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  What can connect the lucky thief, known collector and the succeeding young businessman? Only death! All three are killed by a picture of the old Dutch master which owners they were. Their death seems inexplicable Same inexplicable, as well as similarity of the new hostess of a picture, owner of tiny art gallery Katya Solovyeva, with the red-haired beauty represented on a cloth. The loop of mystical death lasts from the remote past, but the picture murderer has accomplices and in the present …




  




  PROLOGUE




  Netherlands. Late spring of 1499




  My city is gobbled up by the sea.




  It is buried in its cold, filled by fish and mouth mollusks. Nobody escaped, even a favourite cat of the daughter of the burgomaster, even a bell of church of Sacred Agata. At night I hear its weak voice reaching through thickness of waters. Or only it seems to me, what I hear?




  My city is gobbled up by the sea.




  It filtered through dunes when all slept — even a favourite cat of the daughter of the burgomaster, even a bell of church of Sacred Agata. You did not sleep only — Loukas of wines of Ostrea.




  Loukas Ustritsa.




  You are guilty in death of my city, Loukas Ustritsa. Be damned that day when you appeared in it. You arose from a fog at the very end of the street, at one-eyed Rogir's fish bench. Just while the cook of the burgomaster, stout Hanna, chose a herring for a solemn dinner in city council on the occasion of anniversary of corporation of shooters. The herring was not pleasant to Hanne, and all her three chins desperately shivered. And the feet poured by dropsy too shivered. And Rogir's unique eye shook — they could not agree on price in any way.




  And then there was you, Loukas Ustritsa.




  The heavy sticky sail of a fog rose, children ceased to play, dead eels slightly opened eyes, the dead herring slightly opened a mouth, and Rogir and Hanna at once forgot about the squabble because of two superfluous coins.




  Handsome man Loukas Ustritsa with a box of paints behind shoulders — even fish tails fell in love with you. At first sight. You patted children on the dirty got wet tops, you friendly winked at one-eyed Rogir, and then respectfully asked stout Hanna how to pass to the burgomaster. At first Hanna did not think that to you to answer: all her three chins too fell in love with you. At first sight. Blood rushed back from her cheeks, bad water rushed back from its ankles, and her feet became at once harmonous. As at the girl.




  I swear, I saw it. But then I also could not imagine, you will give what trouble with yourself by the bridle, Loukas Ustritsa. Also told to the loved wife … To the small wife who now is based in a gloomy womb of the sea together with all, you be damned, Loukas Ustritsa … I told it in that morning:“ Should be, it and is that master from Ghent which invited to paint a portrait of our shooters”. — “And it pretty” — my loved wife, my small wife told. Also touched by a little finger of tips of lips: so it did always when stayed in thoughtfulness. Or in admiration. Or wanted to lie to me. And then her eyes were moistened and became same dark and brilliant, as a nape of just caught eel. Never earlier I saw at the Ursula of such dark and shining eyes. Even when put on it a finger a ring. Even when she told me that is going to have a baby — much later when streams of your paints covered the city with the head, Loukas. “You surely should order to it our portrait, Hendrik it is rumored that he is very good artist, this master from Ghent” — Ursula told then.




  It is strange that these hearings avoided me …




  You lodged at one-eyed Rogir, Loukas Ustritsa, rented at it three rooms under a workshop on the second floor. And on the same day it was presented to the burgomaster, the daughter of the burgomaster and the chief of shooters.




  On a cat of the daughter of the burgomaster you did not make any impression. It appeared unique whom you left indifferent. But her hostess, red-haired Katharine … Oh, that happened with the first beauty of our city!




  It shared a fate of all — she fell in love with you. Also made everything to divide your bed.




  But it occurred a bit later. How you wrote a group portrait of our shooters. It was exposed in city council, and this the best from this that I ever saw. I approve it and now though I hate you as I hate the Hell and all demons of the Hell. It still is always on my mind, this devil's portrait, all dozen of shooters with their chief Circus Hemskerk in the center. Dirk turned out at you greatly, cold and courageous — should be, Dirk's wife in the most shameful dreams at dawn saw such the husband. And young Ios, one-eyed Rogir's son, turned out at you greatly: it stands up for Hemskerk's back, and the awful scar on his right cheek at all does not look awful — rather it is similar to a gentle dozing branch of a heather. This scar, because of which Ios could not marry in any way, became suddenly a worship subject. You returned Iosa favor of all women, Loukas Ustritsa! You became his first friend, you became the friend of the burgomaster and Dirk Hemskerk's friend too. And one-eyed Rogir began to give you fish free of charge, the best fish — still, you after all presented it to the son hope of love of the most beautiful brides of the city! You well disposed of this fish, Loukas — you simply drew it. And all cats of the city — all! — I swear, I saw it, forgot about the real giblets and pink gills, they were for days on end wiped in your workshop, at your pictures. And one fine day died for hunger, helplessly looking at this, written by oil, fish magnificence. In total to uniform, except a cat of the burgomaster on whom you did not make any impression … If somebody reflected, why it occurred, if somebody decided to expel you, Loukas Ustritsa, the city would be rescued. But to anybody and in the head did not come to connect death of unfortunate creatures with your pictures. All were blinded by you, and you drew everything and drew, the whole days. After shooters the turn of a family of the collector of taxes of Yana de Blesa, then — the eldest son of a letter driver, then — an altar of church of a female monastery of Sacred Theresa came … You overloaded for some years forward only because your pictures were a real miracle, Loukas Ustritsa. I approve it and now though I hate you, as the Hell, as all demons of the Hell. Hell, Hell … The hell came together with you, here only we did not manage to make out, we were not frightened of it. We forgot the main thing — “Cave, cave, Deus vivit”. Also paid for it.




  Young Ios, one-eyed Rogir's son became the first: its boat did not return from fishing of an eel. It left in calm, windless weather when in the sky was not a cloudlet — and more anybody did not see it. Dirk Hemskerk, the chief of shooters, appeared the second. Dirk died in the bed, the strong Dirk who did not have even cold. He simply fell asleep and did not wake up. The wife found him dressed and in boots, with a falcon claw on a breast — an emblem of corporation of shooters. Dirk was in those clothes in which you drew it, Loukas Ustritsa.




  But also then nobody sounded the alarm. Two death, not including cats — and only in a month — unless we can tell, it is not enough it or much?. The remained shooters died within the next nine months: they met death differently, but always in the same clothes.




  In those clothes in which you drew them, Loukas Ustritsa.




  From them there was only a portrait, I am finer which did not see in life, I swear!.




  And then there came a turn of a monastery of Sacred Theresa. Three nuns and three novices were resolved from burden in the same day. They gave birth to six babies of a male. All babies appeared dead born, and the mother superior was hung up before an altar which decorated the triptych written by you, Loukas Ustritsa. A foot of mother prior looked at the right shutter of a triptych — “Beating of babies” …




  Admit, after all these six deadborn germinated from your seed, Loukas Ustritsa! A devil seed, you be damned! Again I tell you it?. I do not know, maybe, you and a finger did not touch them, maybe, this seed dripped from a tip of your brush — and most likely and was, I already am surprised to nothing.




  Nobody served a mass on Christ's brides and whether there were they Christ's brides if you so easily tempted them? And so easily left from punishment: you managed to become sacred for all city, people worshipped to your boards, more than ever did not worship to the Lord. Crowds of gapers stuck out under windows of your workshop, in hope to see at least a slice of an altar which you wrote for Sacred Agata's church.




  Apocalypse, here that you wrote.




  And all knew about it. And all grew cold with it. Also could not wait completion of work.




  You started up nobody to yourself, Loukas Ustritsa. Anybody, except red-haired Katharine, the daughter of the burgomaster, the first beauty of the city. It was enamoured of you, all knew about it, about it stout cook Hanna whispered to fishes on trays. Poor thing Katharine! She fell in love with you still before you drew its portrait with a cat on a lap. Having fallen in love with you, she yet did not know that it is waited by death. Drowned — as well as young Ios.




