THE
INSCRIBED COPY
OF THE
KREUTZER SONATA

aspar Bashmanian, who
understood the enormity
and majesty of the hu-
man experience, who
loved children (the hu-
man race of tomorrow,
he called them), suddenly
became engaged to a girl
of seventeen who lived
on a muscat vineyard in
Reedley with her father
and mother, the Apkar Apkarians. These good
people threw a great party in honor of the groom-
to-be, Gaspar the gentleman, Gaspar the reader of
Tolstoy, Gaspar the twenty-seven-year-old philoso-
pher and personal friend of trees.

And everybody was invited.

By horse and buggy, by Ford and Chevrolet, by
Dodge and Dort, and by Moon and Kissel Kar,
the relatives of both sides began to arrive at the
vineyard in Reedley, and I myself, twelve years
old, riding with Gaspar in his Overland, arrived
there too, just at dusk, at that most somber mo-
ment of the day.

And the first thing I heard was the laughter of an
unseen girl, a laughter that made me believe every-
thing was worthwhile. Gaspar sat behind the wheel
of his open car and listened. The laughter came
again, and all I knew was, I loved her, whoever she
was, but Gaspar said, “Who is that laughing?”

“Some girl at the party,” I said.

“That kind of laughter is no good.”

“It sounds good.”

“It is the laughter of the animal.”

We heard the laughter again, and then from
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around the neat white farmhouse, where the lilac
and rose trees stood together like ladies and gen-
tlemen, came running a dark girl dressed all in
white, still laughing, herself prettier than her
laughter. Chasing the girl were three more girls of
her own age, or perhaps a little older, in dresses of
green, blue, and red, who were making the sign
shame, shame, at her, scraping one forefinger upon
the other.

“My God,” Gaspar said, and I thought he
meant how beautiful, how charming, but he went
on to say, “how vulgar.”

“Who is that girl in the white dress?” I asked
God, or anybody.

“I don’t know,” Gaspar said, “but God help the
man who marries her.”

Around the house they disappeared, and out of
the house came Apkar Apkarian himself, straight
to the car, straight to my uncle Gaspar. “Come,
my son, come into the house,” he said. “What took
you so long?”

“‘Slowly to the wedding, slowly to the grave,’”
Gaspar said.

“The old sayings are wise sayings,” Apkar said,
“but there may be sayings we have never heard
and shall never hear that may be even wiser.
‘Swiftly to the wedding, swiftly away from the
killer.” ”

“Swiftly away from what killer?” Gaspar said.

“Loneliness, my boy,” Apkar said. “It is better
to be in a lifelong fight with somebody one can
see—one’s wife, one’s children—than to live in the
empty peace of the killer who can never be seen.
Come along, I'll have her mother bring her to
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you.



The parlor was a shambles of loud people drink-
ing, singing, talking, and dancing, and after the
cheers and the jeers—“Ah, why should you be so
lucky, and I so unlucky?”—the girl’s father took
Gaspar to a far room, followed by her mother,
several very old men and women, and four or five
boys and girls. In the room was a very large bed,
and the father said, “Everybody, sit down, please.
And you, woman, go fetch your daughter and
present her to Gaspar Bashmanian, her husband-
to-be.”

couldn’t wait to see who
it was that Gaspar was
going to marry, and
when I saw that it was
the laughing girl in the
g7 white dress, I felt “What
| 2 lucky dog you are,” but
at the same time I felt
“Oh, no, let this one be
for me.”

As for Gaspar, he tried
very hard to conceal his disappointment, and
failed. To him, this was the animal girl, and there
she stood before him, all composed, deadly serious,
and just a little scared, just a little worried about
how to be, because he was a handsome man, per-
haps the handsomest she had ever seen, and ap-
propriately severe and demanding. Therefore, she
didn’t want to make any mistakes that might impel
him to notice who and what she really was; but
that was precisely what he was noticing—the
healthy, bathed, dressed-up daughter of a vine-
yardist and his illiterate but very wise wife. Should
she hold out her hand, small and white and for
two weeks rubbed day and night with lotions, or
should she bow, or should she smile, or should she
just stand there like an exposed fraud and wait?

At last she put out her hand, but when Gaspar
didn’t go for it instantly, she drew it back, blush-
ing, and then he put out his hand, but now she
was bowing, and her hands were clasped behind
her back, so that Gaspar had to reach all the way
around her to meet her hand on its way back, but
as it wasn’t on its way back, he withdrew his hand,
whereupon the girl straightened up from the bow,
brought her hand out again, smiled, her face as
red as the petal of a rose, but again Gaspar hesi-
tated, she drew her hand back, and then, slightly
pushed by two running small girls who were in her
family, she began to lose her balance, reached with
both arms to Gaspar for help, he embraced her,
but only in order to keep her from falling, she
wrapped her arms around him, their heads were
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almost together, Gaspar forgot his reading and
kissed her on the mouth, while the little girls cried
out and the little boys whistled, and Apkar said to
his wife, “They will have a happy marriage and
many children.”

