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The Last and First – Treatment

by Des & Ray Brady
     Two small children, a brother and sister by the name of Leo and Marya Tolstoy, are playing in an icy field near the ravine of Zakaz in the Russian countryside. They stand near a small pond that has frozen over and tentatively walk onto it giggling all the while. Eventually they grow tired of sliding and lie on the ice looking up at the shapes in the clouds giving them fantastical names. Laughing, the girl turns to the boy and their faces move closer to one another as if about to kiss. But before they do they hear a noise and look up towards the distant path way. Excited they run towards the dirt track road to the sound of horses and carriages approaching them. Their excitement is muted by the fact that the group nearing them is a solemn funeral procession, at the front of which is a carriage bearing a coffin garlanded with masses of wild flowers. They watch in silence as the strange throng passes them, coach after coach full of solemn faced mourners. Never have the children seen such a large gathering and they stare at each coach in turn. In one they see a very old lady who notices them also. Not   believing her eyes she stares from one child to the other, her mouth opening in silent shock. As the carriage passes the old lady leans out of the window still staring after the two. The children look to each other then both turn suddenly, running back towards their farmstead. As the lady sits back in her seat her worried companion stares at her and asks.
-Are you not well Marya? What did you see?

     But she doesn’t reply, lost in her memories. Eventually the procession comes to a halt in a clearing in the trees where the mourners make their way through the snow to the grave side. Despite the light snow that has started to fall and the seemingly solemn occasion, there are many smiling faces in the crowd and a number of children chat to each other in hushed voices. A man by the name of Chertkov steps forward and starts to speak.
-Friends. We are here today to bury a man beloved of all of us. You will not see any priests or holy men here today. And if we honour this man’s memory at all, there should be no tears. For he has not left us, he is all around us still and in our minds and hearts. Here, with the mystical green stick of his childhood, we bury here today Leo Nicolaevich Tolstoy.
     At the mention of the green stick Marya looks up and smiles sadly. She looks around at the guests and relatives and closes her eyes.

     Night time outside the main train station of Tula. The steam from the train has mixed with the icy fog and hurried voices mingle with the train’s urgent whistle.
-We must hurry. It leaves at ten!
     Masha grabs two small bags from the carriage and instructs the porters to load the rest and help her father alight and board the train. One porter runs to find a wheelchair but it will take too much time so Masha instructs two of them to carry Leo Tolstoy to his seat. The great writer is in his eighties and looking tired, but as they rush along the platform carrying him, a leg to each man, he cannot help himself from smiling with childish glee, his long white beard blowing between his legs. As they race, the old man asks them their names and where they are from. 

-You’re from Kazan. I studied there. Well, I drank and gambled a lot there. Lovely part of the world.

     When they get him to his seat he thanks them profusely by name and tells them he prays he will see them again. He turns to Laya, the servant accompanying them and asks her if she is warm enough. She gives a little laugh and smiling, nods a reply. Just as Masha sits in her seat the train starts to pull off and she gives her father a look that says ‘Just in time!’ She opens the window and looks out pensively. Then assured they haven’t been followed, sits back down and looks at him to say.
-We’re away. We did it.

     Masha takes a thick woollen hat from one of her bags and places it on her father’s bald head giving him a gentle kiss on the forehead before she does so. He gives her a tired smile as his eye-lids start to droop then close altogether.

     Leo and Marya run for some time, laughing and chasing one another until they near a large house which they enter from the servant’s entrance. A middle-aged woman, their Aunt Toinette, ushers them to the large rustic diner table where lunch is being served. They are late again and after being scolded playfully by their aunt they sit and wait for their grandmother at the head of the table. But she sits in silence for some time, her eyes closed as if asleep as Toinette and the five children around the table look to one another unsure what to do. Finally the eldest boy, Nicolai, coughs boldly and says.
-Shall I give the blessing Marta ……? Marta Babushka….?

     Her eyes open from sleep and she pretends to have been awake all along, sagely nodding her head without a word. All the children try to hide their smirks as Nicolai starts to say grace.
-Bless this food O’ Lord. And bless Aunt and Marta and all the servants and us and…..
     He looks around him trying to remember.

-And father. And bless mother in heaven. Amen.