  Here only the son one-eyed Rogir did not find, and red-haired Katharine — found. But at first …. What an eye was at first?




  At first there was Virgin Mary.




  Virgin Mary which the place in your Apocalypse too was prepared.




  You wrote it from enamoured Katharine.




  From dead Katharine.




  Nobody knows precisely, whether it drowned or was drowned, because you rejected it, Loukas. And can be, you pushed unfortunate to this step: after all the ideal model … was necessary to you. Anyway, but Katharine disappeared in the evening, having forgotten to feed the cat.




  The cat gave a miaow all night long — the burgomaster so told — and next morning at it wool dropped out. A day later, at a dam, fishermen found Katharine's clothes, and three more days later — and Katharine. Also you know, what they found near a body, Loukas?




  Small plate with the paints dissolved on it. Your plate.




  Admit, Loukas Ustritsa, after all you from the very beginning knew, where sea waters will take out a body of the daughter of the burgomaster. You always appeared in a course, there was no case that another's death forgot to appoint to you appointment. And can be, you chose this place at the bottom of dunes on the northernmost tip of the city? The sea, the sky and sand create there extraordinary soft lighting, you liked to use to say about it.




  I and see this picture: dead Katharine at the edge of the water, covered only the hair. The skin which has been stuck round by fish scales — it could not tear off; cockleshells that there are forces caught red locks — them could not tear off. She was the first beauty of the city, but after death became even finer.




  Oh, as dead Katharine when over it read the burial service in Sacred Agata's church was fine. The church could not contain wishing to say goodbye to the daughter of the burgomaster, there were all. Everything, except you, Loukas.




  Strange, but anybody at all did not see to it to dress her: Katharine's nakedness was such chaste that any clothes on it would look sacrilege. However, sacrilege after all came true: it proceeded from all — from men and the women devouring Katharine with eyes. Women …. Women were overwhelmed by furious, barefaced, almost animal envy: all of them would like to be same divinely fine, as Katharine. They would sell soul to a devil if only on one instant to become same, as it. I saw it in the depth of their stopped pupils. And my wife, my small wife, my Ursula — it too did not pass this bowl. She wanted to be on a place of the daughter of the burgomaster — I swear, I saw it! Envy so cramped Ursulina fingers that when we returned from church, I could not unclench at once them at all. And when unclenched, saw deep cuts from nails — cuts with equal edges; in their depth there was a viscous blood. Its color would be pleasant to you, Loukas — on color the fastener on Virgin Mary's raincoat in your altar Apocalypse was just the same …




  All these months I as could, preserved against you the wife: you should paint our portrait in September, but I transferred sessions for December, and then — for March. If you only knew, that it costed to me! I was the only thing who vaguely felt threat proceeding from you. Why I was the only thing? Why the mild Lord looked at you my eyes?. I never learn it. I never learn, how you managed to seize the city — but it happened. It ripened, as a fruit, and Loukas Ustritsa fell to your feet. You drew almost all his inhabitants, all his fishes, all children, all cobble-stones and the signs, all laces and the rings, all delays and muskets — you diligently extorted life from the city and moved it on the devil's boards.




  On main чертову a board (My God, forgive me!) — an altar for Sacred Agata's church.




  Apocalypse.




  All waited, when it will take the place in church, it was the only thing about what spoke in the city all April and the beginning of May. All wanted to see the Apocalypse your eyes — the unique eyes to which trusted … All wanted to see the Apocalypse and to escape. But so does not happen, when you deal with a doomsday — and it turned out that only I one knew about it.




  I one.




  Why the Lord chose me for this knowledge?




  And why, understanding inevitability of trouble which came to our city together with you — it is more — having a presentiment of trouble, I made nothing to rescue it? In any case the city — to rescue at least own wife, small Ursula with dimples on cheeks and the child under heart. Our child.




  Or it too was yours, Loukas Ustritsa?




  Why I could not rescue anybody?




  But after all and Jesus could not rescue itself, though foreknew about everything. Both about a kiss, and about Varavva, and about Veronica's scarf … Jesus knew — and made nothing. Its way was such. My way became such also.




  Consecration of an altar was appointed to the second Wednesday of May. And the day before I left. I was the only thing who left. I could remain in the city for day, affairs did not hurry me. But I left with the silence press on lips. Ursula saw me to the door, I still remember, how it impatiently crossed warm heels from a dream, I still see it. I still see her approximated stomach. I waited that my wife will tell to me: “Why you go, Hendrik, remain …” So she spoke always.




  Only not this time.




  Whether urgent my trip to Utrecht was such? But I left, no, I ran from the city. On the road the whole families of fishermen from neighboring small villages came across to me: men in new hats and with new pipes in teeth; boys in kamzolchik with the scrubbed buttons, respectable mothers in new stockings and caps with tapes, dogs with wool shining with full life. I knew, where they went.




  To the city, on shows of a new altar of church of Sacred Agata.




  I spent the night on a small inn, halfway to Utrecht. Even here heard about you, Loukas Ustritsa. Strange business, the world around seemed me dim, stars — too high, and dunes — too gray. Our city was absolutely another … No, it BECAME absolutely to another — ever since as in it there was you, Loukas …




  I long could not fall asleep — should be, the dinner in a local vegetable marrow “To three flies” was too plentiful: an omelet, pork with beans and an air rice pie. And when at last fell asleep, saw a dream.




  I saw my city which has with pleasure fallen asleep in a presentiment of your Apocalypse, Loukas Ustritsa. I saw children sleeping in wooden beds, small cradles and in stomachs of the mothers. I saw the women who have clung to the right shoulder of the husbands, I saw the fallen asleep bell of church of Sacred Agata and the fallen asleep dunes. And then the sea flooded them and flooded my city. I saw, how waves enter into houses as owners as they foam, and their crests are so similar on вздыбившиеся manes of horses of horseback riders of the Apocalypse. Cold hands of a wave sufficed sleeping and put them to itself in a mouth. Both my Ursula, and my not been born child — they did not manage to call at all to the aid. Together with waves sand and silt clouds came, they hammered mouths sleeping, hammered their closed eyes … Their death was awful.




  Nobody escaped. Anybody.




  I woke up — and at once understood that it not a dream. I do not remember, how got out from an inn as it was started up in a way back, shaking with fear and despair and damning everything on light …. However, far I did not leave. Water stopped me. That night it completely flooded my city and ten more villages in the district: such flood was not remembered even by old men. But I knew that it is not necessary to blame for it the sky.




  It is necessary to blame only you, Loukas van Ostrea. Loukas Ustritsa.




  It is necessary to blame only you, for you — the messenger of a devil. You stole life at my city, and how many still the cities you ruined the pictures, this fiend? Your pictures killed and killed, yet did not kill all. I hope, as you died in waves, and your paints died, and your brushes died, I want to believe that any sink lifted from the bottom cut to you a throat with a keen edge …. However, it is too faint hope and too shaky belief — after all the devil cannot be destroyed.




  Tomorrow I go in Rents, Loukas. After all said that you came from the Rent.




  At me remained nothing — neither at home, nor wives, the child. Only hatred to you, and I hope that the Lord will strengthen me in this hatred. I, Hendrik Artensen, will go on a trace of your pictures — after all them you pave the road to Antichrist. I will destroy them if I will find. I recognize them on several dabs. I too well remembered them, too well. Perhaps, I will manage to rescue from you that else it is possible to rescue. To Yana I know all your devilish plan, I know only one: your pictures — it also are a Satan, they tempt, and to fight against this temptation it is impossible.




  But I believe that the Lord does not leave me, and his punishing right hand sometime will overtake you, Loukas. It surely will overtake you …




  
Chapter 1




  St. Petersburg. Summer of 1999




  Pornography of near fight.




