
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and places of action are fictitious or creatively reinterpreted. All analogies with actual characters or events are random.
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A STREETCAR OF HER DESIRE
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Nino was in a hurry, tapping her heels on the sidewalk cheerfully and shrilly. Her dress and blue denim jacket fluttered from her quick step, and her fashionable short haircut, a small upturned nose, inherited from her Russian grandmother, thin black eyebrows, large brown eyes, and plump lips gave her a complete resemblance to an excellent student. A beauty, you can’t say anything. And only the freshness of this morning was ready to compete with its natural beauty.

In the spring, she especially believed that life was beautiful and amazing, no matter what! The sun was shining, which had yet to gain strength. The sparrows woke up a long time ago and angrily jumped on wet branches with swelling buds, and sometimes fearlessly, with frenzied chirping, jumped into the half-open windows of the old four-story «Khrushchev» houses, proudly standing along the entire Avenue.

Turning the corner of the house, Nino saw her tram of the seventh route: it was about to depart. God, I didn’t want to be late for work. Jumping over puddles, she rushed to the bus stop. Hammers were pounding in my head, my breath was lost. It was clear to her that there was no time. She waved her hand. The driver, seeing the girl, hesitated, and at the last second, she managed to grab the handrail, stand on the running board and jump inside. Pushing aside the crowd at the door, she dived deep into the car and sat down in an empty seat by the window. The red-and-white tram slammed its doors with a bang, clanked, and set off, clanking its steel wheels on the rails and swaying from side to side.

The tram always seemed like a cozy home to her. Sitting at his window, she loved to contemplate thoughtfully how houses were floating by, passers-by hurrying about their business. And sometimes she closed her eyes and imagined that an express train was taking her to unknown distances. And then, like most girls of her age, she indulged in dreams of a better life, dreams full of light pink shades, like a radiant spring dawn. After all, if you do not dream about the future, you will forever remain vegetating in the dreary present.

Her gaze fell on the window openings of an apartment building that was rapidly disappearing from sight, and she, giving free rein to her imagination, vividly imagined that a person was sitting behind each window. With hopeful eyes, he peers into the blue skies, each time sending a fervent but silent plea for happiness to distant luminaries.

The girl suddenly felt sad. But no, it wasn’t the kind of sadness that borders on deep sadness. Her sadness was dreamy, bright, and inspiring: after all, she is only twenty-three, although at times it seems that the soul is wiser, much older than herself. Maybe that’s why she didn’t waste time in vain, like most of her coquettes of the same age in short skirts, violently crumpling and fluttering their youth. Nothing prevented her from leading the same lifestyle — her parents lived and worked in another city. But she was more attracted to books and the company of the big fluffy cat Balthazar.

When she turned nineteen, she had a boyfriend. David. From an intelligent Tbilisi family, a university student, very promising and, as it seemed to her, almost perfect. The relationship between them was serious. Her friends envied Nino in a black way: look what a handsome man she had snatched off for herself!

One day, after meeting a girl, David invited her to spend time in a friend’s apartment. Here, he left me the keys, he said hurriedly, let’s go, huh? — and even winked at her with undisguised lust, well, just like her Balthazar: when he fell in love with cats, he behaved exactly the same.

— And what to do there? Nino asked in surprise.

— Like what? — the guy looked at her intently, blushed, and frowned with dark eyebrows, and she realized that he was angry. — We’ve been dating for a long time, and not once yet...

«Not once, Dato?» — then Nino got angry. «How can you suggest that to me?» — and then, pulling herself together, calmly said:

— Can we just go for a walk? The weather is good today.

— Hmm, the weather! David rocked impetuously on his heels, trying to hide his irritation, behind which, as it seemed to her, disappointment was hiding. His nostrils flared, and lightning flashed in his eyes. It seemed that a little more and steam would come out of his ears. — In general, if you don’t want to, you don’t have to. Bye...

Turning, he walked resolutely away, to the tram stop. Even now Nino remembered the sound of wheels fading in her ears, the receding silhouette of a car that had taken something very valuable and expensive from her... The air smelled of autumn. Breakups always smell like autumn. Not the one that is painted with all kinds of colors on a sunny day, but the one with the vile rain that does not stop for a second, knocking down the last leaves from the trees, which, falling on the black earth, slowly rot and die.

She kept waiting for him to show up. But he never called. Not in the evening, not the next day, not a week later. The damn phone was silent as if it had been charmed, except for one time when the wrong number was called. Only then did Nino understand all the shades of the word «Bye...» he said, his entire color palette, from the cheerful yellow «We’ll call you soon» to the hideously gloomy, black «Goodbye! Don’t ever call!» And such anguish pinched her heart that she roared into her pillow all week long.

