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“Our knowledge is limited because we are imperfect. As long as I am afraid of death, as long as I do not have a love that calls for total self-denial, thought unable to absorb the fullness of being. When we die, we will know everything.”

Leo Karsavin, a scholar historian, and theosophist.

* * *
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TRAIN YOUR BOYS
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I was still worried about the boy's fate.

It was a starry night. The boy saw it when he stepped outside.

His mother was sleeping, his father was not in. The boy dressed without haste in his room and left without turning on the light. If the mother by chance heard he left, she will not start to worry. She may think that her son had gone to the restroom and she will go back to sleep.

As he opened the front door, the boy pulled the zipper of his jacket up to his throat and fastened the buttons on his leather gloves. The dial of his wristwatch showed two o'clock in the morning.

The boy had expected cold and slush, but it was surprisingly warm and quiet. He raised his head, looking at the high starry sky for a while. Not a cloud in sight.

Quietly closing the gate, the boy walked down the street, keeping close to the fences.

As he approached the intersection, which was illuminated by a dim lantern, the boy leaned back against the fence and looked back in the direction from which he had started into the darkness. Nothing alerted him: the quiet outskirts of the small town were sleeping peacefully, preparing for tomorrow. The last drunk from the restaurant had passed through this intersection half an hour ago, and the passionate lovers, shivering in the chill, would be running through here in about two hours.

The boy still stood there a little longer, peering intently into the night, merging into it with the dark colors of his clothes.

Behind him, behind the fence, the bushes rustled, but the boy did not look back at the noise, saying calmly, "Lassie!"

He knew that it was a big red dog. He also knew that a collie is not a mongrel, it will not bark in vain. So this happen: recognizing him, the dog squealed easily and remained standing, waiting for the development of events.

Deciding that it was time to move on, the boy crossed the intersection avoiding the spot of light from the lone lantern, and went deeper into the park.

Here, too, everything was familiar to him, and he walked through the park not along an alley, but along a path that wound through elderberry bushes, young pines, and jasmine. The path went around the old Polish cemetery and up the hill, and the boy walked confidently, though a little cautiously. Not that he was afraid; he wasn't afraid of people, still in his head, all sorts of idiotic pictures were spinning, bringing chills to his collar, like ghouls, bigfoot, and aliens, which, of course, cannot be taken seriously, but they climb into the head of any impressionable boy in such circumstances. This one was vulnerable. He was fourteen.

The path ended at the top of a hill. The top was bald, and from there, one could see the lights of the city and the nearby village.

Coming close to the fallen apple tree, the boy speak to himself: "Here"... He sat down on the rough trunk to rest. First, he looked at his watch and noticed that it was showing at two o'clock. He calmed down and began to unlace his right shoe: at home, being in a hurry, he had put on a sock that rubbed his heel. Under his heel, in his left shoe, he could feel a copper coin with the coat of arms facing up. The boy was not superstitious, but he always did this before exams. Today he also had something like an exam. Not so important one, but still.

After lacing up his shoes, the boy fastened his gloves again and shoved his hands deep into his pockets. He began to think about what he would do tomorrow after school, and it seemed that if he did not make any mistakes that night, no one would probably go to school at all, and, frankly, he had no idea what would happen next and how it worked in such cases. At two forty-five, the boy stood up and turned to the north, listening even more carefully. He heard the echoes much later, and then, at two forty-five, he immediately noticed flashing lights in the sky: two red and one green. Without taking his eyes off them, the boy crouched down and felt under the fallen trunk, immediately encountering cold, heavy metal. "Everything is according to plan," he thought as he put on his headphones, raised the sights, and threw off the plastic tire from the rougher end of the racket launcher. He could not resist looking inside the scope, because he had never seen what was inside and had never held the device in his hands, although he had followed the instructions.

He feels slightly disappointed by the picture moonlight revealed: the glass in the rouge shine, something like an electric light bulb.

This, however, was the only free move he had; he performed all the following manipulations in a continuous and precise sequence: he slung the tube over his shoulder, flicked the power switch with his left hand, and pulled the safety catch to the firing position with his right thumb. After that, he spread his legs wide and, squinting his left eye, leaned against the diopter with his right one. Having caught the lights of the airplane in the crosshairs lines of the scope, he heard the sound of a buzzer in his headphones: it meant that the equipment was working reliably. It was too early to shoot, yet...

The boy had an outdated version of the Strela portable anti-aircraft gun slung over his shoulder, and he knew that it would be most effective when fired at an airplane that had already passed: the small homing missile would follow the infrared radiation from its engines, hit the nozzle, and explode inside. All the boy has to do is pull the trigger when he hears the buzzer and the rest will happen automatically.

The buzzer buzzed incessantly, but the boy counted to three, just in case, and only then pulled the trigger. The explosion turned into a howling jet flight, and the tube, which suddenly became hot, burned his cheek. Leaves and smoke, blown up by the explosion, fell easily fall around the boy.

Tearing off his headphones and throwing his rouge behind an apple tree, the boy watched with excitement as the summer bright star caught up with the pulsating flashes of the onboard lights. The rocket was flying too slowly for his liking.

