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HER FIRST HUSBAND'S
PECULIARLY BECOMING NAKEDNESS.

“At last,” said Ksenia quite unnecessarily, “the morning.”
“And soon,” added Horatio, a great hope rising in his breast,

“we shall have breakfast.”
Ksenia considered him thoughtfully for a moment.  “I am, sir,”

she began rather boldly, “as you know, a woman who has
mourned the death of a husband.”

“Alas,” confirmed Horatio with far too much enthusiasm,
anticipating those words which must surely follow.

 “A husband,” asserted Ksenia, permitting herself to advance
from the Particular to the General by virtue of having experienced
some of those creatures at very close quarters indeed, “needs his
breakfast.”

Horatio turned and eyed the front door of the inn which had, a
moment before, slammed shut.  “But perhaps we must wait a little
longer.”

“No matter,” said Ksenia, so pressed by the light breeze that
she leaned slightly into the shelter of Horatio’s arm.

“No matter at all,” said Horatio, leaning ever so slightly
towards the woman, and feeling a tremor.  “There are things which
are worth waiting for.”

“I am, sir,” repeated Ksenia, after a pause, “as you know, a
woman who has mourned the death of a husband.”

“It is a pity,” confirmed Horatio, his stomach agitated, and not
from hunger.

“There are men,” she continued, “who cannot wait for their
breakfast, and there are men,” she eyed Horatio, “who can be
persuaded to wait.  My first husband was one who could not wait.
My next one should be more tractable.”



“Your first husband,” answered Horatio, quite incapable of
directing the conversation towards the result for which he yearned,
“ate, as I recall, horses and wolves for breakfast.”

“Infrequently,” she assured him.
“My own preference is for strong tea, plenty of bread, and

perhaps two eggs.”  As he served up this menu, Horatio cursed
himself for a fool.

“Two eggs, sir?” asked Ksenia, one eyebrow raised.  “Is one
not enough?”

Horatio wondered whether the moment was slipping away
from him, just as rapidly as that log yonder, bobbing and growling
in the current of the River Volkhov, slipping away from
Novgorod, to St Petersburg and the Gulf of Finland and oblivion.
A commotion within the inn distracted them both for a moment.
On turning back to review the river, Horatio paused for one brief
instant, and then plunged in recklessly, up to his neck.  “What, if I
may ask, would a woman look for in a man, should she seek
another husband?”

“What she would want,” she replied without hesitation, “is one
who did not ask so many questions.”  As she delivered this tart
retort, fermented in a long day followed by a longer night, she
immediately cursed herself for a fool.  What is ‘love’: sweet regret
and bitter tears.  In love, the adjectives may always be transposed.

Horatio was a man who could readily take a hint.  He fell to
considering the surrounding buildings, rather than the water.  And
was enormously relieved to hear, after a solitary cloud had drifted
from one tower to another, the following statement of preference:

“If I were to take another husband, he would be one who took
his breakfast with me, took his supper with me, and shared my bed
at night, every night.”

Horatio mentally ticked these items off on the fingers of his
left hand and nodded in satisfaction.

“If I were to take another husband, he would be one who
would engage in no perilous journeys - no journeys, sir - no
perilous service, and no perilous politics.”



Horatio completed his left hand, and proceeded eagerly upon
his right.  The first he could promise; the second he could
guarantee; the third lay only in the power of Tsar and the Police,
but he must suppose it to be achievable.

 “If I were to take another husband, he would be one who
took me to my mother’s home in Kamtchatka, lived with me there,
and brought up our children there.”

This final set of demands, taking as its sine qua non  a successful
journey to the farthest end of the earth, could easily be met: having
arrived at the farthest end of the earth, it would be no hardship to
stay there and rear as many children as were required.  A cottage, a
book and a cat would, of course, greatly complement the whole.
The matter rested simply on the journey to Kamtchatka - indeed,
everything rested on it - for in far Kamtchatka, one would
doubtless be beyond the reach of Tsar and the Police, the only
other ticklish point so far.

Horatio pondered the matter of Kamtchatka, the number of
versts across Siberia to reach it, and the average degrees of cold
(by Réaumur) in Siberia.

At length, Ksenia recalled him to the city of Novgorod the
Great.  “And will you take your breakfast with me?” she asked.
Horatio struggled to determine whether this was - or was not - a
firm proposal.  Finding that no determination was required, he
took her elbow.

The decision to enter the inn at that precise moment was not
necessarily the best one.  For, as Horatio pushed back the door
and ushered his friend before him, his glance fell upon the inn-
keeper and his wife, who were both on the floor, entwined in the
closest possible discussion of the meaning of the words ‘Love’ and
‘Family’.

“Oh,” said Ksenia, unable to avert her gaze.  At length, she
addressed Horatio, unaccountably reminded of an omission: “Sir, I
have not yet told you of the peculiarly becoming nakedness of my
first husband.”



“Ah,” he replied, looking thoughtfully at the ceiling, and
attentively avoiding

the blissful domestic scene
before him, “but I believe I have heard that story.”