At this point, their relationship broke down completely. At first, Nino plunged headlong into her own world, falling in love with silence and loneliness, plunged to the very bottom, fenced off from the universe by a black column of water. The rainy summer was replaced by a melancholic off-season. She didn’t know how her life would go on without David, but somewhere in the back of her mind, she dared to hope that everything would get better sooner or later. If there has already been a black stripe, then there will definitely be a white one soon... We need to believe in the best, otherwise, it is impossible.

Four years have passed and life has returned to its normal course. She hadn’t been worried for a long time, and hadn’t been sitting on the couch staring at one point. She realized that reality is not at all like a sickly-sweet fairy tale in which a girl meets a prince and they live happily ever after for a thousand years. Reality is harsh and too predictable: from the unceremonious glance thrown at a meeting, to frank phrases and sickeningly identical promises.

Wherever she appeared, her appearance won everyone’s attention: men stared, unable to take their eyes off her, or turned around on the street, looking after her. Many guys were courting her: some splurged on gifts to get to her fragile body with their help, and others were looking for words that could pave the way to her soul. And she, so «strange» and «inaccessible», didn’t even want to look at them — she smiled politely and said «No!» to everyone. Because I’ve never really believed in love. Although since childhood I knew that someday I would meet him, the very Prince...

It was a warm January in Tbilisi. There was no snow in sight this year — it was such a winter. However, this will not surprise anyone here. A neighbor at the entrance, Tamriko, lured Nino to her on the very day of Baptism, treated her to strong coffee with nut baklava, and then offered to look into the future, to find out what fate predicts for her. Nino did not believe in fortune — telling, she knew that all these predictions were nothing, unworthy of adults and serious people, a waste of time. But it didn’t work out: each of us is familiar with the desire to find out what is coming. Tamriko despised cards, but she was willing to guess from her hand and coffee grounds, never, however, telling from what sources she drew her knowledge about human destinies. That’s what I lived for. Rumor surrounded the prophetess with a mysterious halo, and the residents of the avenue, seeing her a mile away, tried to avoid her, feeling some kind of superstitious fear in front of her, but when they met face to face, they politely greeted each other — as if something had inadvertently happened.

— Get ready, Nino, this night all the otherworldly forces are ready to help us.

Tamriko slowly pulled out another cigarette from a half-empty pack, opened the window and lit up, showing with all her appearance how much pleasure the fragrant smoke gives her.

— Now I would like another glass of good champagne, — she drawled in a hoarse voice, — and I will believe again that life is still a pleasant thing. You know, I don’t regret that I lived it that way, I’m not ashamed to look people in the eye, even though they shy away from me like devils from incense. And God be with them! It’s just a pity that I never created my family. And turned into a lonely, useless old woman... don’t take an example from me, my girl. Look how ripe you are, it’s time for you to find a worthy groom. After all, the Lord created a pair for each creature. Your half is also sitting somewhere right now, or maybe riding in a taxi. And it’s waiting for you — it won’t wait.

«I don’t take a taxi,» Nino interrupted cheerfully. — Only here on our tram — to work and back.

— Well, then, by tram. What a difference! Don’t get in the way! Tamriko waved away. — Everything in life happens at the appointed time. If you haven’t met yet, it means that the time has not come, you are not ready yet. I’m not telling you that. That’s what it says here! She reached out and took a thick book in a beautifully colored binding from a chest of drawers lined with dusty icons with images of saints. — Here, look, at the Chinese «Book of Changes». My sister sent me from Moscow, she knew that I dreamed of having her. Have you heard of Confucius? There was a Chinese philosopher. Do you know what he said before he died? «If I could prolong my life, I would give fifty years to study the Book of Changes, and then I would be able not to make mistakes.» This book, though very old, is proven wisdom here for thousands of years! «but she’s alive,» Tamriko tapped her finger loudly, «she can tell exactly what your tomorrow will be.» Well, are you ready to find out the truth? Then get to the point, or else you’ve wasted a lot of time. Here’s a coin for you. Come on, make a wish and throw it six times! And, most importantly, believe in luck. Understand? She looked critically and intently at Nino and, apparently, assumed that she was up to something extremely significant.

A sophisticated hexagram in the Book of Changes gave them the following interpretation:

«A new day erases the boundaries of the night.» All the changes and upheavals in your life are over, and very soon you will find the long-awaited happiness. Don’t be sad about the past: your new stage is much higher and more interesting than the previous one. Luck smiles at you. Follow the call of your heart, and don’t be afraid to be brave. Believe in luck, and then your cherished wish will certainly come true.

Slowly moving her lips, Tamriko read the interpretation and kept glancing at Nino, catching the expression on her face. And, seeing how it perked up, how it shone with dimples on her cheeks, the woman, apparently, was pleased with herself. Or the great Confucius...