Its flight was inexorably purposeful and finally reached its goal. A fiery daisy flashed in the sky, and after a dull thunderclap came. The orange petals of the daisy separated and bent down, falling to the ground.

The boy waited for something else for a long time, but nothing else happened, only a light, carried too far by the explosion, slowly and lonely descended along an irregular trajectory.

* * *
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The boy ran. Almost at the very exit of the park, two male figures came out of the shadows of the black trees to meet him.

“Do not make a big noise!”

“Oops!”

“Is everything okay?”

“I am fine. I mention it was not a bomber. Right? I did not hear any bombs exploding.”

“It was an airborne 'board', which is even worse, but do not let that bother you. You did your job well.”

“I serve!”

The boy thought he saw the fiery daisy of an explosion in the sky again, but it was just the blade of a long knife piercing his heart, filling his eyes with the last flash of all-consuming light.

This is how the story ended for the boy. That is why I was worried about him. Because I was once a boy myself. 

***
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OPEN THROAT
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I realized I was done for when I saw his red mustache and the worn-out "Police Excellence" badge on his faded lapel.

He walked straight to me, unhurriedly, with the confidence of a man who was determined to do so. He had no other choice. I watched him from under my lowered eyelids, pretending to be asleep. Although, I knew very well it would not work, just like the previous time.

He walked over to my chair, stopped, stomped his boots, stood on his toes, jingled his keys in his hands folded behind his back, and spoke in a steady voice:

“Let us go.”

I stood up silently, threw my bag over my shoulder, and followed him. The maritime station, though not as bustling as during the day, was still noisy. It was nine o'clock, and the petty officer had just taken over his shift.

We calmly walked past the post office and soda machines to another hall. He walked on his own. I walked on my own. It was supposed to look like that to outsiders. Although, I knew he was going to the next room and I had to follow him. Just like the last time. Two days ago.

It was the second time in my life I was detained by a Police. The first time it was this same sergeant major.

“Did you spend the night here and the last night too?” He asked at the police station.

“Yes. I came in the morning...” I answered.

“Did you see the comedian?”  Sergeant nodded to the Lieutenant with a red bandage on his left sleeve.

He looked at me silently. No one, not the Policemen, not the two drunks behind the glass fence, smiled except me. I pulled out my passport. The sergeant took it and began to write down my information on a protocol form.

“Why did not you come this morning?”

“I got tired of walking around.”

"Vagabonds..." he mocked me, “You have to go home, not vagabond. Did not I warn you the day before yesterday that I would hand you over to the police?”

“I was warned. That is right. You warned me.”

“What about you?” 

I shrugged my shoulders.

“Do you know what that is?”

“No.”

“You are such ignorant that there is nothing to scare you. I ask you one last time: when are you leaving?”

“But you know I have no money...”

“I know. I also do not have millions to send people like you home. I have been working all my life, and I have never been to your city, while you have just arrived, spent all your money, and stay waiting. Waiting for some good uncle to buy you a ticket. Were there no of your fellow Countrymen in the college dormitory?”

“No, just me.”

“Where are there some senior students?”

“Everyone is on vacation.”

“You need to earn money. There is no need to whine.” 

The lieutenant joined the conversation. 


“At least, you can work at the freight station.”



“I was asking them. They do not hire me without this city residence permit.”

“Then - in the port.”

“They do not allow me to enter their territory.”

“Did you go anywhere else?” Lieutenant asked, less hotly. The conversation was becoming boring for everyone.

“To a bakery, to a distillery, to vegetable warehouses...”

“Are no season workers needed anywhere?”

“They are required, but with a city residence permit.”

“Couldn't you have stayed in the university dormitory for a couple more days until your parents sent you money?”

“The commandant took out my bed and ordered the guards to drive me away.”

“Couldn't you have asked for "on demand"?”

“Why are you treating him like a child?” The sergeant intervened. “The man is seventeen years old and will be joining the army in the spring. We are not obliged to teach him to live. When we were his age, no one held us by hand! I certainly not pestered. The work has been done.” He pointed his finger at my chest. “At this station, I do not want to see you again. This is my station, and I want it to be in order. That is it. I would not say it again. Get the fuck out of here.”

He led me to the exit and pushed me in the back.

I slowly walked along the viaduct over the railroad tracks, vividly imagining him standing in the glass doorway: heavy, confident, watching to make sure I did not turn back. I knew to his left, iron letters forming words:

"Vladivostok is a port of five oceans."

***
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The School of Lyre Playing. 

Exercise I.

Spread your arms and legs freely. Concentrate. Think about whether you want to be able to play the lyre. If you do, begin to pluck the strings of your memory, evoking the music. 

Here, in this squirrelly life, everything is disordered, everything is unstable, everything is wrong. Life is an endless horror of chaos, where people try to find the harmony of reality - and this is as strange as it is meaningless, as evidenced by the experience of lost generations, which, however, has not sobered anyone up. Traveling in infinity is another matter! There you become different, and, feeling yourself amid infinity, you have the right and opportunity to traverse its expanse without being responsible to anyone or claiming your rights. You do not have to prove anything: you are there, and that is how it should be.

