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Moscow
CHAPTER THE FIRST
A few years ago there arrived in St. Petersburg a little old lady, a landowner, who, to use her own words, had a most "disgraceful case." The fact of the matter was that she, out of her kindness of heart and her great simplicity, merely because she was sorry for him, had got a smart young society man out of trouble by mortgaging the house which constituted the entire fortune of the old lady herself, her crippled, bed-ridden daughter and her granddaughter. The house had been mortgaged for fifteen thousand, all of which the young man had taken, promising to return it in the shortest possible time.
The kindly old lady had believed him and, indeed, there was no reason not to, since her debtor belonged to one of the best families, had a brilliant career ahead of him and was in receipt of a good salary as well as a substantial income from his estate. The financial difficulties from which the old lady had extricated him were the result of some momentary infatuation or carelessness at cards in his aristocratic club and would, of course, easily be set right "once he arrived in St. Petersburg."
At one time the old lady had known that gentleman's mother and had helped him for the sake of the old friendship; he left for St. Petersburg in good order and then, needless to say, began that game of cat and mouse that is all too common in such cases. Settling day came and went, the old lady sent letters to remind him of her existence—at first gentle reminders, then a little harder and, at last, abusive, with hints at dishonesty—but the debtor knew his business; not one of her letters did he answer. But time was passing, the mortgage would soon lapse and the poor woman, who had hoped to live out her life in her own house, suddenly saw the awful prospect of cold and hunger unfolding before her, her crippled daughter and baby grandchild.
In despair the old lady scraped some money together, entrusted the invalid and the child to a kindly neighbour and hurried off to St. Petersburg to get justice.
CHAPTER THE SECOND

At first her efforts met with some success: the lawyer whom she saw was kindly and sympathetic, the court settled the matter quickly and in her favour, but when it came to the execution of the court order she came up against a snag, and such a snag that she was at her wits' end to know what to do. It wasn't that the police or any of the court bailiffs were well disposed towards the debtor, they had long since had enough of him, were terribly sorry for the old lady and would gladly have helped her but . . . they dared not. He was related by blood or through marriage to somebody in so high a position that he could not be called to account like other delinquents.
I do not know anything about his connections and I do not think it matters. Whatever they may have been, fate dealt kindly with him.
Nor can I tell you exactly what should have been done with him; the only thing I know is that the debtor had to be served with a writ and a receipt obtained from him—something that nobody, no official and no office, could achieve. Whoever the old lady turned to, gave her the same advice.
"Why do you want to go to all that trouble, madame? Better give it up! What can we do when he never pays anybody? If it is any consolation to you I can tell you that you are not the first and will not be the last."
"What consolation is it to me, gentlemen, that I am not the only sufferer? I'd much prefer that things were better for me and for the others."

"Well," they would answer, "you must get rid of the idea of things being all right for everybody—that's an idea the specialists* invented, but it's impossible."
But she, in her simplicity, still persisted.
"Why is it impossible? His fortune comes to much more than he owes me and all the others. Let him pay his debts and he'll still have plenty left."
"Oh, madame, a man who has a lot never has enough but the main thing is that he isn't used to paying and if you bother him too much he may make trouble for you."
"What sort of trouble?"
"All right, madame, don't ask so many questions: you had better take a quiet walk along Nevsky Prospect or you'll find yourself leaving town very suddenly."
"You'll excuse me," said the old lady, "but I don't believe you: he's squandered his money but still he's a good man."
"Oh, yes," they answered her, "of course 'he's a fine gentleman, only he's a bad payer; and when a man is that he's capable of doing everything that's bad."
"Then take measures against him."
"And there," they replied, "is where we come to a stop. We can't 'take measures' against everybody. What did you want to get mixed up with such a man for?"
"What difference does it make?"
At that point the man to whom she was applying would turn away or would suggest that she complain to higher authority.
CHAPTER THE THIRD

And so she went to higher authorities. They were harder to get to, talked less and their conversation was still more abstract.
"Where is he?" they would ask. "We have reports saying that he is not here."
[* Distorted—socialists.—Tr.]