After that Epiphany night, Nino’s mood really remained upbeat. Now she was looking forward to the arrival of spring: she wanted to embrace the sky as soon as possible, and smile at the gentle sun, trees, and flowers. How much hope, romance and warmth, it turns out, one small prophecy can give a person!

And now the long — awaited spring has come — a wonderful time of the year. Green shoots of future leaves appeared on the trees. Swallows circled merrily overhead, and the fragrance of freshness was fragrant in the air, announcing that summer days were just around the corner.

— Buy tickets! Pay the fare!

A stern female voice distracted Nino from the rainbow pictures, when her thoughts were much further than the wet sidewalk with people scurrying, and her eyes were fixed somewhere in the infinite distance and did not follow what was happening at all.

The conductor, pushing through the backs of the passengers, approached the girl and touched her shoulder. She was a tall, plump woman with her hair gathered at the back of her head and with small, shifty eyes, no longer young. She was famous for the fact that she did not allow passengers to put old limp tickets on the windows and draw nosy faces on the sweaty glass with her finger. Yes, and drove stowaways without any pity. With an irritated and tired face, despite the morning hour, she fingered the ticket rollers with her fingers green with copper money, waiting for payment.

Nino opened her bag to fish out her purse. Small objects like a mirror, lipstick, a ballpoint pen, and an almost new perfume bottle grabbed her fingers, and, thrown aside, a moment later they came under her hand again. There was no wallet in the bag. Nino already understood that he, a small leather purse, was at home now, lying quietly on the dressing table in the hallway, dimly glinting with his silver lock.

— What a nuisance! — sadly flashed through my head. After all, the tram has already left the whole stop from home, even if you get out now and come back for money, then she will definitely be late for work, and then... I don’t even want to think about it. A cold sweat broke out on her.

«Just a minute» she said for some reason. The conductor nodded listlessly, looking somewhere out the window. In her eyes, as in the window glass, floating houses were reflected, and abstract thoughts did not stir the pool of colorless pupils. She was thinking that her back was hurting this morning, overworked yesterday with a lot of hand washing, ironing, and putting things in order in a shabby and shabby apartment on the first floor. And she didn’t care about the fussily rummaging in the bag of a girl with a turned-up nose and a fashionable haircut.

— Now. Now,» Nino repeated, frantically trying to figure out how to avoid the inevitable shame. I felt the pockets of my denim jacket — suddenly some trifle was lying around. Empty. She slipped her hand into an inner pocket. But there’s nothing here either! I even climbed for the lining — even if the ball was rolling. For the first time in my life I turned out to be a «hare» — a real shame!

People riding in the tram looked at Nino as if she was crazy, but she stubbornly continued to search for the unfortunate trifle. And all in vain! She didn’t know what to do. I imagined how a strict conductor stops the tram and ignominiously drops her off. Will she be able to convince her that she has become a victim of her own absent-mindedness? After all, it has nothing to do with fans riding for free!

When all hope left her, the car jerked and went. The conductor was still standing nearby, her chin resting on her chest, waiting. She seemed to be concentrating on a heavy shoulder bag stuffed with change coins and blue ticket rolls. Then, losing all patience, she frowned, and opened her mouth, but did not have time to say anything: a man’s hand suddenly stretched out over Nino’s fragile shoulder, coins lay on the open palm.

— Here, take it for the girl.

Yes, the ways of providence are incomprehensible: no one can know why fate wants his misfortune to turn into luck. Meanwhile, a plump woman indifferently accepted the money, habitually shook it into her bag and instantly lost all interest in the girl. Paying the fare, she intoned, squeezing further through the crowd of passengers. The tram rattled at the junction of the rails, and Nino turned around to look at her savior. It seemed that time had purposely slowed down to give her a chance to see him. This medium-sized, good-looking guy was definitely not one of the hundreds. So her inner voice suggested, but she did not understand why, she only felt her heart pounding anxiously.

The guy smiled faintly. She often happened to meet random smiles of passers-by. Among the crowd you will always find friendly people who are not averse to sharing a good mood once again. But this time she was a little confused, although she did not look away. Noticing this, the guy frowned and tried to move deeper into the car. But Nino managed to grab his sleeve.

«Thank you very much», she said earnestly.

— You’re welcome», he replied and blinked his brown eyes framed by long eyelashes that any girl would envy. She always liked brown eyes, she considered them very expressive, intelligent and romantic. And then a blush appeared on his cheeks. He must have been embarrassed, she decided. It is necessary to meet a man capable of embarrassment these days!

— I will definitely return it to you, I promise, — she added, smiling. — Today.

— Yes, it’s not worth it, — he shrugged indifferently and looked at the doors.