     They all quickly make the sign of the cross and noisily start to eat. After a while Leo looks up from his plate and asks a question all assembled have heard before.

-Marta, what did Mummy look like? Was she beautiful?

     All the older children look at him with exasperated faces, but Marya looks from him to his grandmother needing a reply also. Their grandmother just stares at him sadly then nods slowly. But Nicolai cannot help himself from one of his tall tales.

-She was the most beautiful woman in all of Russia and when she died Papa ordered all pictures of her destroyed so no other man could ever look on her.
-Hush Nicolai! No such tales at the dinner table.

     Aunt Toinette calms herself after the uncharacteristic outburst then gives a placating smile to each of the children. They sit in silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts and memories until Toinette speaks to clear the air.

-I wonder where your father can be. It’s not like him to miss his favourite pie. Katerina made it especially.

     Just as she finishes her sentence a servant enters announcing the arrival of a messenger with urgent news. Aunt Toinette makes to stand but their grandmother is first to her feet and begs Toinette to finish her meal as she goes into the hallway. Sensing something by the ensuing silence, Toinette stands just as they hear the old lady’s piecing cry.

     Leo is concentrating hard, his face screwed up into a grimace of internal debate. He is trying to make sense of it all as we then also see the little black suit he is wearing and the white carnation in his button-hole. We then see his aunt next to him, then his Grandmother in the middle surrounded by the rest of the grieving children. In an open casket in front of them lies their dead father, the Count. Nicolai is staring at his father with more anger than sadness. Everyone else is weeping except Leo, who is trying his best to hold back the tears. He looks up at his aunt questioningly, who can only look back meekly with no answers for him. When we see Leo’s face again there is no emotion there now; he has hardened but the concentration remains. As we move back again we see that the flower in his lapel has changed to a yellow carnation. When we see all five children with Aunt Toinette, she is in the centre and their grandmother has gone. When we see the casket again it contains their grandmother instead of their father as it is now her funeral a few months later.

     Old Tolstoy’s eyes open slowly as the morning light streams through the train carriage window. Laya nudges Masha and the two prepare a cup of tea from the samovar at their side. Outside they are approaching a small town and as the train slows, masses of locals start to walk along peering through each window. When one of them recognizes the writer they start to mob around his window, smiling and reaching up their hands to him. Masha frowns but secretly revels in the respect the people show to her father.
-How on earth did they find out? It was that ticket master, I’ll bet. Probably telegraphed every station.
     Suddenly youthful, Tolstoy rises and pulling down the window, reaches down his hands to the peasants below who want to touch his hand. They walk along with the train as it makes its slow procession through the town. Richer people with horse and carts look on while some wave. Some look up at him like they would a prophet or saint while on the outskirts of the crowd some just stand and stare, happy to have said they saw him. In the distance we see hundreds more making their slow pilgrimage to him. As it reaches the perimeters of the town the train starts to increase its speed and Tolstoy leans far out of the window and waves enthusiastically. Masha shakes her head and frowns again.
-Come in Papa. It’s too cold. At this rate it will take us months to get anywhere.

     Tolstoy smiles at her as she gives him another cup of tea and a plate with a slice of bread and butter on it.
-They are the reason why I write. They are everything.

     He drifts off into a reverie as he eats and sips his tea. A man walking along the corridor next to their carriage looks in and recognizing Tolstoy stands with his mouth open wide in disbelief. Tolstoy looks up at him and smiles and they both exchange a nod before the man looks behind him and walks on hastily. Just behind him comes a Russian Orthodox priest who peers into the carriage wondering what the man before him had been staring at. He sees the writer and does a double take before recognizing him and giving Tolstoy a look of disgust. Masha sees this and mouths the word ‘Fool!’ to the priest. At first Tolstoy seems offended at the cleric’s reaction, then after a moments thought, smiles at the priest who appears even more annoyed and turns to walk away with a turned up nose. Tolstoy tries to stifle a laugh but can’t help himself and looking to Masha who is smiling also, erupts into loud uncontrollable belly laughter spilling his tea.
     Sitting in their father’s old bedroom after the funeral, Marya is playing with her doll on the bed whilst Leo is looking in the mirror. He is frowning and staring for some time before he turns to her and says.

-Marya, why am I so ugly?

