Юстасия Тарасава

Apostle




Apostle. That’s me. I am lying on a painted wooden floor in a strange cold house that is miles away from my mistress. Some people come occasionally (probably, they are the owners of the house) and offer me some food. I don’t want to eat. I want to be with my mistress.

I don’t know what day it is today or how long I have been here. I have lost count of the days. Too many of them have passed since that evening when my mistress left me here. I am waiting for her. She will come back, she surely will.

To be honest, the owners of my present dwelling are kind people. They worry about me and are anxious that I refuse their food and may become ill. Their house is surrounded by a beautiful, but neglected garden. Out of the window one can see a lake that is far away and the woods, surrounding it. Not a single house in the neighbourhood. I understand those who live in out-of-the-way places. These hermits are really kind, but they can’t substitute my mistress…
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At first there was darkness. I woke up in something that was warm and very sticky. I stayed there for a while and then decided to get out of this place. I pushed and crawled forward, feeling that somewhere ahead of me there was an exit. The liquid that surrounded me was moving as well. I was trying hard, but had not much strength. Each motion was so tiring, but I made up my mind to get out at all costs. Slowly, but persistently I was moving forward. There came a push, then another one – and suddenly I felt that I was out of my prison. After some convulsive movements I fell on something soft. Having stayed in the darkness for a long time, I was blinded by bright light and lost my bearings. I took my first breath, choked on the liquid that was still around me and coughed loudly. I was born and let everyone present at my birth know about that by this coughing. Someone’s caring hands delivered me from the sticky stuff I felt sick of and laid me down on cozy bedding. Going through the difficulties of my birth had been so tiring that I fell asleep, completely exhausted.

I spent the first month of my life among my brothers and sisters that were born on the same day. Like me, all of them had got blind after their birth, and it took us more than three weeks to get used to the light and discern objects. We were still too weak to move on our own, but every one of us was making attempts to stand or even walk. Sometimes our legs did not want to obey and we clumsily fell on the floor, being absolute failures in walking.

When the first month came to an end, I found myself in a dark and narrow place again, with my brothers and sisters beside me. We heard the doors slamming; then there came some noise and rumbling, and then the slamming of the doors again. We were sitting all squashed together and unanimously decided that if we were going to be born again, we would refuse, because we didn’t want to go through this again. But soon my brother and my sister were pulled out, and I was left alone. I was sick of this darkness and afraid that they might have forgotten about me. There was more of that door slamming, noise and rumbling; I was carelessly swayed from side to side. At last, it became quiet and the thing I was inside of was put on the floor. I could tell that because it smelled of linoleum and a little bit of dust. Something squeaked; there was light and the hands of a stranger pulled me outside to give freedom. The owner of these hands kissed me on the nose and put on the floor. I had a strange feeling that I became owned by someone. And at the same time I felt strong awareness that I wanted to go pee. Not being able to resist it, I made a small puddle on the floor and jumped aside. The girl who had kissed my nose laughed and wiped up the puddle.

It was Wednesday, the Christmas Eve of 1988. And even now, sniffing at the floor, I can find the place where I made the puddle on the day of meeting my mistress.
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I wasn’t able to sleep for the first three nights. I was lying on a hot-water bottle, with a plush teddy-bear beside me, trying to be brave. But at night a strange and unfamiliar room merged into scaring darkness; I was afraid of it and cried. Then she would take me in her arms and walk around the room. She would take me in her bed and I fell asleep, feeling the warmth of her arms. I felt her arms around me when I was sleeping, and nothing could scare me any more.

She gave me food six times a day, but I was always hungry. I was growing. When I became ten weeks old, she gave me a collar and a lead. I was a pedigree dog. But she didn’t care about that; she would have loved me even if I hadn’t got a pedigree after my birth. She gave me the red collar that smelled of leather and said that we were going to a puppy show. I had no idea what it was, but I would have gone with her to the back of beyond, because even then she had already become my mistress.