My God, he’s probably going to be out soon, Nino figured. But we haven’t even met. And he’s so... so! Just a standard of beauty. His thick dark brown hair shone in the sunlight, and the clear lines of his eyebrows added expressiveness to his look. He squinted slightly, as if he had forgotten his glasses at home, and frowned the bridge of his nose, which looked extremely cute. Yes, it was strange to meet him here, on the tram. The sun outside the windows shone brighter than before, and her heart sang. She had always wondered if love at first sight existed. Now she is convinced that she exists. And she wanted to laugh, scream in uncontrollable delight and do stupid things. «I’m falling in love» flashed through my head. I’m falling in love and there’s nothing I can do about it. And she looked too pleased. However, she did not know what to do with all this next.

— Don’t you want to sit down? — unexpectedly, she offered the stranger. — There, in front, near the exit, two seats have been vacated.

He nodded silently and obediently moved in the indicated direction. He sat down near the window. Nino sat down next to me.

— And I didn’t even ask what your name was, — she was curious and immediately suspected that he was going to say «George», because this is probably the most common male name in Georgia.

— George...

Well, wow, how smart I am, flashed through her mind in an instant. And aloud she said:

— It’s a pleasure, George. And my name is Nino. Can you imagine, for the first time in my life to People riding in the tram looked at Nino as if she was crazy, but she stubbornly continued to search for the unfortunate trifle. And all in vain! She didn’t know what to do. I imagined how a strict conductor stops the tram and ignominiously drops her off. Will she be able to convince her that she has become a victim of her own absent-mindedness? After all, she has nothing to do with fans of riding for free!

When all hope left her, the car jerked and went. The conductor was still standing nearby, her chin resting on her chest, waiting. She seemed to be concentrating on a heavy shoulder bag stuffed with change coins and blue ticket rolls. Then, losing all patience, she frowned, opened her mouth, but did not have time to say anything: a man’s hand suddenly stretched out over Nino’s fragile shoulder, coins lay on the open palm.

— Here, take the girl.

Yes, the ways of providence are incomprehensible: no one can know why fate wants his misfortune to turn into luck. Meanwhile, a plump woman indifferently accepted the money, habitually shook it into her bag and instantly lost all interest in the girl. Paying the fare, she intoned, squeezing further through the crowd of passengers. The tram rattled at the junction of the rails, and Nino turned around to look at her savior. It seemed that time had purposely slowed down to give her a chance to see him. This medium-sized, good-looking guy was definitely not one of the hundreds. So her inner voice suggested, but she did not understand why, she only felt her heart pounding anxiously.

The guy smiled faintly. She often happened to meet random smiles of passers-by. Among the crowd you will always find friendly people who are not averse to sharing a good mood once again. But this time she was a little confused, although she did not look away. Noticing this, the guy frowned and tried to move deeper into the car. But Nino managed to grab his sleeve.

«Thank you very much», she said earnestly.

— You’re welcome», he replied and blinked his brown eyes framed by long eyelashes that any girl would envy. She always liked brown eyes, she considered them very expressive, intelligent and romantic. And then a blush appeared on his cheeks. He must have been embarrassed, she decided. It is necessary to meet a man capable of embarrassment these days!

— I will definitely return it to you, I promise, — she added, smiling. — Today.

— Yes, it’s not worth it, — he shrugged indifferently and looked at the doors.

My God, he’s probably going to be out soon, Nino figured. But we haven’t even met. And he’s so... so! Just a standard of beauty. His thick dark brown hair shone in the sunlight, and the clear lines of his eyebrows added expressiveness to his look. He squinted slightly, as if he had forgotten his glasses at home, and frowned the bridge of his nose, which looked extremely cute. Yes, it was strange to meet him here, on the tram. The sun outside the windows shone brighter than before, and her heart sang. She had always wondered if love at first sight existed. Now she is convinced that she exists. And she wanted to laugh, scream in uncontrollable delight and do stupid things. «I’m falling in love», flashed through my head. I’m falling in love and there’s nothing I can do about it. And she looked too pleased. However, she did not know what to do with all this next.

— Don’t you want to sit down? — unexpectedly, she offered the stranger. — Over there, in front, near the exit, two seats have been vacated.

He nodded silently and obediently moved in the indicated direction. He sat down near the window. Nino sat down next to me.

— And I didn’t even ask what your name was, — she was curious and immediately suspected that he was going to say «George», because this is probably the most common male name in Georgia.

— George...

Well, wow, how smart I am, flashed through her mind in an instant. And aloud she said:

— It’s a pleasure, George. And my name is Nino. Imagine, for the first time in my life I forgot my wallet at home. Such a shame. I’m not usually this confused. You know, if it wasn’t for you...

I forgot my collar at home. Such a shame. I’m not usually this confused. You know, if it wasn’t for you...