Gaspar stopped kissing the girl, but now she
kissed him, and the girl’s mother said to her father,
“A happy marriage and many children, but per-
haps not beginning this very minute. Take the
young man to the men and let him get drunk, I
must talk to my daughter.”

At this moment a young man began to sing
“Ramona” on a phonograph record.

The mother gently tugged her daughter away
from Gaspar, who was taken away by the father
saying, “Gaspar, my boy, I have never seen a
swifter flowering of love,” to which Gaspar, now
off cue, replied, “Charmed, I'm sure.”

“How about it?” I said. Gaspar glanced at me
out of dazed eyes and very swiftly said, “You must
read Tolstoy’s The Kreutzer Sonata.”

“Ramona,” the phonograph-record singer sang,
“I hear the murmurs in the hall.”

He heard the what in the where? But it really
didn’t matter. We all knew what was going on. Ra-
mona had looked at him, and that was it, he was
there at last, and wanted to know of himself,
“What took you so long?”

“What did the singer say?” Gaspar said.

“‘Ramona,’ ” I said.

“I'm sure somebody told me,” Gaspar said to
the girl’s father, “but in the confusing events of the
last few minutes it has slipped my mind—what is
your daughter’s name?”

“Araxie. But everybody calls her Roxie. When is
the wedding to be, my boy? Next Saturday?”

“What’s he saying now—that singer?” Gaspar
said to me.

“‘Ramona, Ramona.’ What do you care what
he’s saying? What are you saying?”

But now we were back in the room where the
party was going on. Gaspar was handed a small
tumbler full of the white firewater of our people,
made by Apkar himself out of his own muscat rai-
sins, with his own still, a hundred or more gallons
a year, enough for everybody, rahkhi, unlicensed,
tax-free, one hundred proof, and other proof as
well, proof of being there, for instance, thick in the
fight, nobody will ever see youth again, except in
the faces of his own kids, “Drink, Gaspar, every-
body drink to Gaspar.” But a man of the opposi-
tion called back, “Why should we drink to him,
cleaned and pressed? We drink to our girl, Roxie
Apkarian, the dark Rose of Gultik.” Was some-
body being insulted already, long before the wed-
ding?

“%e careful, please,” somebody unseen on our side
said. “We drink to our boy, Gaspar, also of Gultik.
There are many Roses of Gultik for Gaspar to pluck,
remember that, friends, and be careful.”
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“By turns let us drink to each other,” Apkar
roared. “There is plenty to drink. By turns to each,
and soon enough we’ll all be drunk. We are all
from Gultik, in our beloved Hayastan. Everybody
drink to Gaspar.”

“Wrong, entirely wrong, the girl comes first. Ev-
erybody drink to Roxie.”

“Are we being insulted?”

“Take it as you like, the girl comes first. Since
when are rules to be broken?”

“Careful, please.”

All of the men and the boys who weren’t al-
ready standing got to their feet, all fists that
weren’t clenched became clenched, all except Gas-
par’s. He looked around at the men of the opposi-
tion, and then at the men on his side, and then,
again off cue, said, “It is indeed an honor.”

“Bet your life it is,” somebody growled. “Where
do you come from to take the hand of our beau-
tiful girl, Roxie?”

“2832 Ventura Avenue,” Gaspar said.

“Not far enough away. Who cares about your
broken-down house at 2832 Ventura Avenue? Is
that a suitable place to take our Roxie?”

The sides, with lifted glasses in one hand, fists
raised slightly, began to move toward each other,
and then Gaspar said, “I deem it a privilege and
an honor to drink to Miss Araxie Apkarian.”

Whereupon he gulped down the contents of his
glass, impelling everybody else to do the same,
each drinker cheering or breaking into song.

Thus, the fight, the inevitable fight, was post-
poned—but for how long? That was the question.

Somebody put needle to disk, the singer took off
about Ramona again, and although the phono-
- graph was in the corner of the room, and loud, ev-
erybody who had anything to say was heard by ev-
erybody else, and almost immediately the fight
began to shape up again. One of the Roxie boys
said to one of the Gaspar boys, “And just who do
you think you are?”

“Trigus Trolley.”

“Who?”

“You heard me.”

“There’s no such name.”

“There is now.”

“You’re one of the Bashmanians, that’s who you
are.”

“You asked me who I am and I told you. If you
want to fight, fight, don’t argue.”

“The Apkarians don’t fight in the parlor, the
way the Bashmanians do.”

