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BOOK ONE. THE
MANOR

Argument: The young
master’s return. A first encounter in a little room, a second at
table. The Judge’s sober discourse on courtesy. The Chamberlain’s
political reflections on fashion. Beginning of the dispute over
Scut and Peregrine. The Chief Steward’s lamentation. The last
Sergeant-at-Arms. A glance at the political state of affairs in
Lithuania and Europe of the time.

 


Lithuania! [1] My
homeland! You are like health: not valued until we lose you. Now
that I grieve your loss, I see and set your beauty forth in all its
splendor.

Holy Virgin! You, who
defend Częstochowa’s bright hill! Light of Ostra Brama! Guardian of
Nowogródek’s walls and pious townsfolk! [2] As when in my boyhood
my sobbing mother confided me to your care and my lifeless eyes
were opened (after which I found the strength to walk unaided to
your holy shrine and offer thanks to God), so by a wondrous sign
will you restore us to the bosom of our land. Until that day comes,
bear my aching heart to those wooded hills and verdant meadows
sprawled along blue Niemen’s banks. Bear it away to that patchwork
of cornfields vermeiled with wheat and silvered with rye, where the
wild mustard glows amber-yellow, the buckwheat shimmers like snow,
the white clover mantles like a maiden’s cheek—and all this
bordered by the green hem of the balks and the solitary pears that
grow there.

Among these fields, years
ago, there stood a manor house. Built of wood on stone foundations,
it nestled in a grove of birches overlooking a little brook. From a
distance the lime-daubed walls shone the whiter against the screen
of dark-green poplars that kept the autumn winds at bay. While none
too large, the house was spruce and trim. There was a mighty
thatched barn bursting with grain. Beneath its eaves outside stood
three surplus straw ricks; clearly, the region grew grain in
superabundance. Everything about the domain—from the shining galaxy
of stooks that ran the length and breadth of the fields, to the
host of early morning plows working the vast tracts of black loam
that lay in fallow, to the garden-like neatness of the
grounds—testified that order and plenty made their dwelling here.
The gate stood fastened back: a clear sign to passersby that the
house was neighborly and welcomed all with open arms.

Just now a young gentleman
drove in. Swinging his caleche and pair around the courtyard, he
backed up to the veranda door and jumped out. Unattended, the
horses began to tug at the grass and stray off in the direction of
the gate. There was no life about the house. The veranda door stood
shut with the hasp fitted over the staple and secured by a peg.
Rather than seek help at the servants’ annex the traveler
unfastened the door himself and ran inside. Long had he pined to
greet the house. Not since leaving for the distant city to complete
his schooling had he been back; at last the waiting was
over.

His eager eyes ran fondly
over the ancient walls. Old friends! The same tapestries and
appointments had delighted him ever since he could remember; true,
they seemed smaller now, not quite as lovely. The same portraits
garnished the walls. Here stood Kościuszko[3] in his Cracow coat,
sword raised in both hands, eyes tilted heavenward. Such was the
attitude he struck when, standing on the altar steps, he swore an
oath to rid our land of the three Great Powers or, failing in the
attempt, cast himself upon his sword. There, in his Polish robes,
brooding over his nation’s lost freedom, sat Reytan, a dagger
poised at his heart. Phaedo and Cato’s Life lay open before him
[4]. Farther down stood the young Jasiński—comely and morose of
mien[5]. Beside him was Korsak, his comrade-in-arms [6]. Bestriding
Praga’s barricade, slain Muscovites heaped about them, the pair
hewed the enemy, while all around them Praga burned. Not even the
old grandfather’s clock in the alcove entrance escaped the
traveler’s notice. With child-like joy he ran up and pulled the
cord to hear the timepiece chime out the old Dąbrowski mazurka
[7].

On through the house he
went in search of his old room of ten years ago. He entered the
door and instantly drew back. Dumbfounded, he swept the walls with
his eyes. Here was a woman’s apartment! But whose? Certainly not
his uncle’s, for he was an old bachelor. Or his aunt’s; she had
been away in Saint Petersburg for years. The housekeeper’s? But
here was a piano bestrewn with books and scores. Sweet disarray!
Only tender young hands could have wrought it. A white frock, fresh
off the peg, lay draped over a chair. Fragrant pots of aster,
geranium, violet, and gillyflower lined the sills.

The traveler drew up at
one of the windows. Another wonder! Where stinging nettle had once
rioted at the orchard’s edge there now lay a plot of flowerbeds and
intersecting paths. Clumps of spearmint and ribbon grass sprouted
in profusion. All around the garden ran a little fence fashioned
out of uprights lashed together in a row of Vs. A bright band of
daisies flickered along its base. The beds had just been sprinkled,
a full watering can stood close by; yet nowhere was the gardener to
be seen. She could not have gone far, for the gate-leaf still
trembled from a recent nudge. Close by, on a scattering of fine dry
sand as blank as snow, lay the dint of a dainty stockingless foot.
From the distinct yet shallow impression it made, you could tell
the foot was light and nimble. Whoever ran that way had scarcely
grazed the ground.

Long stood the traveler
musing by the window, admiring the view and breathing in the
flower-scented air. Leaning out over the clumps of violets below,
he cast curious glances up and down the garden paths. Several more
footprints in the sand arrested his eye. He was busy pondering
these dints, when, chancing to lift his gaze, he saw a girl perched
on the fence just a short piece away. A white undergarment draped
her supple frame from the bosom down; her arms and swan-like neck
were bare. Only in the norning hours do girls in Lithuania disport
themselves in this manner, and never in the presence of men. She
was alone; yet even so she held both arms folded over her breast as
if supplying the wanting veil. Her hair lay wrapped in curl
papers—a mass of tight knots resembling tiny white pods; a curious
headdress, for it shimmered in the sunlight like a saintly
nimbus.

Her face eluded the eye.
She was looking the other way, spying someone out in the fields far
below. Suddenly, descrying the party, she clapped her hands and
gave out a peal of laughter. Alighting like a white bird from the
fence, she skimmed the sward, threaded the garden rails, then,
clearing the beds, darted up the plank that stood propped against
the window ledge and burst noiselessly into the room even before
the traveller had time to take notice; light and fleet as a
moonbeam she entered. Trilling softly to herself, she seized her
frock, flew to the mirror, and only then laid eyes on the lad. The
dress fell from her hand; her face paled with fright and surprise.
The traveler crimsoned like a cloud meeting the rising sun.
Blinking his eyes, he covered his face and after groping in vain
for a word of apology bowed and drew back. The girl uttered a faint
and painful cry like a child startled in her sleep. Alarmed, the
youth looked up; but she had fled the room. Confused, heart
pounding thickly, he made himself scarce, wondering if this strange
encounter should cause him shame, amusement, or sheer
delight.

Meanwhile, the arrival of
the new guest had not escaped notice at the servants’ annex. Even
now his horses stood in the stalls crunching on that rich fare of
oats and hay which every decent country house provides. The
Judge[8] deplored the new fad of stabling the horses of visiting
guests at the Jewish inn. True, his servants had not been at hand
to greet the traveler; but it would be wrong to suppose his
domestic service was slack. All this time they had been waiting for
the Steward to dress. The Chief Steward [9] stood in for the lord
of the manor; no one but he—the Judge’s distant kinsman and friend
of the household—greeted and minded the guests. This evening,
expecting a large party of guests for dinner, he had been busy with
the preparations at the rear of the house. On catching sight of the
guest, he stole back to the annex (he could scarcely receive
callers in his homespun dustcoat) and slipped on the Sunday suit he
had laid out that morning.

Recognizing the youth from
a distance, the Chief Steward flung out his arms with a shout, fell
on his neck and saluted him. There followed that confused and rapid
discourse which strives in a welter of brief words to relate the
events of many years: narratives begun, then cut short by queries,
shouts, and sighs; then a fresh round of hugs. At last, after
satisfying his curiosity on many points, the Steward advised the
youth of the day’s events.

“You have hit on a good
day, Tadeusz!” he said. (This was the youth’s name; they had
christened him after Kościuszko, to memorialize the martial year in
which he had been born [10]). “Yes, Tadeusz, my boy! You know
exactly when to come: when the young ladies abound. Your uncle has
plans to pick a bride for you soon, and he has a bevy to choose
from! For days the neighbors have been arriving in droves to hear
the boundary court settle our long-standing dispute with the Count.
We expect him to come up tomorrow. The Chamberlain [11], his wife,
and daughters have arrived. Our youth are presently out with the
guns in the forest. The women and elders went with them to watch
the harvesting nearby; they should be waiting for the youngsters by
now. Come, we’ll walk down if you like. In a brace of shakes we
shall meet your uncle, the Chamberlain, his wife and daughters, and
the rest of the ladyships.”

The Chief Steward and
Tadeusz took the road to the forest; they talked the whole way down
and never ran out of things to say. By now the sun had reached the
farthest marches of the sky. Less brilliant, though casting a
broader light, the orb glowed with the hale ruddiness of a plowman
retiring home to his rest. The flaming ball settled over the
forest. A dim mist arose, thickening limb and crown, merging the
trees into a single mass. The forest bulked like a vast building
with its roof set ablaze. Then sinking below, the fireball flashed
briefly amongst the trees like candlelight through a slatted
shutter, and went out. A moment later, the clanging unison of the
reaping hooks fell silent; rakes ceased scraping the meadows. This
was just the way the Judge would have it. Work on his domain closed
at sunset. “Our Good Lord knows best when to call it a day,” he was
fond of saying. “When God’s laborer, the sun, retires from the sky,
the farmer takes his cue and clears the fields.” These were his
words; and to the honest overseer the Judge’s words were sacred. He
saw to it that all the grain wagons, including the ones they had
only begun to load, returned to the barn together. The oxen drawing
the lighter burdens frisked with delight.

The entire company was
even now repairing home from the forest. Despite their buoyant
spirits, they went in orderly array. Tutor and children led the
train. Behind them walked the Judge and the Chamberlain’s wife. Off
to their side walked the Chamberlain flanked by the rest of his
kin. Next came the elders and, close upon them, the young ladies
and youth, the former half a step ahead of the latter as decorum
requires. There was no need to admonish these folk as to the proper
order; no need to array the men and the women: they instinctively
knew their place. The Judge clung to old custom. Age, family, rank,
and good sense received their due respect or he knew the reason
why. Such regimens were the life of great families and nations, he
was in the habit of saying; without order, families and nations
died out. And so the entire household had grown used to order’s
rule. Relations, strangers, or visiting guests biding even the
briefest time at the house soon fell in with the prescribed
practices of the house.

The Judge’s greeting was
solemn and brief. Offering his hand to his nephew’s lips, he kissed
his brow and saluted him courteously. Although he said little in
the presence of his guests, it was plain from the way he dabbed his
cheeks with the broad sleeve of his robe that he cared deeply for
Tadeusz.

From every field,
pasturage, mead, and wood, grazing beasts of every kind flocked
homeward in the master’s footsteps. Bleating sheep thronged the
road raising clouds of dust. Close upon them, brass bells clanking,
ran a herd of Tyrolean heifers. Whinnying horses raced down from
the freshly mown meadow. All eagerly sought the well where the
creaking sweep stood filling the troughs to the brim.

The Judge, though weary
and beset by guests, did not shirk the weighty duties of the farm.
Leaving their company, he walked down to the well. There is no time
like the evening for the farmer to inspect his livestock. It is a
task he never entrusts to his laborers. The Judge knew all too well
that nothing so fattens the horse as the eye of the
lord.

The Chief Steward and the
Sergeant-at-Arms [12] stood candle in hand at the manor door. They
were having words, apparently at odds. Profiting from the Steward’s
absence, Protazy had ordered the banquet table removed and
installed in the castle ruins that stood in plain view at the edge
of the forest. Why this unwarranted move? The Steward made a wry
face and muttered his regrets. The Judge was stunned, but it was
too late; the deed was done—past remedy. Better to extend their
apologies to the guests and escort them to the castle. As they made
their way to the ruins, the Sergeant-at-Arms enlarged on his
reasons for crossing his master’s plans. The manor house was too
small to seat so large a party of distinguished guests. The castle
hall was spacious and in good repair; the vault still stood in one
piece. True, the walls were cracked and there was no glass in the
casements, but who cared in the summertime. As for the cellars,
they were still within easy reach of the serving staff. On and on
he rambled, tipping the Judge occasional winks. From the look on
his face you could tell Protazy had weightier reasons in the back
of his mind.

The castle stood two
thousand paces from the house. It was a splendid edifice of
imposing bulk: the former hereditary seat of the Horeszko family
whose last heir had perished during the time of troubles [13].
State seizures, careless trustees, and awards of court reduced the
domain to rack and ruin. A portion of the estate fell to distant
relations on the female side, while the remainder went to the
numerous creditors. No one cared to take the castle. (The local
gentry hadn’t the means to maintain it.) But then, having come into
man’s estate, the neighboring Count, a wealthy young squire
distantly related to the Horeszkos, returned from his travels
abroad and took a fancy to the castle walls. He made much of their
Gothic lines. It made no difference that the builder was no Goth
but an architect from Wilno, as the Judge proved to him by
producing the papers. Still the Count’s show of interest in the
castle was enough to set the Judge thinking along similar lines; no
one knows why. They both laid claims at the zemstvo [14]. The case
went before the Senate. From there it worked its way back to the
district count, then went before the Governor’s Council. Finally,
after great expense and a dozen decrees, the case landed right back
in the boundary court.

The Sergeant-at-Arms was
not off the mark in observing that the castle hall could seat all
the members of the bar and the invited guests. The chamber was
ample as a refectory, with a sweeping vault supported by pillars, a
stone-flagged floor, and trim, austerely appointed walls. Beamed
frontlets of stag and roebuck hung mounted all round. Engraved on
each trophy was the date of its acquisition, the place, and the
winner’s coat of arms. The Horeszko Half-Goat emblazoned the
vault.

Entering in orderly
fashion, the guests formed a circle around the table. The
Chamberlain took the seat of honor (it was the privilege of his
post and senior years). He bowed to the ladies, elders, and youth.
Beside him stood the Bernardine almsman and the Judge respectively.
The priest recited a brief benison in the Latin tongue; the men
took vodka, then all sat down and fell to, silently dispatching the
beet leaf borsch—chilled Lithuanian-style [15].

Although he was just a
lad, Tadeusz shared the post of honor with the ladies and the
Chamberlain. Between his uncle and himself there was an empty seat,
which seemed to cry for an occupant. The Judge kept glancing at it,
then at the door as if expecting someone to enter at any minute.
Tadeusz followed his uncle’s eyes with his gaze; now it flew to the
door, now it settled on the vacant seat. A remarkable thing: all
around him sat young ladies at whom no prince would have turned up
his nose. All were of gentle birth, young, and pretty; yet here was
Tadeusz staring at an empty seat. The place was a riddle, but youth
is partial to reading riddles. Thus distracted, Tadeusz spoke
scarcely a word to the Chamberlain’s comely daughter who sat at his
side. Never once did he change her plates or fill her wine goblet
or seek to entertain the ladies with the courteous talk enjoined by
table etiquette. The vacant seat held him spellbound; indeed, it
was no longer empty. His mind had filled it. A thousand guesses
swarmed around it. So, in the aftermath of a rain shower, the marsh
frogs overrun a solitary meadow: a lone figure stands among them,
as when, on a sunny day, the white-browed lily breaks the surface
of a lake.

They brought forth the
third course. The Chamberlain, after apportioning a few drops to
Mistress Rose’s goblet and nudging a dish of salted cucumbers
toward his youngest daughter, seized the moment to remark, “Though
I am old and clumsy, it seems I must wait on you, my dears.” At
once several youths sprang up to serve them.

The Judge looked askance
at Tadeusz. Arranging the sleeves of his robe, he poured himself a
glass of Hungarian wine, then proceeded to address the
company:

“These days it is
customary to send our youth to the city to study. I will not deny
our sons and grandsons surpass us elder-folk in book learning; yet
I cannot help noticing that our youth are poorly schooled in the
manners of genteel society. In my day, young noblemen went for
periods of training at the courts of lords. I myself spent ten
years at the house of the Chamberlain’s father, the Royal
Governor.” [16] (Here the Judge squeezed the Chamberlain’s knee.)
“It was he who groomed me to serve the public and made a man of me.
Only when he was fully satisfied did he let me go, and for this my
house holds his memory dear. Every day I pray the Lord grant him
eternal rest. True, I left his court to take up the tillage of our
fields; and even though I profited far less from his efforts than
others worthier of his lordship’s grace (these later rose to our
nation’s highest offices), yet no one here would find fault with my
breeding and manners. I say this without hesitation. Courtesy is no
easy art; nor is it of small account, for there is more to it than
showing a graceful leg or greeting every Tom, Dick, and Harry with
a smile. Such newfangled ways may be suited to the merchant class,
but they are not the ways of Old Poland—or the nobility.