— It’s okay, — the guy smiled shyly. However, now he was looking at the girl with some interest. It’s a miracle how modest he is, she concluded. And certainly that smart and kind. Well, a real Mr. Laconic. She didn’t like talkative people, especially talkative guys.

She did not notice how the tram smoothly approached the stop. George suddenly jumped up, deftly skirting Nino’s knees and said:

— Excuse me, I have to go.

— Oh, — Nino was alarmed, looking out the window. — Me too... already...

He deftly jumped down from the step and held out his hand to her. Nino’s heart melted. Definitely in love, she thought happily. And then the iron doors closed loudly in front of them and the hospitable carriage rolled along the rails, swaying and gaining momentum.

— Well, I’ll go,» the guy said awkwardly. — All the best to you, Nino.

— And you, — she said.

He nodded, turned around and walked down the sidewalk along the street. Nino, confused, looked after him as if she did not believe that he was leaving. Then she sighed. The expectation of a miracle — desperate and insane, but so ridiculous — was melting away with every second. There was nothing else to count on.

She walked in the other direction, deep in thought. And, with difficulty holding back tears, she persuaded herself not to lose her head, not to destroy her former prosperous and calm world, so unshakable and stable, in which she had been happy until recently. And yet a faint hope did not leave her, despite the cold and calculating arguments of reason.

— Nino! — suddenly came from behind.

Almost jumping from surprise, she turned around. A light came on in her soul. George was catching up with her with long strides and soon found himself next to her.

— You know what? — he blurted out, gasping. Nino looked up at him and waited. Did he guess at that moment that behind those big eyes there was a person with his boundless cosmos?

— Call me if you need anything», he told her in a low voice. — I wrote down the number on the ticket there.

With these words, he quickly put something into the pocket of her jacket and ran back. Nino, over the moon with happiness, looked after him until his figure disappeared into the crowd of passers-by.

And after a moment, she, not believing her own eyes, stared for a long time at the palm on which her small leather purse lay, glittering with a silver lock. And a crumpled tram ticket was sticking out of it.

People were passing by, absorbed in their big and small problems, their troubles and sorrows, and they didn’t care about Nino, just as she didn’t care about them now. She was no longer pleased with the warm spring, the bright sun on the blue firmament, the exuberant flowering of nature, and the sonorous singing of the lark. Because she was completely alone, and there was not a soul around — only a heavy, motionless silence that unresponsively absorbed all the colors and sounds of life...
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THE UNWORN DRESS
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From time to time, the old woman coughed, and the wet sputum wheezed long in her bronchi, turning into a sweet, slimy lump in her mouth. She sat in a black kerchief in front of her husband’s coffin and constantly fiddled with a handkerchief in her hands, often bringing it to her face and rubbing the corner of her eyes, then the quivering tips of her lips, which seemed about to touch the protruding chin. And sometimes she slowly swayed to the beat of soft, melodious lamentations: «Vanya, my dear! Who did you leave me for?! Punished for what? How can I live now?», and then salty tears corroded her face, and thoughts of her husband’s tragic death suffocated painfully.

The funeral rite came to an end, but the lame sexton in a white burnt cassock did not leave: he sat down in the far corner, put aside the smoking censer and read the psalter in a quiet monotonous voice. The door, as it should be in such cases, was wide open and the people kept coming and going: after all, and their village is big. One crowd replaced another: some went to pay their last bow to the coffin, others to look at how Ivan was resting in it. A sturdy man, dressed in a new dark jacket, lay covered with a white sheet, with the face of the Savior on his chest, limply clutching the funeral cross in wax hands. The faint flickering light of the candle cast oblique rays on his pointed nose and tanned wrinkled forehead with frowning eyebrows: he seemed angry at those who put him in this cold unpainted house, sprinkled with holy water, made of freshly cut pine planks.

The village women, having just stepped into the house, began to shout from the very threshold. The peasants, at first, were swarming in the hall, stomping with felt boots, knocking the snow off them, then sneaking a peek into the upper room, where the farewell was taking place, huddled in the corners, more surprised and frightened than upset. They entered sideways and, casting timid glances at Ivan, hurriedly threw off their hats, crossed themselves on icons, lined the coffin with wet, prickly spruce lapnik and, turning around, expressed sympathy for the widow. The women sat down on the benches that stood in a semicircle in front of the coffin, let out tears, and then dejectedly shook their heads in kerchiefs and whispered about something among themselves. One of them dropped that, they say, it was too early for Ivan to give his soul to God, he was a hefty man, he could still live and live. The widow did not turn her head: she kept moving mute lamentations with her lips and fidgeting with her handkerchief.

Lo and behold, the half-witted Vaska ran into the house, trotted with his feet to the coffin and once — shoved something into the feet of the deceased.