* * *
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CITY OF BLUE HAZE
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Cities... They were created for people to live in. So why are they sometimes so uncomfortable? Where is my city of the blue haze?

To be honest, I have not loved many cities; far fewer than women. Of those few, Port Royal was the first. No, not the very first, let us just say it was one of my favorites.

I had a small house there. They used to wait for me there. I was not the only one who liked Port Royal - free people of all oceans, and warm and cold seas, and dreamed of visiting a city where there were only their people around them at least once in their lives. I lived there... For a long time. From the middle of my life to... I do not remember. My memories from those times are abrupt, episodic, and not very exciting, like long and sad storm passages.

Often I remember the quiet September day of our return after a year and a half of absence: we saw the city at dawn. The sailors on duty were fooling around, swinging their hammocks, waking up the sleepers

“Port Royal! Gentlemen Port Royal!”

We, half-dressed, sleepy, and silently happy, reached for the tank.

“There it is, there it is!” The cabin boy repeated, pointing in the direction, keeping his eyes on the horizon as if he were giving the command "Man overboard!" 

Sailors hugged and tapped him on the shoulder: today he was the hero of the day, and everyone, giving him his glory, lit up and, making themselves comfortable, looked at the distant strip where the gray of the sea turned into the blue of the sky. Where sea and land met, incredibly far away and incredibly low, the fog was often pierced by golden spikes and a misty pulsating web of light.

“Why are there so many lights, while it is still night?” Someone inexperienced asked.

“The taverns are open around the clock.” Another answered, causing hysterical laughter. 

We were shivering a little: from the coolness of the morning, from the excitement of anticipation, from the stuffiness of expectation, and the uncertainty of hope. We were beginning to feel the "coming fever". Not everyone, of course. The old men, scratching their heads and spitting overboard, went to finish their "legal" sleep, and the young people started arguing, trying to recognize familiar taverns and brothels by the lights.

I looked in that direction too, until the approaching dawn drowned the hot sparks in its murky haze. When it became completely visible, the horizon lazily gave birth to a thin brown thread of land, which occasionally hid behind the combs of the waves. We were patient. We knew that by noon this dirty-colored thread would turn into beautiful cliffs, terraced streets, and swallow-nested buildings. Up close, from the raid, Port Royal would be white-white as the French royal flag, as befits the City of the Kings of the Seas, the city of the world's cheapest gold. 

It took me a long time to walk up the steep, rocky path to my house. One could say that it was already outside the city, although in a few years if the city continues to grow as steadily as before, this place could be at the center of the future Port Royal.

Here the steep rise ends and the plateau begins. It is a great place, though it is windy and a bit far from the port. Say what is there to do in the port? You are privileged from here to see the entire harbor and far out to sea.

The slope was too steep. I got a little too tired, and the box was filling both my knees. God knows how uncomfortable this device is! I would have preferred to take a piece of fishing net, but otherwise, I could not carry the fragile things: and the box contained my gifts.

All the gold fit into a leather belt. We were not very lucky this time, but I still have my share of fabrics, porcelain, silver, and spices in the holds: I will sell them tomorrow. Maybe I will hold on to them until prices go up again, we will see.

Thank God, we came back at all. We did not sail on such a shameful vessel; it was a two-deck frigate, and everything was in order, but the sea smashed it into the reefs, and we spent two months making from the wreckage only what we have now: a vessel of unknown construction, fifty paces long and sixteen wide. It had no combat capabilities, but it got us here.

The cool breeze from the sea, while I was resting, died down and, gradually increasing, the hot steppe wind was already warming my back and the back of my head.

I did not hear my wife approach. When I happened to look back, I noticed her three steps away, to my left. She was kneeling with her head down.

“Why do not you say anything?” I asked.

“It is good to see you, my lord.”

For some reason I found it funny: she said it without looking up.

“What else?”

“Will my Gentleman want to enter the house or bring dinner here?”

“Come here, come here, we will have enough time to stay at home. Wait, I am not hungry, come here.”

On her knees, she crawled to me within arm's reach and again froze in a humble pose.

“How was your life?”

“A third of the money left by my Gentleman is intact. I dug up the garden and no longer have to buy everything. The lord's property is untouched.”

“Didn't anyone insult you?”

“No, my lord. The Indians have come a few times, but do not be angry my lord, only a few times, and then only in case of emergency. They consider me one of their kin.”

“How do you talk to them?”

“We came to an understanding.”

I looked at her more closely; she was still wearing her kimono and combing her hair in her way. Her whole appearance was foreign.

“I was thinking about you,” I admitted, struggling with myself. “You found a common language with the wind, too.”

“Gentleman is my husband. He is kind to me. At first sight, I knew he is my husband.”

“Yes, yes,” I muttered, remembering that day.

... All three of us wore sagging hats and wet black cloaks, beards overgrown to the eyes.

I was never kind.

There was a small snowy island, and we approached it because we saw a waterfall. We spotted the hut much later, and then we just took fresh water to the anchors.

The hut stood on the side, above the lake, and its white walls crossed by black wooden beams, remind me of my homeland. The roof was covered with straw, and there were pine trees all around. All of this was reflected in the bluish, too blue water, and the snow was falling slowly from above there.