“Everyone deserves
respect; aye, but respect takes many forms. A father’s regard for
his child is one form of civility, a husband’s public esteem for
his wife, another, and a master’s for his servant, still another.
Polite conduct entails the drawing of distinctions! Much study is
required to appraise a person correctly and accord him his due
respect. Not even our elders exempted themselves from this
learning. Through polite discourse the nobility handed down our
nation’s living tradition. Through courteous talk our minor gentry
caught up on local events. We recognized a fellow gentleman by the
simple fact that everyone knew him and took him seriously. That is
why our nobility always safeguarded their manners. Today one no
longer asks, ‘Who is he?’ ‘What is his family?’ ‘With whom has he
lived?’ ‘What has he accomplished?’ So long as he is not a
government spy or a beggar, he enters wherever he pleases. As
Emperor Vespasian was indifferent to the smell of his money and
cared less for the hand or country it came from [17], so no one
bothers to appraise a man’s family or manners. Face value and the
minter’s stamp are all that seem to matter these days. We appraise
our friends in the same way the Jew assays his coinage.”

The Judge regarded his
guests one by one. Although he spoke with ease and argued his case
well, he was aware that youth today lacked patience and found long
discourse tedious, no matter how eloquently delivered. He need not
have worried; they listened with rapt attention. He glanced at the
Chamberlain for an approving sign. The Chamberlain forbore to break
in, replying instead with frequent nods of his head. The Judge
remained silent. At last, on receiving another nod, he charged
their goblets and resumed his theme.

“Now courtesy is no
trifling matter. By learning to appraise others according to their
years, family, manners, and qualities, we learn to value ourselves.
We gauge our weight by setting others on the opposite scale. But
what is most deserving of your attention, gentlemen, is the
courtesy a young man owes the fairer sex; the more so, when
substance and a noble house enhance her natural grace and merits.
This is the path to the heart’s affections; it paves the way to
splendid alliances. That is what our elders thought, but
then—”

He broke off, then,
turning abruptly to Tadeusz, shook his head and shot him a stern
look; clearly, he had come to the point.

The Chamberlain tapped on
his gilded snuffbox. “Come now, Judge,” he said, “in our time
things were even worse. These days I cannot be sure if we elders
have not changed with the times. Today’s youth may not be as bad as
we think; anyhow, I see less scandal now. Oh, I recall when the
mania for all things French first came to our land. Trendy young
men from abroad fell upon us in hordes worse than the Nogai Tatars.
They reviled God, the faith of our fathers, our laws and customs,
and even our time-honored dress. What a deplorable sight they were:
sallow-faced ninnies drawling through their noses (often they had
no nose at all), brandishing pamphlets and gazettes, espousing
newfangled religions, laws, and modes of dress. That riffraff held
our minds in thrall, for when God resolves to chastise a nation he
first robs her folk of their reason. The wiser among us lacked the
courage to stand up to those dandies. The whole nation feared them
like a plague, for everyone felt the contagion’s lurking germ. We
decried those fops, yet still we aped them. We changed our faith,
speech, laws, and dress. It was a masquerade, a mardi gras of
license, swift on the heels of which came the season of
Lent—enslavement! [18]

“Though I was but a boy
then, I remember the Cupbearer’s son pulling up in front of my
father’s house in the Oszmiana district. He was the first in
Lithuania to parade himself in the French fashion. People swarmed
about him like swallows around a buzzard. The sight of his
two-wheeled chaise parked in front of a house (they called it a
cabriolet in French) aroused everyone’s envy. Instead of footmen,
two small dogs sat perched on the boot. On the box sat a tall
German valet, lean as a lath, with long thin shanks resembling
hop-stakes. He wore silk stockings, low shoes with silver buckles,
and a net over his hair, which was tied in a queue.

“Our elder-folk snorted
with laughter at the sight of that turnout. The rustics blessed
themselves, swearing a Venetian devil was abroad in a German coach.
As to the Cupbearer’s son, his appearance baffled description. Let
us just say he put us in mind of an ape or a parrot in an
outlandish wig, which he likened to the Golden Fleece and we to a
mangy pelt. If any among us thought our Polish apparel better than
aping foreign fashions, then we kept our own counsel out of fear of
arousing the youth, for they would shout us down as culture’s foes,
impediments to progress, and traitors to our land. Such were
prejudices that held sway in those times.

“The Cupbearer’s son
declared his aim to refine our ways, reform our system of rule, and
bring in a constitution. Certain articulate Frenchmen had made a
discovery, he claimed. All men were created equal. Now I say, has
not Holy Writ always taught this? Does not every parish priest
proclaim it from the pulpit? The doctrine is old; its application,
aye, there’s the rub! But we were so blinded then that none of us
took the venerable things of the world seriously, unless a French
gazette stooped to mention them. For all his talk of equality, the
Cupbearer’s son became a marquis. Titles, as you know, come from
Paris, and marquisates were all the rage. But fashion changed, and
our marquis promptly became a democrat. When under Bonaparte the
winds of fashion changed again, our democrat returned from Paris a
baron. Had he lived another year, the dear baron would doubtless
have re-espoused the democratic cause. Paris prides herself on her
frequent about-faces of fashion. Whatever France contrives is bound
to appeal to the Pole.

“If our youth now go
abroad, then thank God it is not to shop for clothes, or browse the
street booths for new laws, or learn the art of speech in the
coffeehouses of Paris. Our wise and reckless Bonaparte gives us
little time for fashions and idle talk. Today we hear the rumble of
arms. Our old hearts swell with pride that our countrymen should
once again be the talk of the world. The glory of our nation lives,
which means our Commonwealth shall rise again! Liberty’s tree
sprouts perennially from the laurel’s stock. But, alas, the years
drag on in so much idleness, and our compatriots have still so far
to come. The waiting is long. News is scarce. Reverend Father!”
(Here the Chamberlain lowered his voice and turned to the
Bernardine monk.) “I hear you bear news from Warsaw. Any word of
our troops?”

“None! None at all!”
rejoined Father Robak with a careless air (plainly the talk
unsettled him). “Politics bores me. The letter I carry from Warsaw
is my congregation’s business, for religious alone. No need to
discuss it at the table; it is of no concern to laymen.”

Robak glanced sidelong
down the table at their Russian guest. Captain Rykov was a seasoned
old soldier quartered in the neighboring village; the Judge had
invited him out of courtesy. Until now he had been eating heartily
and taken little part in the talk, but at the mention of Warsaw he
looked up.

“Ah, Chamberlain!” he
observed. “Always eager for news of Warsaw and Bonaparte! Yes, your
country! I am no spy. I speak your Polish tongue. One’s country! I
know what that means; after all, I am a Russian, and you are Poles.
For the moment we are not at strife. We enjoy an armistice. We eat
and drink together; our boys at the forward posts knock back vodkas
and chum with the French. But when the huzzah breaks forth, prepare
for a cannonade! Our proverb says it best, ‘Love the man you love
to thump.’ ‘Love him like your own soul, then dust him good and
proper like a fur coat.’ Oh, I tell you, war is brewing! Just days
ago the staff adjutant called on Major Plut. ‘Prepare to march!’ he
says. Turks, French—it’s all the same. But Bonaparte’s a card all
right. Without our Suvorov [19], he may trump us yet. When our
troops marched on the French, word went out that Bonaparte had
magic [20]. But Suvorov knew the dark arts too, so it was spell
against spell! On the battlefield once, we looked about—no sign of
Bonaparte! He had turned himself into a fox; so Suvorov becomes a
hound. Bonaparte shifts shape again; now he’s a cat. He starts
slashing with his claws, and, presto, Suvorov’s a pony! Then see
what becomes of Bonaparte—”

Rykov broke off and
returned to his plate. A servant entered with the fourth course; at
the same time, the side door swung open.

A young, comely new guest
entered the hall. Her tall stature, handsome looks, and exquisite
attire immediately drew the company’s gaze. The guests greeted her;
clearly, all but Tadeusz had made her acquaintance. Svelte and
ample-bosomed, she had on a low-cut frock of pink silk with short
sleeves and a thread-lace collar. A generous shower of sparks
flashed from the gilded fan that whirred in her hand (a bauble to
fiddle with, as it wasn’t hot). She wore no headdress. Her hair was
a mass of ringlets, pink ribbons, and curls. A diamond gleamed
discreetly among the ribbons like a star in a comet’s tail. In a
word, she was dressed for a gala event, a tad too smart—muttered
some—for everyday country wear. Though her frock was short, her
feet eluded the eye. She moved swiftly, or rather she glided along
like the Twelfth Night figurines, which boys, unseen by the viewer,
push across the stage.

In she swept, greeting the
guests with a slight bow, and made for the seat reserved for her.
This was not easy. The Manor was short of chairs. The company sat
on wooden benches arranged in a square. Should they move back or
oblige her to leap the bench? But she managed deftly to squeeze in
between two benches. Like a billiard ball she shot around the
table, clearing the corridor the guests had made for her. But, as
she whisked past Tadeusz, she caught her flounce on someone’s knee,
stumbled and, in her distraction, leaned her hand on the youth’s
shoulder. Begging his pardon, she took her seat between him and the
Judge. There she sat, ignoring her food, whirring her fan,
fidgeting with the stem, now running her hand over her collar of
Belgian lace, now smoothing her bright clusters of
ribbonry.

After a lapse of some four
minutes, talk began to pick up again, this time at the far end of
the table—first in an undertone, then loud enough to be heard. The
men’s talk ran upon the day’s hunt. A heated exchange arose between
the Notary and the Assessor [21] over the former’s bobbed
greyhound. Passionately fond of his dog, the Notary insisted Scut
had nabbed the hare. To spite him, the Assessor claimed the laurels
for his own greyhound, Peregrine. They sought out the views of the
other guests. Soon everyone around them had taken sides, some
championing Scut, others, Peregrine, some claiming to be experts,
others, eyewitnesses.

“My apologies, dear,”
muttered the Judge to his new partner at table, “but we had to sit
down. We could delay no longer. The guests were hungry after their
long ramble in the fields. I thought you mightn’t be dining with us
tonight.” At this he poured the Chamberlain and himself a full
goblet and struck up a quiet conversation on a political
theme.

With both ends of the
table thus absorbed, Tadeusz took leisure to study the stranger.
Yes, he had suspected on first laying eyes on the seat whose place
it would be. The blush mounted in his cheeks; his heart raced with
unwonted vigor. The mystery of his thoughts stood solved! Fate had
ordained that the beauty he had glimpsed in the twilight should sit
at his elbow. True, now that she was dressed, she looked taller.
(Clothes have a way of enhancing or diminishing one’s stature.) The
girl he had glimpsed in the garden had short golden hair; this
woman’s hair was long, raven-black, and wound into ringlets. No
doubt the light had deceived him, for the setting sun endues
everything with a reddish tint. He had not seen her face; it had
fled his gaze too swiftly. But the mind’s eye has a way of divining
fair looks. He had pictured her with dark eyes, a fair complexion,
and cherry lips. This woman’s eyes, mouth, and face were just as he
had imagined. Where the two seemed most to differ was in age. The
gardener had been but a girl; yet here was a grown woman. But youth
does not probe into Beauty’s birth certificate. To the eyes of a
youth all women are young, all beauties his peers. A pure-minded
lad looks on every heart’s pride as a tender maiden.

Although Tadeusz was
almost twenty and grew up in the great city of Wilno, he had been
confided to the care of a priest and raised in the old strict
manner. And so, while he had come home possessed of an unsullied
soul, a lively mind, and a guileless heart, there was also active
within him a strong yen to cut loose. Even before leaving the city,
he had resolved to taste the long-denied freedoms of country life.
He was conscious of his youth and rugged good looks. He came by his
vigor honestly; after all, he was a Soplica, and everyone knew the
Soplicas were a tough and sturdy clan—apt at soldiering, less so at
learning.

Tadeusz brought no
disgrace on his fathers. He rode ably, walked with a strong stride,
and was by no means dull-witted, though he had shown little
scholarly promise, this despite the small fortune his uncle had
spent on his schooling. Shooting a gun and wielding a sword were
more in his line. He knew he was going for a soldier; his father
had stated as much in his will. And so all through school he had
yearned for the soldier’s drum. But then his uncle changed his
mind. He recalled him home with plans for marriage and handing down
the estate; first a small hamlet, then the rest of the
domain.

All of these gifts and
qualities drew the discerning eye of Tadeusz’s companion. She sized
up his tall, handsome build, his broad chest and burly shoulders.
She studied his face. The color rose to his cheeks every time she
met his gaze. But soon he had mastered his bashfulness and was
staring boldly back at her with an ardent eye. She returned his
gaze. Two pairs of blazing orbs faced each other like rorate
candles [22].

She struck up a
conversation in French. Seeing that the lad had been at school in
the city, she sought out his views on new books and authors. His
replies brought on fresh queries. But then—heavens!—she launched
into painting, music, dance, and even the plastic arts. She proved
to be equally at ease with letters, the brush, and the score. Her
show of knowledge rendered Tadeusz speechless. Terrified of being
made an object of ridicule, he stammered out his answers like a
schoolboy before his master. Happily, his master was pretty and
lenient. Guessing the cause of his dismay, she turned to less
taxing, less cerebral matters such as rural living, its tedium,
bothers, and amusements. She spoke of the art of apportioning one’s
time with a view to making life in the country happy and
pleasant.

Tadeusz’s replies became
increasingly bolder. Within half an hour the pair were fast friends
and even partaking in squabbles and jokes. She rolled three bread
pellets on the table before him. He had to chose between three
individuals. He picked the nearest, at which the Chamberlain’s two
daughters sitting beside them signaled their displeasure with a
frown. Tadeusz’s partner chuckled, but refrained from naming the
lucky pellet.

Meanwhile, the far end of
the table was engaged in other games. Peregrine’s champions had
suddenly grown in strength and were mounting a furious assault on
the Scuts. The dispute ran high, and the last courses lay
untouched. Both factions were up on their feet, yelling and
draining their cups. By far the most enraged among them was Bolesta
the Notary. Given the floor, he went on like a millrace, gracing
his speech with expressive gestures. (He had served on the bar
where his habit of extravagant gesticulation earned him the
nickname of Preacher.) At this moment, his arms were pulled in, his
elbows thrust back. Two long-nailed fingers representing the
greyhounds’ slips pointed forward. He was just concluding his
account.

“See-ho! Together we slip
the leashes, the Assessor and I, like the hammers of a double
barrel released at the pull of the trigger. They’re off! See-ho!
The hare makes a sprint for the field. The dogs come hard on his
heels.” (Here the Notary ran his hands over the table, uncannily
mimicking the hounds’ movements with his fingers.) “Hard on his
heels! In no time they cut him off from the forest, then whoosh!
Peregrine spurts on ahead. Aye, he’s a nimble one, but hotheaded.
He leads Scut by so much—by a whisker. Still, I knew the hare would
give him the slip. Crafty cony! He makes as if straight for the
field with the hounds fast on his traces. Crafty little hare! No
sooner does he sense the pack bunching up behind him than zip! he
veers right and turns a somersault. The fool dogs swerve to the
right after him, then lickety-split! he veers left. In two bounds
he’s put ground between them; but the hounds are back on his tail.
He’s heading for the forest; and that’s when my Scut
goes—whap!”

Here, bending over, the
Notary ran his fingers over to the other side of the table and
roared, “whap!” right over Tadeusz’s ear.

Caught by surprise in the
midst of their quiet talk, Tadeusz and Telimena instinctively drew
back their heads like the crowns of adjacent trees sundered by a
strong gust of wind. A pair of close-set hands sprang out from
under the table as two faces broke out into a single
blush.

Striving to hide his
distraction, Tadeusz rejoined, “No doubt you are right, Mr. Notary,
your bobbed one’s a handsome beast, no disputing. If he should be
as quick at the—”

“Quick!” roared Bolesta.
“My cherished hound not quick?”

Again Tadeusz expressed
delight that such a handsome beast should be accounted faultless in
every respect. But he had seen the dog only once, on their way back
from the forest; hardly sufficient time in which to form an
estimate of a greyhound’s qualities.

At this the Assessor
bridled with anger. Dropping his cup to the floor, he pierced the
youth with a basilisk’s eye. Though smaller and slighter and less
given to shouting and gesticulation than the Notary, he was a force
to be reckoned with at every masquerade party, ballroom, and
regional diet. People said he had a sting in his tongue, for he
could deliver sallies so witty as to merit inclusion in the
almanac—all of them spiteful and barbed. Formerly a man of means
and substance, he had frittered away his own and his brother’s
inheritance by consorting with high society; now he had entered the
government service to wield influence in the district. Hunting was
his abiding passion. Besides affording him great amusement, the
sight and sounds of the horn and beaters recalled the days of his
youth when he had employed scores of hunters and kept a kennel of
first-rate hounds. Of those former hounds only two remained; and
now the prowess of one of these had been called into question.
Drawing closer to Tadeusz, he casually stroked his side-whiskers
and, with a smile brimming with venom, remarked:

“A bobbed greyhound is
like a gentleman without a berth. A tail gives a hound dispatch;
and you take its absence for a virtue! How say we put the case to
your auntie? Though Mistress Telimena resides in the capital and
only recently bides in our parts, yet I daresay she knows more
about the chase than the callow hunter, for experience, surely,
comes with years!”