     She looks up from her doll and ponders for a moment. Even at her young age she can tell that he is ugly but doesn’t want to hurt his feelings.
-You’re not really ugly Nicolaevich. You’re just different looking.

     She continues playing with her doll as he turns his head this way and that, drawing nearer then moving away whilst always looking at his reflection in the mirror. His ears stick out and above his bulging eyes is a thick mono-brow.
-No, I am ugly. And I’m going to be ugly all my life.

     He turns to her with a look of complete earnestness while she gives him a smile that says ‘Don’t be silly’. He looks back to the mirror and starts to drift off on his own words.

-It will probably affect every decision anyone I ever meet will ever make about me. And so it will affect everything I ever do. People allow beautiful people to do things and say things that I will never be allowed. It will affect my personality; the way I live my life; what I become.

     Marya doesn’t appear to have been listening and after a pause turns to him and says.

-I wonder what we‘re having for dinner!?
     Leo turns to her suddenly and lets out a loud roar.

-Roawww!!!! You’re for dinner!

     He leaps from the mirror seat and dives onto the bed. Marya giggles with pretend frightened yelps as he jumps onto her like a lion, gnashing his teeth together. 

     Old Tolstoy taps his foot and looks out of the window for the twentieth time. Masha senses his agitation and tries to placate him.

-What can the delay be? It halted two hours ago now. Shall I go and……

     Just then a conductor passes in the corridor so Masha waves him in asking the reason for the delay. He explains there’s a problem with the engine and it might take some hours to sort it out. At this Tolstoy leaps to his feet.

-Right, I’ll walk.

    Before Masha or Laya can dissuade him he has grabbed his walking stick and is heading for the door.

-I know this route. I can cut through the forest and get to Pelov in four hours. Probably get there before you. You’re due to stop there aren’t you?

     He stares at the Conductor who nods dumbly.

-Right, well, I’ll meet you there.

-But Papa. There might be bears or…..

-Nonsense. The last bear was shot there twenty years ago. Besides…..

     He rolls up the trousers of his right leg showing them a long deep scar.

-I got that off one thirty five years ago. Big brute of a fellow, before I killed him. It was him or me. Enormous specimen. I know how to handle bears. You leave them alone……….

-Then Papa….. I’ll walk with you.

-No, I prefer to be alone. And besides, your ankle still isn’t better from that fall. You’d just slow me down.

     Tolstoy doesn’t notice the look of hurt on his daughter’s face and quickly grabs a few things then jumps off the train followed by the eyes of everyone on board. Like a man twenty years his junior he strides off across a field towards the distant forest, a contented smile on his face.

     A couple of hours later he is crossing a small wooden bridge when he pauses and peers over the side. Tolstoy stares into the crystal clear waters for some time then looks around him at the Russian landscape. A smile of deep contentment forms on his face as he marvels at the beauty of the fields and distant forests. He breathes in deeply then continues on his journey.
     Aunt Toinette walks slowly along the dark upstairs hallway of Yasnaya Polyana opening each bedroom door in turn and peering inside. She is looking for Leo who has been gone for some time. One window lights the hallway from behind and we see only her silhouette until she opens each door and her face is lit from within. She doesn’t call his name and each door is closed slowly so as not to make a noise.
     At the end of the hallway, outside the dead Count’s room, she listens at the door at the noise from within. It is the swishing/slapping sound of cane on skin and in the half light we see Aunt Toinette’s face pinch with sadness. She composes herself before opening the door. Knelt on the floor at the foot of his father’s bed is Leo, naked and marked with the birch switch he is holding aloft for another strike to his back. He looks up at her in surprise.

-Do you want me for anything Aunt?

     She kneels down beside him as he looks up at her not in the least perturbed at being caught in the middle of such a strange act. Placing her hand on his back she lightly traces the marks of his wounds sighing to herself despondently. Etched on her face is the pain she feels.
-What, are you trying to punish yourself?

     Young Leo merely shakes his head; he is sensing the upset he has caused her so now is emotional himself. He doesn’t know what he has done wrong but hates himself for causing her this pain.
-Do you feel you have done something wrong? Do you have a secret?