She had been preparing for this journey for the whole day and was very anxious. A taxi arrived at night; being too nervous, she forgot her bag with the minced meat that had been prepared for me. She grabbed me and ran out. It was warm and unusual in the taxi. There was an awful smell. It was my first experience of going by car, and I was sick. I had already seen snow – I was walked every day. I had already tried champagne – on the New Year Eve she put her glass on the floor and went to open the door, and I drank a little. I knew who the Zubenkos were because they came every day to play with me. But I had no idea what a car was like or how it smelled. When we got out of it, I was really happy. I sniffed at the snow and pulled my new lead really hard, running to and fro along the place they called a platform. Then she took me in her arms and carried into a carriage, in a closet that was funnily named ‘a compartment’. My brother and my sister were already there – the ones I had traveled with in the darkness. I was delighted in their misfortune, because now it was their turn to travel alone in bags, in complete darkness. Then, when nobody was looking, we ate some sausage that had fallen on the floor. We had one more fellow-traveler – a smart black puppy, a Newfoundland which was a born diver.

In the morning I woke up in a car. We were going by taxi again, but this time the trip wasn’t long. Some people gathered in a dog-breeding club to have a look at us. So, this was a puppy show. We were chasing each other in a circle; then it was breakfast time and we were led to have some food. My mistress tied a striped lace scarf around my ears, so that they wouldn’t touch a bowl. She was talking to the people who were crowded around us as if they had never seen a dog eating. Then a strict lady gave her a certificate of good growing – for a pedigree dog named Apostle, pink puppy-like colouring, the right bite, not rachitic. She was also awarded a medal as a good dog-keeper. Back at home she showed it to all our guests. The Zubenkos gave me a lot of biscuits and kissed me all in turn.

When I became six months old, I began going down the stairs myself. Before that I was allowed only to go up. Her father carried me down, so that I wouldn’t harm my hind legs. But by the fourth month I had grown up to her knees and weighed about 25 kilos. I was going down the stairs myself and was walked with grown-up dogs.

Then in May she went to the sea. She cried and said that she didn’t want to go anywhere, but she had to. Her father walked me. He was the chief of her pack, and I obeyed him. She sent me a letter. Then in June she came back and we were together again. She would tell everybody that when I was little, I used to tear newspapers and magazines in pieces and even gnawed her Literature textbook once. Then she would always add that she had sent me a letter from the seaside – it was only a sheet of paper she had held in her hands. When she came back, she was stunned to know that I had hidden this sheet under my sleeping place and growled at her parents, when they would approach the secret place. Only she was allowed to take it back.

For some reason it seemed unbelievable to her.
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She came back from the sea and we moved house. We went to the city where I had been at my first puppy show. Almost every weekend we spent in trains. Dog shows, exhibitions, the days of my breed. She sewed a special chest collar for my medals. My grandfather had been imported from abroad; my father was a champion of an international exhibition. My future was unclouded – I was a promising dog. At least, the referees said so. She always listened to their comments, but did everything the way that she thought was right. She kept me in good shape. Every day there was a two-hour walk, vitamins and diets. Once a week she took me to dog fights. She liked it when I was fighting. She liked it when I was winning. She used to put something stinky and disgusting on my wounds and say with a put on indignation, “Apostle won over Robar again, imagine that!”

Her parents stayed in the town where I had grown up, and she visited them several times a month. I got used to the smell of gas. She would say that such a nomadic life could do harm even to a healthy dog, and it was scary to think what could become of me with my neurotic gastritis. A vet told her that when I was nervous, I was likely to have low-acidity gastritis. Well, I couldn’t argue with him.

People are not the only living creatures that can move around on their lower extremities, drink alcohol and use everything that their civilization has achieved. I get up in the morning, because our alarm-clock is ringing. My food is prepared on an electric cooker and is kept in a fridge. When dogs go by train, they do it only in compartment carriages, and a bus ticket for a dog costs the same as a ticket for a human being. Still, people consider themselves superior only because other animals do not talk their human language.

She was constantly giving me medicine, hoping to get rid of the gastritis I had never had.
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I have a dog.

More precisely, 

It’s a piece of my heart,

And not just a dog.

I love it

And sympathize with all my soul,

Because there is no dog

That my poor dog can own.

And when I am sad,

Have you any idea of 

What a dog means,

When you are sad?

Well, when I am sad,

I hold my dog’s neck and say,

“My dog, let me be your dog – 

shall we do it this way?”


She liked this poem very much. When she was sad, she used to hold my neck, whispering about her troubles. Then she would turn a gramophone on; she had many records that were quite rare. The records rustled quietly and low sounds of the music were filling the room. We were sitting on the floor and she was reading me poetry. She had been training her memory and learning extracts from heavy volumes. She smoked, breathing in eagerly, and then breathing the smoke out at my nose. She laughed when I turned away. ‘My dog, let me be your dog – shall we do it this way?’ Her former classmate had copied this poem for her, and she loved it. And I loved her.
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She was injured in a car crash. The chief of her pack told me that everything would be okay, took two big bags that smelled of bandages and shots and left. The Zubenkos came every day, fed and walked me. It was autumn. There was lots of mud outside, and I didn’t want to walk.

