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Victor did not remember the way and the time when that summer had begun. He simply woke up one morning because of the sun burning right through blackout jalousie and shining its brightest directly upon his eyes. Everything had been much more real at that time, a combination of words ‘real life’ had not seemed something distantly familiar, his thoughts had not shuffled, everything had been clear and obvious, and everything had been different at that time. His current life looked rather like a dream than a real one. However, he was not asleep and he knew it for sure, but what was more important, he could prove it with just a couple of words—“Has anyone ever asked himself about his status during a sleep?” And the answer was – no! Dreams, in contrast with reality, never left additional options…

He reluctantly opened his eyes but immediately covered them back with one of his palms and turned away from the window, having found himself in the exact same position that he had while falling asleep last night on this very sofa. Then he waited like this just a couple of minutes and finally sat up, looking at his rented flat – a place that was filling his soul with nothing but the absolute emptiness. The only thing that he could afford by living here was wasting of time, and he was truly prosperous with this occupation.

This flat was the first and the only one visited by him during his search of a place to live when he came to this strange town. A very modest advertisement presented a two-room flat on the third floor of an old five-storied house. There was no information about money needed to cover the proposal, but it contained one very peculiar, and at first sight even suspicious sentence: “Inhabitation on my terms only.” His phone call was responded by a quiet voice belonging to a very humble and polite owner of the flat. Within an hour, Victor already found himself in front of an entrance, where that very woman hospitably met him. She was very small, seemingly forty years of age. First, she invited her potential leaseholder to the kitchen, however, she did so not to start showing the flat but simply to treat him to a cup of tea.

Later the woman told him that her husband had passed away a little bit more than six months ago, and since they had no children as well as any other close relatives who could take care of the flat for a couple of months, she decided to rent it out. Her own intention was to visit her sister who lived somewhere abroad; unfortunately, Victor was not able to define a country because a name of a town told him nothing at all.

He was deeply astonished and touched by the attitude that he met that day, by the trust that he was granted being just a stranger. Of course, all these feelings provoked his desire to stay here; after all, he was alone in a strange town and no matter what his thoughts were, his soul was looking for someone alike, for someone who could understand him and whom he would also understand. His decision to rent the flat had found its place in his head long before he said it directly, but he was unlikely to know about this fact.

When the question about money emerged, the woman suddenly proposed Victor to stay without paying a coin for itbut providing that he kept order until her arrival. There was no doubt that she was literally overwhelmed with warm feelings towards this place and could not afford seeking profits. Victor accepted her excellent conditions but stipulated for letting him make at least one average payment for the first month. When they reached an accord, he promised to keep order and maintain everything as it was. However, there was not much to change anyway, for all personal objects, such as old pictures of the family, had been providently put away, and only old empty frames could betray this secret.

Thus, a new chapter in Victor’s life began and for that moment, it seemed to him the last. A month passed after that and he still ran out of time trying to fill this blank sheet with anything slightly interesting…

There was something mesmerizing about his current position. He was sitting still on the sofa without mowing a single muscle. Virtually every part of his body, from a distant look to his curled toes, was saying he was completely broken and lost. It had been almost a minute since he began to stare at a corner of the room, where right on the floor a cell phone was. Victor was waging a battle against his own mind, trying to suppress a desire of getting up and lifting the object. In the upshot, he simply gave in, rose to his feet, took several leisurely paces and got the cell phone as if not being the one who had thrown it in this very corner yesterday night. Few seconds later, the cell phone got back to life with a splash screen and began actively uttering as it counted missed calls and new messages.

Co-authors of dozens of calls were just two numbers, which divided their duties almost perfectly equally. Messages were playing on the same rules and covered two subjects: “Victor, call me back as soon as you can, do not let me down!” and “Son, why do not you answer? Victoria and I, we both are worried. Let us know how you are doing, when it is possible and comfortable for you.”

Victor briefly read the text of the last message and chose the ‘delete all’ function without thinking twice. Then he confirmed his choice and put the cell phone on a glass table standing next to him. After that, he warily approached the window and slightly drew jalousie apart, showing clearly visible hesitation. Despite a morning hour, the short hand was only just getting to the six, the town was already breathing with its full chest, greedily absorbing the remains of the oxygen and giving back swirling clouds of poisonous smoke.