     He is unsure how to answer seeing the tears forming in her eyes. He hadn’t been doing anything wrong. He hadn’t misbehaved. But it seemed like his Aunt thought differently so he looks up at the ceiling and tries to remember. Then after a moment he looks at her again and shakes his head. Aunt Toinette rearranges her sore knees and lets out a deep breath.

-Then why are you hurting yourself? Why castigate yourself if you have done nothing wrong?
     Leo understands all the words his Aunt is using but cannot understand why she is using them.

-I’m not trying to punish myself. I’m teaching myself how to endure pain.
     Aunt Toinette shakes her head and pulls him towards her, being careful not to touch his wounds. They hug as she whispers trying not to weep.

-Silly boy. Dear boy.

     With aged difficulty, using the bed post as a prop, she gets to her feet and reaches out her hand. Raising Leo to his feet they walk to the door holding hands as Leo explains.

-I have to be able to endure; otherwise I’ll die like everyone else. I have to know pain.
     She says nothing as they walk into the hallway and close the door behind them.

     Tolstoy finally meets up with the train but his leggings are wet from crossing the fields and he has over exerted himself. Sitting back down as the train sets off he starts to shiver and cough. Masha takes off his boots and covers him with a blanket but looks at Laya with a worried expression. Within a few hours it is obvious he is very ill so Masha arranges for the train to stop at the next junction of Astapovo for them to rest at an inn there. By the time they get him into there and bed he is near delirious with fever and Masha fears for his life. Telegrams are sent to friends and relatives and over the next days people start to descend on the small rail road-town. The newspapers hear of his illness and fearing death it becomes front page news around Russia and most of Europe. After a while his condition improves slightly and he is able to take visitors. First his friends and family then well wishers.

     When Sonja, Tolstoy’s wife, hears of the news she hastily has a coach prepared and leaves their homestead Yasnaya Polyana to be by his side. On the journey with her daughter Anna they discuss their concerns but Sonja is still angry with Leo for running away from her instead of staying and sorting out the problems between them after a great argument split the two. She is distraught also and worried that he will die before she can see him and be reconciliated. Sonja wishes to set the estate in order and wants Chertkov out of her life. She explains that he has wheedled his way into her husband’s affections and turned him against her. She despises the man but knows she has to play a political game with him or lose everything as he has already been granted the royalties to some of Tolstoy’s works. She wants her children comfortable and financially secure and is prepared to fight for them. She loves her husband but won’t put him on a pedestal like everyone else. She has shared his bed for nearly five decades and knew him long before he became Europe’s pre-eminent writer so won’t put up with his pomp and arrogance. As the coach approaches Astapovo she is both nervous and worried.
      After the first days of illness there is one morning Tolstoy is feeling a bit better, so agrees, after repeated requests, to receive a young writer who has travelled from France to see him. He is ushered in by Masha as Leo sits up in bed and listens attentively and politely as the young man in a world weary, but reverent, tone asks the great man for advice about his own writings. Tolstoy politely refuses.
-You are in the business of writing am I correct? Well why come to me? I am past reading new things now. Only poetry and writings I have read before and love.

     When faced with blank incomprehension he goes on.

-If I made tables then I would take them to a place that sold tables not to another table maker to be judged. Let your readers and yourself decide.

     With that he turns and asks Masha for a glass of warm milk indicating that he is tired and the meeting is at an end. Before the flustered young man can be escorted out of the room he loses all sense of his former lofty decorum and rushes to Tolstoy’s bedside begging him to sign his name for him. After which he makes the sign of the cross as one might leaving the presence of a holy man.
     At the same time in the main drawing room on the other side of the house, Chertkov, Tolstoy’s friend, personal assistant and biographer of the last twenty years is preventing Sophia (Sonya), the writer’s wife from seeing Leo. Their decade’s long animosity to one another is playing out its final drama with Chertkov now in the power position since the writer’s flight from his wife. The assistant now runs all of Tolstoy’s personal and business affairs and believes Sonya is the cause of Leo’s current illness. He says.
-Please, let us not speak of the past. His doctors believe these to be his final days so let us not end them in dispute.
     Sonya cannot believe what she is hearing and almost screeches her riposte.

-What?! How dare you say that to me after all the pain you have caused me and the family over the years. You devil! You try to take the rights to his works, his land, our land from us. After all we have done for you and you say that!

-Please be a little quiet. He is trying to rest.