We were silent, and I wanted to cry in that silence. It seemed that I was in the enchanted world of my childhood, but I could not hear the secret language of the marigolds. The owner of the hut had unusually narrow eyes, and his hair braided.

His house was poor. There was nothing to take. The most valuable thing he had was his daughter, and we took her away. We did not even kill him. Just Karl mercifully hit him on the bridge of the nose with the hilt of his broadsword when he yelled at us.

Now I realize that we could have just as easily killed him and burned down the house. Still, we just took his daughter.

Going with us, she was slipping on her strange wooden sandals with heels that looked like goat hooves. That is why I took them off her and threw them into the lake. She no longer slipped and walked silently, stepping on the wet snow with her bare feet.

We were all very silent then, and it all reminded me eerily of my forgotten land. I had not been to my mountainous and forested land homeland for twenty years. All the last three years I have been dreaming about it especially often.

“Will Gentleman allow me to correct him?”

“Yeah.” I shook my head. 

I needed a lot of healing. She turned her open palms toward me, warming my skin without touching it. My eyes closed of their own accord, and her hands caressed me, losing themselves in my tousled hair. Unknown waves lifted and gently lowered me, the rhythm of an inaudible melody cradled my body, and a warm, mild breeze brushed my mind.

All my life I have been lucky with witches. Are there simply no other women?

“We were in the places where you derived. Not on the island especially, but somewhere in those places. I brought you some gifts.”

I opened the box. Of course, she was no fool. Among the trifling scatterings that warm a woman's heart, she immediately noticed a bronze bowl entwined with dragons; six shaven-headed monks had paid with their lives for its protection, although their other brothers (how many were there, a hundred, two hundred?) had also ascended to their gods in chariots of fire.

“When I die you do not sell it, okay?” 

She nodded.

“Leave it to your grandchildren...”

Peering into the box with unexpectedly wide eyes, she pulled out a bowl but cried when she saw what I thought was a napkin: just a piece of rough paper with a blurry, clumsy figure of a man, depicted in watercolor somehow sideways, and black snakes of hieroglyphics... She spread it out on her knees and began to cry even harder.

“What impressed you?” I was surprised. 

Without looking at me, she sang something in her bird language.

“Explain to me,” I asked. She recited:

...I woke at night —

Hearing the sound 

Of a water jar —

Cracking in the cold...

“Is it okay for you?”

“I knew my man was a good man always. He brought me a piece of my homeland...”

“What did you do for me instead? The beach boys said that my fellow Countryman came here. He, they say, was looking for me with a letter from my village.”

“The letter was bad. I protected my Gentleman from it.”

“What did you do?”

“I gave that man wine from a yew bowl. He wanted to rape me. I asked him to wait, and he fell asleep forever.”

“And the letter?”

“I buried them together...”

I see. This means, my homeland is still in slavery and twenty years have not changed anything in the life of my people.

Out of helplessness, I bit her shoulder. She screamed and fainted. My mouth instantly filled with her blood...

There was something in that woman that made me feel responsible for her. I secured her future and died in the distance, without burdening her sight with mourning ceremonies. My end was generally not seen by people, and the last vision of that life was a dazzlingly white, hot beach that smelled like a freshly cut cucumber. I felt I was still alive, but crabs were already biting my legs and seagulls frantically try to peck out my eyes, which were the color of the sea. 

* * *
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Exercise II.

Several centuries later, I look at the bite scar on my beloved woman's shoulder, smiling when she indignantly asks me where I learned to drink such a strong tea. She forgot, but I remember where – there on a plateau above the Pacific Ocean, in a small white house built by someone unknown, she taught me how to drink tea. 

By the way, that house, one of the few, survived when the mountains revolted. Apparently, because of the righteous woman who lived there. Or, on the contrary - it was she who swept away Port Royal, as one sweeps away the trash when she realized that the Sea would never again wash my red flag with two golden crossed sabers to the shore?

I asked her about it. She said she did not remember...

* * *
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MUDDY FOG
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In the city of reality, I had neither acquaintances nor friends.

On the viaduct over the railroad tracks, two pretty girls called out to me, 

“Hello! Hello!” 

“Where are you going when we are standing here waiting for you?” They were prostitutes, but they were living creatures.

“No place to spend the night...”

“Hearty my!” The blonde one stroked my cheek.

“Can I borrow a forty from you?” The black-haired girl asked.

“No...”  I doubted. 

Back then, I was still polite and saved money on frills.

“OK, as you wish.” They did not take offense.

“My friend and I have a lot of love!”

“Join us!” 

I think they realized that I was too young for them, so they did not invite me too much. It was more like a pro forma invitation. It was still early in the evening and warm enough there, and the customers could have come across with much heavier wallets.

“Love is beautiful,” I assured them.

“Come with us to taste it. You will have something to remember in your old age.”

“Leave him alone,” the soberer black-haired girl interrupted the invitation, “Do not you see, the boy is walking away. He already knows a thing or two about Love. Right, handsome.” 

I blushed. 

“Do not be shy. I can see everything.” 

Her gaze seemed to pierce me, revealing unknown knowledge in me. 