  I hate this expression, but I can not get rid of it. Here three years plus one more, which devil's Bykadorov lived with me. A pornography of near fight — the words preceding love game, shelling, dot blows — Bykadorov was a good judge of dot blows, at the beginning of foggy youth it served in artillery … In these words there was a mad shamelessness of passion and any surprising chastity. They dripped from his lips as poison, and I did not manage to develop some antidote. I still did not find it: can be, therefore I not married. In twenty nine it it is almost indecent, something like badly healed herpes or six fingers on a hand.




  Foolish expression “a pornography of near fight” strongly sat down at me at a brain. But it was possible to reconcile to it. And I reconciled. I reconciled to it three years after Bykadorov threw me. I was sure that more never I will see Bykadorov.




  But I was mistaken. I did not know then that once again I will see it.




  The dead.




  So, to me twenty nine, in the city asphalt melts, and peatlands in the country burn. However, my business too burns. Dark blue flame. A tiny galereyka on Vasilyevsky, a corner of the Average and the Sixteenth line. From giving of Lavrukhi of the Bullfinch hurt by mythology it is called "Valkhalla" — should be, it frightens off clients. We opened it three together: I, Lavrukh and Zhek Sokolenko. Now there was I one — Zheka wallowed in children, and Lavrukh — in restoration workshops. We seldom see, but it almost does not afflict me. Lavrukh's loser reminds me of cancelled career of the artist easel painting, and unlucky person Zheka — about Bykadorov.




  Before leaving to me and to be engaged in a pornography of near fight, Bykadorov served as Zhekin the husband, served. Sex with Zheka Bykadorov characterized one more permanent idiomatic expression which has been picked up in Spanish-speaking literature — “media trabaha”.




  " Media trabaha” — almost as work.




  Bykadorov was from those who is married to the job: Zheka gave rise to twins, the boy and the girl — Katya and Lavrukh — in honor of our unforgettable Trinity. In honor of our art school where Lavrukh succeeded in composition, Zheka — in drawing, and I — in the history of arts. In the magazine we went one after another — the Bullfinch, Sokolenko and Solovyeva, tiny flight feathery. They also pulled together us first, our bird's surnames. Then there was an Academy of Arts which spat out in the world one artist (Zheka) and one critic (me). Lavrukh graduated from Academy three years later; year it carried out in chemical and technological and two more — at university. And only then, having thrown higher education institutions absolutely unnecessary it, rose under banners of Academy of Arts. Belobrysy phlegmatic Zheka appeared the most talented, to it designated the big future, any visiting an italyashka straight off offered it training in Florence. But in three days prior to departure, in infected with pestilence blinny, Zheka met Bykadorov. And everything ruined. Zheka ceased to distinguish at once aquamarine from охры, put canvases on a mezzanine and forced them banks with pickles. However, cucumbers not for long pined in exile: Bykadorov drank as a horse and other snack did not recognize. The whole year Zheka hid the hubby from us with Lavrukhoy. It infuriated a bullfinch: despite two years, carried out in walls психфака university (there Lavrukh foolishly arrived after academy), he did not learn to treat life philosophically. I was limited to an ironical grin: the love is malicious, as a last resort and Bykadorov will fit. But when within a month Zheka changed a hair color three times, wrong I suspected even. Zheka brought together us on council (all in the same infected with pestilence blinny which served now as a worship place) and told a fantastic story about Bykadorov's despotism.




  — A week ago he told that hates blondes — fighting back small tears, Zheka declared.




  — Cat, at you every chance — not differing Lavrukh's special step pulled me a red lock.




  — Red he too hates … I was recoloured in black, but also he does not transfer brunettes …




  — The idiocy — summarized Lavrukh, and it was unclear, to what it concerns — Zheka or to a situation in which it was stuck.




  — And how about, brown-haired women? — from us three I had a reputation for the most practical.




  — His first woman was the brown-haired woman, and experience appeared unsuccessful ….




  — N yes … You should be rescued. Went, Evgenia — Lavrukh rose because of a table. — It is time to us to get acquainted with this freak of nature.




  And we went to Kupchino, in Zheka's occupied nowadays by pocket tyrant Byka dorovym the patrimonial nest.




  … Up to an outcome from blinny I almost knew nothing about Bykadorov. It came from where from under Kherson, to St. Petersburg got together with party of water-melons, lost on radio tape recorder theft from the car and, having stayed two years, was arranged with the yard keeper. And then there was Zheka, and duties of the yard keeper automatically passed to it. Bykadorov rolled on a sofa, reading now and then Schopenhauer, Nietzsche and popular sexologist Igor Con.




  — You are the clinical silly woman — scolded Zheka Lavrukh when we were rolled out from a tram — to ruin career and to contact such cattle … Though you would bring to reason her, Cat.




  I diplomatically kept silent, though was completely agrees with Lavrukhoy.




  — You do not know it … Do not dare to speak about it so! — Zheka groaned.




  We really did not know it, but it did not prevent to give Lavrukh Bykadorova in a muzzle as soon as it opened a door. Bykadorov's face joyfully просемафорило the red — the blow of the Bullfinch breaking and humiliating, has on a nose, and Bykadorov's blood scattered extensively. Even Zheka was taken aback from similar speed, even itself Lavrukh did not expect a similar easy victory. Quiet there was only Bykadorov. It with advantage wiped blood near by and, sitting on a floor, humbly looked at us.




  — At last you brought them — Bykadorov Zheka told. — The whole year dreamed to get acquainted with your friends.




  — Truth? — Lavrukh frowned.




  — Sacred — Bykadorov confirmed and nodded towards the civil wife. — It let's tell lies. Help to rise. Such people are scarcer than hen's teeth.




  Lavrukh was measured by Bykadorova with a fleer, but the hand was stretched after all. Bykadorov immediately caught it and easily jumped. Now I had possibility really to consider Bykadorov.




  Anything special.




  Anything special at first sight — in a river whirlpool too is not present anything special at first sight: calm, smooth surface and God's good fortune. It was slightly higher than a baggy Bullfinch and is immeasurably thinner. Not the correct skull which has been timidly covered with a skin of black, shining hair; not correct flat nose, not correct, rapaciously broken off nostrils; not the correct, too dark lips coiling as snakes, indecently naked children's chin … At a certain lighting even it would be possible to call him the mulatto.




  — You found it in what jungle? — asked Lavrukh Zheka never leaving further Vyborg.




  — By the way, about the jungle — Bykadorov quickened. — Whether to drink to us fire-water?.




  Ten minutes later we already drank vodka, and Lavrukh's half an hour more later suggested Bykadorova to pose for next order. And I immediately regretted that long ago I do not write itself, and my pity specialization “прерафаэлиты” has no relation to Bykadorov. Vodka did the part, Bykadorov too did the part: it did not do anything. And still I could not tear off from it eyes, too exotic animal it appeared.




  Exotic animal, exactly so. Even it is strange that he is able to talk. And in a condition to support conversation about prerafaelit. Whether there was Dante Gabriel Rossetti the great painter — what difference if I want to concern you, Bykadorov?. When my behavior became absolutely indecent, I went to a bathroom, turned out the crane with cold water and framed up the person under an elastic stream.




  Only it did not suffice! To forget about even unfinished prerafaelitny dissertation the same as Zhek forgot about охре and aquamarine.




  … Zheka filtered into a door two minutes later, wiped a towel my excited cheeks and sadly smiled.




  — You too were stuck — she acutely told.




  — About what you? — I really was afraid.




  — About Bykadorov. Drags, huh?




  — Pret — confessed I. — Forgive me. To hide something from Zheka it is useless: we knew each other many years, it corrected mine not absolutely successful painting — the treatment of light and shade did not turn out at me never … And semitone. And now — any semitones. I wanted to possess her husband. Or forever to leave her life.




  I left her life. Zheka saw me to the door and kissed at parting. The last that I heard, there was Bykadorov's reaching from kitchen the voice. He argued with Lavrukhoy on a female libido.




  We ceased to see Zheka, but became even more close with Lavrukhoy. I went to its workshop on Petrogradka, as for work: once a week on Fridays. And only because in a corner, forced by dry flowers and draperies, Bykadorov became dusty.