-You just don’t want everyone else, all his visitors, to hear. Is that not true? Yes, I know about them, do you think me stupid? You prevent me from seeing him while others are given your royal decree to pay their last respects. Well no more.
-Madame Tolstoy, I only act from his words. He fled from you and the stress of his final months have brought on this bought of illness.

-You blame me for this? I pity your soul, Chertkov! There is a special place waiting for you in hell.

-Well it’s a good thing I don’t believe in hell, isn’t it?

     She cannot argue with this man. He is sharper and has an answer for everything so she walks to the window to try to reign in her rage. Chertkov’s antagonism towards her has decreased since he gained the upper hand in the power play. Now he feels he can show her a benevolent pity that is patronizing and full of his master’s words and phrases.
-How can it be that you cannot see the truth in his every utterance? The ‘knowingness’? His mind contains such wisdom and goodness that mankind has rarely seen the like. You treat him like a man……

     Sonya tuts loudly and lets out a short exasperated laugh.

-For that is what he is and I know him like no other. Not you, nor anyone. I have been his wife for forty-eight years, by his side. I have given him nineteen children. Who are you? Yes he is a man…..
-But like no other. Can you not see the force of his vision; His utter conviction that his every word is the truth?

-Yes I see this. And I see arrogance and a proud, stubborn old man near death’s door. Now, you will not stop me in this final wish. You will inform him that his wife will see him tomorrow morning and that is the end of it.
     With this she turns and, holding aloft her hand to prevent any further discussion, walks calmly out of the room.

     The four youngest children are out in the fields playing and picking mushrooms. Marya is singing an old folk song while Leo is talking to himself.

-This one is going to be very, very, very, very, very tasty.

     He holds the mushroom up to the sun admiring its shape and potential tastiness and popping it in his basket spots another one.

-And this one……. Has been planted here by a witch and will send me to sleep for a hundred years and when I awake all of you will be dead and this land will be covered in fire and smoke. 
     Leo slips into another of his worlds. He looks around him and everything disappears, replaced by smoke and the sound of loud explosions. Is this just a fantasy or something more prescient? His face and clothes are suddenly dirty as he looks around sadly accepting the carnage. Through the noise he can hear another sound now. A girl’s voice is calling his name through the explosions. It is his younger sister Marya and he turns back into our world.   

-Leo, look, it’s Nicolai!
     She turns to their oldest brother who is walking slowly towards them from across the meadow and shouts at the top of her voice.

-Where have you been all morning, naughty!

     He merely waves casually without answering. When he reaches them Leo senses something and starts to jump up and down running in circles around Nicolai.
-Nic has a secret. Nicolai has a secret. Tell us!

     Nicolai smiles at Leo but holds up his hand to calm him.
-Right everyone, sit down. Come on, in a circle here. I have something very important to tell you.

     He directs them where to sit then closes his eyes and clears his throat and in a solemn voice begins.

-I have just come from the ravine at Zakaz. Here I have buried something that will one day cure mankind of all his woes. On a green stick I have etched some words that you might think magic. They contain the answers to every question ever asked. One day, maybe next year, maybe not for another hundred, someone will find the stick and pass on what they read. And they will pass it on until everyone in the world knows. Then all wars will end forever because no man will want to hurt another. Everyone will share so there will be no want or hunger. The love that a man has for his sister or wife will be the same he has for a stranger. There will be no more pain.
     When he has finished his speech he sits down cross-legged facing his brothers and sisters. They are dumb-struck and stare at him open mouthed. The five sit there in silence for some time until Marya says.

-Hare and mushroom pie.

     They turn to her quizzically but not in the least bit surprised. They know her.

-I bet we’re having hare and mushroom pie for lunch.

     She says by way of an explanation. As one, they all jump to their feet and run towards home laughing. All except Leo who walks back slowly pondering his brother’s words. 

     Drifting in and out of consciousness in his final days, Tolstoy sometimes has moments of great clarity. His daughter Masha tends to him and Chertkov is always present to take notes and help. One afternoon Leo sits up in bed and after staring out of the window for some time he turns to Chertkov and asks wearily.
‘Is there any meaning in this life that the inevitable death does not destroy?’