Dumbfounded by this
devastating poke, Tadeusz leapt to his feet and glared at his rival
with an eye that grew increasingly more terrible and ominous. But
the Chamberlain chose this very moment to sneeze twice. “Bless
you!” they cried in a chorus. He bowed to the guests and beat a
slow tattoo on his snuffbox. The article was wrought of gold,
inlaid with diamonds, with a miniature of King Stanislas [23] in
the center. It had been the gift of the King to the Chamberlain’s
father, and now the Chamberlain, after his sire, carried it
proudly. A rap on the lid signaled his wish to address the company.
The guests fell silent and listened intently.

“Honorable gentlemen and
fellow nobles!” he said. “The field and forest are the hunter’s
only proving ground. I will not undertake to settle such matters
indoors; and so I defer the matter until tomorrow. No further
rejoinders today from either side! Sergeant-at-Arms! We adjourn
until tomorrow into the fields. Tomorrow the Count and his entire
shooting party will join us. You, dear Judge and neighbor, will be
so kind as to accompany us, as will Mistress Telimena and all the
young ladies and ladyships. In a word, we shall organize a splendid
day of sport as befits the occasion. And I expect our Steward to
honor us with his company as well!” Saying which, he passed his
snuffbox down to the Steward.

The Chief Steward sat with
the hunters at the bottom of the table. All this time he had been
listening in silence, squinting his eyes. More than once the youth
had sought out his views, for he knew the hunting-craft better than
anyone in the district. Long he remained silent, deliberating over
the pinch of snuff he had taken; at last, drawing the grains into
his nostrils and sneezing with such force that the entire hall rang
out, he shook his head and smiled a bitter smile.

“Ah!” he said. “I cannot
tell you how this shocks and grieves an old timer like me. What
would our hunters have said on seeing so many lords and noblemen
having to settle a dispute over a greyhound’s tail? What would old
Reytan say if he were raised to life? Why, he’d return in disgust
to his grave in Lachowicze! And what of old Niesiołowski [24], the
Governor? To this day he keeps a kennel of the world’s finest
scenthounds and a retinue of ten-score hunters, to say nothing of
the hundred cartloads of nets he keeps in store at his castle in
Worańcza. All these years he has remained closeted up in his hall
like a hermit, and no one has yet enticed him into a spot of
hunting. Why, he even refused Białopiotrowicz himself! [25] But
what kind of quarry would he be hunting on your expeditions? Some
glory for a great lord to go tearing after a rabbit as is the
fashion now! In the hunter’s parlance of my day, gentlemen, it was
the boar, the bear, the wolf, and the elk that deserved the title
of noble game. A beast without tushes, horns, or claws was left to
the paid servant or manorial flunkey! No self-respecting nobleman
took into his hand a gun bearing the indignity of being loaded with
small shot. True, they had dogs at hand, but that was only for
after the hunt, in case a returning horse should rouse some
wretched hare. Then, for fun, they would release the dogs and watch
the youngsters urge their ponies after it. Even then they hardly
bothered to watch much less argue over a hound. So, your lordship,
I beg you, revoke your command. Forgive me, but I cannot hunt this
way. Never will I take part in it! I bear the name Hreczecha, and
since the time of old King Lech [26] no one ever saw a Hreczecha go
haring after a rabbit—”

The youngsters’ laughter
drowned out the rest of his reply; meanwhile, the company rose from
the table. The Chamberlain was the first to leave (it was the
privilege of his post and senior years). He swept out, bowing to
the ladies, elders, and youth. After him went the Bernardine
almsman, followed by the Judge. On reaching the door, the Judge
offered his arm to the Chamberlain’s wife. Tadeusz did likewise
with Telimena; next followed the Assessor with the Carver’s
daughter; and last, the Notary—with Mistress Hreczecha, the
Steward’s daughter.

Tadeusz walked to the barn
with a group of the guests. Confused, angry, and dejected, he was
at pains to sort out the day’s events: the encounter in the house
and the meal with his partner at table. Worst of all, the remark
“auntie” buzzed about his ear like an irritating fly. He wished to
learn more about Telimena from Protazy, but the Sergeant-at-Arms
had slipped away. Neither was the Chief Steward anywhere to be
seen. As servants of the manor, they had both returned to the house
with the guests to prepare their sleeping quarters. The ladies and
elders were lodging in the manor house. The youth would bed down in
the barn; upon Tadeusz fell the task of leading them
there.

Half an hour later, a hush
had settled over the Manor as over a cloister at vespers. Only the
watchman’s calls broke the stillness. The guests were all in
bed—all except the master of the house who was busy organizing the
hunt and laying plans for the reception to follow. Instructions
went out to the overseers, foremen, helpers, clerks,
bailiff-mistress, hunters, and grooms; finally, after running his
eye over the day’s accounts, the Judge gave Protazy leave to
undress him.

The Sergeant-at-Arms
loosened his belt. It was a noble garment, crafted in the town of
Słuck [27], woven from strands of gold and hung with gleaming
tassels—thick and plumy like a helmet crest. One side was lined
with a brocaded cloth bearing a pattern of purple flowers, the
other, with black silk set off with silver checkers. You could wear
the article on either side, gold on gala days, silky-black in
seasons of mourning. Only the Sergeant-at-Arms knew how to unfasten
and fold the belt. He was engaged in this very operation as he
concluded his argument.

“So what harm was there in
removing the tables to the castle? No one suffered as a result, and
you may even profit by it. Is not the castle the object of our
suit? As of today, legal title is vested in us, and despite the
fierce contentions of the other side, I intend to prove it. Whoever
invites his guests to the castle for dinner proves de facto he is
owner there. We shall even serve subpoenas on the opposition to
appear as witnesses! I recall similar cases in my day.”

But by now the Judge was
sound asleep. The Sergeant-at-Arms tiptoed into the hallway. Taking
a seat beside a candle, he reached into his pocket and drew out a
notebook. The article served him like a daily missal [28]; at home
or away he was never without it. It was a court calendar[29],
listing all the actions he had called before the bench and many
others of which he learned after completing his term of office. To
a layman, it was a mere list of names; to the Sergeant-at-Arms, it
conjured up a host of marvelous images. And so, leafing through the
pages, he fell to reminiscing: Ogiński versus Wizgird, the Black
Friars v. Rymsza, Rymsza v. Wysogird, Radziwiłł v. Mme.
Wereszczaka, Giedrojć v. Rdułtowski, Obuchowicz v. the Jewish
Council, Juracha v. Piotrowski, Maleski v. Mickiewicz; and, last of
all, Soplica v. the Count. On he read, recalling the famous cases
along with every detail of the proceedings. Court, disputant, and
witness passed before his eyes. He saw himself, decked out before
the court in his white tunic and navy-blue robe, one hand resting
on his sword, the other beckoning to the parties to approach the
bench. “Come to order!” he called; and so he mused on. At last,
after saying his prayers, Protazy, the last of Lithuania’s
Sergeants-at-arms, nodded off to sleep.

Such was the sport and
feuding in Lithuania’s rustic nooks while the rest of the world
foundered in a deluge of blood and tears; when that god of war,
compassed by a cloud of regiments and a thousand field-pieces,
yoked both gold and silver eagles [30] to his war chariot and
winged his way from the Libyan sands to the lofty Alps, raining
bolt after bolt on the Pyramids, Tabor, Marengo, Ulm, and
Austerlitz. Victory and conquest stood as his van and rear. Glory,
swelling with exploits, great with heroes’ names, thundered
northward from the Nile, until at Niemen’s banks she dashed herself
like a wave on the rock of Moscow’s host, a wall of iron shielding
Lithuania from tidings which Russia feared like a
pestilence.

Yet every now and then,
like a stone cast from heaven, a piece of news reached even
Lithuania. An armless or legless old beggar showed up at the door
and asked for bread. On receiving his alms, he cast wary glances
around the yard. Once satisfied there was no Russian soldier,
Jewish skullcap, or scarlet collar about, he told them who he was:
a legionnaire dragging his old bones back to his native soil—the
soil he no longer had the strength to defend. How the household,
servants and all, choked back their tears and fell about his neck!
Led to the table, he proceeded to relate stories far stranger than
any fable: of Dąbrowski enlisting Poles in the Lombard plains [31];
of the General’s attempts to reach Poland from Italy; of the
victorious Kniaziewicz issuing orders from the Capitol [32]; of the
hundred bloody flags he had torn from Caesar’s scions and cast at
the feet of the French; of Jabłonowski leading his Danube legion to
the far ends of the earth [33]. There, among the pepper groves and
sugar-cane fields, in the fragrant forests that blossomed in a
constant flourish of spring, he rained destruction on the black
folk and pined for home.

The old campaigner’s tales
circulated quietly about the countryside, eventually to reach the
ears of a youth, who then promptly vanished from his home. Evading
the Muscovite troops, he beat his way stealthily through forest and
swamp, plunged into the Niemen, and swam submerged to the other
side—to the old Crown’s banks, where a friendly “Welcome, mate!”
greeted his ears. Only after climbing a rock and yelling out, “I’ll
be back!” to the Muscovite on the other side, did he walk away.
Górecki made it across; so did Patz, Obuchowicz, Piotrowski,
Obolewski, Kupść, Różycki, Janowicz, Brochocki, Gedymin, the
Bernatowiczes, Mieżejewskis, and many others. They forsook their
kin, their beloved land, and all their goods, which the czarist
treasury promptly seized for its coffers.

From time to time, an
almsman arrived from a foreign abbey to beg for alms. After
acquainting himself with the manor holders, he produced a newssheet
concealed in the lining of his scapular. The gazette recorded the
muster and nominal rolls of every legion along with detailed
accounts of the glorious deeds or valiant deaths of each of the
officers. And so, after many long years, a family received word of
their son: how he had lived, won fame, and died; whereupon the
entire household put on the livery of grief. Exactly whom they
mourned, they would not say; the neighborhood could only surmise.
Silent grief or quiet expressions of joy were our landed gentry’s
only means of spreading the news.

Now it appeared that Robak
was one such secret envoy. Not seldom was he seen conferring
privately with the Judge. After each such talk, a fresh piece of
news made the round of the district. Judging by his looks, this
monk had not always gone about in a cowl or spent his years within
cloistered walls. From a point between his right ear and temple, a
scar traveled a handsbreadth across the dome of his skull. His chin
bore the mark of a grazing lance or ball; clearly, he had not won
these from reading the sacramentary.

But it was not just his
stern gaze and scars; his very port and manner of speech had
something of a military character. At holy mass, when turning to
his flock with outspread arms to say “Pax vobiscum!” [34] he would
do so briskly, in a single sweep, as if executing an about-face on
command. He barked out the cadences of the liturgy like an officer
addressing his troops—at least so his altar boys thought at mass;
indeed, he seemed better versed in political affairs than in the
lives of the saints. While questing for alms, he would often stop
in the district town and run all manner of errands. He received
letters (never opening them with strangers present) or dispatched
messengers (where he sent them and why, no one knew). Often he
would steal out at night to talk with the manor holders. He
conferred endlessly with the nobility, beat well-worn paths to the
surrounding villages, and dropped in at the taverns to chat with
the rustics; invariably he spoke of events abroad.

So, now, the Judge, who
had been asleep for an hour, was the object of such a visitation;
clearly, the monk had news to impart.

 


BOOK TWO. THE CASTLE

Argument: Hunting with greyhounds. A
sightseer at the castle. The last of the Horeszko retainers
recounts the story of his late master. A glance at the garden. A
girl among the cucumbers. Breakfast. Telimena’s anecdote of Saint
Petersburg. A fresh outbreak of hostilities over Scut and
Peregrine. Father Robak’s intervention. The Chief Steward’s
discourse. A wager. Let’s go mushrooming!

 


Who among us can forget the days
when as growing lads we slung a gun over the shoulder and struck
out whistling into the fields? Neither ridge nor fence stood in our
way. We cleared a boundary strip and never gave trespassing a
thought. In Lithuania the sportsman is like a ship sweeping the
seas. He goes wherever, whichever way he pleases. When he scours
the heavens with his eye, he is like a prophet reading the omens.
No cloud but a host of intelligible signs! With the earth he
communes like a sorcerer. To the townsman Nature stands mute; to
the hunter she whispers in a vast range of voices.

The corncrake rasps in the meadow.
Useless to spy him out: he glides through the grass like a pike
probing the Niemen. Overhead, from heights no less profound, the
hidden skylark peals out his springtime matins. The broad-winged
eagle whistles through the airy spaces, startling the sparrows even
as comets alarm the Czars. Yonder hovers the hawk. Pinned like a
butterfly to the sky, he beats his wing in the sunlight; then,
spying a bird or leveret in the field below, he drops like a
shooting star.

When will the Lord vouchsafe an end
to our wanderings? When shall we make our home again in our
ancestral fields? Oh to ride again with a cavalry that makes war on
wild rabbits! To march as infantrymen against the birds! To know no
battle-gear but the reaping hook and scythe; no newssheets but our
household accounts!

The sun had risen over Soplica
Manor’s outbuildings. Even now his beams filtered into the barn.
Through chinks in the blackened thatch, flickering bands of golden
light poured in, flooding the fresh and fragrant hay on which the
youth had made their beds. As a young lass wakes her sweetheart
with an ear of grain, so with his morning rays the sun teased the
lips of the sleeping guests. Even now the sparrows frisked and
chirped in the rafters. Thrice the gander gaggled. Each time a
chorus of turkeys and ducks picked up the burden like an echo; the
lowing of driven cattle filled the air.

The youth were up;
only Tadeusz slumbered on. So much had last night’s banquet upset
him that the crowing cock found him still tossing and turning,
unable to sleep. Eventually, the heaped-up hay closed over his head
like a wave and bore him off to sleep; now dead to the world he
lay. A draft of air caused his eyelids to flicker. The creaking
barn-door swung open with a crash, and in came the Bernardine monk,
Father Robak, swishing his knotted belt. “Surge, puer!”[1]
he yelled, laying the gnarled rope
smartly across Tadeusz’s back.

The courtyard rang out with the
cries of hunters walking their mounts. More hunters arrived in
their carts. Scarcely could the yard contain such a throng! The
bugles blared; the kennel gates flew open, and out tore the hounds,
yelping with joy. Aroused by the sight of the slip-leads and
horses, the dogs raced frantically around the yard; but they soon
ran up and yielded their necks to the leash—all omens of excellent
sport. At last, the Chamberlain gave the order to ride.

Slowly, in single file, the hunters
moved out; once past the gate, they quickened their pace and fanned
out in a loose formation. The Notary and the Assessor rode
headmost. Despite the baleful glances they traded, they conversed
in a civil manner. They were like a pair of duelists riding out to
the ground of honor. No one would have sensed the rancor seething
in their hearts. The Notary led Scut; the Assessor, Peregrine.
Behind them came the womenfolk, drawn in carriages, while the
mounted youth cantered alongside, engaging the passengers in light
conversation.

Father Robak paced the courtyard to
and fro. He was saying his morning prayers, all the while casting
glances in Tadeusz’s direction, frowning one minute, smiling the
next. At last he beckoned with his finger. Tadeusz drew up to him;
but Robak merely tapped the side of his nose in an ominous manner.
No amount of urging and pleading would induce him to make himself
clear. The Bernardine refused to answer or even favor the lad with
a glance; instead, he drew up his hood and finished his prayers.
With that Tadeusz rode off to rejoin the hunt.

The huntsmen had just checked their
hounds. All stood dead in their tracks, waving to one another for
silence. All eyes were fixed on the Judge. From his vantage point
upon a rock, he had spotted a hare and was signaling directions
with his hands. The men obeyed and remained motionless; meanwhile,
the Notary and the Assessor advanced at a slow trot. Tadeusz, being
closer, outstripped them and, pulling up beside the Judge, probed
the field with his eye. It was years since he had been out on a
hunt. Spying a hare in this grey, rock-strewn terrain was no easy
business. The Judge pointed it out. There crouched the poor beast,
huddled against a boulder, returning the hunters’ gaze with his
beady red eye. He seemed to sense his fate. Unable to stir or look
away, he cowered by the rock, transfixed, as if he and the rock
were one; and all the while, the cloud of dust in the field drew
closer. Scut strained furiously at the leash; behind him sped
fleet-footed Peregrine. Then, with one voice, the Notary and the
Assessor hallooed and vanished in a swirl of dust on the heels of
their hounds.

Just as the
hunters went off in pursuit of the hare, the Count emerged from the
castle forest. The whole district knew he was incapable of showing
up on time; once more he had overslept himself and was surly with
his servants. No sooner did he spy the hunters in the field than,
abandoning the white tails of his English riding-coat to the wind,
he galloped off to meet them. Behind him rode his menservants
or jockeys, [2] as the Count
insisted his household should call them. Every man sported a shiny
black mushroom-shaped cap, a short jacket, white pantaloons, and
stripe-lined top boots.

The party had scarcely ridden out
into the open when the Count caught sight of the castle and drew
rein. Never before had he set eyes on the castle at dawn. Hard to
believe these were the same walls; so much did the early light
enhance and refresh their lines! The prospect filled him with
wonder. Rising from the morning mist, the turret seemed twice as
high. The tin-sheeted roof glittered like gold. Below, breaking the
morning’s beams into iridescent bows, shone the shattered windows.
The lower stories stood wreathed in mist; hidden from view were the
cracks and flaws. Now and then, borne on the wind, the distant
halloos of the hunt rebounded off the walls. They seemed to hail
from within the castle, as if under the mantle of the mist the
walls stood rebuilt and teemed again with human life.