— Hey, Vaska, what have you done, you fool? — the neighbor asked frowningly, bending down and inhaling tobacco with a slight fume when he perched next to him.

— Yes, Vaska what? Vaska ran around the whole village, there are no flowers anywhere. Bad weather. Everyone is scolding Vaska, and Vaska is giving Ivan a chocolate bar...

At some point, it seemed to her that the deceased sighed heavily, and from surprise she shuddered all over, almost fainting. My dear started coughing for a long time, covering her mouth with her sleeve and choking her throat as if she was vomiting.

«It’s bad for me, Klava», she said, barely calming down.

— It’s so unusual, Luda», the neighbor nodded, waving her hand. — What am I used to — after all, I managed to bury my husband, brother and son — and then... Here I’ll give you some water now, God willing it will feel better. You’re exhausted, you haven’t been eating for two days, you’re not eating, gut to gut, go, it looks like a cookie. And she cried her eyes out completely, miserable... Besides, go, eat a little, and I have to go, an unfed animal is waiting.

Claudia was right — Luda plunged into her grief. As soon as she found out about her husband, her legs gave way, she collapsed face down on the floor and struggled, howled like a dog. Klava, who came running to this howl, looked at her and probably thought that Lyudka had gone crazy. She did not close her eyes for the second day in a row: while the deceased is in the house, it is necessary to hold a vigil. Ivan worked as an electrician on duty, hurried to fix any problems on call. He kept saying that without an electrician in life — neither here nor there. An electrician, he can do anything: if he wants, he will light up, if he wants, he will extinguish, a short circuit can lengthen, and a long one can shorten. It turns out that without an electrician, the world of Khan will come. And then he was electrocuted and killed while he was on a hack at Valentina’s. She always has something wrong with people. They say she lives alone, without children, without a husband. The house is old, from the grandmother remained. In it, the iron will sparkle, then the socket in the wall will smoke, then the plugs will fly to hell, or even the wiring will burn to the ground. So Ivan, out of the kindness of his heart, helps her. And this time he went to fix the Valka’s TV, so he was on the spot like a shand. To death! At the morgue they said that he was under a degree and did not knit, and ended without suffering — he did not have time to blink.

There wasn’t enough money for a decent funeral. But the villagers helped out, in every possible way helped the People to arrange a proper farewell for their husbands, so that no one would condemn them. And what would she do without these kind people? The women bustled about gloriously, tidying up the house. Rolling up their sleeves and wiping their snot along the way, they scrubbed the floors, windows and doors with soap, wiped the images from the dust, and hung the sideboard and mirrors. The benches were trained here — they were collected from the world by a thread. But after all, everything had to be done with one puff, while there was no body of the deceased in the house: everyone remembered well that to sweep away the litter with the deceased — to take everyone out of the house. And the men helped with the car, delivered Ivan from the hospital morgue, went for the coffin, inexpensive, true, but very good, they invited a local priest. Candles were bought for the churchyard, a lamp was lit so that his soul, after leaving his body, would not be afraid of the darkness, and the light of the flame calmed her.

It’s a shame that my own son couldn’t come — he has business and worries. He says Moscow doesn’t believe in tears, you have to look at both here, otherwise you’ll be left with a bare ass! He has everything covered up: with whom he lives and how, what he eats and drinks, where he pulls the strap — she doesn’t really know anything. Careless, he didn’t even give her and Ivan a grandson. Lord, bring him to reason, you! I would have returned to the village. I would have found myself a healthy, hardworking girl. Children would have been born into the light of God. I would have lived like people... well, at least I sent a dispatch, short, in a few words: «I’m sorry, I’ll pay for it».

Alevtina quietly sat down on the vacant place. She hugged her, squeezed her hand, and whispered something in her ear, but only Luda did not understand the words, she sat with a stony face. And she’s at it again, she’s mumbling something about Ivan on a quiet note. Luda listened deafly, though she did not turn her head.

Don’t be so upset, my friend, she heard. It’s not worth it! I’ve been walking away from you all my life, I haven’t missed a single skirt. These are the holy cross, I’m not lying. What are you looking at? Didn’t you really know? And a year ago he sniffed with Valka, lived with her prodigally. Everyone knows Valka. And on that day, your faithful one was leavening her in full — the smoke was standing like a yoke. After all, I’m close there, in the neighborhood. They got drunk to a pig’s squeal. Your Vanka began to yell that Valka was cheating on him. Yes, it probably was. Valka, after all, is a prominent woman: red-cheeked, slender, busty. I’ve come back from the city — I’ve done a lot of somersaults there, probably with a vengeance. She let down her red hair, put it on, even if she stood, even if she fell, looked around, noticed a strong, hardworking man, once she invited him to help with the housework, another, a third, and took him away. May I sink through the ground if I’m talking! Although I know that it is not good to remember the deceased with a bad word — his soul will die in the next world, but as for me, if something is wrong, then I will not be silent, I will lay out the whole truth, as if on the palm of my hand.