     Chertkov is taken aback by the question, stunned that a man with such a large and illustrious body of work behind him could ask such a thing. Then as Usov one of his two personal physicians leans over him to help straighten his pillow, Tolstoy in a moment of confusion grabs him and starts to hug and kiss him affectionately. The doctor pulls away alarmed only to have the dying man reach up to hold and stare at his face.
-Oh no. It’s the wrong one.

     Tolstoy says after mistaking him for his other physician Makovitsky. Thinking him delirious the doctor tries to give him an injection of morphine but the old man pushes him away saying.

-No more! I’ve had enough.

     Aware finally how near death her father is, Masha starts to weep. Tolstoy cannot bear this and calls her to his side.

-Masha dear. Hush now. I’m just at the end of my game that is all. I have been check-mated.   
     With this he tells Chertkov he wishes to put all his affairs in order while he still has the strength and that he wishes to see his wife.

-Ich habe! I have!
     Leo’s German tutor almost shouts in exacerbation whilst banging his cane on the wooden desk

-  Ich habe fünf Hühner, aber, wenn ich zwei verkaufe, habe ich drei restlich.
     The tutor sighs and drops his head into his hand in weariness. By the end of the recitation Leo has drifted off again and is looking out of the window to the sun and the fields.

-Very well. That will be enough for today. But remember to…………

     But his words are not heard as the young boy runs out of the room and through the house on the quickest route to outside. As he runs he takes off his jacket and throws it on the floor and unbuttons the top of his shirt. Running into the garden he sees the family’s old maid, his favourite, picking up sticks around the trees. He runs up to her and she starts to laugh as he pulls on her apron.
-What are you doing Mamush?

-Gathering sticks.

-What kind of sticks?

-Kindling sticks.

-What are kindling sticks?

     She turns to him and bending over says.
-Kindling is to start a fire and if you were to stop asking me so many questions and give me a hand I could do this much quicker and we could go see if the apples are ripe yet. 

     He ponders this for a second then after almost three seconds of helping her find kindling, drops the sticks in her basket and says.

-Maybe I should go check if the apples are ripe yet.

     Mamush looks down at him with a world weary look and sighing says.

-Yes, perhaps that would be for the best.

     And the boy runs away from her leaving her shaking her head.

     As Sonya enters the room, Chertkov exits, neither hiding the mutual animosity they share for one another. But for the old man’s current state of health they might have fallen to bickering, but instead they merely glare at one another as Chertkov holds the door open for her with a forced tight lipped smile. As the door closes behind him she can contain herself no longer.
-Insufferable man!

     Masha glares at her from across the room.

-Mother! Can we please try and be civil.

-Civil? What does that man know of civility? And you of all people should know what he can do. And yet you side with him against me.

-I side with Papa. I….

-Please Masha.

     Tolstoy looks at her pleadingly whilst forcing a smile.

-Leave your mother and I alone for a while. We have things we need to talk about.
     Masha nods her head and red faced, gathers the laundry from about the room and leaves. The old couple now finally alone fall into silence as Sonya walks about the bed room checking everything is clean. Finally she can keep quiet no longer.
-I see you have managed to turn her against me also.

     Sonya says this matter-a-factly as if it is the most common and obvious thing in the world. Her husband sighs softly and closing his eyes to try and gather his thoughts says.

-The girl worships me. And seeing our dispute she has cast you into a bad light. She saw how the last few months have affected my health.

-Was I to blame then? And why after forty-eight years together run away in the night like some criminal?

-Hush now. I have never implied to her that the blame lay with you. And I had to flee. That place was suffocating me. I needed…. spiritual rejuvenation. I needed to see the common folk for the last time.
-Oh stop it with all your ‘common folk’! You couldn’t deal with me so you had to run away. Now look at you.

     She looks into his eyes and smiling, gradually softens.

-You old fool.

     Sonya pulls up the bed sheets and starts to straighten out the blankets. She pours him a cup of water and holds it to his mouth as he drinks. As she tidies up his bedside table he looks at her wistfully and smiles.

-I’m not going to make it through this Sonya.

-Nonsense! What about all your depressions? Who was it that lifted you and cared for you? And remember that time when you were magistrate and got so worried and strained with the work you could hardly eat. You were worse then and I nursed you back to health. 
-Yes, and I proposed to you as soon as I could sit up in bed. We did have a lot of good years didn’t we.