  Then, behind vodka, to the Bullfinch the crazy thought came to immortalize Bykadorov in image sacred Sebastian (his picturesque image Pole Krzysztof deducted for an unsuitability for a profession from the second year of academy) ordered Lavrukh. Krzysztof returned to Poland and was successfully attached in one of churches of Szczecin. However, to a shchetsinsky church Sebastian-Bykadorov did not reach: God-fearing Krzysztof counted his image too sexual unbridled.




  Certainly, the Pole is right, I stupidly thought, stealthily watching Sebastian with Bykadorov's nostrils. In a year I up and down studied his body written by oil: a uniform hair on a breast; nipples, on color coinciding with dark lips, a tiny scar on a hip, two pockmarks on the right forearm — the Bullfinch reproduced Bykadorov with photographic accuracy. Forgiving Lavrukh only swung the head and added to me чифирь which out of ignorance called the Ceylon tea. The whole year I carried out in its workshop hammered by the Latin American etudes, the sir flutes and the jugs hollowed from dry pumpkins. Lavrukhina's whole wall of a workshop was decorated by jars with tightly ground-in jams. Lavrukh frightened me of stories which concerned contents of these a banok. He assured me that herbs are stored in them from selvas and the jungle, ashes any sacred and a saliva of any gods. The saliva and ashes interested me, no less than any suspicious Latino which sometimes emerged in its workshop a little. They with pleasure posed Lavrukh, and the Bullfinch considered them as the best models. But me only one model — Bykadorov interested. Having seen enough of it to an insanely convenient, I came back to myself.




  Here they also began. Pornographic dreams since Friday on Saturday. Each time, laying down in a bed, I was afraid to die: too really Bykadorov possessed me, too really I was given it. Sometimes I tried to deceive Bykadorov waiting me, going somewhere to night club or on a party of cheap avant-gardists. However, I sufficed at about two o'clock, it is no more: in the end of night I sufficed the car and went to myself. To sleep and have dreams. Bykadorov pedantically was in them, it never brought me and never disappointed.




  Lavrukh told me that Bykadorov threw Zheka. In the most banal way: it went to a bakery in slippers barefoot — and did not return. And later Zhek's half a year gave rise to twins.




  Katya and Lavrukh. Names were given in honor of us with the Bullfinch.




  It was forgiveness. A hand which Zheka stretched me. And I caught for given a hand to me, I returned again myself the girlfriend. I fell in love with small Katka and small to Lavrukh only because at the beginning they were not so similar to Bykadorov. Same belobrysy and phlegmatic, as well as mother.




  Addressed to Bykadorov it was tabooed. Zheka did not remember it, too diligently did not remember. Lavrukh learned twins to draw, I learned them to speak, Zheka carried out the general management. But two years later they ceased to be belobrysy and phlegmatic, Bykadorov got from them as the weeds climb. Twins darkened, promptly and perfidiously changing color, their eyes were narrowed, and wings of a nose were distributed.




  — Your mother — told somehow Zhek's time when we laid down kids. — Devil's seed! You see, how they are similar to it?.




  — What to do? You will not throw out now.




  — You will not throw out — Zheka agreed, tucking in a blanket to Lavrenti. — The main thing that did not grow thieves and bastards, as their precious daddy.




  I strongly doubted that it was the main thing.




  Anyway, with birth Zhekinykh of twins Bykadorov ceased to get into my dreams, he avoided them.




  And then Lavrukhe Sr. the light idea to organize small art gallery came to mind: we rented a small semi-basement on the Sixteenth line, joint efforts put it in order and hung out some tens works for test. Fifteen of twenty five belonged Monastery-he, which шарахало from realism in vanguard and back. The bullfinch was bought up quite wretchedly, but the semi-beggar and almost enjoyed Dyukh Ushakov well went. On Dyukh we made the first five thousand dollars, bought on a root of three graduates of academy and sent Zheka with children to Turkey on rest. From Turkey Zheka brought fever, and it became the beginning of a black strip: Dyukh came off in art galleries on the Nevsky with prospect of a personal exhibition in New York, three graduates went to Germany, without having told at all to us a last farewell. Pictures of the Bullfinch became dusty on walls, on other artists there was no money, and my career of the owner of gallery ended, without having managed even to begin properly.




  Here also there was Bykadorov.




  I found it in the apartment late at night, having returned from gallery. Bykadorov rolled on a sofa in one shorts and devoured the walnuts using a convenient opportunity sent by mother from Samarkand. The strangest was that I at all was not surprised to its presence. I did not ask it as it got into the house as he in general learned my address and where was the last two years. Bykadorov shook скорлупки nuts on a floor and smiled to me naked, almost children's chin.




  — It is necessary to get rid of a cat — he told to me. — I have an allergy to wool.




  — This is a cat — I quietly told, having sat down on a chair tip opposite to Bykadorov.




  My Siamese cat, unfortunate eunuch Pupik, immediately gave tongue: before settling with walnuts on a sofa, Bykadorov locked it in a bathroom.




  — One devil — Bykadorov bared indecently white canines. — Either it, or I.




  — You — told I, unbuttoning buttons on a blouse.




  — Let's not hurry up — Bykadorov moderated my speed.




  — You know, what you have two children? — with hatred I whispered, but arrows did not achieve the object.




  — I think, them much more.




  — Consider, I will not dye hair for the sake of you — lies looked unpersuasively, but Bykadorov pretended that did not notice it.




  — It is not necessary. I like red old maids. But only without cats.




  — Not such and old. And not such maiden as can seem at first sight.




  — Forgive. I did not want you to offend ….




  — You cannot offend me — his body, a body which I so well studied in masterful Lavrukhi and in own dreams, demented me. — I will bring a cat to your former wife.




  At one stroke I betrayed both mild Zheka, and the mild twins one of which bore my name; and mild Pupik at the same time — betrayed, and itself did not notice it.




  — Tomorrow — Bykadorov rigidly told. — No, the day after tomorrow.




  — Why the day after tomorrow? — I silly asked. — You have an allergy to wool …




  — Because the next two days I do not intend to leave you. How at you with products? After love I always would like to guzzle.




  I assured Bykadorov that with products everything is all right, and again reached to buttons.




  — No — Bykadorov told and again bared canines. — No. I will make it. Go here.




  The second separating me from a body of Bykadorov, seemed to me eternity: I managed to die several times and several times to be born before it concluded me in embraces.




  — The pornography of near fight, here is how it will be called — Bykadorov whispered, and edges of his lips with pleasure slashed me on an ear lobe. — I will battle to you until you will not ask mercy. You not against?.




  How I could be against?




  … Two days we carried out to beds. We told each other no more than one hundred words, but to speak with Bykadorov it was not so obligatory. His body — sacred Sebastian's body was the main thing. It turned me into belief of the body the same as sacred Sebastian turned into Mark and Markellin's belief. We broke phone and burned a sofa, we scratched each other in blood and licked each other wounds, we almost crushed a cat when it wanted to do Bykadorova on a floor in a bathroom, and almost scalded hot wine when Bykadorov decided to build mulled wine.




  For the third day Bykadorov fell off me, as a bloodsucker. It lay on nut скорлупках, devastated and self-satisfied, smoking and shaking ashes to me in a palm.




  — Now you can take away a cat — Bykadorov told at last.




  — Where you vanished so many years? — I asked, delaying the vestments moment in a raincoat who only due to a misunderstanding was called as my own clothes. In two days I weaned from everything, except bared, as wires, skin — the and Bykadorov.




  — It matters?




  — No. — It really had no value. His Philippine eyes, his Norman mouth, its American Indian hair shining, as snake scales had value. — I betrayed all whom could.




  — There's nothing to be done. To love one always means to betray others.




  For the Kherson melons his head not bad thought.




  Having planted the become stupid Pupik in a basket for fruit, I went to Kupchino and, standing on the escalator in the subway, swore to myself that a word I will not mention about Bykadorov. I was ready to burn in a hell, but secretly hoped that I will burn down even earlier, in a fire chamber of a Bykadorovsky groin.