Luda froze, feeling her heart pounding wildly and the blood rushed to her face. Her hands trembled, her body went limp, and everything before her eyes, as in a heavy downpour, swam. It is true that people say: a wife learns about her husband’s infidelities last of all. Everything inside rebelled, boiled... It turns out that everyone knew! Yes, they were silent, they covered up Vankin’s sin.

If I were in your place, Alevtina continued, I would tear her to the root, a filthy creature, I would pour potions or damage her. By the way, here’s what I thought up yesterday: I would like to put some kind of thing in Ivan’s house, colorful panties or a bra — every time there are people swinging on the clothesline. And that’s it. You will not have time to gasp — she will follow after your spouse.

It’s not a joke outside the windows. The wind with force, sweeping snow flakes into the windows, the silhouettes of huts and trees blurred and lost in the white shroud. The snow, barely reaching the ground, began to melt, turning it into a mess of mud and water. I could hear dogs barking in the distance and a cricket squeaking somewhere in the corner. The funeral candle was slowly burning out, the grayish wax was melting, dripping onto the wooden floor, and its smell mixed with the aroma of incense, the smoke hung in ragged fibers over those gathered around the coffin of the deceased.

The ominous silence was broken by a slight rustle of fabric: the veil fell from the mirror, revealing a chilling picture. Is this a reality or a dream? There is a coffin in the upper room, men and women come in and crowd, they carry dirty snow on felt boots, they are busy, comforting and twisting. But behind her back, the windbags are all gossiping and scratching their tongues, thinking that she doesn’t see it. He sees!

Everyone knew! And they were silent. And now magpies are running around here and there, just to wash Vanka’s bones, and maybe some people in their hearts even rejoice at her misfortune.

The darkness inside the mirror was scattered in some places by the trembling light of the lamp, trying to fill the ringing emptiness of despair and anger that penetrated People to the very heart.

Clearly, in all colors, she imagined how Valka lured Ivan by cunning, gave him cold brew, glass after glass, and then disheveled, naughty, in a jacket that had slipped off her shoulder, settled down next to him, the heifer got drunk, began to wake him up-to slow down with crimson lips: «Don’t go to sleep, darling! Love me very much...» Ivan, the stupid head, mumbled something from sleep, pushed her away, and Valka threw off her blouse, and her tits for show — sharp, like her goat’s, looking in different directions with tight nipples.

She sighed fitfully and looked at her husband — he was lying, not moving, a bad guy. She shuddered, remembering about his frequent absences: hunting for three days and three nights, fishing for the evening dawn — he said fish bites better before sunset — or even a hack on the side when she waited for weeks. And he was coming home drunk, my eyes were muddy — you don’t make a sound, don’t stick your nose into other people’s affairs, cook soup and know the place, woman. And if something was wrong, he stood on his hind legs. Oh, and she was so blind! Fool!

Her face was convulsed, her eyes rolled up, and her chest was shaking violently from coughing. And again she surrendered herself to the power of memories, and flashed before her pictures of the past, which she tried not to stir up in ordinary life. Here she is eighteen years old. Ivan, the harmonica player, the first guy in the village, hit on her, he kept saying: «Go for a walk, Lyudka, while you are young and beautiful. Other girls are walking. Why are you still empty? «Ivan was considered an enviable groom, his salary for the village was large and he used the official truck as a personal one. The authorities allowed him to keep the car in an alley near the house, so he drove the girls, and they screamed with joy. And one day he confused her with balusters, dragged her to the hayloft, away from people’s eyes, where the newly mown grasses smelled sweet. It was pitch — dark there, only the cracks in the floor glowed faintly, and in some places specks of moonlight made their way through the leaky roof. He didn’t cajole, cajole, or beg. He looked around, spat, and took her breasts from behind. Squeezed greedily, to the point of pain. He threw it on a pile of dry grass. He pressed herself in the dark, kissed the swan’s neck, caressed, and climbed under the white sundress with his hand. She conceded. Only one thought was spinning: if only it would be over soon. And then he reproached and humiliated all his life that she did not go honest for him, gave herself up before the wedding.