"О Lord," the old lady would weep, "I see him every day in the street—he lives in his own house."
"It isn't his house. He has no house of his own, it's his wife's house."
"But that's the same thing—husband and wife are one."
"That's what you think, but the law thinks differently. His wife has also lodged complaints against him at court and so he never goes to her either. . . . To the devil with him, we are all fed up with him—and why did you lend him money? Whenever he is in St. Petersburg he registers in furnished apartments, but doesn't live there. If you think that we are defending him or that we are sorry for him you are very much mistaken; find him, catch him, that's your business, then the writ will be served on him."
No matter how high the old lady went with her complaints she got nothing more consoling than that, and, being suspicious in her provincial way, began to suggest that it was all because "hands need palm oil."
"Don't believe me if you don't want to," she said, "but I can see that the cart won't move unless you grease the wheels."
So she went forth to grease the cart-wheels and came back still more disappointed. She said that she had begun with a whole thousand, that is, she had promised a thousand from the money when recovered, but nobody would listen to her and when she very reasonably began to raise her price and went as high as three thousand, she was even requested to leave the premises.
"They won't take three thousand just to serve a paper!" she said. "Now what do you think of that?! Things were better in the old days."
"But you," I reminded her, "seem to have forgotten just how well things used to go in the old days: he was right who could pay most."
"In that," she replied, "you are absolutely right, only amongst the civil servants in those days there were some as smart as they make 'em. You could ask one of them, 'Can you do this?' and he would answer, 'In Russia nothing is impossible,' and there and then would fish out some plan and get on with it. Why even now one of them has come to light and keeps pestering me only I don't know whether to trust him or not. I see him every day at lunch in Vasily's Bunshop in Mariinsky Passage, because I'm economizing now and tremble over every kopek I spend—I haven't had a hot meal for a long time. I'm saving everything for my case, and he, too, I suppose, goes there because he's poor or drinks. . . but he says with conviction, 'Give me five hundred rubles and I'll serve the writ!' Now what do you think of that?"
"I assure you, my dear," I told her, "that I greatly sympathize with you in your trouble but I cannot manage my own affairs let alone advise you what to do. You should at least ask somebody about him: who is he and who can recommend him?"
"I did ask the bunshop man, but he doesn't know anything. 'I suppose' he said, 'he's a merchant whose business has gone wrong or somebody with a title who has come down in the world.' "
"Well, then, ask him straight out."
"I did ask him who he is and what his rank is. 'In society,' he said, 'such questions are superfluous and are frowned upon; you may call me Ivan Ivanovich and I have all the fourteen ranks* so that I can use whichever I think fit.' "
"So there you are, you see he's a dubious sort of person altogether."

[* In pre-revolutionary Russia civil servants were divided into fourteen classes, the fourteenth being the lowest.]

"Yes, dubious is right. . . . I know what all the fourteen ranks means, I was married to a civil servant myself. It means he's a clerk of the fourteenth class and as far as recommendations are concerned he says, 'I disdain them and have the ideas of a genius in my head and I know worthy people who are prepared to put any of my plans into operation for three hundred rubles.'"
" 'But why, sir,' I asked, 'do you stipulate three hundred?' "
" 'Because that is the rule we have and we never break it and never take more.' "
" 'I don't understand a thing, sir.' "
" 'You don't have to. Nowadays other people take thousands where we take hundreds. I want two hundred for the idea and the guidance and three hundred must go to the hero who does the job in consideration of the fact that he will spend three months in prison at a hundred rubles a month—and that will be all. Anybody who needs our help must believe me, because I only undertake impossible jobs. I can't do anything for people who have no faith,' but as far as I'm concerned," added the old lady, "you can just imagine how I'm tempted: somehow I believe him. . . ."
"I really can't understand," I said, "why you should believe him."
"Just imagine, I have a sort of intuition, I have dreams and everything tells me strongly that I ought to trust him."
"Couldn't you wait a little longer?"
"I'll wait as long as I can."
Soon, however, the time came when she could wait no longer.
CHAPTER THE FOURTH

The old lady came to see me in a state of the most touching and acute anxiety: firstly, it would soon be Christmas; secondly, she had received a letter from home telling her that the mortgage would be foreclosed in a few days and thirdly, she had met her debtor arm in arm with a lady, had run after him and, seizing him by the sleeve, called to passers-by to help, shouting through her tears, "My God! He owes me money!"
The only result of this action, however, was that she was led away from her debtor and summoned to court for disturbing the peace in a public thoroughfare. But still more disturbing than all these three circumstances was a fourth—the old lady's debtor had been granted leave of absence abroad and no later than the next day was leaving for a foreign country with the elegant lady of his heart, and there he would probably remain for a year or two, or perhaps would never come back at all ''because she is very rich."
There could be no doubt at all that everything was exactly as the old lady said. She had learned to keep track of every movement made by her elusive debtor and knew all his secrets from servants in her pay.
The next day, therefore, would see the end of that long and tormenting comedy: next day he would slip away for a long time, perhaps for ever, since his companion would certainly not consent to compromise herself for a fleeting moment.
The old lady had discussed this in all its details with the gentleman of fourteen ranks who there and then, while at his evening meal in the bunshop in Mariinsky Passage, gave her the answer-
"Yes, time is short, but it can still be managed: slap five hundred rubles on the table and tomorrow the weight will be lifted from your heart: if you don't trust me you may consider your fifteen thousand lost."
"And I, my friend," the old lady told me, "have already decided to trust him. . . . What else can I do? Nobody else will undertake the job but he does, and says confidently, "I’ll serve the writ." Don't look at me like that, please, I'm not the least bit mad. I don't know why but I've got a sort of mysterious faith in him because of my intuition, and I see such dreams that I decided immediately and took him away with me."
"Where to?"
"Well, you see, we only meet in the bunshop once a day, at dinner time. That will be too late, so I'm taking him home with me and won't let him go until tomorrow. At my age, of course, nobody will think anything wrong of it, and I have to look after him because I have to give him the whole five hundred rubles now, and without a receipt."
"And you're not afraid?"
"Of course, not. What else can I do? I've already given him a hundred in advance and he's waiting for me, drinking tea in a teashop, and I've got a request to make to you: I have another two hundred and fifty rubles but I'm a hundred and fifty short. Be kind enough to lend me that amount, I'll return it all right. Even if they sell the house there will be a hundred and fifty left over."
I knew her for a woman of the greatest integrity. I was touched by her great sorrow, and thought—what does it matter whether she returns it or not—God bless her, a hundred and fifty rubles would not make me the richer or the poorer and she would not be tormented by the thought that she had not tried all possible means to serve the writ that would save her house.
She took the money she wanted and sailed to the teashop to meet her desperate agent. With great curiosity I awaited her coming next morning to learn what new artifices the St. Petersburg confidence men had devised.
What I did learn, however, exceeded all my expectations: the genius of the Passage did not betray either the trust or the intuition of the kindly old lady.
CHAPTER THE FIFTH