The Count was fond of rare and novel
sights. He called them romantic, for he confessed to a romantic
turn of mind, though in truth he was a prodigious crank. In pursuit
of a fox or hare, he had a habit of pulling up sharply and gazing
mournfully at the sky, even as a cat might stare at a sparrow
perched on a pine. Not seldom would he roam the groves without gun
or hound like a runaway recruit, or sit motionless by a brook and
stare at the stream like the heron devouring the fish with his eye.
Such were the Count’s peculiar ways. Folk thought him a little
daft, though they held him in high esteem, for he was wellborn and
wealthy, favorably disposed to the peasantry, and friendly to
neighbor and Jew alike.

Swinging off the path, the Count
trotted straight across the field and drew up at the castle gate.
Alone at last, he heaved a sigh and gazed at the walls. He had just
reached for his drawing materials and begun to sketch the lines,
when glancing aside he noticed a man standing not twenty yards off.
Here, clearly, was a devotee of scenic prospects like himself, for
he was standing with his hands in his pockets, gazing up at the
castle walls, as if counting the very stones. The Count recognized
him at once, but was obliged to hail several times before Gerwazy
took notice.

Gerwazy was of noble stock, a
servant of the former castle holder and the last remaining retainer
of the Horeszko clan. He was a tall, grizzled old-timer with a hale
and ruddy face, furrowed with wrinkles, and a grim, morose
expression. Once famous among the nobility for his good cheer, he
had soured since the battle in which the last castle heir had
perished. Since that day he had stopped attending weddings and
annual fairs. Gone were the days when he amused others with his
witty jests; no longer did his face break out into smiles.

He wore the old Horeszko
livery: a yellow frock coat with cutaway tails and a faded galloon
trim that had doubtless been gold in its day. The entire garment
was embroidered in silk with miniatures of the Horeszko device;
hence the name “Half-Goat” by which Gerwazy was known throughout
the district. Sometimes folk called him “The Old Boy” [3] from his
habitual use of that familiar address, or again “Scarpate” from the
numerous scars that seamed his bald skull. But his real name was
Rębajło[4] (his coat of arms was unknown), and he fostered the
title of Warden from the post he had always held at the castle. A
bundle of iron keys still hung from his belt by a silver-tasseled
cord. True, for years there had been nothing to lock, for the
castle hallway gaped open; but eventually he found two doors,
repaired and hung them at his own expense; and so he amused himself
twice daily by turning the locks. He had taken up lodgings in an
empty chamber of the castle. Although he could easily have lived on
the Count’s charity, he chose not to, for he ailed and repined
unless he could breath the castle air.

As soon as Gerwazy noticed the
Count, he snatched off his cap and saluted the kinsman of his lords
with a bow. The sunlight played on the gleaming dome of his head,
which untold sword-slashes had chopped about like the ball of a
mace. Stroking his crown with his hand, he approached the Count,
bowed profoundly again, and addressed him in doleful tones:

“Greetings, old
boy! Forgive the address, my lord; it is my way, you know. No
disrespect. All the Horeszkos used to say, ‘old boy.’ My master,
the late Pantler, said it all the time. Is it true, my boy, that
you would stint a penny for the lawsuit and surrender the castle to
Soplica? I should not have believed it, but now everyone is noising
it about the countryside.” And gazing at the castle, he heaved a
volley of sighs.

“Small wonder!”
observed the Count. “The expense is great and the tedium still
greater. I dearly wish the matter were closed, but that tiresome
squire has dug in his heels. He knew he would wear me out in the
courts. I have had enough. Today I shall lay down my arms and
accept whatever terms the court awards.”

“Terms!” Gerwazy
exclaimed. “Make terms with Soplica! The Soplicas, old boy?” (He
pulled a face as if the very words confounded him.) “Terms! With a
Soplica! Come, my boy, you must be joking, eh? The castle, the
ancestral seat of the Horeszkos, pass to Soplica? If you would only
dismount and accompany me into the castle, you would see for
yourself, sir. You do not know what you are doing. Come! Do not
shrink from me! Dismount!” And he held the stirrup for the Count to
dismount.

They entered the castle. Gerwazy
halted in the hallway entrance. “This is where the former holders
and all their court lounged in their chairs after dinner,” he
observed. “Here my master used to settle disputes among the
peasantry. When in good humor, he entertained his guests with
beguiling tales or took pleasure in someone else’s yarn or jest;
meanwhile, the youth played backsword in the courtyard or broke in
my master’s Turkish ponies.”

They entered the
hallway. Gerwazy resumed: “All the stones in this great paved
entrance are not a patch on the pipes we broached in the good old
days. Name the occasion—a new session of Parliament [5], a
convocation of the regional diet, my master’s name day, a hunting
expedition—and the nobility would be lowering their belts into the
cellars to hoist up a cask. On banquet nights a small orchestra sat
in yonder gallery [6] playing airs on the organ and sundry
instruments. When they raised a pledge, the trumpets pealed forth
as on Judgment Day. Always the same order of drinking toasts! The
first cup we raised to His Majesty the King, the second to the
Primate [7], the following three to the Queen, the nobility, and
the Commonwealth respectively. Then came the sixth and final toast,
‘Let us love one another! Vivat! Long live!’ That was the
rouse that never ended. Raised at sundown, it rang forth clear
until sunrise, whereupon carts and carriages would arrive to bear
each guest to the inn.”

They strolled through several
chambers. Gerwazy walked in silence, fixing his gaze now on the
walls, now on the vault; a sad recollection struck him here, a
pleasant one there. At times the words “Gone forever!” seemed
poised on his lips. He drooped his head in sorrow and waved a hand,
as if driving away a thought; plainly, the memory of it tormented
him. At last, they stopped inside a large upper room—the former
hall of mirrors. Stripped of their contents, the bare frames still
hung on the walls. Paneless casements peered out onto the gallery
from which the castle gate stood in plain view. On entering the
hall, the old man dropped his pensive head and buried it in his
hands. When at last he looked up, his face bore a look of intense
sorrow and despair.

Unable to divine what all this
meant, the Count felt strangely moved. He stared into the old man’s
face and squeezed his hand. For a while they stood silent together;
but then, raising a trembling fist, Gerwazy broke the silence.

“No terms, old
boy! There can be no peace between Soplica and Horeszko. Surely you
know that Horeszko blood runs in your veins. You are kin to the
Pantler on your mother’s side; she was wife to the Royal
Huntsman—the Castellan’s cadet daughter[8]. Everyone knows the
Castellan was my master’s uncle by marriage. Now listen to this
tale of your kith and kin, for it all happened right here in this
castle, in this very hall.

“My late-lamented
lord was the highest dignitary in the district. A man of family and
substance, he had an only child, a daughter—the very picture of an
angel. Noblemen great and small wooed her by the score. Among the
minor nobility there was a brawling troublemaker named Jacek
Soplica, whom folks jokingly called Governor. To be sure, he had
considerable influence in the province. With the entire Soplica
clan bent to his will, he could count on three hundred votes at the
very least; yet all he owned were a few acres of farmland, a sword,
and a prodigious pair of whiskers reaching from ear to ear [9]. The
Pantler often invited this mischief-maker to dine with him in the
castle, especially during the regional diets, for my lord’s kinsmen
and supporters found him quite approachable. But their kind
treatment of him went to his head; soon he was entertaining
thoughts of wedding the Pantler’s daughter. More and more he
imposed himself on the castle. Before long he had settled in like
one of the family. He was all ready to pop the question, when they
got wind of it and served him a bowl of black soup at the table
[10]. It seems the daughter had been sweet on him all along, but
hadn’t breathed a word of it to her parents.

“Those were Kościuszko days.
My master declared himself for the Constitution of May Third [11].
He was mustering the nobility for the Confederate cause, when
without warning one night the Muscovites encircled the castle. We
had barely time to bolt the lower doors and sound the alarm with a
mortar shot. But for the Pantler and his wife, the cook and his two
helpers (dead drunk, all three of them), the parish priest, the
footman, four stouthearted Haiduks, and myself, the castle stood
unmanned. So we grabbed our guns and took to the windows. At last
with a ‘huzzah!’ the Muscovites burst in through the gate and
swarmed across the terrace. We replied with ten muskets: ‘Back, you
sons—!’ You couldn’t see a thing outside. The servants kept firing
from the lower floors. My lord and I sniped from the
gallery.

“All was going
great guns, though I won’t deny we stood in mortal peril. Twenty
muskets lay right here on these very boards. We’d fire one, and
they’d pass us another. In this task the parish priest gave a good
account of himself, as did the Pantler’s wife, his daughter, and
her lady companions. We were but three sharpshooters, but our
firing never faltered. The Russian infantry rained a hail of lead
on us from below. Our firepower was weaker, but we had height in
our favor, and our aim was better. Three times the
muzhiks pressed up to the doors and each time three of them fell to the
ground; so they leg it to the lumber house. Meanwhile, it was
growing light. Gun in hand, the Pantler steps blithely out into the
gallery. The instant a Muscovite shows his head from behind the
lumber house, my master lets him have it; and every time (for his
aim was spot-on) another black shako tumbles to the grass. Soon
they were loath to venture out.

“Seeing them in
disarray, the Pantler decided to mount a sally. He seized his
saber, barked orders to the servants below, then, turning to me,
yelled, ‘Come, Gerwazy, follow me!’ At that moment, a shot rang out
from the gate. He reeled, went red in the face, then turned ghastly
pale. He tried to speak and spat up blood. Then I noticed the
wound. The ball had gone clean through his chest. Staggering, he
pointed to the gate. It was that knave—Soplica! Aye, I recognized
him by his build and whiskers. It was his shot that brought down my
lord. With these very eyes I saw him. There he stood, musket
raised, smoke still rising from the barrel. I put a bead on him.
The cutthroat never stirred. Two guns I fired at him, and twice I
missed. Rage—or was it grief?—hampered my aim. The women screamed.
I turned and looked. My lord lay dead.”

Here Gerwazy stopped and burst into
sobs. Moments later he ended his tale.

“By now the
Muscovites were breaking down the doors. With my lord Pantler dead,
I stood there, stunned, heedless of what was going on around me.
Fortunately, Parafianowicz arrived in the nick of time. With him
came two hundred Mickiewicz-folk from Horbatowicz: a large clan,
stouthearted to a man, long-time sworn foes of Soplica.

“So perished my
mighty lord, a pious, upstanding man, whose house boasted a
senator’s chair, ribboned orders, and a mace of honor. Though he
was a father to the peasants and brother to the nobility, he had no
sons to swear vengeance at his grave. Aye, but he had his trusty
servant! I smeared his blood over my blade—my rapier called
Pocketknife. (You must have heard of my rapier; she used to be the
talk of every parliament, regional diet, and annual fair.) I vowed
to notch her on every Soplica neck in the neighborhood. No
parliament, no bazaar, no armed foray would I let pass without
seeking them out. Two of them I hacked down in a brawl, another two
in a duel, and still another I burned alive in a wooden shack
during the raid on Korelicze with Rymsza. We broiled him there like
a loach. Those whose ears I sliced off do not enter into the
reckoning. One Soplica has yet to receive a token from me. I refer
to the born brother of that whiskered knave. He lives still and
takes pride in his wealth. His land encroaches on the castle
grounds. He enjoys the respect of the district and holds a post.
Aye, the Judge! And to him you would hand the castle? Allow his
impious feet to wipe the Pantler’s blood from these boards? Nay,
not while I live! So long as Gerwazy hath an ounce of courage in
his veins and strength to match, so long as with one little finger
he can wield his Pocketknife, which hangs even now on the wall,
Soplica shall never take possession of the castle!”

“Ah!” exclaimed
the Count, raising his arms. “What a good premonition I had to fall
in love with these ruins! I had not realized all the treasures they
contained. So many dramatic scenes! So many tales to relate!
Gerwazy! When I reclaim the castle of my fathers, I shall appoint
you burgrave of these walls. Your tale stirs me deeply. But what a
pity you did not bring me here at the midnight hour. Amid these
ruins I should have sat draped in my cloak, while you held me rapt
with tales of murderous deeds! Pity you lack skill in spinning
tales, for I have heard and read of such happenings. Every lord’s
castle in England and Scotland, every count’s palace in Germany,
reeks of spilt blood. No great and ancient family is without its
lore of treachery and slaughter, whence vengeance devolves on the
heirs; and now for the first time I hear of such a case in Poland.
Yes, I feel stouthearted Horeszko blood stir in my veins. I know my
debt to glory and my kin. So be it! No more parleying with Soplica,
even if it should come to pistols or the blade. Honor demands
it!”

Saying this, he marched solemnly
off, while Gerwazy followed him in silence. Still muttering to
himself, the Count stopped at the gate; then casting a final
backward glance at the castle, he leapt on his horse and ended his
desultory monologue.

“What a pity the
Judge has no spouse or comely daughter with qualities arousing my
deepest admiration. Loving her, and yet no prospect of seeking her
hand. Aye, that would thicken the plot. True love on one hand,
bounden duty on the other. Vengeance here,
there—affection!”

And saying this, he dug in his spurs
and sped off toward the manor.

Just then, the hunt rode out from
the far side of the forest. Now the Count was a great lover of
hunting. No sooner did he spy the riders than all preceding
thoughts went by the board; off he flew to meet the riders. On past
the gate, garden, and railings, he rode; then, glancing aside on
rounding a bend, he drew up by the fence. Here stood an
orchard.

Rows of fruit-trees spread their
shade over a sprawling field; below lay the garden beds. Here,
brooding on the fate of his fellow vegetables, the august cabbage
bent his bald pate. Yonder, the slim broad bean wrapped his pods
around the carrot’s verdant tresses; with a thousand eyes he gazed
upon his beloved. Here the maize waved her golden tassels. Hither
and yon, a good distance from the parent stem, protruded the paunch
of a stout watermelon—a guest among the crimson beets. A ridge
bordered each bed; and ranged—silent, straight, and green—along
each adjoining furrow stood the sentinel hemp: the cypress of the
kitchen garden. Its pungent leafage afforded the beds a line of
defense. No snake dared breast it; hemp’s heavy scent spells death
to caterpillar and insect alike. In the beds beyond, poppies reared
their whitish stalks. A swarm of butterflies seemed to rest on the
stems—wings trembling, iridescent, shimmering like precious stones.
Even so the poppies’ polychrome beguiled the eye; and in their
midst, like a full moon among the stars, the sunflower turned his
great fiery disk from east to west.

Along the fence ran a row of long,
narrow mounds. Neither fruit-tree, nor shrub, nor flower grew in
this spot, for here, grown to splendor, lay the cucumber patch. A
rippling broadloom of leaves overspread the beds; and in the very
center of the patch there stood a girl in a white dress. The
luxuriant vegetation came up over her knees. On descending into the
furrows, she seemed to swim—to bathe rather than walk—in the leafy
verdure. She wore a straw hat. A pair of pink ribbons and stray
twines of flaxen hair fluttered about her temples. Crooked in her
arm was an osier basket. Her eyes were cast down, her right hand
was raised; and as a bathing girl bends down to chase away the
minnows nibbling at her feet, so, basket in arm, she would stoop to
pluck up a fruit that grazed her foot or caught her eye.

Enchanted by this sight the Count
stood perfectly still. Hearing his companions ride up from behind,
he made signs for them to stop; they drew rein. He resumed his
watch, cranking his neck. Even so, set apart from his flock, the
long-billed crane waits in ambush. He stands on one stilt, eyes
alert, a stone gripped in his claw—to ward off sleep.

A stinging lash across the head and
shoulders suddenly roused the Count from his reverie. It was the
Bernardine almsman, Robak, laying into him with his knotted
belt.

“So, it is
cucumbers you want, eh? I’ll give you cucumbers!” he cried. “Oh,
beware, your lordship, this fruit is not for you. You can expect
nothing here!” And waving a threatening finger, he arranged his
hood and stalked off.

The Count lingered on, chuckling and
cursing at the unexpected intrusion. He turned his gaze to the
garden. The girl had vanished. He looked around only to catch a
glimpse of a pink ribbon and white dress disappearing into the
manor window. He saw the path she had cut through the beds; the
leafage still swayed where her foot had brushed it. For an instant
longer it trembled like the surface of a pond ruffled by a
swallow’s wing; then it grew still. Only the little osier basket
revealed where she had stood. There it lay, abandoned, overturned,
swaying on that sea of greenery, its cargo of fruit gone to the
bottom.

Moments later, stillness reigned
once more over the garden. The Count fixed his gaze on the house
and strained to listen. He mused on; and all the while the riders
stood motionless behind him. At last, the deserted house began to
stir with sounds—murmurs at first, then audible talk, then
boisterous shouts. So, with the entrance of the swarm, the beehive
hums back to life. The hunting party was returning home, and the
servants were bestirring themselves with breakfast.

A great flutter of movement filled
the rooms of the house. Servants fetched out the viands,
silverware, and bottles. The men ate and drank as they were, in
their green shooting coats. Plate and goblet in hand, they
sauntered from room to room, leaned against the casements, and held
forth on hound, hare, and sporting gun. The Chamberlain and his
wife sat with the Judge; the young women sat whispering in the
corner. There was no standing on ceremony here as at luncheon or
dinner; rather a novelty for an old-fashioned Polish household. The
Judge, who was by no means happy with this want of order, put up
with it at breakfast-time.