  The Eskalatorny oath should be thrown out on a dustbin as soon as Zheka opened a door. It involved air inexpressive northern nostrils and caught a door jamb.




  — It returned — Zheka simply told. — It returned, and you with it overslept. I began to cry.




  — Do not roar. It returned, you with it overslept and decided it to hide, huh?




  — But as you …




  — A smell — Zheka once again sniffed at me. — It is its smell. It marks the territory. You after all now its territory, and it left marks everywhere where only it is possible to leave marks ….




  Certainly, its smell betrayed me: a smell of old cards in second-hand at the corner, a smell of a warm stone, a smell of ground coffee, fish giblets, vanilla and the grasshopper crushed by fingers.




  Infernal mix.




  — The aunt Katya, the aunt Katya — Katka Jr. hung on me, and independent Lavrukha Jr. Pupika began to pull moustaches.




  — Could to children though a bar to buy. Chocolate — Zheka reproachfully told, passing me to the apartment.




  — I forgot …. But after all you too would forget, huh?




  — Yes. Do not worry, now it has no value. You told to it about children?




  — In clear.




  — To me to spit, as it reacted — Zheka perfectly knew, how the loner male Bykadorov can react to an issue.




  — Not to spit — I once again sobbed. — And on it not to spit …




  — To spit — Zheka scratched almost nonexistent eyebrow. — When it отвалит also will not return to a bakery any more, to you will spit too. And we will look after Pupik, do not worry.




  Zheka as in water looked …




  Bykadorov disappeared in a year though all this time I was on the lookout and never allowed it to descend in a bakery. It evaporated at the very beginning of winter, without having left even traces on just dropped out snow. Two days I solved, to what way of suicide to resort, and on the third sat down at the dissertation about прерафаэлитах. Pupik so till the end and not forgiven me, again set in in the apartment, having first of all spoiled in my one and only decent boots. A trace was the Bullfinch with tiresome, as the perpetual motion machine, the thesis about gallery revival.




  … We sold the first the pseudo-Sebastian with all his ospinka, dark nipples, a hairless breast and a small scar on a hip. I easily left it — as it is easy, as well as with Bykadorov; as it is easy, as with obscene dreams about it in the night from Friday to Saturday. Here only foolish expression “the pornography of near fight” strongly sat down at me at a brain.




  * * *




  … I did not wait phone call from the attache on culture from the Swedish consulate. She came into "Valkhalla" casually only because decided to stock up in the supermarket next to gallery; in a supermarket there was a technological break till the end of which there were ten minutes. The end of an August scorching heat it was not expected, and the attache decided to pass away time under native to her Swedish heart the sign "Valkhalla".




  "Valkhalla" appeared art gallery, and I — its demoralized heat the owner, the unique live being among desert landscapes of the Bullfinch and ceramic goats of his friend Adik Ovanesova. Loser sculptor Adik supplied us with herds of these marvelous animals in unlimited quantity.




  — The weather is terrible — in good English told to me the attache on culture and asked the catalog.




  — It is very hot — in bad English answered I, damning poverty which did not allow even thought on the catalog.




  To the attache smiled to me, walked on two small hall, almost touched with powerful mythological hips of one of goats and it was pasted to a picture of the Bullfinch “Winter morning”. Still never I saw, that someone so devoured with eyes snow unartfully written by oil.




  — What is the price of this? — panting and wiping a napkin the got wet withers, asked me the attache.




  Here you also got, Ingrid (either Hilda, or Brigitta, or Anna-Fried), a heat played with you a malicious joke, now the main thing not to sell too cheap, snow costs much, Fröken, especially in such obscenely hot summer.




  We agreed on five hundred dollars. Also exchanged phones.




  Krutobedry Ingrid (either Hilda, or Brigitta, or Anna-Fried), having stretched in a smile faded lips, told that will call exactly in four and will approach behind a picture.




  "It was necessary to break six hundred” — I melancholically thought.




  … The call was distributed without seven four. It is necessary, as припекло, it is necessary to wait three calls and only then to lift the receiver. It will add solidity. And me, and "Valkhall". And it will be possible to buy lipstick and a brassiere on commission charges in the evening, to go to Adik Ovanesov with cold beer and to manage to come back home before cultivation of bridges.




  Bridges — this sacred.




  If I knew then, what strange and terrible events will follow this call, I simply would not lift the receiver. Neither on three calls, nor on six, on nine. But I removed it, at all without assuming, to what danger I subject myself and the relatives. I removed it, and it became my first course in the deadly game which rules I learned only in the ending. When the curtain revealed last time and on bow there was a murderer.




  — Thank God, you here — heard I on that end of a wire Zheka's voice. No, it was not the voice — only its feeble semblance, the faded skin; a skeleton deformed by horror. I knocked down feet, and I seized the table edge not to fall.




  — What?! — I shouted in a tube, and over my backbone poured a cold wave. — What happened? Something with children?! Zheka, Zheka …




  — No — Zheka rustled, and I almost physically felt that it is close to a faint. — Children in Zelenogorska, at a dacha. I arrived one … Bykadorov. It here, in the apartment.




  Three years I forbade itself to say his name, it never emerged in ours with Zheka conversations when we forgave each other. It was a voluntary taboo, the press on the lips, the forbidden songs.




  — It here — Zheka once again said. — It here, and it is dead.




  — You became crazy …




  — I will descend, if you now do not arrive.




  — Call in militia. I will arrive, call in militia …




  — If you saw … Come. I will not call anywhere while you will not arrive.




  — Well. I take the car. I will be at you in half an hour. You will sustain?




  — Come …




  I jumped out of "Valkhalla", having at all forgotten about Ingrid-Hilda-Brigitta-Anna-Fried from the Swedish consulate and twenty five minutes later was near Zhekinogo of the house in Kupchin. She waited for me on a bench at an entrance, having compressed in a lump. Light Zhekin a sundress wetted through from sweat, and the person — from tears. It seized my hand, having painfully scratched a palm nails.




  — Let's go — I told.




  — Is not present …. Let's wait a little. Me will pull out. Me already pulled out.




  — Well. And now explain that occurred. You after all should return on Friday, and now only Wednesday …




  — You wanted, that I arrived to Friday?. My God, my God … I do not know … Woke up today in five mornings. No, did not wake up … Sat down in beds and understood that should be in St. Petersburg.




  — Presentiment?




  — No … No … I simply should arrive. You represent, if I returned to Friday with children, and they would see all this horror …




  — Horror?




  — We go — Zheka told, and a palm pain from her nails became intolerable. — It there. We go, you will see everything.




  When we entered into an entrance, determination abandoned at once Zheka. I had to drag dragging it on steps, it continually stopped and caught at a handrail. On the third floor it again pulled out.




  — Devil take it — I even became angry — about it. — Behave in hands, Zheka.




  — Let's look, as you will behave in hands when you will see all this …




  It did not come into the apartment, remained to sit on a landing. Having been tired to battle to her fears, I pushed a door and it appeared in a hall familiar to the last trifle: boots Lavrukhi Jr. under a hanger, a jacket Katki Jr. on a hanger, Zhekina a sheepskin coat, my raincoat, a quilted jacket of the Bullfinch …




  I felt at once a smell. No, did not begin to smell a decaying body, and began to smell Bykadorov. An infernal mix in which the first violin was played by a grasshopper crushed in fingers. I went on a smell, by a drawing room and the nursery — to Zhekina a bedroom. The door was slightly opened exactly so as far as forces sufficed Zheka to slightly open it. From the inside it was barricaded by a pier glass on which Zheka held creams from wrinkles, wadded balls for removal of a make-up and "Coco Chanel" semi-decayed box.




  I squeezed into a narrow crack and it appeared in a bedroom.




  The smell of the crushed grasshopper became intolerable — in a chair against a window Bykadorov sat.




  Dead Bykadorov.




