaughter – the Prince and Princess Telianov. And in addition countless distant relatives, some hangers-on or other, all sorts of friends. She is a kind woman, but foolish. And she has one tyrannical habit: almost every week she summons the attorney from the town and changes her will. If she gets angry with someone, she excludes them from her will; if she feels pleased with someone, she increases their share. So this is what I was thinking, Pelagia: we need to check who benefited from the last occasion on which she changed her will. Or, on the contrary, whom she felt angry with and threatened to cut off with no inheritance. I cannot see any point to this barbaric poisoning of the dogs unless someone was doing it in order to send the old woman herself to her grave. You see how ill she has become because of this dog. And if both of them had died, they would have had to bury Marya Afanasievna herself there and then. What do you make of my suppositions?’ the Bishop asked his perceptive pupil anxiously. ‘They do not seem too unlikely?’


‘Your suspicion is reasonable and highly probable; no other reason comes to mind,’ the novice nun said approvingly, adding however: ‘But of course, someone really needs to visit the scene. Some other reason might perhaps turn up. Is your aunt’s fortune very large?’


‘It is. A large estate, maintained in exemplary order. Forests, meadows, mills, flax meadows, fields of top-grade oats. And capital as well, securities in the bank. I should not be surprised if altogether she had a million.’


‘And do you know her heirs, Your Grace? It requires a very low individual to undertake something of this kind. Killing someone outright would hardly be a more grievous sin.’


‘You are judging from the standpoint of God, and you are right to do so. But man’s laws are very far removed from those of God. Kill someone outright, and the police will attempt to discover who did it and why. Do things that way and you end up serving hard labour. But from the human viewpoint, poisoning dogs is no great sin, and from the legal standpoint it is none at all, even though it is a surer way of killing the old woman than a knife or a bullet.’


Pelagia threw her hands up in the air and her knitting went flying to the floor. ‘It is a great sin in the human sense, very great! Even if your Marya Afanasievna were the devil incarnate and someone she had offended wished to settle accounts with her, what could these innocent creatures be guilty of ? A dog is a trusting creature, affectionate, so generously endowed by God with faithfulness and the gift of love that it would do people no harm to learn from it. I believe, Your Grace, that it is even worse to kill a dog than a man.’


‘Now, just you stop that pagan talk!’ the Bishop cried. ‘I do not wish to hear any more of it. Comparing a living soul with a dumb creature!’


‘What does it matter that it is dumb?’ the stubborn nun persisted. ‘Have you ever looked into a dog’s eyes? Even your own Zhuk, who is chained at your gate? You should try it. Zhuk’s eyes have more feeling and life in them than your precious Userdov’s dull saucers!’


The Bishop was on the point of opening his mouth to vent his righteous anger, but he stopped himself. In recent times he had been waging a struggle against the sin of wrath of the heart and occasionally he was successful.


‘I have no time to waste looking into the eyes of yard dogs,’ the Bishop said in a stiff, dignified tone of voice. ‘Leave Userdov alone; he is thorough and conscientious, and as for his soul being buried so deep, that is his character. And I shall not argue with you, especially over the obvious. Tell me one thing: Will you do as I ask?’


‘I will, Father,’ the nun said with a bow.


‘Then this is your task: go to Drozdovka this very day; give Marya Afanasievna my blessing and the letter that I shall give you; reassure the old woman; and most important of all – find out what is going on there. If you uncover malicious intent, nip it in the bud. But I do not need to tell you; you know what to do. And do not return until you have clarified this business.’


‘Your Grace,’ Pelagia began anxiously, ‘on Saturday I have lessons in the school.’


‘Well, you can come for the lessons, and then go back to Drozdovka. That is all; off you go. Only approach me and I will give you my blessing.’


Before Sister Pelagia sets out for the estate of the general’s widow Tatishcheva, we need to offer certain explanations concerning the local geography, without which anyone who has never been to Zavolzhsk will find it a little difficult to believe everything that occurred subsequently, or even to understand how it possibly could have occurred.


The central character in this tale is the River, the greatest and most glorious not only in Russia, but in the whole of Europe. The provincial capital is built on the left bank, atop a steep ravine. Here the water’s flow is restricted by cliffs on both sides; therefore the current that is so famed for its stately grandeur temporarily abandons its placid humour, absent-mindedly and unhurriedly accelerating to a fast trotting pace, its waves foaming into white crests and swirling in dark whirlpools as it maintains its centuries-old siege of the sheer cliff at Zavolzhsk, undercutting the high precipice with its insidious approaches. About five miles further downstream the steep slope of the left bank gradually starts to level down until it is eventually replaced by sandy shoals, so that the River, now allowed greater freedom, breathes more easily after its enforced sprint and expands to a width of almost a mile.