An array of dishes lay spread on the
table for both the womenfolk and men. Trays bearing a complete
coffee service came whisking out: huge trays, handsomely painted
with floral motifs. Each tray bore a fragrantly steaming coffeepot
fashioned out of tin, a set of gilded cups of Saxon porcelain, and
a dainty cream-jug.

No country prides itself on better
coffee than ours. Ancient custom requires every good Polish family
to employ a maid charged expressly with the task of brewing the
coffee. For this, she must procure coffee beans of the finest
quality either from the city or from the trading wherries [12]. She
is privy to the secrets of its preparation; the resulting liquor
must be black as coal, translucent as amber, fragrant as mocha, and
thick as honey. As to the best cream, this is common knowledge, for
it is easily obtained in the country. First thing in the morning,
the maid sets the pots on the stove to steep, then repairs to the
dairy. After skimming off the choicest cream, she apportions it
into the little jugs, one for each setting. Each cup should boast
its own delicate crown of skin.

The elder women, who had risen
earlier and taken their coffee, sipped on another drink: mulled ale
whitened with cream and swirling with cheese curds. An assortment
of cold cuts lay prepared for the men: succulent goose-breast,
sliced ham and ox-tongue, all of exquisite quality, home-cured, and
smoked in juniper. Last of all, they brought in the main course:
stuffed beef collops. Such was the hearty breakfast served at the
Judge’s house.

The company grouped in two adjoining
rooms. The elders sat around a small table, discussing the latest
farming methods and the Emperor’s increasingly more repressive
decrees. The Chamberlain appraised the current rumors of war and
drew his conclusions. His wife sat with the Chief Steward’s
blue-bespectacled daughter, who read her fortune with a deck of
tarot cards.

The youth sat in the other room.
Here talk ran upon the hare-hunt, but without the rowdiness and
strife that usually accompanied it. The normally voluble Notary and
Assessor, both able hunters and expert marksmen, sat sullenly
opposite each other. The two had put up a good chase. Just as each
of them felt certain of victory, the hunt happened upon a level
stretch where there stood a peasant’s parcel of uncut grain; the
hare nipped right in, and there Scut and Peregrine held him. But
then the Judge caught up and drew rein at the boundary mark.
Furious as the men were, they had no choice but to call off the
hunt. The hounds emerged without their quarry. No one could tell
for sure if the hare had given them the slip or fallen to the jaws
of Scut, or Peregrine, or both. Opinions diverged, and so the
dispute raged on.

All this time, gazing absentmindedly
from side to side, the old Steward made his way through the
adjoining rooms. He took no interest in the hunters’ or elders’
talk. He was busy with other matters. Leather flapper in hand, he
stopped here and there, reflected a while, then plastered a fly to
the wall.

Tadeusz and Telimena stood alone in
the connecting doorway. They spoke quietly, for the two groups of
guests were not far apart. Only now did Tadeusz learn that Auntie
Telimena was a well-to-do lady; that canonically they were not too
closely related; that, in fact, it was doubtful she bore any
relation to him at all, even though his uncle was in the habit of
calling her sister (mutual kin of theirs used to refer to them in
this way, despite their disparity in years); finally, that Auntie
Telimena had lived a good while in Saint Petersburg and there
rendered the Judge a number of immeasurable services. For this
reason, the Judge held her in high regard and was pleased in
public—out of vanity perhaps—to refer to himself as her brother; to
which, for friendship’s sake, Telimena raised no objection. All of
this came as a relief to Tadeusz. A great many other things were
confided between them; and all of this took place in one short
moment.



Meanwhile, in the room off to the
couple’s right, the Notary was doing his best to bait the Assessor.
“I told you yesterday the hunt would come to a lame conclusion,” he
remarked. “It is too early yet, with grain still uncut and so many
peasants’ plots standing unharvested; which explains why the Count
refused to join us in the chase, despite the invitation. He knows
the hunting-craft. He often talks about it and holds strong views
on the time and place to hunt. Having grown up abroad, he takes a
dim view of our barbarous hunting habits. We flout the law and
ministry regulations, show scant respect for balk and parcel, and
ride roughshod over private land without the owner’s knowledge.
Spring or summer, we charge through field and forest, dispatch the
fox in molting season and allow our hounds to pursue—or torment—a
laden doe in the winter grain. All this wreaks destruction on our
game. Though it pains the Count to admit it, the Muscovites enjoy
more civilization than we. At least in Russia, the hunter must
answer to the Czar’s decrees, suffer police surveillance, and pay
the price when caught.”

Telimena was facing the room on the
left, fanning her shoulders with a cambric handkerchief. “So help
me,” she observed, “the Count has a point. I know Russia well. You
would not believe me when I insisted her stern vigilance was
laudable in its way. But I have been to Saint Petersburg, and not
just once or twice! Sweet memories! Charming, bygone times! What a
city! Have any of you been to Petersburg? I will show you a plan if
you like. I always keep one in my escritoire.

“Every summer,
Petersburg’s society leaves the city for the dacha—a summer
residence (dacha
is their word for village). I lived in
such a summerhouse. It stood on a man-made knoll overlooking the
river Neva at an ideal distance from town. Ah, what a house it was!
I still have a plan in my escritoire. Anyhow, to my great
misfortune, a minor police functionary leased the house next door.
He kept a number of wolfhounds. You have no idea what a torment it
is to have a petty clerk and a pack of hounds live next door. I
would no sooner step out with my book into the garden to enjoy the
moon and the evening air than one of these hounds would fly up,
tail swishing, ears ferociously pricked up. I often took fright at
the sight of them. In my heart I knew that grief would come from
those dogs; and that is exactly what happened.

“I had just
stepped out one morning when at my very feet one of these hounds
choked the life out of my dear sweet lapdog. Oh, what a darling she
was! The gift of Prince Sukin [13] himself! Clever little thing!
Quick as a squirrel. I would show you a picture only it would mean
a trip to my escritoire. The shock of seeing her lifeless before me
brought on fainting spells, muscular spasms, and heart
palpitations.

“My health might
have taken still worse a turn, if the Master of the Imperial Hunt,
Kiril Gavrilich Kozodusin [14], had not popped in for a visit. On learning the cause of my
dudgeon, he had the clerk dragged in by the ear. There stood the
hapless wretch, pale, trembling, and all but lifeless. ‘You
dare—thundered Kiril Gavrilich—to hunt a laden hind in the spring,
and under the Czar’s very nose!’ In vain the stupefied clerk swore
that he hadn’t been out on a hunt; and that, if it pleased His
Excellency, the quarry was a dog, not a doe. ‘What!—roared Kiril
Gavrilich—you miscreant! You presume to know more about the chase
and game than I, Kozodusin, the Czar’s Jaegermeister? [15] Let
the Chief of Police judge between us!” They summoned the Chief of
Police and launched an official inquiry. ‘I—testified
Kozodusin—swear he was stalking a hind; this blitherer says it was
a lapdog. Now you judge between us. Who’s better in the
know?’

“The Chief of
Police knew his duty. Aghast at the clerk’s sauciness, he took him
aside and urged him in brotherly fashion to make a clean breast of
it. Thus appeased, the Master Huntsman agreed to put in a word and
have the clerk’s sentence lightened. And that was that. The hounds
were strung up. The clerk spent a month in the clink. This little
incident kept us in stitches the entire evening. By the following
day, it was the talk of the town. The Jaegermeister had
interposed on behalf of my lapdog. And I know for a fact that the
incident drew a hearty guffaw from the Emperor himself.”

Laughter rang out in both rooms. All
this time the Judge had been engaged in a round of marriage with
the Bernardine. When Telimena began her anecdote, he had been on
the point of making an important play (spades being trumps), while
the priest barely breathed from excitement. Listening intently,
chin raised, hand poised for the casting, the Judge heard out the
tale, while the priest waited in the direst suspense. Finally, the
story told, he cast down his queen of spades, laughed, and spoke
out.

“If people wish to
praise the Germans for their culture and Muscovites for their law
and order—let them! If Great Poland [16] wishes to learn from the
Swabians how to litigate over a fox or have a hound arrested by the
police for trespassing on someone’s spinney—by all means, I say.
But thank heaven we in Lithuania stand on our old ways. We have
plenty of game to go around. You will never see us launching police
inquiries over such trifles. There is no shortage of grain here. No
one starves if a dog goes bounding through our spring wheat or rye.
All the same, I draw the line at the peasant’s balk.”

“Small wonder,
sir!” piped up the overseer from the other room. “You pay through
the nose for such game. Our rustics rub their hands at the sight of
a hound tearing through their fields. A dozen shaken ears of rye
and you compensate them with a haycock; and even then, it’s not
quits. Often they receive an added bonus of a thaler. Believe me,
sir; our peasantry’s getting saucy. If only—”

The Judge never heard the rest of
the overseer’s remarks. Their discourse had sparked a dozen more
exchanges, anecdotes, tales, and, finally, quarrels.

Entirely forgotten in the fray,
Tadeusz and Telimena had eyes only for each other. Telimena was
pleased to see Tadeusz so amused by her humorous anecdote. The
youth, in turn, plied her with compliments. Telimena’s speech grew
slower and quieter. With all the noise around them, Tadeusz feigned
not to hear and replied in a whisper. By now he had drawn so close
to that delectable head that he could feel the pleasant heat of the
temples. He held his breath. His lips caught the whiff of her
mouth, his glance seized on every sparkle in her eye; when, without
warning, there flashed between them a fly, followed instantly by
the swish of the Steward’s swatter.

Lithuania swarms with flies. Among
them thrives a species of housefly known as the noble. Except for
its broader thorax and larger abdomen, it resembles any other fly
in color and shape. When airborne, it drones and bombilates
intolerably, and it is strong enough to pierce a spider’s web. When
caught in the toils, it will buzz for three days on end, for it is
perfectly capable of wrestling the spider down. All this, the
Steward had had occasion to observe. More than this: he claimed it
was from these very flies that the smaller folk sprang. The noble,
he claimed, was to the common fly what the queen was to the swarm.
Its extinction would doom the entire strain. Needless to say,
neither the housekeeper nor the village priest gave the Steward’s
hypothesis the time of day. They held to other views on the genesis
of the fly. But the Steward held fast to tradition; no sooner would
he spot such a fly than off he’d go after it.

Precisely one of these nobles had
droned past his ear. Twice he flailed and—heavens!—missed. He swung
a third time and all but took out the window. Addled by this
commotion, the fly spied two figures cutting off its retreat
through the doorway. In desperation it hurled itself between the
two heads, and right behind it swung the Steward’s arm. So lustily
did Hreczecha lunge that the two heads started back like the two
halves of a bolt-cloven tree. Both heads struck a bruising blow
against the doorposts.

Fortunately, no one noticed the
incident, for what had passed in the far room for polite, if loud
and lively, conversation was building up to an explosive crescendo.
When foxhunters deployed in an extended line enter the forest, you
hear the occasional cracking of branches, random gunshots, and
yelping of hounds. But when one of the hunters chances to rouse a
wild boar, he sets in motion a general hue and cry so tumultuous
that all the trees of the forest seem to give tongue. So it is with
conversation: talk moves along at a leisurely pace until it
stumbles on an engaging topic—like a boar. The boar on this
occasion was the Notary and Assessor’s fierce dispute over their
famous hounds. The quarrel had not lasted long, but the two men had
covered a good deal of ground. Together they fired off such a
volley of words and invectives that the three normal stages of a
quarrel had already run their course. Exhausted was their supply of
taunts, angry rebuttals, and bluster; they were on the point of
blows.

The guests in the other room leapt
to their feet and surged like a wave through the doorway, sweeping
aside the young couple standing there like bi-fronted Janus of the
threshold.

Before either
Tadeusz or Telimena could smooth their ruffled hair, the ominous
noises had died down. Murmurs and laughter rippled through the
crowd. A truce had been declared, brokered by the Bernardine
himself. Despite his age, Robak was a burly, broad-shouldered
fellow. No sooner had the Assessor run up to the Notary and the two
were squaring up, than the priest seized them both by the back of
the collar, cracked their heads together like a pair of Easter eggs
and, spreading his arms like fingerposts, flung them to opposite
corners of the room. For a moment he stood there, arms spread wide,
repeating, “Pax, pax, pax vobiscum!
Peace be with you!”

The two sides stood thunderstruck;
some laughed out loud. Out of respect for his clerical office, no
one dared rebuke him; nor, after such a display of strength, was
anyone disposed to pursue the point. But now that the monk had
restored peace to the gathering, it was clear he had no interest in
proving his prowess. Without further threat to the brawlers,
without so much as a snort of anger, he arranged his hood and,
thrusting his hands under his belt, quietly took his leave.

Meanwhile, the Judge and the
Chamberlain interposed themselves between the two sides. Roused
from his deep meditation, the Chief Steward stepped up and eyed the
throng fiercely. Even as a priest waves his sprinkling brush, so he
brandished his leather fly-flap, bidding silence wherever a murmur
arose. At last, raising the flapper solemnly like a marshal’s mace,
he called them to order.

“Becalm yourselves!” he
repeated. “Have a care, you foremost hunters of our district. Where
will this unseemly quarrel go? Have you any idea? So this is our
youth, the hope of our nation, the ones supposed to bring fame to
our forests and woods. Alas! They so dishonor the hunt one wonders
what rash impulse will take them next. The very ones we count on to
set an example to others bring home nothing but squabbles and
strife! You might also show regard for my silver hair, for I knew
sportsmen greater than you. Not seldom they asked me to referee
between them. Who in Lithuania’s forests could measure up to
Reytan? And who, when it came to deploying beaters or facing wild
game, was equal to our Jerzy Białopiotrowicz? Show me a marksman
today of the caliber of noble Żegota. He could snipe a sprinting
hare with a mere pistol! I knew Terajewicz; he never hunted a boar
with anything but a pike. And Budrewicz! Why, he liked to wrestle
down a bear with his own two hands! Such were the men our forests
once knew. As for quarrels, how did they settle their differences?
They called on an arbiter and laid their stakes—that’s how! Ogiński
forfeited two thousand hectares of woodland over a wolf. A badger
once cost Niesiołowski whole villages—several of them! So,
gentlemen, take after your elders and settle your score; only place
more modest stakes, for words are empty wind and there is no end to
verbal disputes. No use wasting breath over a hare! Choose your
referees and yield in good faith to their verdict. For my part, I
shall entreat the Judge to lay no ban on any patch of standing
corn. I trust he will grant us this favor.” And saying this, the
Steward squeezed the Judge’s knee.

“My horse!”
shouted the Notary. “I will stake my horse and harness. More than
that, I will swear an affidavit before the district court and
pledge this ring to our referee as payment.”

“And I,” said the
Assessor, “will wager both my shagreen-lined dog collars, inlaid
with rings of gold, and my exquisitely wrought leash with its
brilliant matching gem. I had intended to leave these articles to
my children if I should ever marry. They were the gift of Prince
Dominic [17] the day he, Marshal
Sanguszko, General Mejen [18], and I went on a hunt together, and I
set my hounds against theirs. There, unprecedented in the annals of
the hunt, I bagged six hare with one bitch. We had been hunting on
the Kupisko Common. The Prince, unable to restrain himself, leapt
from his horse, clasped my famous Kestrel by the neck and, after
kissing her three times on the head and patting her thrice on the
snout, declared, ‘Now you shall be called Queen of Kupisko!’ So
Napoleon makes his field marshals princes of the sites of their
great victories.”

But Telimena had grown weary of this
protracted wrangling. She longed for a breath of air outside, but
needed a companion.

“Gentlemen,” she
observed, taking a basket off the peg. “I see you intend to stay
cooped up inside. But I have a mind for mushrooming. Who cares to,
may follow me.”

With that, she draped her head in a
shawl of red cashmere, took the Chamberlain’s youngest daughter by
the hand and, gathering up her skirts above the ankles, walked out.
Without a word Tadeusz hastened away after her.

The proposal of an outing delighted
the Judge, for here was a way to clear the air.

“Gentlemen!” he
announced. “To the woods, for mushrooms! Whoever graces our table
with the finest milk cap
shall sit by the loveliest young lady. I
will appoint her myself; and should a lady find one, the pick of
our boys shall be hers.

 


BOOK THREE. COQUETRIES

Argument: The Count’s sally into the
garden. A mysterious nymph tends the geese. The mushroom gatherers.
A comparison with the wandering shades of Elysium. Varieties of
wild mushroom. Telimena at the Temple of Musings. Consultations
touching Tadeusz’s future. The Count as landscape painter.
Tadeusz’s picturesque views on trees and clouds. The Count’s
thoughts on art. The bell. A note. A bear, my lordship!

 


The Count was making for home; yet
he kept drawing rein and turning his head back toward the garden.
Once again he imagined he caught a glimpse of the mysterious white
dress in the manor window. A weightless object seemed to float to
the ground, streak across the garden, and glance among the green
cucumber leaves. So, dropping through an opening in a cloud, a
fugitive sunbeam reflects off a flint in the field or a sheet of
still water in the meadow.