  The room floated at me before eyes: I saw its black top seized by the first fragile ice of a gray hair (that with you, Bykadorov, you changed to yourself, the gray hair so does not match sacred Sebastian), his lowered shoulders on which I so many time happened is crucified, as on a cross. I still did not decide to face it. A body, here that knocked me down: it did not release me, even the dead.




  Bykadorov was absolutely naked. Anything surprising if you are going to live. But for death it would be possible to choose clothes the decently. I touched Bykadorov's shoulder: it was cold, is not present — cool. Any traces of violence, even bed fights managed to it more expensively … It calmed me, and I at last decided.




  His face which absolutely has not been forgotten, familiar till the last time and a crack on lips, became even more beautiful. No, it became devilishly beautiful. — devilishly: in dead eyes otherworldly fire unfamiliar to me gleamed. I went after this fire, in the look direction, and buried in a radiator … No, that stood at the battery.




  Small board, the old picture, the semi-erased image.




  My own image.




  Naked dead Bykadorov looked at me.




  For a second it seemed to me that I faint. I sat down on a bed edge: a picture at the battery and Bykadorov's body tore apart me on a part.




  No, certainly, it there was not I — in any case, similarity was not such frightening how could seem at first sight. Only red hair and face form. Both still, perhaps, eyes and slightly raised tips of lips. The forehead was too high, should be, is trimmed, as at Loukas Kranakh's all casual models. Only one I knew precisely: this thing never was in our life, it never belonged to us — neither the apartment Zheki-noy, nor my gallery, a workshop of the Bullfinch. Means, it was brought by Bykadorov. Brought, it was closed with it in a room, stripped to the skin and died, looking at it.




  I forced itself to rise from a bed and to approach to a window. And to concern a picture. It appeared cool — same cool, as well as Bykadorov's shoulder. It did not belong not only to this apartment, but also this eyelid, I defined at once it, not without reason so many years detained me in Academy of Arts with all that it implies.




  As it is good, devil take it! Even despite the cold going from it. I touched red hair of the girl and screamed: to me seemed that eyelids began to tremble it. And only then to me in a nose struck a smell already started to decay fleshes. I in horror turned back on Bykadorov's body. More than a minute ago it was perfect, now I saw the cadaveric spots which are blowing up his body, creeping away on it, as cockroaches.




  To remain in a bedroom it was intolerable. I jumped out from there, during the most last moment having taken a board and having rashly thrown it on a wall, under a box from a radio telephone "Panasonik", to the broken rollers Lavrukhi Jr.: I will deal with the trimmed forehead of the girl then. Having recovered the breath and strong-willed effort having suppressed nausea, I dialed militia number.




  From all our Trinity I had a reputation for the most practical.




  * * *




  They did not keep itself waiting long and arrived almost at once. Still before I managed to construct a line of conduct and to take away from a platform Zheka.




  The first rather young man squeezed into the apartment with a strict hedgehog on the head and the same strict vertical wrinkle between eyebrows. It seemed, to it absolutely to spit on a heat: the tweed jacket was absolutely sterile and at all did not wrinkle under mice. The investigatory brigade was engaged in Bykadorov's body, and we with a tweed jacket retired in kitchen.




  — Captain Maric. Kirill Alekseevich — was presented a tweed jacket.




  — Solovyeva. Ekaterina Mstislavovna — rapped out I, hardly inhibiting desire to tell to the strict young man all the biography.




  — You found a corpse?




  — No. The corpse was found by the hostess.




  — And you not hostess?




  — I — the girlfriend of the hostess.




  — And where she? — Maric raised eyebrows.




  — On a ladder. I am afraid, it now unable to give evidences.




  Maric looked at me disapprovingly, but left my remark without comments.




  — Let's understand — it clicked a pen. — Now you. The victim is familiar to you e-e …?




  — Yes — it was senseless to be locked. — Its surname Bykadorov. He is the ex-husband of my friend.




  And your former lover, Katya Solovyeva. But it it is not necessary to enter in the protocol




  — Bykadorov. Strange surname ….




  Really strange why I never thought earlier of it? A hybrid of the toreador and a bull which could not win each other.




  — Means, the corpse was found by the hostess. You came together with it?




  — No. She called me, asked to arrive, told that in the apartment … — I made a pause to gather air — that in the apartment a dead body … Body of her ex-husband.




  And your former lover, Katya Solovyeva. A body which demented you, but it it is not necessary to enter in the protocol.




  — And why she called you? Why at once did not address in bodies?




  — It was frightened — I diligently selected words, being afraid to betray Zheka: after all I already betrayed it once. — Imagine, you enter into the apartment and find the ex-husband the dead … Obviously, it had enough forces only on one call, obviously, it would like, that near it there was a loved one. While all this nightmare will not end.




  — She called, you arrived, and … — Maric began to gnaw a handle cap, absolutely childly: in the fifth class I too gnawed the handle, poring over mathematics.




  — … and at once called you — I told lies.




  — And you did not enter into a room?




  — Glanced — if started to say lies, say lies up to the end, only then the lie will develop in the inspired truthful score: bassoons, french horns, harp and big drum.




  — Means, glanced.




  — Understood that Zheka … Evgenia, my friend, tells the truth, and at once called. You very operatively arrived.




  Maric paid no attention to my small fawning flattery.




  — I so understood that your girlfriend was not some days.




  — It was with children at a dacha, under Zelenogorsky. It has two children. Returned this afternoon … And here, please.




  — These are children e-e … the victim? — Kirill Alekseevich showed remarkable sharpness for captain's asterisks.




  — Yes. But Bykadorov left them till the birth. He with them does not live many years.




  — How it got to the apartment?




  In the same way, as got to the apartment to me, it was materialized from air, that's all. For Bykadorov's body there were no barriers, whether it be a wall of the panel house or skin of the enamoured woman.




  — Should be, it had a key — it will be better, if I leave the mournful knowledge at myself. — Remained since last times.




  — Who else had a flat key?




  Only at me and at Lavrukhi of the Bullfinch, Godfathers of the father and mother of twins. Now God mother sat before captain Maric, and the God father here decayed one and a half month in the Pskov area, on restoration of any temple. The honorable reference if to consider that to Lavrukh's Pskov area visited half of Europe and three months stayed in Mexico, studying Siqueiros's monumental heritage. Siqueiros it to suffer not, could, but worshipped Latin America. Exactly from there it brought all the jars and pathological love to Latin Americans.




  — I had a key — I told, having held back Lavrukh: it is not necessary to entangle it in these troubles. — It and now at me.




  — Well. You after all close girlfriend … The door on kitchen was slightly opened, and in an aperture of doors the shaggy head seemed.




  — You will strongly be surprised, Kira, but, apparently, is that guy who left marks at Goltman in Pavlovska. Behind it pair more of affairs. On it already there was an orientation.




  — Finish soon? — any muscle did not tremble on Maric's face.




  — We can not find its clothes. Not naked it here became hollow, really — пророкотала the head and disappeared.




  — The N yes … — Kirill Alekseevich leaned back on a back of a chair and fixedly looked at me. — Heard? Not such it harmless, ex-husband of your girlfriend. You with whom work, Katerina Mstislavovna, I forgot something ….




  — Forgot to ask — I snapped. — I have an art gallery on Vasilyevsky.




  — So-so, art gallery — Maric's handle зацарапала on paper. — Very interestingly. Goltman's surname speaks to you about something?




  The unique Goltman whom I knew, zolotushny Osya from the parallel class, the happy owner of a collection of brands on extreme sports, lived many years in Haifa.




  — No. Goltman's surname about anything to me does not speak.




  — Strange. You are engaged in pictures, at you gallery, and you had never heard of Arkadi Arkadyevich Goltman …




  Devil take it, well certainly, half a year ago, shivering in the subway, I spotted this name in the newspaper at the neighbor in a car, gloomy reading the newspaper. Arcady Arkadyevich Goltman was concluded in a black mourning frame. Friends and relatives grieve over a premature demise … Large collector … Cameos, miniatures and collection of painting of baroque …




  — Wait … This is the collector, huh? baroque Painting.