But this respite is merely temporary: at the very point where Drozdovka stands the obstinate bank rears sharply upwards once again; the estate house and the garden are elevated high above the watery expanse, and the view presented to the eye from that spot is rightly regarded as the most beautiful in the entire district.


And so Sister Pelagia’s route lay in a southerly direction, out through the Kazan gates on to the Astrakhan highway, which extends along the River, obediently following all its capricious curves and never departing from it by more than five miles.


Before she left her little room in the episcopal conventuary, referred to in convent fashion as a cell, Pelagia followed her old superstitious habit of opening the Gospel and setting her finger on a line at random. On this occasion the work of penance she had been set was not frightening – one might even have called it trivial; but this was the young nun’s regular ritual. However, the line of text that she hit on (from St Paul’s letter to the Philippians) was clearly not fortuitous, for it contained the admonition or warning: ‘Beware of dogs and beware of evildoers.’


Apparently it was after all a warning, because as she was leaving the town, when she had already walked past the turnpike, Pelagia was granted a sign that was unambiguously menacing. Glancing round and seeing that there did not seem to be anyone nearby, the novice took a little mirror out from the same waist bag in which she kept her knitting and began examining her nose to see whether the brazen freckles had faded at all after being treated with the dandelion milk. And then there was a sudden rustling in the bushes beside the road as two women emerged, after having left the highway for some unknown reason. Sister Pelagia tried to hide her hand behind her back, but so clumsily that she dropped the mirror. When she picked it up, she saw the bad omen: two cracks set in a cross, and everyone knows what that sign means. It promises nothing good.


In defiance of convent statutes, Pelagia took bad omens seriously, not out of ignorance, but because she had been convinced by numerous instances that the people had had good reason for singling them out and listing them over the centuries. She did what is required in such a case – scooped up a handful of earth, threw it over her left shoulder, crossed herself (which she never did idly), recited a prayer to the Holy Trinity and carried on along her way.


She did not wish to think of alarming matters (and in any case, she had no reason to do so); she had in prospect a small but nonetheless rather intriguing adventure, and so the nun’s mood, briefly clouded by the mirror’s demise, was rapidly restored, especially since this was a period of that magical summer weather when the mature sun turns the air as gold as honey, the sky is high and the earth is wide and everything is filled with bounteous life and sweet languor. But what point is there in description, when everyone knows what a fine August day looks like when the month has only recently passed its middle?


For the first mile Pelagia was lucky – a little old peasant gave her a seat in his wagon. The roads on our province are new and even, riding over them feels as smooth as sliding across ice, and Pelagia rode on soft straw in perfect comfort as far as the turn from the Astrakhan highway towards Drozdovka.


But here, right beside a fork in the road, there was another omen, this time so bad that a worse could not possibly be imagined. After she got down from the cart and thanked the old man, Pelagia spotted a small group of people off to one side, crowding round a dray and looking at something on it without speaking. Her innate curiosity would not permit the sister to walk past an event like this and she went over to see what this wonder might be. Squeezing her way through between the peasant men and wandering pilgrims, she peered short-sightedly through her spectacles: a perfectly ordinary accident on the road – the axle had broken. But for some reason there was a district police officer loitering beside the dray, and two police constables grunting as they mounted a wheel on a freshly cut and roughly trimmed young oak. The officer was an acquaintance of hers, Captain Nerushailo from the nearby Chernoyarsk district, and there was something long lying on the dray, covered with a tarpaulin.


‘What is it, Pakhom Sergeevich, has someone drowned?’ asked Pelagia after she’d said hello, and to be on the safe side she made the sign of the cross over the tarpaulin.


‘No, Mother, something more terrible than that,’ the officer replied with a mysterious air, mopping at his crimson bald patch with a handkerchief. ‘The River’s cast up two corpses. With no heads. A man and a young boy. Lying there side by side on the sand, they were. What a thing to happen! There’ll be a formal investigation, properly conducted. I’m just taking them to the provincial centre so they can be identified. Though the devil only knows how. I beg your pardon; that just slipped out.’
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