Alighting from his mount, the Count
dismissed his men and ran stealthily back to the garden. In no time
he gained the fence, found an opening, and slipped into the
enclosure like a wolf into the fold. Unhappily, he blundered into a
row of dry gooseberry bushes. The rustling twigs seemed to startle
the little gardener. She turned, looked around, but could make
nothing out; all the same, she made for the far side of the garden.
Meanwhile, the Count, having slipped sideways through the great
leaves of wild rhubarb and yellow dock, dropped down on all fours
and, hopping frog-fashion through the grass, crept noiselessly up
to within a few yards of the girl. He raised his head. A marvelous
prospect burst upon his eyes.

There stood in
this corner of the orchard a sparse assemblage of cherry-trees. All
around them grew a grain patch artfully sown with a wide assortment
of crops: wheat, maize, broad bean, English pea, bearded barley,
millet, and even the odd flower and shrub. The garden, intended as
a covert for the manor’s free-ranging poultry, was the brainchild
of the bailiff’s wife, a famous housekeeper by the name of Kocky of
the house of Turcky [1]. Her invention signaled an epoch in the
annals of domestic husbandry. Today it is household knowledge, but
then it was still a novelty, known only to the few initiates.
Eventually, it made its way into the pages of the almanac under the
title, Remedies for Hawks and
Kites: A New Method of Raising Poultry. This was that garden.

The crested rooster strutting his
watch had only to come to a halt, cock his head sideways (the
better to sweep the clouds with his eye), spy a hawk, and sound the
alarm, and the entire flock of hens, geese, and peafowl would
scurry for cover in the grain patch. Even the startled doves,
finding themselves cut off from the manor roof, sought shelter
there.

For the moment no enemy hovered in
sight; the fierce summer sun blazed alone in the sky. The birds
sought out the shade of the covert. Some basked in the grass,
others wallowed in the sand.

A group of diminutive human-folk
rose above the heads of the birds. Hatless, with short-cropped
tow-white hair and necks bared to the shoulder, they clustered
around a girl who stood but a head taller, and with longer hair;
behind them, opening wide his hoop of nacreous tail-feathers, sat a
peacock. Projected against the dark-blue backdrop and enhanced by
the constellation of peacock’s eyes, the star-wreathed heads shone
out with all the greater intensity. All this you could see in the
grain in among the golden maize-stalks, the silver-veined ribbon
grass, the coralline amaranth, the verdant mallow—as through a
translucent screen. The blend of shapes and tones suggested a
grillwork wrought of silver and gold; and yet the suggestion was of
something light and airy like a breeze-blown drape.

Floating like a
baldachin over this polychrome of ears and stalks was a radiant
mist of mayflies or little
dames as
they are popularly called [2]. Barely visible, the insects danced
on two pairs of gauze-like wings as clear as glass; and though they
emitted a faint humming sound, they seemed scarcely to stir.
Holding what looked like a tuft of ostrich plumes in her hand, the
girl was waving it over the heads of the waifs, as if sweeping away
the golden swarm. A horn-like object gleamed in her other
hand—plainly a feeding vessel, for she was lowering it to each of
the little mouths by turns. The vessel brought to mind Amalthea’s
golden horn.

Still mindful of the disturbance in
the gooseberry patch, the girl kept glancing backward. Little did
she know that her prowler had crept up from the opposite side and
was even now worming his way across the garden beds. Without
warning he leapt out of the burdocks. She looked up to see him
bowing low before her just four beds away. Instantly she turned,
threw up her arms, and prepared to take flight like a startled jay.
Already her feet skimmed the leaves; but then, alarmed by the
intruder and the flight of their mistress, the little tots raised a
frightful wail. The shrill cries caused her to think twice about
abandoning her charges. She turned indecisively. But it was no use;
she had to return. Like a reluctant sprite drawn by a sorcerer’s
charm, she retraced her steps. Crouching down, she pressed the
shrillest of the tots to her bosom, fondled another, and calmed
them all with soothing words. Even as baby chicks seek shelter
under the brood-hen’s wing, so they wrapped their arms about her
knees and huddled around her.

“Come,” she chided
them, “is it nice to be crying so? Is it polite? Why, you will
scare the gentleman! He had no intention of startling you. He is no
nasty old beggar, but a guest, a nice gentleman. See how handsome
he is!” And she looked for herself.

The Count, clearly delighting in
these flatteries, smiled at her sweetly. But the girl, suddenly
remembering herself, fell silent and, mantling deeply like a rose,
lowered her eyes.

He was indeed a comely gentleman:
tall of stature, with a longish face, gentle eyes of
cornflower-blue, cheeks pale yet fresh, locks long and fair. Tufts
of grass and leaves, gleaned from his passage across the beds,
clung to his temples like an unraveling wreath of bays.

“You!” he
declaimed. “By what name does one render you honor? Deity! Nymph!
Shadow! Apparition! Speak! Do you walk this earth of your own
accord or does someone bind you to this terrestrial vale? Stay! Let
me guess! A spurned lover—doubtless some rich baron or jealous
guardian—holds you bewitched in this park. For beauty such as yours
paladins entered the lists; of such heroic stuff romancers spun
melancholy lays! Reveal, fair maid, the secret of your cruel
misfortune, for even now your preserver hangs upon your beck. Even
as you reign in my heart, so shall you reign over this arm!” And he
stretched forth his arm.

Blushing girlishly, yet beaming with
joy, she listened to him speak. As a child rejoices in a book of
gaudy pictures or takes pleasure in a handful of glittering game
counters even before knowing their value, so, without grasping the
substance, she delighted in the sonorities of his speech.

“Sir, where have
you come from?” she replied at last. “What are you seeking here
among the flowerbeds?”

The Count’s eyes grew wide with
surprise and bewilderment. For a moment he stood speechless; then
lowering his exalted tone, he replied:

“Please excuse me,
miss, I seem to have spoiled your fun. Forgive me. I was hurrying
to the house for breakfast. It is running late and I wanted to
arrive there on time. As you know, the road takes a roundabout
route. If I am not mistaken, the way across the garden is
shorter?”

“There is your
way, sir,” she said. “Only do mind the beds. You will find a path
in the grass yonder.”

“Right or
left?”

Raising her eyes, the girl seemed to
study him closely. The house stood in plain view not a thousand
paces off, and yet here he was asking the way. But the Count was
determined to draw her into a conversation.

“Do you live here,
miss?” he pursued. “Close to the garden? In the village then? How
is it that I have never seen you in the house? Have you been here
long? Visiting perhaps?”

The little gardener shook her
head.

“Forgive me, but
is that not your room by the window yonder?”

Meanwhile, his thoughts ran this
way: “All right, no romantic heroine; still, she is young and
pretty. Is it not often so that a great mind or soul blossoms
unseen like a rose in the forest; but bring forth such a flower
into the world, expose her to the light of day, and she dazzles the
onlooker with her richness of hues and tones.”

Without a word, the little gardener
rose to her feet, scooped up the tot that clung to her arm, took
another by the hand, and, driving the rest like a flock of geese
before her, went forth into the orchard.

“If you please,
sir,” she said with a backward glance, “be so kind as to drive my
scattered birds into the grain patch?”

“Me!” cried the
astonished Count. “Drive your birds?”

But by now she had fled under the
canopy of the grove. For an instant longer he imagined he saw a
pair of eyes flashing at him through the avenues of flowering
trees.

Left alone, the Count lingered on in
the garden. Even as the earth grows cool after sunset, so his soul
began to shed her ardor and take on darker tones. He lapsed into a
reverie, but drew small comfort from his dreams. On coming to, he
felt vexed with himself; why, he could not say. Alas, how little
had come of it! His hopes had run too high; for, it was with a
burning brow and a throbbing heart that he had crept across the
beds toward this shepherdess. All those charms he had observed in
the mysterious nymph! All those wondrous qualities ascribed, all
those surmises made—and all so wide of the mark. True, her face was
pretty and her figure supple, but how out of place! The plumpness
and lively color of her cheeks betrayed a surfeit of simple bliss;
clearly, her mind and heart lay as yet inactive and dormant. And
her replies! How coarse! How rustic!

“Why delude
myself?” he cried out. “My nymph’s a common gooseherd!”

With the girl’s disappearance, the
entire bewitching shadow play took on a new aspect. Alas! This
charming ribbonry, this grillwork wrought of silver and gold: could
it all be nothing but straw? He stared in anguish at the little
bent-grass broom in her hand. And he had taken it for a tuft of
ostrich plumes! And that golden vessel—Amalthea’s horn: a plain
carrot! Even now one of the hungry waifs was dispatching the last
of it. And so it was farewell to the charm, the spell—the wonder!
Even so an urchin, on spying a dandelion [3], feels drawn to the
soft, delicate head. Eager to touch it, he approaches, blows on it,
and the flower dissolves into a cloud of down, leaving nothing to
the over-keen eye but a stark grayish-green receptacle.

Ramming his hat over his eyes, the
Count spun on his heel and returned whence he came, though he
shortened the way by cutting across the vegetables, flowers, and
rows of gooseberry bushes. Only after clearing the fence did he
take time to catch his breath. But then he recalled he had spoken
to the girl of breakfast. Perhaps word of their meeting in the
garden so close to the house had already got out? What if they had
sent out servants to fetch him, only to learn that he had run off?
No telling what they would think. Yes, it behooved him to go
back.

Keeping low along the fences, he
skirted the boundary strips and patches of weed. At last, to his
relief, after taking a thousand detours, he emerged on the road
that made straight for the manor courtyard. He followed the fence
without glancing at the garden. So the grain pilferer, betraying no
sign of his deed or intention, averts his gaze from the granary.
Such was the Count’s circumspection, though there was no one about
to observe his movements. On he walked, head turned away from the
garden, eyes to the right.

Here, clean of undergrowth and
richly swarded, stood a birch grove. Gazing into the trees, the
Count saw—gliding over that verdurous broadloom—a host of shadowy
forms. Like phantoms in the moonlight executing strange, dance-like
motions they flitted among the silver boles under the canopy of
low-hanging leafy branches. They were bizarrely clad, some sheathed
in black, others draped in long flowing robes as white as snow. One
wore a broad-brimmed hat as wide as a cooper’s hoop. Another went
bareheaded; still others walked as if wrapped in vapors, headgear
trailing in the breeze like a comet’s tail. Each struck a different
pose. One stood rooted to the forest floor; only his lowered
eyeballs moved. Another stared straight ahead, moving like a
somnambulist, swerving neither to the right nor left, as if walking
a line. The figures kept bending down in various directions, as if
making profound bows. Upon approaching each other or crossing
paths, they exchanged neither word nor nod—so absorbed were they in
their task; so deep was their distraction. The shadowy forms put
the Count in mind of the Elysian shades who, bereft of pain and
cares, roam the blessed fields in quiet yet mournful
tranquility.

Who would have recognized in these
silent folk so frugal of movement—our friends, the Judge’s
companions! Having concluded their stormy breakfast, they had gone
outdoors to observe the solemn rite of mushroom gathering. Being
sensible folk, they knew how to curb their speech and fit their
gestures to every place and season. And so, before following the
Judge into the woods, they had assumed a new demeanor and a change
of clothing. The men had thrown loose linen smocks over their
robes, and donned straw hats; hence their pale aspect suggestive of
purgatorial souls. Most of the young folk had also changed. Only
Telimena and a few of the others still had on their French
attire.

The unrusticated Count could make
nothing of it. Intrigued to no end, he struck out with all speed
for the birch-grove.

The woodland
teemed with mushrooms. The lads picked the rosy-cheeked
chanterelles—objects of high praise in Lithuanian folklore. Emblems of
maidenhood, the song calls them. Worms never gnaw at them; nor,
strange to say, do insects alight on their caps. The young women
sought after the shapely bolete, which the ditty calls
the “Colonel of Mushrooms.” [4] All hunted for the smaller
saffron milk cap. Although less exalted in song, these were the
tastiest of all, for you could eat them fresh or salted, in autumn
or winter. The Chief Steward sought out the fly agaric.

Other common
varieties of mushroom were shunned for their inferior taste or
injurious effects; yet even these were not without their utility.
They provided the fauna with food, the insect with a nesting place,
and the glade with adornment. Like a table service they stood
ranged on the meadow’s linen: the round-edged russulas, silvery,
yellowish, or ruby-red, like goblets brimming with various
vintages; the yellow
boletes,
their caps dimpled like the bottoms of upturned cups; the
funnel clitocybes, slender as
champagne stemware; the fleecy milk cap, round and
white, broad and flat, like cream-filled teacups of Dresden
porcelain; and the spherical puffballs, squat as
pepper-pots, replete with their black powdery spore
mass.

The rest had names found only in the
tongues of hares and wolves. Human-folk had not yet christened
these, yet they grew in profusion. No one touched these feral
varieties; and if someone mistakenly stooped to pick one, he
angrily snapped off the cap or trampled it underfoot; though in so
sullying the sward he behaved quite unwisely.

Telimena picked neither the feral
nor the human varieties. Bored and distracted, her head thrown
back, she stood gazing up around her. The Notary testily observed
that she was rooting for mushrooms in the trees. The more spiteful
Assessor likened her to a broody bird spying out a place to build
her nest.

But Telimena
seemed to be seeking out a place of silence and solitude. Slowly
she drew away from her companions. Straying deeper into the forest,
she mounted a gentle slope where the trees grew thicker and
shadier. A grayish rock crowned the knoll; a stream flowed from
beneath it. Out it gushed and fled away, as if seeking shade, to
water the tall rank grasses that grew all round. There, swaddled in
the herbage, couched in a bed of leaves, unseen, untroubled, and
motionless, the nimble rascal purled. So a querulous child lies
tucked in its crib, while its mother, bestrewing the pillow with
poppy leaves, laces up the cradle’s green drapes. Here was a lovely
nook indeed. Telimena often sought refuge here. She called it
her Temple of Musings.

Stopping by the rill, she cast off
her scarlet shawl and let it float to the ground. As a bather bends
down, bracing herself for the plunge, so she dropped to her knees,
sank slowly to one side, and, as if swept up by a coral tide,
flounced down and sprawled at full length on the green. There she
lay with her elbow on the grass, her temple resting on the palm of
her hand, head bent at an angle, eyes poring over the gleaming
vellum of a French novel; and, as she read, her black ringlets and
pink ribbons danced over the alabaster pages.

A quaint picture she presented: her
scarlet shawl spread over the emerald sward, she disposed upon it;
her frame sheathed in a long coral-red frock, set off at either end
by her black hair and slipper and enhanced by the shimmering white
line of her kerchief, stocking, and arm. A distant viewer might
easily have mistaken her for a gaudy caterpillar sprawled on a
maple leaf.

But there was no one at hand to
appraise the merits of this charming scene. Absorbed in their
pursuit of mushrooms, none of the gatherers—save Tadeusz—paid it
the slightest attention. Casting sideward glances at Telimena, yet
loath to approach her directly, Tadeusz crept cautiously toward
her. So, pushing before him his two-wheeled blind woven from
branches, the hunter stalks the bustard; so, resting his gun on his
horse’s saddle or neck, the plover shooter approaches his prey.
Like a plowman drawing his harrow or skirting a balk, he advances;
each step brings him closer to his quarry’s resting place. Such was
the lad’s circumspection.

But then Uncle upset his ambuscade.
Striding briskly up toward the stream, the Judge cut Tadeusz off.
The fitful breeze played upon the tails of his white sarafan and
the voluminous handkerchief knotted to his belt. Secured by a
string, his hat waved up and down like a burdock leaf, beating over
his shoulders and eyes. So, plying his massive walking stick, the
Judge bent his steps toward the stream. After squatting down to
wash his hands, he seated himself on a large rock opposite Telimena
and, leaning forward on the ivory ball of his prodigious cane,
began to speak.

“You must know, my
dear, that ever since young Tadeusz arrived, I have had no end of
worries. I am old and childless. The dear lad is my one solace in
the world, the future heir to my fortune. God willing, I shall
leave him a handsome inheritance befitting a gentleman, but he too
must give thought to his prospects and learn to stand on his own
two feet. Now consider, my dear, the straits I am in. You know what
a strange fellow my brother Jacek—Tadeusz’s father—is. His
intentions are hard to read. He refuses to come home. God knows
where he is hiding now. He will not even allow his son to know he
is alive, yet still he insists on running his affairs. First he
wants Tadeusz to go for a soldier and join the legions; that caused
me a great deal of grief. Then he agrees that he should stay home
and take a wife. That will not be difficult to arrange. I have my
eye on a certain party. No one among our fellow citizens boasts a
better name or set of relations than the Chamberlain. His elder
daughter, Anna, is eligible; she is fair and well dowered. I
thought I might launch the process.”

On hearing this, Telimena turned
pale. She closed her book, tried to rise, but then sat down
again.

“So help me, dear
brother!” she cried. “Have you taken leave of your senses? Can you
be so heartless? Make of Tadeusz a sower of groats? Is that the
sort of benefactor you are? Why, you will stifle the lad! Depend on
it, he will end up cursing you one day. The idea of burying such
talent in the backwoods and kitchen gardens! Why, even from what
little I know of him, I can see he is a bright lad. What he needs
is to see the world. You would do better, my brother, to send him
to the capital, to Warsaw, for instance, or—do you know what I’m
thinking?—why not Saint Petersburg? I expect to be traveling there
this winter on business. We could plan his future together. I have
a good many contacts in Petersburg and wield influence there. What
better way of getting ahead in the world? With my help, he will
gain admittance into the finest houses; and once he comes to know
people of note, he will find a berth—earn a ribbon. Then, if he so
wishes, he can resign his post and come home. But by then, he will
be somebody and know the ways of the world. What say you to this,
my brother?”