     They stay for a while reminiscing and holding hands until Sonya starts to laugh.
-Remember when Aunt Yena came to stay insisting on meat with every meal. And when she came down for dinner for the first time you had left a meat cleaver on the table for her and a chicken tied to the chair. Clucking away….
     They both laugh to the point of near tears until Tolstoy starts to cough and wheeze. She comforts him until it passes and he says sadly.

-The whole point of every man and woman is to serve other people. Look at me mother. What use am I to anyone?

     Sonya gives him a stern admonishing look.

-Your last piece on the Chechens was brilliant! Some of the best writing you have ever done.
-Maybe, but who will publish it? The Tsar won’t allow it.

-Then send it to England, to France.

     He nods weakly implying that she perhaps should be the one to do so.
-Can we forgive each other so we can live in peace?

     At these words of forgiveness she stiffens slightly.
-If you would see a priest, God might be more inclined to forgive you.

     Tolstoy explodes at this almost shouting.

-Woman!! How many years have I spoken to you on this subject? How much of my writing has been dedicated to theology?

-Just because you think something old man, it doesn’t make it true.

     Masha knocks and re-enters the room as they are finishing this discussion. She looks at her mother and says.

-Still upsetting him and causing arguments?

     But her mother isn’t listening. She and her husband are calm now and looking into each others eyes with all the awareness and history that only decades together can bring. She gets up to leave, but turning, walks back to his bed and takes hold of Tolstoy’s hands for probably the last time. They stare at each other holding a silent conversation as Masha looks on in confusion. As tears start to well in Sonya’s eyes she leans forward and kisses her husband. He reaches out and they embrace tightly before she turns and quickly walks out of the room. 
     The next day Tolstoy breathes his last breath. Before he dies he refuses the last rites and calls his daughter and his sister to him. 

-Marya, Marya. How is it we spent so much time apart? 

     He turns to his daughter Masha and holding her hand quietly says.

-My sister and I were so close when we were children. So close. Then as I aged I became stupider and selfish and wanton. I lost sight of what I should have been. I lost sight of Marya. Her simple, joyous love for everything. She was always there for me but I was too blinded by my fame.  Now I have found her again. Sweet Marya. We have both taken such different paths only to arrive here together at the same place. And I have you also. You both promise to look after one another will you? And Marya, I have left instructions with Chertkov but will you insist on my final resting place. I must be buried near the green stick. 

     He swallows hard and with difficulty says his last words.

-Make your peace with mother. She’s a good woman who always wanted the best for me and you children. It’s time to rest now. I’m free of this body at last.
     Masha nods and with this the old man closes his eyes, a peaceful smile forming on his lips as his body seems to relax then deflate as his last breath leaves him. His daughter starts to weep softly but Marya strokes her neck and when the young girl looks up at her she shakes her head. 
-Did you not hear him? He’s free.

     Despite the occasion, her aunt’s joyful smile is infectious and through the tears, she understands and smiles herself. But she must tell the people so Marya rises slowly to her feet and opens the door to the next room which is filled to bursting with silent well wishers. As one they look up as she enters and with her sad smile and nod are made aware of his passing. Some are mournful whilst some seem relieved that his suffering is at an end. All fall to their knees and begin to pray as word is passed out the door to the people in the hall and further to the courtyard and fields. Marya walks to the window where she looks out and sees the falling snow and white icy fields whilst kneeling in the snow are legions of Tolstoy’s devotees. Indifferent to the cold hundreds of his common folk have come to pay their last respects.
     Out in the fields young Leo and Marya are walking in the winter sunshine. He finds a bundle of horse shoes tied with twine and starts to lift them up and down, exercising his small arms. Marya looks at him for some time before saying.
-Leo, I thought we were going to slide on the pond.

-Just...wait.

     He changes the weights to the other arm and strains to lift them in another position.

-Leo. Why are you doing that?

-I want to be the strongest man in the world.

     She bends her head while he says this, her young brain trying to make sense of his words. Then almost under her breath she smiles slyly and says.

-Strangest more like.

     And she tickles him until he drops the horse shoes and they make their way onward to the pond. Lying down on the ice they look up at the clouds until they hear a noise and look up towards the dirt road.

                                                 END