  — Here see — Maric almost with love looked at me. — And say that do not know.




  — But after all he died something about half a year back. I read the obituary.




  — He died, and successors are live-are healthy. More truly, successor. Joseph Semenovich, nephew of the dead. It robbed a week ago. Apparently, the ex-husband of your girlfriend took the most direct part in theft.




  — I should upraise hands to the sky? — I impudently asked, being angry with myself, and it is even more — on Bykadorov. Well certainly, my sacred Sebastian was the lucky thief unless blind would not notice it. Only the lucky thief could get easily into another's apartments, crack another's dreams and without any master keys to unlock hearts of enamoured women … And radio tape recorder theft many years ago was only childish prank. Then Bykadorov grew up and decided to be engaged in something more serious and respectable.




  — Absolutely unessentially. I would like to visit your art gallery. Where, speak, it is?




  — Vasilyevsky island, corner of the Average and Sixteenth line. I happen there from ten to five, except Saturdays and Sundays. Favor I ask. Perhaps, will choose something for the wife. Or mothers-in-law. If, of course, you are not under strained circumstances.




  — Alas — Maric intimately grinned. — I am afraid that the pocket will not allow. Our unique wealth — is our heads.




  — Do not worry, the captain. Poverty is no crime.




  Maric was not pleasant to me more and more, I saw this person through. I read his mind. Still, thief of works arts and the owner of art gallery, the night pilferer and the day distributor — a very nice sheaf of climbers, a trace in a trace, complete mutual understanding. It already built the scheme which will adhere, it was visible on his eyes and in a wrinkle between eyebrows.




  — And you the entertaining girl — Kirill Alekseevich made a purring sound.




  — You too will enter it in the minutes?




  — I will refrain. Undersign, please — it palmed off on me a leaf, and I, without looking, signed it. — If you are necessary for us, we will call you.




  Maric easily rose from a chair, walked on kitchen and looked out in a corridor.




  — Invite the hostess — he imperiously ordered to the district police officer who was wiped at an entrance door. — It on a ladder.




  — Perhaps, it is not necessary? — I tried to stop the captain.




  — That costs, and that is not present, I solve.




  You, the devil solve you побрал.




  I left kitchen with a glass of water and went on a ladder where, all forgotten, Zheka still sat. Having discharged the slow district police officer, I was inclined over it.




  — Well, you as?




  — Could be and it is better — Zheka's teeth began to knock about glass edge. — Take away me from here … I cannot …




  — Certainly. You while will live at me. You and Lavrukh with Katka when will return. Today we will call the Bullfinch …. Now with you one will have a talk хмырь, and we will go home …




  Having given Zheka on worry to Maric, I remained in a corridor. And some minutes later from short remarks of field investigators recreated rather integral picture of an event.




  Bykadorov died allegedly about one and a half days ago (more exact time will establish opening), allegedly of a heart attack (more exact reason opening will establish). Any traces of violent death. Any traces of clothes. The situation is rather clear, it is possible to hand over business in archive.




  But nobody knew more than I knew.




  The picture lying under a box from a radio telephone, near the broken rollers Lavrukhi Jr. Red-haired girl so frighteningly similar to me.




  I still could tell about a picture to captain Maric, but did not make it.




  Then I often wondered — why I did not make it? Whether only because the captain suspected at once the owner of art gallery of a complicity? Or I simply wanted to look once again in shaking eyelids of the girl?.




  Anyway, I kept silent, I moved a figure and made the second course …




  * * *




  In four hours we already were on Vasilyevsky. The threshold of the apartment and rack of field investigators — all heated horror of the heated July day had captain Maric, the vislousy district police officer behind. Bykadorov brought to a mortuary, thrilled with unexpected participation in death the understood went home, and in a big linen bag, between Zhekina a nightgown and pajamas Katki Jr. the picture lay. I collected trunks, put in them things which could be useful to Zheka and children initially — and did not find any rag belonging to Bykadorov. It seems that it really got into the apartment the naked. It did not keep within in my head, but was not the strangest circumstance. Absolutely another disturbed me. And this another demanded from me fearlessness. And now too hot for fearlessness.




  At night when heat will fall down — only then I can dare to be fearless.




  I dragged for myself completely exhausted Zheka and thought of Bykadorov. I loved it, I really loved it, I could confirm it under any oath, without being afraid to be convicted of perjury. Why his death did not make on me any impression? Even I would take bigger part in death of any manual starling. Buttons coming off a blouse, dreams in the night from Friday to Saturday, the hair which have bristled up from passion on a nape, вздыбившиеся the eyelashes, the overturned pupils — a pornography of near fight which smelled slightly of coffee grains — after all all this was with me. For the sake of it I betrayed and was ready to betray yet time, if only to plunge into his body. And now it is dead — and it has for me no any value.




  I am free.




  For the first time for the last six years I understood that is free. Keys from the single chamber of my passions all this time were in Bykadorov's bottomless pockets. Now the jailer is dead, and I can be released.




  In the next night lamp with the prosaic name "Crutch" we bought a liter bottle of vodka and to bank of the Kherson sprats in a tomato — the last salute to the husband, the father and the lover, a farewell volley from thirty three trunks: Bykadorov would estimate this gesture.




  After Zhek's second wine-glass burst out crying, and after fourth I asked for it forgiveness.




  — Well here — Zheka told to me. — Here we also were released.




  Apparently, its single chamber was near mine.




  — I love you, Katk … And children love you. Promise me that you never will remember it.




  — I already promised you … Three years ago.




  — Yes … And now promise once again.




  I once again promised, laid dead drunk Zheka in a bed and went to call the Bullfinch in Opochka to the Pskov area. He put to me phone number at the station when we with Zheka saw off him. I did not think that I should use this phone, it is a lot of honor for the Bullfinch. And now I wind a disk to report to him about death of “Sacred Sebastian”.




  Sleepy Lavrukh not at once understood, about what I speak to it but when understood — reacted instantly.




  — Son of a bitch! It is interesting, why it was secured to Zheka, instead of to you? After all you were the last in the list … Younger beloved wife.




  — I think that not I was the last far, but now it has no value. When you can arrive?




  — When?.




  I imagined, as Lavrukh in thought scratches warm from a dream and still badly thinking bum.




  — Come, the rehabilitation course is necessary to Zheka.




  — And you?




  — I as it should be.




  — Suspected that all critics — callous cynics … All right, in the next three days I will appear.




  — Two — I corrected for Lavrukh.




  — Well — he yawned and was disconnected.




  Having hanged up, I covered the sleeping Zheka with a sheet. Two hours, a bit of the white night, that, се — but are a high time for fearlessness. The linen bag with a picture, too carelessly thrown in a hall, suited me. I hardly overcame a temptation, drank up the vodka remains, returned to a room, was arranged in Zhekinykh feet.




  Also fell asleep.




  And woke up because that in a corridor Pupik desperately howled, and Zheka desperately shook me for a shoulder.




  — Katka — the strangled voice whispered Zhek. — That it it, Katka?




  — I do not know … A cat wants — брякнула I the first that occurred.




  — What cat, he is an eunuch!.




  — Whether a little, can, phantom pains …




  — Go calm him, Katk. Otherwise I will become crazy … My God, the head breaks up …




  Behind densely covered glass door pre-dawn shadows, pre-dawn rustles and sighs wandered. I suddenly remembered the girl from a picture — an instant wave of her eyelashes — a wave which easily could alarm flight of pigeons and force them to rise in the pale sky ….




  — Katka!. Appease it, please. Still badly thinking, I went to a corridor. Pupik sat near a bag and published a throat uterine sounds. I stroked it on a back.




  — What the hell, Pupy Sallyusty Mutsian?! The cat ceased to ache at once and stared at me.




  — We go, I will set to you a stern, time woke up … Reptile you, Pupik!




  In kitchen I invitingly shook by a box with a dry feed, but Pupik did not think at all to be put forward towards the saucer. He still sat in a corridor and twirled by the head — in my party and towards a bag. He chose and could not make a choice in any way.