“True enough,”
averred the Judge, “a change of air and scene, a chance to study
men and manners can profit a youth. In my own youth I saw quite a
bit of the world. I have been to Dubno, and Piotrków too, where as
a member of the bar I pleaded cases at the Royal Assizes. To
promote my affairs I even traveled to Warsaw. Yes, there is much to
be said for it. I should very much like my nephew to see the world,
but rather as a traveler or an apprentice, for a term of years,
that he might learn the affairs of men—not for the sake of rank and
ribbons! You will pardon me, my dear, but what kind of distinction
are Moscow’s ranks or ribbons? Since when did our gentry of old (or
even now, for that matter)—since when, I say, did the wealthier
squires of our district care for such trifles? Here we hold men in
esteem for their gentle birth, good name, and office, by which I
mean an office won by a vote of the local citizenry—not through
someone’s good influences!”

“If that is your
view,” broke in Telimena, “then so much the better. By all means,
send your nephew into the world as a traveler.”

“You see, my dear
sister,” said the Judge, scratching his head ruefully, “I should
like nothing better. But there is another snag. Jacek insists on
taking charge of his son; and now he has burdened me with his
friend from across the Vistula—the Bernardine, Robak, whom he has
taken completely into his confidence. They have already decided
Tadeusz’s future. They want the boy to wed, to take Sophie, your
ward, as wife. In addition to my fortune, they will receive a
handsome portion from my brother. As you know, my dear, Jacek has
capital in store. It is by his grace that I own the greater part of
the estate; so he is entitled to take the business in hand. And so,
my dear, think how best to smooth the way. They must become
acquainted. True, they are rather young, especially little Sophie.
But there is no harm in that. Anyhow, it is high time she came out
of confinement, for she is growing out of childhood.”

Telimena was aghast, almost in a
panic. She struggled to rise to her feet, but succeeded only in
kneeling down on her shawl. Although disposed to listening at
first, she was now signing disagreement with her hand, waving it
about her ear, as if driving the swarm of unpleasant words back
into the speaker’s mouth.

“What is this?
What is this I hear?” she retorted hotly. “Sir, what is good or ill
for Tadeusz you may decide for yourself. He is nothing to me. Make
what plans you like. Make of him an overseer; consign him to a
public house. Let him serve drinks, fetch game from the forest. Do
as you please with him. But as for Sophie, what concern is she of
yours? Whom she marries is for me, for me alone, to decide. The
fact that Jacek pays for her education and affords a modest yearly
allowance (and promises to give more) does not entitle him to treat
her like bought chattels. Besides, it is still widely known that
your generosity toward her is not without self-interest. You
Soplicas must know that you bear the Horeszko family a
debt.”

The Judge heard this part of her
speech with incomprehensible dismay, sorrow, and visible revulsion.
As if dreading to hear the rest, he hung his head and waved assent,
blushing deeply all the while.

“I have stood her
in the stead of mother,” pursued Telimena, closing her argument. “I
am Sophie’s kin, her only guardian. No one but I will provide for
her happiness.”

“And if she found
happiness in this match?” ventured the Judge, raising his eyes. “If
she took a fancy to Tadeusz?”

“Took a fancy! A
fig on a thistle! Fancies! What do I care for fancies! Sophie may
lack a dowry, but she is no country-bred wench—or just any
gentlewoman. She springs from nobility. She is a Castellan’s
daughter; a Horeszko on her mother’s side. Yes, we shall find a
husband for her. Just think of the effort we put into her rearing.
But here? Why, she would run wild in this place!”

The Judge listened to Telimena
attentively, without lowering his eyes. His features seemed to
soften, for his reply was rather cheerful.

“Well, my dear,”
he said, “nothing more to be said. God knows I have tried to raise
this matter without rancor. If you will not give your assent, then
you are quite within your rights. Sad it is, but anger is out of
place. I urged the suit for my brother’s sake only, but no one is
forcing the match. Since you see fit to refuse Tadeusz’s suit, I
shall inform Jacek in writing that notwithstanding my best efforts,
a betrothal between Tadeusz and Sophie cannot take place. Now the
Chamberlain and I shall take the matter in hand. We shall start the
process and push it to a swift conclusion.”

But by now Telimena’s fervor had
begun to cool.

“Not so fast, dear
brother!” she broke in. “I refuse nothing. You said yourself it was
too soon; that they were too young. Let us bide our time and ponder
the matter. There is no harm in that. The young couple shall become
acquainted, but we cannot leave the happiness of others to chance;
and, I must warn you, my brother, to refrain from putting any ideas
into Tadeusz’s head. No forcing of his attentions on Sophie! The
heart is no slave. Love brooks no master; no chains shall constrain
it.”

With that the Judge rose and walked
away, deep in thought. Meanwhile, drawn by an imaginary trail of
mushrooms, Tadeusz approached from the other side; at the same
time, the Count bore slowly up in the same direction.

All this time, the Count had stood
observing the Judge and Telimena from his vantage point among the
trees. Deeply stirred by the scene, he produced paper and pencil
from his pocket (he never went anywhere without his drawing
materials), spread the paper over a leaning trunk, and busied
himself with sketching essays.

“Arranged as if by
design,” he muttered to himself. “He upon the rock, she on the
sward. A picturesque ensemble! Distinctive heads! Contrasting
lines!”

He drew nearer, halting from time to
time to wipe his lorgnette and daub his eyes with a handkerchief,
yet never dropping his gaze.

“Must this lovely,
enchanting tableau vanish or be transformed on closer scrutiny?” he
mused. “Will that velvet sward resolve itself into a patch of
poppies and beet-tops? Shall I in yonder nymph discover a bailiff’s
mistress?”

Although the Count had often seen
Telimena at the Judge’s house (for he was a frequent caller there),
yet he had never paid her much attention. What was his amazement
now when he placed the model of his sketches! The beauty of the
setting, the grace of the woman’s posture, and the tastefulness of
her attire had transformed her almost beyond recognition. Anger
still smoldered in her eyes. Enlivened by the breeze, by the recent
quarrel with the Judge, and now by the sudden appearance of the two
youths, her face flushed with tones all the more vivid and
intense.

“Please forgive
the bold intrusion, ma’am,” said the Count. “But I come bearing
both apologies and expressions of gratitude: apologies for
stealthily haunting your footsteps; gratitude for the honor of
witnessing your musings. A grave offense committed, a heavy debt
incurred, for I intrude upon a moment of your musings and stand
obliged for several more of inspiration. Such felicitous moments!
Now censure the man; but the artist awaits your grace. Having
risked a great deal, I will risk still more. Be my judge!” And
kneeling beside her, he handed her his landscapes.

Telimena appraised his essays
courteously yet as one knowledgeable in matters of art. Though slow
to praise, she was quick to encourage. “Bravo!” she exclaimed. “I
congratulate you! There is talent here. Only see you do not neglect
it. Above all, seek out lovely natural settings. Italy’s sunny
skies! Rome’s imperial rose-gardens! Tiber’s classic cataracts!
Posilipo’s awesome caverns! There, my dear Count, is your land for
painters! Here? Lord have mercy! A child of the Muses suckled at
Soplica Manor would starve to death. Dear Count! I shall have your
sketches framed or place them in my album together with several
other drawings I have picked up along the way. By now I have quite
a collection in my escritoire.”

They began to talk of azure skies,
murmuring seas, scented breezes, and craggy peaks. Here and there,
in the manner of many a traveler, they dropped scornful remarks and
poked fun at their native land.

Yet all around them, in all its
imposing splendor, stretched Lithuania’s forest! All around them
stood the bird cherry with her festoonery of wild hop; the rowan,
fresh and mantling like a shepherdess’s cheek; the maenad hazel
with her verdant thyrsi wreathed in grape-like clusters of pearly
nuts. Beneath them grew the forest children: the guelder rose in
the clasp of an alder, the black-lipped bramble entwined around a
raspberry bush. Leafy-fingered trees and shrubs stood with nearer
hands joined, like village maids and their swains poised to tread a
measure around the married couple. And in their midst, surpassing
the forest party in comeliness and charm of hue, there stood the
wedded pair—a silver birch, the beloved, and her groom, a hornbeam.
Farther back, like elder folk silently watching the rising
generation, sat the venerable beeches and matronly poplars. Beside
them towered a great oak, hunchbacked and bearded with moss. Bent
under the weight of five long centuries, he leaned on the petrified
trunks of his sires, which reared from the forest floor like the
ruinous columns of an ancient necropolis.

Tadeusz fidgeted and squirmed, bored
to no end by this long discourse in which he had no part. When they
began to sing the praises of exotic groves and rhyme off every
species of tree—orange, cypress, olive, almond, cactus, aloe,
mahogany, sandal, lemon, ivy, walnut, and even the fig—and then
enlarge on their respective shapes, blossoms, and textures of bark,
Tadeusz did nothing but huff and puff. At last, he could contain
himself no longer. Though he was a simple youth, he knew how to
delight in natural beauty. His imagination set ablaze by the sight
of his native forest, he began to speak his mind.

“I have been to
the botanical gardens in the city of Wilno; seen those celebrated
trees that grow in the Orient or down south in that fair Italy of
yours. But pray tell me, which of them compares with our own native
trees? Surely not the aloe? Her twigs stick up like lightning
conductors! Or the dwarf-like lemon with her gilded knobs and
lacquered leaves? Lemon-trees are short and squat, like little old
ladies, rich—but ugly! Your vaunted cypress? Why, that tall, gaunt,
and emaciated tree expresses boredom rather than sorrow! People say
the cypress looks so mournful standing over a grave. I say the
thing is like a German lackey liveried in grief, whom fear of
breaching funeral etiquette prevents from stirring a limb or
nodding his head.

“Is not our
honest-hearted birch comelier? Picture her as a village woman, a
mother grieving her son, or a widow, her husband. She wrings her
hands in anguish. Her tresses, spread wildly over her shoulders,
cascade to the ground. Mute with grief she stands, and yet by her
posture how expressively she weeps! If painting is your passion,
sir, why not paint the trees whose shade you now enjoy? You will be
the laughingstock of the district if, biding in Lithuania’s fertile
plains, you paint nothing but craggy peaks and desert
wastes.”

“My friend,” replied the
Count, “natural beauty is but the form, the backdrop—the raw
material, so to speak. The soul of art is inspiration. Art ranges
on the pinions of invention. Taste must polish it; sound principles
ground it. Nature is not enough; nor are fervent spirits, for the
artist must lift himself into the realm of the Ideal! Not
everything that is beautiful lends itself to the painter’s brush.
All this you will learn in good time in the course of your reading.
As for painting, know that a picture requires a point of vantage,
grouping, arrangement, and, above all, a sky—an Italian sky! So it
is with the art of landscape. That is why Italy has always been the
birthplace of painters; which explains why, apart from Breughel—not
Van der Helle, mind, but the landscapist (there are two Breughels)
[5]—why, apart from Breughel (and Ruisdael too), we in the northern
latitudes boast of so few genre painters of the highest order.
Skies! It is skies we need!”

“Take our painter Orłowski!”
[6] broke in Telimena. “Now there was a man with Soplica taste!
(You should know that this is a disease among the Soplicas; they
have but one abiding love—their native land.) I refer to Orłowski,
the famous artist, who spent his years in Petersburg. (I keep one
or two of his sketches in my escritoire.) He lived very near to the
Emperor’s court. What a painter’s paradise! Yet, my dear Count, you
would not believe how he pined for his land! He loved nothing
better than to reminisce on his youth and sing the praises of
everything Polish: the fields, the skies, the forests.”

“And rightly so!”
rejoined Tadeusz hotly. “From what I hear, those clear blue Italian
skies of yours are like water frozen over! Are not gales and
inclement weather a hundred times lovelier? Here you have only to
look up. No end to the sights! Consider the pictures and scenes
unfolding from the play of clouds alone. Each has a different
shape. Take the autumn cloud. Like a lazy tortoise, she ambles
along, great with showers. Long streamers fall to the ground like
unbraided tresses: the rain streaming down! And take the hail
cloud. Dark-blue and round, with a yellow core, it flies on the
wind like a ball, and all around you hear the thunderous clatter.
Take even our everyday white clouds like those up yonder. See how
changeable they are! Like a flock of wild geese or swans they scud
along. Swooping down from behind, the falcon-wind bunches them up;
they mass together, swell, thicken, and lo! they grow curving necks
and manes, put out rows of legs, and fly across the heavens like a
herd of steppeland ponies—all silvery-white. Yet another change!
Now masts erupt from their necks, the manes belly forth into broad
sails, and the herd of ponies transforms into a proud schooner.
Serene and leisurely, she glides over the azure face of
heaven.”

Telimena and the Count gazed up at
the cloud. Tadeusz was pointing to it with his right hand; but even
as he did so, he was gently squeezing Telimena’s with his left.
Several minutes of quiet contemplation elapsed. The Count spread a
sheet of paper over his hat and reached for his pencil. Just then,
the mournful sound of the manor bell burst upon their ears; and
instantly the silent forest broke out into a tumult of shouts and
halloos.

“So, with the
tolling of the bell,” lamented the Count, shaking his head, “does
Destiny bring all the things of this world to a term. The
reckonings of great minds, the inventions of ranging fancy, the
tender amusements, the delights of friendship, the outpourings of
gentle hearts! The gunmetal barks from afar, and all is thrown into
confusion, chaos, and turmoil, and then fades away.”

And gazing tenderly at Telimena he
asked, “What remains?”

“Memories!” was
her reply; and to sweeten his sadness, she handed him a freshly
picked forget-me-not. The Count raised the flower to his lips, then
pinned it to his bosom. Meanwhile, on the opposite side, Tadeusz
was engaged in parting the leaves of a shrub. A white object—a
lily-white hand—had thrust its way through the leafage. He seized
it up and kissed it. Like a bee in a lily cup, his mouth sank into
the hollow of the hand. A cold object touched his lips. It was a
key and a scrap of white paper: a little note twisted into a cone.
He snatched up the objects and put them in his pocket. He had no
idea what the key signified, but the little card would doubtless
shed light on it.

The bell continued
to clank. A thousand shouts and cries answered like echoes from
deep within the silent wood. It was the sound of people seeking one
another out, hailing and hallooing, a signal that the day’s
mushrooming had come to an end. Yet these echoes were anything but
sad or mournful as it seemed to the Count; indeed, they had a
prandial tone. Every day at noon, from under the manor gable, the
bell rang out, summoning the guests and the servants to luncheon.
Many of the older domains observed this custom, and Soplica Manor
held fast to it. And so the party of mushroomers emerged from the
grove. All carried chip or wicker baskets tied down at each corner
with a handkerchief. The baskets brimmed with wild mushrooms. Each
young lady held a magnificent bolete resembling a folded fan
in one hand and a bundle of honey fungi [7] and
russulas of various hues—all tied together like a nosegay of
wildflowers—in the other. The Chief Steward held his
fly agaric. Telimena walked
empty-handed. The two youths brought up the rear.

The guests entered in orderly
fashion and formed a circle around the table. The Chamberlain took
the seat of honor. (It was the privilege of his post and senior
years.) He bowed to the ladies, elders, and youth. At his elbow
stood the Bernardine and the Judge respectively. The monk recited a
brief benison in the Latin tongue; the men took vodka, and all sat
down and fell to, dispatching the chilled beet leaf soup in
silence.

The noonday meal proceeded more
quietly than usual. Despite the entreaties of the host, no one was
in the mood to talk. The two sides embroiled in the great dispute
over the greyhounds thought only of tomorrow’s contest and wager.
(Great thoughts have a way of compelling lips to silence.) Telimena
chatted constantly with Tadeusz, while not failing to lavish
attention on the Count as well; even the Assessor was vouchsafed an
occasional glance. So the fowler keeps his eye on both snares: one
springe for the sparrow, the other for the goldfinch.

Both Tadeusz and the Count felt very
pleased with themselves. Both were happy, both brimmed with hope,
and so neither of them felt an inclination to talk. The Count eyed
his forget-me-not proudly. Tadeusz glanced furtively into his
pocket to ensure the key had not slipped away. He even took it into
his hand and fingered the note; as yet he had not had time to read
it. Meanwhile, the Judge waited attentively on the Chamberlain.
From time to time he squeezed his lordship’s knee and topped up his
glass with champagne or Hungarian wine. Yet even he lacked zest for
talk; clearly, he was burdened by private cares of his own. The
plates and dishes came and went in silence.

Suddenly an unexpected guest broke
the tedious flow of the meal. It was the forest ranger. Heedless of
his intrusion on the lunch hour, he walked hurriedly up to the
Judge. From his bearing and expression, you could tell he carried
tidings of great and unusual import. All eyes turned on him.

“A bear, your
lordship!” he gasped out, after catching his breath.