On the third day of the Christmas holidays she came hurrying to see me, dressed for the road and with her travelling bag, and the first thing she did was lay the hundred and fifty rubles she had borrowed from me on the table and then show me a bank draft for fifteen thousand odd rubles.
"I can't believe my eyes, what does this mean?"
"Nothing, except that I got my money back with interest."
"But how? Do you mean to say your Ivan Ivanich of the fourteen classes did the trick?"
"He did. Incidentally, there was another, the one he paid the three hundred rubles to, because it couldn't have been done without his help."
"And who's this other agent? Tell me all about it, how did they manage it?"
"They helped me quite honestly. As soon as I got to the teashop and gave Ivan Ivanich the money he counted it, put it in his pocket and said, 'Now, madame, we can go. I,' he said, 'am a genius of the mind, but I need somebody to carry out my plan because I am the mysterious stranger who cannot perform legal acts in his own name. 'We went around many low-down places and bath-houses—we were looking for some Serbian Fighter,* but, for a long time, could not find him. At last we found him. That Fighter came out of some sort of a hole, he was in a tattered Serbian army uniform and had a tobacco pipe made of twisted newspaper between his teeth. 'I can do anything that anybody wants done,' he said, 'but first I must have a drink.'
[* In 1876 the Balkan Slavs fought a war of liberation against the Turks. A large number of Russians went to Serbia to fight as volunteers. On returning home some of them found themselves unemployed and destitute.]

We sat down, all three of us, in a tavern and began to argue over the terms: the Serbian Fighter demanded 'one hundred rubles a month for three months.' We agreed to this. I could not understand what was going on but saw Ivan Ivanich give him money so, apparently, he trusted him which made me feel easier. Then I took Ivan Ivanich with me to stay in my apartment and the Serbian Fighter went to spend the night in a bathhouse on the condition that he came to us next morning. In the morning he came and said, 'I'm ready.' Ivan Ivanich whispered to me, 'Send for some vodka for him, he needs courage. I won't let him drink a lot but he needs a little to buck him up—the most important thing before us is his performance.' "
The Serbian Fighter drank up his vodka and they went to the station from which the debtor and his lady were to leave by train. The old lady could not make out what was happening, what exactly they had in mind and how they would carry out their plan, but the Serbian Fighter calmed her and said, "Everything will be fair and aboveboard." People began to arrive at the station, amongst them the debtor and his lady; a servant bought tickets for them and he sat there with the lady, drinking tea and glancing round the station with a worried look in his face. The old lady hid behind Ivan Ivanich, pointed to the debtor and said, "That's him."
The Serbian Fighter saw him, said, "Good," immediately got up and walked past the young dandy, then passed him a second time and on the third occasion stopped right in front of him and said:
"What are you staring at me for?"
The other answered:
"I'm not looking at you at all, I'm drinking tea."
"Aha!" said the Fighter. "You're not looking at me, you're drinking tea? Then I'll make you look, and here's lemon for your tea, and sugar, and a piece of chocolate!. . ." And with that he struck him three times across the face—slap—slap—slap!
The lady ran off and the gentleman wanted to run after her, and said he would not lodge a complaint, but the police came up and stopped him. "You can't let it go, it was in a public place," said the policeman and thereupon arrested the Serbian Fighter and the man he had struck. The latter was in a terrible dilemma, he did not know whether to run after his lady or answer the police summons. In the meantime the policeman had made out a report and the train was leaving. . . . The lady had gone and he was left . . . and no sooner did he give his name and rank than the policeman said, "And, by the way, I have a writ in my bag to serve on you." There was nothing the debtor could do, he accepted the writ in the presence of witnesses and, in order to avoid giving an undertaking not to leave the city, immediately gave the old lady a bank draft for the full amount of the debt with interest.
In this way insurmountable difficulties were overcome, justice triumphed, peace was restored to a poor but honest home, and Christmas became a bright and merry feast.
The man who found a way to arrange such a difficult matter had every right to consider himself a genius.
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