  Long ago it is time to make it.




  Having sat down near Pupik, I opened a bag, pulled out a pajamas Katki Jr. and touched by a picture hand. And immediately drew aside fingers.




  The surface of a picture was live.




  Cool and pliable, as skin. As Bykadorov's shoulder which I swore not to remember till the end of the days.




  It seems that it is necessary to be cleaned from this city where even nights plainly do not happen: so, still water in the channels, the lost souls in wells of yards and an erose parapet …




  Pupik unexpectedly calmed down, having shifted all responsibility on me, and, shaking a tail, went to the crackers. I, having sensibly judged that the picture can wait till the morning, returned to a room and again settled in Zhekinykh feet. It would not be desirable to sleep any more, and I began to reflect on yesterday events. A harmonous picture it did not turn out, and questions it appeared much more, than answers.




  Why Bykadorov went to die to Zheka?




  Why he sat in a chair absolutely naked and where clothes in which it came?




  From where this picture? Here I put careful plus, having used information which received from Maric: most likely Bykadorov simply stole it.




  Who this girl?




  He died of a heart attack, Bykadorov radiating with health. Hardly he in general knew, where it has a heart and all the rest too: any defects, not an organism, and a collection of faultlessly working knots and connections. And still he died. Why?




  And why he looked at a picture when heart refused to it? Or heart refused to Bykadorov because he looked at a picture?




  I поежилась, but immediately forced itself to remember own practicality. I let's involve myself in a mystical slaughter-house, I will defend all means available to me. And still, nevertheless … Dead Bykadorov was perfect, when I found it. It, seeming it is delightful live, with own hand accompanied me to a picture, following all indexes. He was the index. And as soon as I found the red-haired girl in the battery, its mission was executed. The death returned to the duties, and Bykadorov's body began to creep away in the face of.




  For whom did he wait? His dead eyes wanted to see whom? And why it moved up to a pier glass door? Not for the same, really, to be protected from someone. A shaky pier glass — too unreliable barrier, even Zheka easily consulted with it …




  I hate this city. I hate night vague thoughts.




  With my cold judiciousness it is necessary to train for a new profession in Aleuts and to settle somewhere on Alaska.




  … Zheka woke me in hour. In hands it held a board.




  — From where it? — she asked.




  — From your apartment. It lay on a wall, here I and took it.




  — It is not my picture.




  — Clear business, not yours. Style not that. Too gloomy for such fine person, as you.




  — Stop to scoff! From where this picture?




  — I do not know. It stood in a room when I found the Bull … — having remembered an oath, I stopped.




  — Why you did not give it?!




  — I do not know — I honest admitted.




  — Because it is similar to you, huh?




  — You too noticed it?




  — Any would notice! — in Zheka's faded blue eyes ugly grown old jealousy flew. — Is in my house with your portrait and dies. And me — disentangle.




  — Zheka, Zheka! About what you speak? In any case — it is not my portrait … The board is not less than two hundred years old. It so, offhand. I think, even it is more.




  — Truth? — Zheka calmed down and began to consider a picture. I joined it. Some minutes we stared at a board in complete silence.




  Now, by the light of day, the portrait any more did not make mystical impression. Excellent work of the old master, only and only. Or later stylization under old masters, but too the excellent. Hardly appreciable eyebrows of the girl were with astonishment raised, and eyes — are widely open. The ray of sunlight fell to a picture, and in the opinion of the girl that otherworldly fire which I already saw in Bykadorov's stiffened eyes suddenly flashed.




  — What you will tell? — I silently asked Zheka.




  — You know, it seems to me that it is very valuable picture. Only I will not approach to it …




  — About My God — I drew near a picture and began to study its surface with concentration. — It is necessary to read Stephen King less. Especially for the night.




  Any traces of the signature; anything that would point to authorship. The figure of the girl was latent by a white cloak, through fiery red hair looked through the tiny stylized stars — I counted their twelve. In the right bottom corner of the picture, almost hidden by cloak folds, the lunar sickle was based. It was crossed by the semi-erased Latin inscription: I managed to disassemble only a few words: “… amica mea, et macula non …” I developed a board: the back surface was painted widely over by oil. The thick paint coat so darkened from time, it was impossible what to define its true color.




  — What are you going to do with it? — Zheka asked me.




  — For a start we will wait to Lavrukh. It after all at us the large expert in restoration works. Let's define that it for a picture and to whom it belongs. And then it will be visible.




  — You are an adventurer — Zheka enviously sighed. — Also you will terminate life in Crosses. Consider, if your bum flares, I will renounce you. I still should put children on feet … You after all do not want it to appropriate, Katka?




  — Certainly, no. Simply …




  To finish speaking I was not in time. Behind a window the terrible roar and a motor sneezing was distributed. I would distinguish this sneezing from thousand others: in a yard old snegirevsky "Muscovite" solemnly drove.




  * * *




  The bullfinch became hollow to the apartment with the whole box of davleny wild strawberry and a large bottle of muddy moonshine. From it far off bore dry pine needles, pitch and drying oil. Fair-haired locks of Lavrukhi burned out, and the person got a brick shade.




  — Well, how you here, my poor orphans? — he loudly asked, raking up us in an armful.




  — Disgustingly — Zheka squeaked.




  — And where lads? I to them brought presents.




  The bullfinch adoring Lavrukhu Jr., filled up it with gifts — silly and is perfect to anything not the applicable: ceramic penny whistles (the mini-goats made by the same Adik Ovanesov), the gun turned from a tree which was rejected Lavrukhoy Jr. because of an obsolete design was squirrel brushes and tubes with paints Top of an ingenuity of the Bullfinch.




  — At us for you too a present — I told to the Bullfinch.




  — I in a course. Well, as they say, the morning sun never lasts a day. Let's drink about it, maids!




  — Wait. At first you should look at one bagatelle … — I took to Lavrukh by the hand and went with it to a room where there was a picture.




  It made absolutely terrible impression upon the Bullfinch. Some minutes the Bullfinch twirled by the head, transferring a look from me on the red-haired girl.




  — What you will tell?




  — A fantasy — the Bullfinch it is noisy sighed and shook the burned-out hair. — Here also do not believe after that in resettlement of souls.




  — Let's leave portrait similarity. What will you tell about a picture?




  Lavrukh carefully took a board in hands and it was attached near a window.




  — From where it at you? — he asked at last.




  — It matters?




  — I think and — Lavrukh поцокал language.




  — It brought it — Zheka diligently avoided Bykadorov's name. — Katka found a picture near it.




  — And it where took it?




  — Now you will not ask — Zheka sighed.




  — And you that think of it, the critic is lousy? — addressed Lavrukh to me.




  — Well, I do not know …. Judging by a letter manner — very late German Gothic. Or someone from Dutches. Or later successful stylization.




  — Yes you became crazy! — Zheka too susceptible to beauty was indignant. — What stylization? I such even at Kranakh did not see … Same real masterpiece …




  — You hear, Katka! — Lavrukh winked at me. — You at us a masterpiece. You will marry me?




  — The cattle you, the Bullfinch — was inflated Zheka. — You offered me! In May, forgot, whether that?




  — Maids, I love both of you. I suggest to live a harem. As we already have an eunuch — Lavrukh stroked Pupik who has climbed up to it knees.




  I did not manage to be surprised at all to it (Pupik not especially favored the Bullfinch) when understood that at all Lavrukh interested my cat: a picture, here that attracted it. Purer than a valerian and pseudo-meat balls. More truly, the girl represented in a picture. Pupik curved a back and was rubbed about a board.




  — And you there, judge! — Lavrukh shook the head and again stared at a picture. — And generally, Zheka is right: it really masterpiece.




  — I will sit down for catalogs. And you carry out the spectral analysis — I told Lavrukh. — Perhaps, it will be possible to establish writing time. And then, this inscription … It is necessary to photograph a picture in infra-red beams. You look, and the author will emerge. You are a restorer, Lavrukh, at you communication.
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