The rest they could surmise for
themselves. Everyone understood that the bear had forsaken the
heart of the old forest; that he was striking out for the woods
across the Niemen; that they must hunt him down without a moment’s
delay. Instinctively they knew this: neither council nor reflection
was needed. A single thought informed the brisk gestures, the
torrent of clipped words, and the welter of orders, which issued
simultaneously from as many pairs of lips; every directive tended
to a single purpose.

“To the village!”
cried the Judge. “Ho there! To horse! Summon the foreman! Have a
troop of beaters ready at daybreak. Volunteers, mind! Whoever shows
up with a spear is dispensed from two days’ road-work and five of
corvée labor!”

“Bustle about!”
barked the Chamberlain. “Saddle my grey, ride post-haste to the
house and fetch my two bulldogs [8]; aye, the pair the whole
neighborhood talks about. The male answers to the name Chief
Constable, the bitch, Procuratrix [9]. Muzzle their snouts, throw
them in a sack, and bring them here on the double! On horseback, so
as not to waste time!”

“Vanka!” cried the
Assessor to his servant boy in Ruthenian. “Run my Sanguszko hunting
knife over the whetting stone. You know, the one I received as a
gift from the Prince. Then fill my cartridge belt; and see to it
that every round is armed!”

“Guns!” they cried
one and all. “Have the guns ready!”

“Lead! Bring me
lead!” the Assessor kept yelling, “I keep a bullet mold in my
bag.”

“Inform the
priest,” added the Judge, “that holy mass will be said in the
forest chapel at daybreak tomorrow—for the success of the hunt.
Aye, Saint Hubert’s Mass, the one with the short
office.”

These orders issued, the guests
relapsed into silence. They assumed a thoughtful air and began to
turn their heads, as if looking for someone among them. Slowly
everyone’s gaze converged on the sober face of the Steward.
Clearly, they were seeking out a leader; and the honor of bearing
the master huntsman’s mace had fallen to the Chief Steward.
Acknowledging the will of his comrades, he rose to his feet. With a
solemn blow he struck the table and, reaching deep into his bosom,
drew out by its gold chain a pocket-watch the size of a large
pear.

“Tomorrow, at half
past four,” he said in a grave tone, “our hunters and beaters shall
rendezvous at the forest chapel.”

With that the Steward hurried away
from the table; the ranger followed close on his heels. They had
business at hand: a hunt to lay plans for and organize. Even so the
General informs his troops that battle will be joined at first
light. In the camp the soldiers clean their arms, chew on their
rations, or, putting their cares aside, sleep on their saddles and
greatcoats, while the officers plot strategy in the silence of the
tent.

No more thought of lunch. The rest
of the day was spent in shoeing horses, feeding the hounds,
collecting and cleaning firearms. Scarcely anyone bothered to
attend the evening meal. Even Scut’s and Peregrine’s backers ceased
to occupy themselves with the great feud; the Notary and the
Assessor were now arm in arm, busy hunting for lead.

Worn out by the day’s events, the
rest of the company turned in early, so as to be up at the peep of
dawn the following day.

 


BOOK FOUR. DIPLOMACY & THE
HUNT

Argument: An
apparition in curl papers wakes Tadeusz. A mistake discovered too
late. The tavern. The emissary. The deft use of a snuffbox steers a
discussion back on the right course. The Lairs. The bear. Tadeusz
and the Count in peril. Three gunshots. Sagalas vs. Sanguszko. The
dispute decided in favor of a Horeszko single barrel. Hunter’s
stew. The Steward’s tale of the duel between Dowejko & Domejko
interrupted by a hare chase. Dowejko & Domejko
concluded.

 


You trees! Coevals of
Lithuania’s Grand Dukes! Trees of Białowieża, Świteź, Ponary, and
Kuszelewo![1] Your shade once fell on the crowned heads of dread
Witenes, mighty Mindowe, and Giedymin [2], when, sprawled on a
bearskin by a hunter’s fire in the Ponary Hills, he listened to his
sage Lizdejko [3] sing. There, gazing down on Wilia’s restful
stream, lulled to sleep by Wilenka’s [4] brawling tones, he dreamed
of an iron wolf; then roused to the task at the clear behest of the
gods, he founded Wilno, the city that broods in the forest like a
wolf among the bison, the bear, and the boar. Even as the she-wolf
gave rise to the Roman race, so the city of Wilno begat Kiejstut,
and Olgierd, and the entire Olgierd clan: intrepid knights and
hunters all; equally unswerving in the charge and the chase. And so
the key to Lithuania’s future lay in a hunter’s dream. Always would
she stand in need of her reserves of iron and wood.

You forests! The very last of them
used to hunt your game. The last of our princes to wear Witold’s
kalpak [5]. Last lineal representative of Jagiełło’s dynasty of
blithe warriors. Our last monarch of the chase!

My native trees! If heaven
allows me to see you again, shall I find you alive, old friends? Do
you stand even now? Did I not crawl on my knees as a babe at your
feet? Does mighty Baublis [6] live? Hollowed out by the ages, its
massive trunk could comfortably house a dozen dinner guests around
a table. Does Mendog’s [7] grove still blossom by the parish
church? And, yonder in the Ukrainian borderlands, does the old
linden still stand before the Holovynsky house on the banks of the
Ros? A hundred swains and maids used to dance with ease beneath her
spreading shade.

Our monuments! How many of you fall
each year under the wood merchant’s blade? How many does Muscovy’s
axe devour! Scarcely a haunt remains: either for the songbird or
for the bard who, like the birds, holds your bowers dear. Did not
Czarnolas’s linden [8] hang upon Jan’s every word? Did she not
prompt him with rhymes by the score? And that prattling oak! No end
to the marvels he croons in our Cossack minstrel’s ear! [9]

And do I not also bear you a great
debt, my native trees? What thoughts did I not pursue in your still
precincts when as a trifling sportsman I fled my comrades’ taunts
over a quarry missed! Deep in the old forest, I would sit me down
on a hummock and put the hunt behind me. Here, streaked with the
crimson pulp of trampled bilberries, glinted the silver-bearded
moss. Yonder blushed the heather-clad hills—festooned with chaplets
of cowberry. Darkness embowered me. A heavy sky of green leafy
boughs overhung my head; and high above that motionless vault, the
wind moaned, whistled, wailed, and boomed. A strange, heady din!
You fancied a tumultuous sea hung suspended there.

Below sprawls a city’s wreckage.
Uprooted oaks rear up like massive piles of building. Against them
totter ruinous columns and remnants of walls. Branchy timbers and
half-rotted beams lie scattered about in heaps; tall grasses hedge
them in. No peering beyond! There lurk the lords of the waste: the
wild boar, the bear, the wolf. Half-gnawed bones of unwary guests
bestrew the entranceway. Occasionally, a pair of spreading antlers
springs like a geyser out of the grass. The stag streaks away: a
tawny smudge glimpsed among the trees like a fugitive sunbeam
filtering through the canopy.

Stillness reigns over the forest. A
woodpecker taps lightly at a spruce, then flits off, only to resume
his tapping somewhere else unseen. Like a child playing at
hide-and-seek, he beckons to be found. On a branch nearby, a
squirrel gnaws at a nut. Her brush overhangs her brow like a
dragoon’s helmet plume. Despite the encumbrance, her eyes never
rest. Spying a guest, she flies away. Swift as lightning, our
dancer of the woods leaps from tree to tree, to slip at last into a
hidden cleft—like a wood dryad returning to her native tree.

Silence. A rowan-tree stirs, parts
her clustering branches, and a face ruddier than a woodland berry
emerges: a village lass out foraging in the forest for fruit and
nuts. Slung upon her arm is a rude basket made of bark. To the
youth strolling at her side, she proffers fresh-picked cowberries
as red as her lips. He draws down a hazel branch, she grasps at the
flashing filberts.

The sounds of horn and hound break
the silence. A hunt draws near. Filled with terror, the pair fly
into the leafy thicket and melt from sight like woodland
deities.

Soplica Manor was all astir. Yet for
all the yelling of the hounds, the neighing of the horses, the
creaking of the carts, and the calls of the hunting horn, Tadeusz
slumbered on. Sound as a marmot he slept, still in his clothes, for
he had been too tired to undress upon tumbling into bed that night.
None of the youths thought to look for him in the house. Each was
busy about his affairs, anxious to be at his post; their sleeping
companion passed entirely unnoticed.

On he snored. Through a heart-shaped
opening in the shutter, a fiery shaft of sunlight shot into the
room and fell full on the sleeping lad’s face. He would have dozed
on, but just as he was turning away from the glare, an urgent
tapping sound awoke him. Blithe awakening! He felt fresh as a
morning bird; his breast heaved softly. He smiled to himself; and
as he recalled the events of the evening past, the blush mounted in
his cheeks, and he sighed, and his heart began to race.

He looked up. Heavens! Framed in the
sunlit heart right above him there danced a pair of beaming eyes.
The pupils were wide-open, as you would expect of eyes peering into
the shadows from the broad daylight. A little hand, held slant-wise
like a fan, screened them from the glare; the light shone through
the delicate fingers, infusing them with a rubiate hue. He saw a
pair of curious lips, slightly parted, little teeth like pearls
gleaming in the coral, and cheeks, which, though shaded by the
glowing hand, mantled like a rose.

Lying on his back in the darkness
under the window, Tadeusz gazed in wonder at the apparition
standing almost on a level with his face. As he stared, he was at
pains to decide if he were dreaming or simply imagining one of
those radiant little faces that haunt the dreams of our innocent
youth.

The face peered down at him.
Trembling with awe and delight, he gazed hard upon it, and only
then—to his indescribable chagrin—recognized the short pale-gold
tresses wrapped in snow-white curl papers, the same silver pod-like
objects he had seen shimmering in the sunlight like a saintly
glory.

He sat up with a start; the spirit
vanished. After waiting in vain for it to reappear, he heard three
more taps and an urgent voice, saying, “Sir, it is time to get up
for the hunt! You have overslept yourself!”

Tadeusz sprang to his feet and flung
back the shutters with a resounding crash. Landing on the ground
outside, he looked about in surprise and bewilderment. Not a soul
in sight. Hard by the window ran a fence festooned with flowers and
leafy hop. The leaves still trembled; clearly, someone’s hand or a
breath of wind had only just brushed over them. He stared at the
leafage but refrained from venturing into the garden beds; instead,
he leaned against the fence and looked upward. Loath to break his
train of thought with a hasty utterance, he pressed a finger to his
lips and bound himself to silence. Several times he struck his
brow, as if stirring memories that had long been dormant there.
Then, after gnawing his fingernail until it bled, he cried out with
all his might, “Serve a man right! Serve him right!”

Alive with shouts just moments ago,
the courtyard stood as hushed as a churchyard. The entire hunt had
ridden out. Cupping his hand to his ear, Tadeusz turned to the
forest and strained to listen. The faint sound of bugle calls and
the halloos of the hunters came floating toward him on the wind.
Finding his horse saddled and bridled in the stable, he seized his
flintlock and, vaulting into the saddle, sped off like a madman
toward the two taverns by the chapel where the hunters had agreed
to rendezvous at dawn.

The two inns leaned inward from
either side of the highway. Their windows glared at one another
like sworn enemies. The older establishment had belonged to the
castle owner. The newer one, built as an act of spite against the
castle, belonged to the Judge. Gerwazy lorded it over the one,
Protazy presided over the other.

While there was nothing striking
about the new inn, the old one was built according to a design
originally conceived by the ancient craftsmen of Tyre, but then
spread far and wide by the Jews. The architecture is foreign to our
builders, for it is from the Jews that we inherit it.

The front
resembled a ship, the rear, a four-faceted temple. The front was a
veritable Noah’s ark. (Today it would go by the common name of
“stabling.”) All manner of livestock, horses, cows, oxen, and
bearded goats stood stalled within. Birds and reptiles (at least a
pair of each) and swarms of insects thronged the rafters. The rear
of the building resembled a marvelous temple, recalling that great
edifice of Solomon’s, which Hiram’s builders, skilled in the
joiner’s craft, first erected on Mount Sion. The Jews still model
their synagogues on the same design. The same concept informs their
stables and inns. The roof, made of straw and roughly fashioned
boards, curved upward into a peak like a Jew’s tattered cap. From
under the gables there jutted a gallery supported by wooden
columns: architectural wonders in their solidity, for they were
rotted half-through and mounted atilt like the Tower of Pisa
(unlike Grecian columns they had neither plinth nor capital).
Spanning the tops of the pillars were semicircular arches. These
too were of wood construction and in the Gothic style. The facade
of each arch was garnished with curious motifs, not traced, as with
a chisel or etching tool, but hewn out with deft strokes of the
carpenter’s hatchet—all bent and crooked like the branches of a
Sabbath candle-tree. Small button-like knobs, reminiscent of those
which the Jew suspends over his brow while praying (and which he
calls tsitsiot) [10], swung from the joints. Seen from a distance, the tottering lopsided hostelry
brought to mind a Jew nodding his head in prayer. The roof was his
fur-lined cap; the ragged thatch, his beard; the grimy
smoke-smeared walls, his black sarafan; and the sculpted facade of
the arches, his tasseled prayer shawl.

Like a Jewish synagogue, the
interior of the tavern was divided into two parts. One consisted of
a number of narrow rectangular rooms reserved for traveling
gentlemen and their ladies; the other part housed an ample hall. A
narrow wooden table with many legs ran the length of each wall;
alongside each table stood short-legged benches resembling their
sires, the tables, in every respect, only smaller.

Village-folk and members of the
local minor nobility were now seated shoulder to shoulder along
these tables; the overseer sat alone. After morning mass at the
chapel—the day being Sunday—they had dropped in at Jankiel’s for a
tipple and a share of fellowship. Each patron’s cup frothed with
hoary vodka. The hostess, bottle in hand, hovered busily over her
guests. Behind her stood the Jewish proprietor clad in a
floor-length sarafan with silver clasps. With one hand thrust under
his black silken sash and the other solemnly stroking his silver
beard, he looked about him, giving orders, greeting the newcomers,
trading banter with the seated guests, settling quarrels, yet
serving no one.

Jankiel was an old Jew respected
everywhere for his probity. In all the years he had kept the inn,
no rustic or nobleman ever lodged a complaint at the Manor; nor was
there cause, for his drinks were neat and choice. He kept a strict
account and cheated no one. By no means opposed to boisterous
spirits, he brooked no drunkenness. He was inordinately fond of
parties, threw his house open for every wedding and christening
and, on Sundays, invited over the village band with its array of
musical instruments, including a bull fiddle and a doodle sack.

Jankiel knew
music; indeed, he was famous for his musicianship. With his native
instrument, the hammer dulcimer, he made the rounds of the district
manors, impressing all with his playing skill and songs, which he
delivered in a voice that was both trained and sure. Although he
was a Jew, he spoke Polish with a clean accent. For Polish
folksongs he had a special fondness. After every trip across the
Niemen, he would bring home a great many of them: mazurkas from
Warsaw, kolomyjkas
[11] from Halicz. Rumor had it (though rumors can be false) that he
was the first to bring home and popularize that song [12] now
famous around the world—the one our legions’ bugles first pealed
forth to the Lombard on the Ausonian fields. The art of singing
pays well in Lithuania. Music wins everyone’s favor; fame and
wealth accrue from it. Jankiel made a fortune. Eventually, having
had his fill of fame and profit, he hung up his sweet-stringed
dulcimer and, after settling into the inn with his children, turned
to ply his trade as a spirits vendor. (He also served as
under-rabbi in the neighboring town.) Everywhere they received him
as a welcome guest and trusted adviser, for he knew the wherries
and the grain trade (indispensable pieces of knowledge in the
country); in short, people esteemed Jankiel as an honorable Pole
[13].

It was Jankiel who put an end to the
frequent bloody shindies that raged between the two taverns; he
leased the pair of them. Respected alike by the old Horeszko
partisans and the Judge’s men, he alone was able to keep the grim
Warden and the testy Sergeant-at-Arms in check. In Jankiel’s
presence, both men bridled their grudges. Grim Gerwazy curbed his
sword-arm; Protazy, his tongue.

Today Gerwazy was absent. He had
left with the hunting party, for he would not think of allowing the
raw, inexperienced Count to venture alone on so great and perilous
an expedition. And so he went with him as his escort and
adviser.

Father Robak sat in Gerwazy’s place
between two benches in the corner farthest from the door where
those of the Orthodox faith hang their holy icons [14]. Jankiel had
seated him there himself; clearly, he held the Bernardine in the
highest regard, for whenever he saw Robak’s mead-pot run low, he
would promptly recharge it himself. It seems they had befriended
each other during their youth, while traveling abroad. Robak often
visited the inn under the cover of night to confer with the Jew on
various important matters. People said the priest trafficked in
contraband, but this warranted no credence.

Robak sat hunched over the table,
holding forth quietly. All around him, listening intently, stood
the nobility, noses bent over the Bernrdine’s snuffbox. Helping
themselves to a pinch, our minor squirearchy sneezed like a battery
of mortars.

“Reverendissime!” snorted
Skołuba. “Now there’s snuff that goes straight to your head! Never
in my born days has this beezer of mine sniffed the like!” (He
stroked his long nose and sneezed again.) “Genuine Bernardine! From
Kowno [15] no doubt, a city famous for her snuff and mead! I was
there once. When was it now—?”
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