“Does he know about love?” The blonde woman could not calm still. “Does he have anything to remember?”

“Yes!” I laughed, walking away and noticing that they sang a fake duet: "I'll drink to love...!" But they did not finish a line, bursting into hysterical laughter.

I also laughed a little, and my laughter was hysterical. Because I did have something to remember yet then...

***
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IT ALL STARTS WITH BIRTH
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Sometimes we remember more than we could have ever imagined and learn things about ourselves that we would never have suspected. This happened to me recently, in a country that suddenly became alien to us.

My beloved was born in Daugavpils, and I have always not only remembered this, I have felt it, wandering around for centuries. 

Through the barrier that separated my consciousness from all the realities of the world around me, I heard the words: "amputation", "aorta", "procaine", and "fourth rib".

The pain was so intense that it ceased to be just pain, it engulfed me and became a part of me from something external, and then I turned into pain and went numb. 

I began to forget where I was and where the pain was, and at that time it was surprisingly quiet. Behind the screen of fog, someone spoke Georgian, and I thought: "Elena was born in Daugavpils." Without straining at all, I saw a black stamp on the birth certificate. Behind the clumsy printed letters of the place of birth was a calligraphic cursive: Dvinsk.

As the letters grew larger, they loomed over me, and the smooth paper first became lumpy and then hairy. The solid line of ink split into two black furrows from the steel nib; they turned into black spots on gray hummocks, and everything flew past me whistling. It was all form and therefore didn't matter much; everything valuable was hidden deeper, and the most valuable was the essence.

The wind tousled my hair. I was laughing when I found myself in 1227. It was raining, and many people looked at me in surprise, but I was happy openly, and their wary and surprised faces began to smile as well.

“Was machen sie?” (*What do you do?)

“Ich lebe!!!”  (*I live!!!)

I rejoiced truly, remembering that my death in Tkvarcheli town was inevitable-sad, though painful.

I clutched my sword under my left arm and bit off the half-broken nail on my right middle finger. My blood was salty and warm, and I licked my dirty thumb, savoring it. Then I shoved it deep into my wet hair behind my ear, jumped up, and screamed again:

“Alles! Fertig!”  (*It is all over! Done!)

“Du bistDumkoopf!” (*You are a fool!)  One of ours laughed.

“Aber ich lebe!”  (*But I'm alive!)

The knights of the Landman were gathering the dead. The exhausted knights, still hiding by inertia behind the wooden palisade, looked out over the field below the mountain and the forest floor nearby, where the pagans of Troyden Leader were hacking all four of their stone-throwing machines to pieces. They were signing their powerlessness, for the fortress was surprisingly good!

For four weeks they fired at us with Russian arrows and cut us down with Lithuanian swords. They pelted us with a hail of stones. The stones were huge, and there were so many of them that I didn't need a ladder to get down from the wall: I jumped from one pile to another until I reached the ground.

Near the wounded soldiers lined up in a row, I noticed a familiar hunchbacked figure in rags.

“Hey, witch!” I shouted merrily, shaking my hand. “Stop the blood, it's just pouring out!”

The old woman glared at me, then looked at my finger without a nail and spat angrily.

“Such a beautiful body was meant for someone smarter!”

“What are you talking about?” I did not understand her, watching in amazement as the blood from the old woman's saliva turned black and dried up, coagulating. Licking it, I felt hot, as if my finger was being burned by fire.

“Follow me!” Ordered the Witch.

I was laughing, and yet I obeyed this shriveled mushroom. It was as if we were playing a game, we were bound by a strange respect, I do not know why.

When I caught her in the woods five weeks ago, it was biting and scratching as hard as a lynx, but when a creature a caught looked me in the eye, it suddenly became petrified and said in a human voice that it would follow me to Duneburg Castle because there would soon be many sick people there and it knew how to heal. I was disappointed that it was only a witch, not the wild hairy man I had seen in the forests of France. If you carry a piece of wild man's skin with you, all the wolves and dogs will run away from you, and an old woman is an old woman - not much use.

In the dugout we went down to, a child was crying. The old woman handed the child to me and said:

“This is your child. It's a girl.”

I stood there, smiling, and did not understand what they wanted from me. The child sobbed and fell silent. 

“You have to stay with them, with your wife and child.”

I looked at the woman indifferently - she was lying on the floor also looking at me indifferently. 

There was not a single spark of understanding between me and the woman on the floor. She lived in her world, and I lived in mine. I was a mercenary, and I could have been a lot of things. The only thing I could not be today was a father. She was a prostitute from a convoy that followed the army. She gave birth to a girl by accident, and she would try to get rid of this unwanted child as soon as possible. The only thing that woman could not be today was a mother.

“You're confused, old woman.” Said I

“No, you must stay.” Insisted Witch.

“The siege has been lifted, in a few days Master Ernst will go to Riga, and I will go too, and then I will return, you know. Then we will talk.”

The old woman spat in anger and drew a magic sign on the ground.

“You are not coming back!” She shouted. 

––––––––
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“So what? I am a soldier.” 

She was already crouched in the corner, mumbling sorrowfully: 

“What a pity. It happens only once in a thousand years...”  