They brought her back home in a month. She could walk already and soon I started to walk her out. She had walked me before, but now I helped her to go down the stairs. I carefully went beside her, holding her hand with my teeth, and she didn’t take her hand out of my huge and, as they said, horrifying jaws. We went out of the door and then slowly returned home, resting after each flight of stairs. She was still too weak.

In spring she started to walk me in the forest.

I fought almost every dog we met; she pulled me away and gladly laughed. She liked it when I was being afraid of. And I liked to protect her.

In summer we went to the river every day. She used to leave me at the bank and go swimming. Once I tore the lead and jumped into the water. The smart puppy that was traveling with us to our first puppy show, a born diver, always pulled his mistress out of the water. He was punished for that, because he didn’t let her swim. He was my friend, then he was sold and I never saw him again. My mistress had never punished me – on the contrary, she was telling everybody that I had helped her when she was drowning. She would also show the mark on her skin where I had scratched her. After that she became afraid of water and we swam together. I swam and she was holding my collar.

Also we used to go to the fields.

In autumn she said that we were moving, because it was necessary. And we moved. The Zubenkos didn’t come for a visit on holidays any more and we didn’t walk in the forest but there appeared a new person – a self-satisfied man with a moustache, who smelled of a disgustingly sweet eau-de-Cologne. He started to live with us. She said that I should get used to him and that I had got a new master.

But she was wrong. I had a new enemy.

…It happened in summer. She was cutting meat and I was waiting near the kitchen, when this man came. He said that the car was waiting, we had to go and I shouldn’t touch him with my watering mouth. Though I was very hungry, I didn’t touch the meat. I brought her the lead and she went downstairs without changing her dirty T-shirt. The engine of the car was coughing nastily, we went through the suburbs and my mistress was so sad. I knew these places well; they often held exhibitions in this suburban forest. But I had no idea where we were going. I fell asleep and woke up only when the car stopped near an old house with a shabby front door, the house near a big lake, the house I now live in. They were in a hurry and left at once. And I stayed here.

She must be missing me now. The man with a moustache never offers her his bones, even the ones that have no meat on them. And she will never breathe out smoke at his nose and laugh. Sometimes at nights she cries, but this man doesn’t know about that. Also she used to say that I was an apostle that had been sent to her in this imperfect world. My mistress talked in a strange way.

I am lying on a painted wooden floor in a strange cold house that is miles away from my mistress. I don’t know how long I have been here; I have lost count of the days. Too many of them have passed since that evening when she left me here. She will come back, she surely will. I am waiting for her.
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A young woman was waiting for a doctor at the reception of a private vet clinic. She was nervously walking along the corridor, looking at the clock. To her, time was crawling painfully slow. When the woman got tired of walking, she came to an armchair and had a seat, smoothing out her smart dress mechanically. After fifteen minutes of silent waiting, she stood up abruptly and went to the office. But at that moment the door opened and the vet appeared. He looked rather young for his age, with a little bit of grey in his hair. The vet smiled patronizingly at his visitor and led her to the exit, holding her hand.

“You shouldn’t worry. It is sleeping already. The burial should be paid additionally at the cash-desk.”

The woman stiffened. The owner of the admirable grey hair opened the entrance door and, leading her to the street that was lavishly lit with the autumn sun, continued, “Try to take it easy. The gastritis would have finished him anyway.” He glanced approvingly at a luxurious car, then at his client again and helped her to get into it. After that he began talking to her companion, who had been waiting in the car all the time. The companion seemed to be more communicative. He listened attentively to all the details of the medical procedure and thanked the vet for the urgent performance of their order. The vet nodded in satisfaction and went away.

The woman was motionless. She was staring at the windscreen of the car, taking no notice of the tears that were streaming down her beautiful face. Her companion shook his head, a little troubled. He took a notebook out of his pocket and wrote down in a section, devoted to casual things, ’To buy a puppy of the same colour as Apostle. Not to forget: a white spot on the left side.’

Having put the notebook back into his pocket, he scratched his moustache and went to the cash desk without haste.
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