“If they don’t fight in the parlor, they’d better
not ask for a fight in the parlor.”

“Just wait until the fight starts, I'll get you.”

“You’ll get me the way the cat gets the dog that
chases her up the tree.”

“Who do you think you are to call me a cat?”

“Fight, or go back where you came from.”

Roxie’s mother went to the boys and said,
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“Don’t fight, we are all in the same burning
house.” Another proverb, or saying of the people
of Gultik.

And then she went around among all of the
men and said something to each of them, so that
all we did for the next couple of hours was eat
and drink and sing and dance, and then suddenly
Gaspar was hit in the nose. He in turn instantly
knocked down the man who had hit him, and I
ran across the room to a boy who was ready and
waiting, who knocked me down—a terrible surprise
and insult.

I leaped to my feet, but already the whole fight
was over. Apologies were made, admiration was
expressed by each side for the other, wounds were
treated, drinks were poured and handed around,
broken glass was picked up, the needle was put to
disk, and the singer began to sing “Ramona”
again.

On our way home, zigzagging in the Overland
down the empty country road—going in the wrong
direction—Gaspar said, “The Kreutzer Sonata.”

“What about it?”

“I must read it again as soon as possible—
tonight, perhaps.”

GGWhy?,,

“It is a story by Tolstoy about marriage.”

“What happens in the story?”

“Everything, and all wrong,” Gaspar groaned.

he wedding had been
scheduled for four weeks
later, another Saturday
B YW night, but the Saturday
%8 before the wedding, Gas-
 par took Roxie to‘a
gk movie in Reedley, and
then to an ice-cream par-
@~ lor, and the next day he
Ssaid, “My God.”

“She’s the most beau-
tiful girl in the world,” I said.

“Beautiful, yes,” Gaspar said. “Just like in The
Kreutzer Sonata, but beauty, real beauty, must
come from inside, from the heart, from the mind,
from the spirit.”

“Her beauty comes from all over.”

“I wish it did, but it doesn’t.”

“Something happened,” I said. “What hap-
pened?”

“She lives on a material plane,” Gaspar said.
“She thinks only of material things. She wants to
know what kind of a house are we going to have.
How are we going to save money to get a better
house? What kind of car? What kind of furniture?
What kind of clothes? If that’s the way she is now,
how is she going to be after she becomes my
wife?”




“She’ll be just fine,” I said. “You'’re one of the
luckiest men in the world.”

“If only she lived on a spiritual plane, too,” Gas-
par said.

“Teach her to live on a spiritual plane. That’s
your territory.”

“I am trying,” Gaspar said. “Two weeks ago I
gave her a copy of The Kreutzer Sonata, inscribed
from me to her.”

“Did she read it?”

“She says she read it, but it doesn’t seem to
have had any effect on her at all.”

“Maybe it’s not the right kind of book for her.”

“She asked me to buy her a wristwatch. Asked
me.”

“Buy her one.”

“I must think about this. Very carefully.”

The wedding was postponed three times, and
then Roxie Apkarian became engaged to a dentist
who had just come out to California from Boston,
and Gaspar said, “There, you see. It wasn’t love.
She never loved me.”

He got into his Overland.

“Where t0?” I said, jumping in.

“I'm going out there to kill the dentist.”

He went out there.

Roxie cried and ran away from a face-to-face
confrontation with him and refused to come out of
her room, and her father said, “Gaspar, my boy,
she does not love the dentist, she loves you.”

Two weeks later her engagement to the dentist
was broken, the engagement to Gaspar was on
again, the wedding was scheduled for a month
later, and this time it took place on schedule.

The men of the opposition at the wedding party
jeered, saying, “Gaspar, oh, Gaspar, how about
tonight?”” And Roxie’s women cursed their men
and said, “How about right now if Roxie feels like
it? Right here in the parlor?”

“A man’s world, to be sure,” one of the prettier
women said, “and a rather spiritual sort of world
at that, too, but just let Roxie tug at the top of her
silk stocking and whose world would it be then?”

As it is in this world and life, for the people of
Gultik as well as most others, in almost no time at
all they were the parents of four boys and three
girls, it had been a rough fight all the way, Roxie
herself broke the “Ramona” phonograph record:
And into every fight came the inscribed copy of
The Kreutzer Sonata, first as a guide to silly sor-
row, and then as a weapon thrown by Roxie Ap-
karian straight at the head of the philosophical,
spiritual inscriber, Gaspar Bashmanian, “May we
always live on a high Tolstoyan plateau of deep
socialistic truth and humanitarian beauty.”

In short, don’t count on being terribly spiritual
unless you are also always slightly sick.

A proverb overlooked by Gultik, but seized
upon eagerly by Fresno. []