“Do not be upset," I tried to comfort her. 

"Listen carefully," she interrupted me, "you will leave and not come back, military happiness is short-lived, but a part of your soul will remain here, and this part is in your hands. Look at it carefully. You should better remember it forever.  

“Why, is she a witch too?” I wanted to have a soul mate somewhere, even if it lived in such a tiny baby, as long as she did not turn into a witch. 

The old woman spat silently. She spits a lot. 

The girl was holding my finger with both hands and sucking it. The same one, without a nail. I do not know much about children, but the girl was just like a girl, only she was looking at me very attentively. Then she sobbed, pulled away from my finger and reached her hands to my face. I leaned down, and she clung to my beard and was silent, looking at me intently. 

I sat down with the old woman. She smiled and took the child away, whispering something. She was still wrapping the child in rags, while the girl was already asleep.  

“What can you do for this woman and your child?”  

“I will leave you with them.”  

“What a generous Gentleman! What else?” 

“I will also give you this Roman golden lance. I got it...”  

“Do not tell me where you got it, or I will not take it!” 

I laughed, and the old woman picked up the chains I gave her with a stick like some kind of disgusting thing and threw them into her own leather bag.  

"I wish you would come back, I wish..." She muttered to herself, "Do you remember what kind of eyes the girl has?  

"No," I answered. Now the old woman giggled:  

“You are fool, you are fool!”  

“Why is this?”  

“It will torment you from this day forward and forever.”  

"No," I waved it off. I remembered it, but I did not know the name of that color, the color of hazel. "Is your tincture ripe?" I asked again.  

“It is ripe. Tonight I will drink together with you, getting drunk like you.”  

"Will you show me the future?" I pushed her.  

"You do not need to see your future. You are a soldier!" She laughed. 

I threw off my armor. The old woman clattered a clay mug in the corner and rustled a birch bark eggplant, smiling: a witch is a witch. It is strange enough I was thinking to myself, a part of my soul will remain here. I should at least memorize the name of this castle - Duneburg.

***
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WHITE PATTERN
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After wandering around the station square for a while, I returned to the viaduct, this time with a bottle of champagne in my hand.

“Our boy!” The prostitutes shouted.

“Shall we kiss?” The blonde suggested.

“Shall we drink?” The black-haired girl asked hopefully.

“Of course.” I agreed. ”I bought here something for you.

“What a gentleman!” The blonde woman was delighted.

“I don't believe it!” The black-haired girl said. ”It doesn't work like that.”

“Come on,” I did not know whether to be offended by her or proud of the possible compliment if it was a compliment. “I'm bored, and you're more fun.”

”A man!” The blonde whispered in a seductive tone. In her eyes, I grew and manned up in a matter of minutes, - "Pava," she flirtatiously extended her hand to me. I took it and kissed the fragile wrist, as is customary in our region. The delicate skin smelled like violets. They both squealed with delight.

”Sabre,” the black-haired girl called herself, also offering her hand.

”Pava,” the white-haired girl called herself, also offering her hand.

”That is, Sa...”

”Sabre!  Do not kiss me. Shake hands. Do you understand?” 

And who would not understand...  

”Pour! Let us drink.”

No one had glasses, and we had to suck the alcoholic liquid from the neck of the bottle. I had never thought that drinking champagne from the neck was so difficult: the foam explodes in your throat and mouth, making it difficult to swallow. It's hilarious!

”So you do not have a place to sleep?” The black-haired girl clarified once again.

”I have not.“ I said.

”Do not pick on him,“ Pava defended me, “You said that a person has a boundless inner world, didn't you?”

”This one does! “ Said Sabre, as if she had just cut me off. ”Look at those eyes.”

”Gentle. Like my kitty's. You're not a Tiger, according to your horoscope?”

”Lion!” Sabre thundered again.

”What a shame about the smart ones,” the blonde complained to me, “They know everything. Everything is clear.” 

Her hand stroked my buttocks from behind, and I was such surprised that miss my turn to drink. 


”You do not want champagne? Don't bother, it is poison.”



”Death.“ Sabre explained eloquently.

* * *
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OR DOES IT ALL START WITH DEATH?
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I was even afraid to imagine that this would ever happen.

And that is exactly what happened. My grandmother used to say: "When you pass all your exams with flying colors, I will be able to die with peace of mind." We used to laugh together after she said these words.

There is no one to laugh with anymore.

I got an A in biology. I ran joyfully almost all the way. Biology was the last exam. After that, I had a vacation, a fun, messy life without any worries, and then college admission.

And she died...

I cannot imagine why. I was doing well in school, and she was happy about it, she never worried about the occasional "C", she always understood me and reassured me. And all that tense month she kept calm. And on that day, she walked me to the door with a smile, as if I wasn't going to an exam. If I was just going for a walk.

She wanted to say: "Break a leg!" but I put my finger to my lips. She laughed and punched me in the chest.

”All right, come on!”

We laughed for a long time, not knowing the reason for the fun.

...These sympathetic old ladies filled the entire apartment with their black dresses and headscarves. Some of them were sewing something, others were altering it, and still, others were just sitting in the bedroom, where candles were already burning, quietly thinking about their things. My grandmother was lying in the bedroom.