He turned out to be greedy — he counted every penny, did not share anything, but he would give someone a ruble, so then he demands two. And how terribly jealous he was! He did not allow her to continue her work in the local hospital — where she worked as a paramedic, even though she graduated from a medical college. And she could find a common language with anyone — with small and old. Many people in the village were lonely, they came to her to pour out their soul, it became easier for them — and she had joy in her heart! They respected her there, set an example for others, gave her a private part-time job. And she did not refuse: to whom to put a prick, to whom a therapeutic massage for sciatica, and to whom to measure the pressure and to suggest a herbal collection. And Ivan kept asking: where was she, where did she go? Once when she decided to get excited, he became so fiercely angry! — backhand on the cheek! And the hand is heavy, the palm is a shovel. She soaked the pillow with bitter tears, healed the bruises with pine lotions. Yes, and the mother-in-law is there too: it’s enough for you to howl! Be strong, she said, you fool... be patient! You’re not the only one — everyone lives like this.

She began to do the housework, she did not see the light of white. And the farm is big, you know, turn around. While you’re doing womanly things, the day has passed. She was standing over potatoes in the garden, she went after the cattle. Their son was the spitting image of Ivan, one in one! That’s how it happens! The little child demands care. She loved him, doted on him, spoiled him as much as she could. And he grew up — and went to the city, for a better share, as if it was anointed with lime honey there. He says the village has outlived its time. That’s right, that’s right — once a rich collective farm was proud of new buildings: a two-story school, not just a club, but a house of culture, its own hospital... And what yards! One to one, like cucumbers! Now, like broken teeth, there is a wasteland between houses, and even worse, empty huts. To the south, where the fields begin, an abandoned farm with half-collapsed buildings is rotting. What do you want my son to do here? The men almost all got drunk and died out from surrogate alcohol, the women are fierce, and the young people ran away to wherever they could, just to get away... So she did not notice how she herself changed with age, became embittered and hardened all over the neighborhood. It’s true that people say, you can’t get away from your destiny — she will find you everywhere and lead you where she needs to go.

She suddenly realized: oh, my God, is there enough vodka for everyone at the wake? It is necessary to warn not to pour too much. Three glasses and it will be fine with them. Her eyes, cold and unfeeling, began to vigilantly follow the hands of fellow villagers, sometimes shoving money into the pocket of her wool jacket. She was already regretting that she had not put a charity tray on a stool with a funeral candle: it immediately shows who gave how much. And now — sit there and guess at the beans, who has been stingy.

Ivan was carried out headfirst, but carefully — God forbid to touch the door jamb. They splashed through potholes, mud, uneven and slippery roads — past faded, unpainted wooden houses covered with shingles, crooked chicken coops and pigsties overgrown with thistles, past crumpled hills of last year’s stubble and century-old birches, through the barking of dogs, the neighing of horses, the sour smell of manure, hay and melted snow. The wind gently pushed into the backs, as if driving — just move your legs. As they climbed the hillock, from where the whole village was in the palm of their hand, they almost dropped Ivan: the first carrier fell on his knee, but the others survived. So they came to a snow-covered churchyard, where a row of low hills covered with sparse grass and weeds with uncut Russian crosses stretched in one line. Behind the last, sinister rectangle, a freshly dug grave was black at the feet, black and patiently waiting, ready to absorb a new body. There was slush around the pit, the clay was viscous: the people were swarming, stumbling on wet clods of broken earth, they were all wearing felt boots.

The good-natured sexton, swaying back and forth a little, sprinkled the deceased with holy water, absolving him of earthly sins: «With the Saints rest, O Christ, the soul of Your servant Ivan, where there is no sickness, sorrow and suffering, but an eternally blessed life.» The villagers held burning candles and kissed the priest’s cross in turn, so that all the worst of them would come out. The words of condolence were dry and rough, like sandpaper. Luda’s pale face watched what was happening with an empty, detached look. Neighbors on both sides whispered to her, ordering her to cry and wail, but she remained deaf to their pleas, completely withdrew into herself, did not see or hear anything. She woke up when someone pushed her hard in the back: she has to say goodbye to the faithful. She came up and... recoiled — Ivan didn’t look like himself at all. The face is calm, waxy. Snow falls on it and does not melt. He must be frozen to the bone. He lies peacefully with his hands folded. But he has been on his feet all his life, he didn’t know peace. She bent down and kissed the crown on his forehead without touching her lips. Just like that, with her mouth tightly clenched, and remained standing. After waiting a little for decency and not seeing anyone else willing to say goodbye to the deceased, two hefty buggies, throwing away the cigarette butts, nailed the lid with nails and hurriedly lowered Ivan into the grave, with his head to the east, deftly pulling out the peeling ropes from under the box. With a stony face, she threw three handfuls of earth on the coffin lid. The men quickly began to wield shovels, throwing earth into the hole. An Orthodox cross was placed at the feet, eight-pointed, a white towel was tied on it, embroidered with peonies and daisies. They decorated a fresh mound with fir branches and a small bouquet of snowdrops, still wet, with elastic stems that store the warmth of someone’s hands.
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