They said: "Here she is," but no matter how hard I tried, I could not see her on the bed. Everything merged: white sheets, white hair, white skin, not burnt by the sun.

Just her nails... The pink manicure that I had done for her two days ago, on a whim, was glowing. She preferred clear varnish. 

Only the nails...

I walked around the house and thanked everyone for coming. I do not know if I was doing the right thing, but I did not cry, I went around and thanked all the old women for their help.  They took it for granted. They nodded at me and mournfully picked up their dry lips, the corners of which were already down by Life.

I had to go to the post office to send out telegrams. I returned home soon afterward. I sat down under the wall in the dark living room and sat there for a long time. Quietly, quietly. As if I had never been there at all.

* * *

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


WOUND


[image: ]




"Won't I scare your customers away?" I was excited, referring primarily to the stable fluidity of the production process.

”You? Do not let your customers scare you away. ”

”Girl, why do you call boys clients? They are not clients; boys are looking for love, and we give it to them. ” Blond Pava explained her position frankly.

”Fat pigs, mostly. Here,“ Sabre pointed at me, ”the first boy of the evening came over and brought champagne himself. You make the difference yourself! ”

”I thought that men mostly approach you on their own,” I shared my vision.

”Lazy and stupid.” Saber cut off.

”Oh, you can't live like this, in total pessimism, ” Pava was offended, sucking the last drops of her drink through the neck of the bottle and throwing the empty container of heavy green glass down onto the railroad tracks.

”Fix your lipstick,” the black-haired woman ordered. 

The blonde first fluffed up her "ala storm" hairstyle even more and then used both hands to press her lips together, which still retained the diameter of the neck of a Soviet fizzy drink. It looked sexy and funny at the same time.

”Stupid.” Saber added, perhaps referring to her own, or proud of her shiny hair, licked and pinned with a dozen different pins.

We exchanged glances, some offended, some surprised, some angry, and, in a moment, we burst out laughing again without any motivation. The night was warm. And we realized that we would not sleep until the morning.

A car pulled up.

”What are your girls for, Kent?” Asked the driver from the car.

”Sixty each,” I answered easily.

"Bring them here! ” The order was given, and the girls got into the car without bargaining, kissing me on both cheeks, tousling my hair, and waving their bare arms, which were clinking with dozens of bracelets, incessantly. 

"It looks like the Middle East or Arabia," I thought, again alone. Because, for the first time in my life, I sold the first friends I met. Who would have thought that it is so easy for a young person to become a slave trader nowadays?

* * *
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ABOUT LOVE
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I do not even know if I am worried or not. I always remember the feeling of anticipation and loss: this has happened to us before, somewhere far away and a long time ago.

She was my happiness, but I never had her.

I already have my urinal at this airport. Today, I went down to the toilet about eight times and each time I came up to it. This way they must be going crazy.

I do the math: the flight time from Moscow to Vladivostok is twelve hours. If they took off at ten in the morning, they will arrive at about ten in the evening. Everything is correct.

The young man looks at me with rounded eyes. Oh, damn it! I am talking out loud. I almost blush.

The words of the announcements are hoarse from the loudspeakers. They sound like orders. Only these orders are not for me, the announcements are calling for boarding, and I am meeting them. For the second day in a row.

"Aerosvit guarantees you speed and comfort!" What does Aerosvit have to do with it? If she doesn't want to come, she won't come. She can get married and that's it. In the end, what do I have? One letter from her, which, among other things, says that she is going to arrive on the 25th. And that's it. What an asshole. Today is the twenty-seventh.

I approach the window of the information desk. The girl sitting there has an exhausted face framed by blond hair.


“Can you please tell me flight 3932 from Sverdlovsk? When will it arrive?” It is me. A pitiful, uncertain voice, a fussy look. I feel as if everyone at the information desk already recognizes me.



She answers calmly:

“It took off at five o'clock.”

What a bad luck. This damned time difference. Terrible distances, day, night, everything mixed up. I stand there and think. I can't remember something very important.

“Local? I ask again. ”

“No, it is Central European Time.”

In two words, she threw me back seven hours. I want to ask her a small thing, one question, but she is already been asked about Khabarovsk and Blagoveshchensk from behind my shoulder. I chew on the words I couldn't pronounce and walk away without understanding. I am a rag.

Or maybe I was just exhausted. Yesterday it was easier: I found out the time of arrival in advance at the city ticket office, arrived, and didn't care if the plane was late, delayed, or not arriving today - taxis run around the clock. I had time to have dinner at a restaurant and calmly went out to watch people coming out of the Antonov planes frozen on the ground in a chain.

She was gone. I couldn't believe my eyes, the airplanes, and the stewardesses. I simply did not believe that she could not come. 

Then I went to the baggage claim area. Once again, I looked around at the faces of the new arrivals and waited until the hall was empty. I could not believe it, but today I feel that this option is possible. She did not come. And she will not come.

I go to the toilet again. For the ninth time. I wash my hands, rinse my mouth and look at my reflection in the wall mirror. I am ugly. Sparse and, for some reason, uneven growth on my cheeks and chin, tousled hair. Huge pores on my nose. Red streaks in the yellow apples of my eyes. And the way I was dressed! A yellow shirt with a black check with a frayed collar, and a gray jacket. Old fool, you came in dressed what you wear to work. Handsome, nothing to say.

I go up to the second floor. I go to the barbershop. They shave me, comb my hair, and give me a light massage, but it hardly helps: I drink too much. My crooked, fleshy nose and fat, sagging cheeks could scare children. And they probably do. 

In a shop on the station square, I found a festive shirt (fifteen rubles) and a tie of an impossibly bloody color (three rubles). I go to the restroom again and change. I shove the old shirt into the trash can with difficulty. The onlookers look at me like I am a moron.

I enter the waiting room, filled with green jackets, roaring children, and the sound of announcements. There are jeans, sneakers, sweaters, bright patches, and long hair everywhere. On full parade. With two gladioli in my hand, I feel like a stranger in this crowd. It's strange, I am the only one standing with flowers, isn't it fashionable now? Nonsense, I'm just someone who came here with flowers, met the right people, gave them flowers, and left with the people I met. That's all.

I hide in the cafeteria. An old man comes up to me and starts telling me a long story in a trembling voice. He says he is not from here, he cannot get a job without a residence permit, and something else. I listen, almost attentively, but when he starts telling it all for the second time, I take him a vinaigrette, a hard-boiled egg, and a cutlet, and pour him half a glass of eggplant.

“Eat.” I told him, ”But you don't even think about spitting, or I will take it all back.”

He eats in a hurry. He doesn't bark. But he snorts a lot. It seems that he has no strength to fight the snoring.

He was about sixty-five or seventy years old. So what? He has lived as long as I have. And again as much. My whole life can be told in a day, even if you take your time. So, my life is one day long, not thirty-something years. It's a shame.

And only now, with half my life behind me, have I finally found the one I've been looking for incessantly. I found her. And all of our disagreements and misunderstandings are due to the untimely meeting, to the age difference. The biggest one was yesterday: she didn't arrive.

I am going to come home from the airport, buy a case of vodka, carry it on foot from the store, lock it up, and get ready to drink. Probably at that time, someone will ring the doorbell. Who could it be? He will come in and say:

“Good afternoon.”

“Good afternoon.”

“Did you meet her?”

“No,” - I will answer, “She doesn't want to come to me.”


“She does not want to anymore. Keep in mind that she is only seventeen years old, and at that age, few people know what they want.”



“I knew.”

“You lived in a different time, and your concerns were different.”

“Yeah. And you know what I think?”

“Еh..?”

“Fate gave it to me as a reward for all my scars, broken teeth, and broken ribs. For not dying in the winter in the middle of the tundra and not being shot in the Far South...”

“It's all over there.”

I know he is going to cringe. He doesn't like it when I remember everything. Many people don't like that we remember all the time, and some people don't like that we remember at all.

Many people perceive a "Veteran" as a pensioner, a dead person. At the very least, a living corpse.

“Yes, of course,” I agree, “but she was also given to me as a punishment for the men and women I abandoned. For being like a dog at work and home. A hunted dog with drooping sides, snapping at everyone.”

“Volodymyr...”

“Please do not touch it.”

“What?”

“My love.”

“You are not a boy anymore. Look at yourself in the mirror.”

And I cannot look at myself in the mirror, and he knows it.

“I cannot look at myself in the mirror,” I will tell him.

“Why do you need so much vodka?” He will ask, and I will answer.

“I want to die.”

“But you chose the wrong method.”


“It is perfectly acceptable to me. Should I slit my wrists or throw myself out the window? Please stop. I will drown myself in my vomit. That is the only death I deserve.”

“No, no, no. Remember, I will have to bury you anyway. At least try to look more or less decent.”



After that, he will probably kick the cardboard box of vodka under the bed and leave, slamming the door behind him. I'll sit for a while, think about it, and then go back to the airport.

But for now, I am here. I go to the information desk again and ask about flight 3932. It turns out that it will arrive tomorrow. In the morning. And now it is somewhere in Omsk, waiting for fuel.

It starts to rain. It is getting dark. I get on the bus and go to the city. I do not have a car and will never have one.

At the bus stops, the bus doors open with a loud "shush" and close again. The two halves of the door press tightly against each other, like the knees of the women who gave themselves to me. After everything. In dark bedrooms. They clenched their knees as if trying to keep my semen inside them. They deceived themselves and me. I have no children.

We meet with some of these women on the streets. We recognize each other because we remember our faces, but we have forgotten everything else. Right away. The same day or a little later. We forgot so that the next time everything would be like the last time. And the day before, and the very first. So that we don't become depraved.

The bus is slowly weaving in the tail of a column of military trucks, rain is pelting the windows. I am dreaming. I am in my room. On the table, there is an unsigned telegram: "It is difficult to get tickets" or "The flight is delayed."

And, God help me.

* * *
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Exercise III.

...In the end, the whole world was against us, that's the problem. Not only do people, and I understand people, feel better when someone is in trouble, but the circumstances were against us. And, frankly, this ending of our relationship is not the worst thing; so what if she fell out of love and left me?
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