It was the first time when Victor felt this outburst of anger towards what was surrounding him. He was bearing the purest malice towards this town, looking at it living without sharing anything with the newcomer, without even paying attention to the desire burning him from inside. Fortunately, he was saved from these depressive thoughts by a sudden phone call. Demonstrating not much of an interest, Victor looked at the screen and in the same way, very calmly, pressed the ‘answer’ button. Then he activated the speakerphone and slowly sat down on the floor, having leaned against a wall.

“Victor! Can you hear me?” said a man with a slightly raucous voice.

“Yes, Eduard, I am list…”

“What the hell?” the man from the phone began to cry without even trying to cover his bewilderment and showing no interest in listening to the extension of the obvious phrase. “Have you lost your mind? What the hell, I am asking you!”

“I am sorry…”

“Sorry? What is happening to you anyway? Are you drunk or perhaps your head has been seriously damaged? Why did not you attend the meeting? I have called you, I do not even know, maybe twenty times. Why was your cell phone unavailable?”

“I was sleeping,” Victor responded honestly.

He had no intentions to drive his interlocutor mad, but his overall tiredness left him no other options but saying this stupid, unvarnished truth.

“I have had enough of this!” the second participator of the conversation suddenly abated his wrath. “My friendly attitude to you has never been a secret, but I am also a man who does know the price of his words. I guaranteed your presence there and I gave my word. Do you really think that the place I found for you is free for any person from the street, especially at your age? You have not even turned thirty yet. Of course, there are no guarantees that you will do it one day with your current approach. You have no experience de facto, you literally have nothing to prove your abilities with!”

“Honestly, I am sorry. Until the last night, I thought that I would be able to do it but now I understood everything so clear. I cannot keep doing it. I am just… I am just a shadow of my former self now. I am sorry, and I assure you that the employer will learn about my regrets, I am going to call him today.”

“No, it is where you are wrong! You are going to meet him personally to express your regret at not being able to do what you have done pretty well thus far. Yes, you have heard it correctly, you are going to present your sincere apologies directly to the Tumenov’s house. However, I would not like you to take it as a direct order, consider my words like an urgent request instead. We are both intelligent people and we both understand how this situation looks now. I hold you in high respect, Victor, but you have to pay me with the same. It is no secret for you that rumors within our circle spread extremely fast. Do you really want me to be treated like an idle talker?”

“I have no idea what could have happened to you, but if you just need my help to solve any question, I am ready to help you whenever needed. If it is within my power, of course.”

For a few seconds the conversation seemed finished, and because of the silence one could decide that Victor was taking his choice between two options, but the truth was very different. In fact, he was feeling a deep aversion to this conversation, which kept growing thicker every instant. His evoked memories of the past years were running before his eyes, persuading him that this part of his life was meaningless.

“Okay, I will do what you ask me to!” Victor answered abruptly and hung up.

First shy steps towards the new day seemed to be done, but Victor was still motionlessly sitting on the floor, staring straight before himself, and thinking of nothing. Shortly thereafter, the cell phone gave a start once again and began rattling annoyingly. Victor took it and brought it to his face, having begun to read a message of the following content, “I will talk to Peter and organize another meeting for you, it will take place at 8:30, this morning. Get yourself ready and do not let me down anymore. You have the address.”

New instructions were received, but Victor did not rush to follow them. Instead of doing it, he got up from his comfortable position, pushing off from the wall, then paced a few meters backward, and fell on the sofa. Nevertheless, inducing sleep was not an option now, not to mention that his eyes refused to close more than for a few seconds at a time. Everything that used to be insignificant and passed by his attention without leaving a trace was now the main, incontestable evidence of his absolute nihility in this world. Drop by drop, these thoughts began filling his head and carrying him away into the void, which did not have an evident entry and correspondingly had no way out either. This time he was lucky enough to realize that before it was too late. Once he did so, all those disgusting shadows, stretching their malformed hands towards him, disappeared at that very moment. Then Victor suddenly discovered his power, gained during the last night, and freshly in a trice, rose to his feet. Then he peeped into the kitchen, filled a tea kettle and disappeared in the bathroom, after having put it to boil.

When he came back to the kitchen, he was cheerfully met by the same tea kettle, which now was steaming actively and promising with its actions lovely tea-drinking. However, in order to speed up his prolonged awakening Victor decided to drink a cup of coffee instead. For that, he very carefully measured one teaspoon of instant coffee, two spoons of sugar and filled the cup with water and a few drops of cream. Then he mixed all the components up in a thorough manner and prepared to please his receptors. Nevertheless, regardless of his almost childish expectations a taste of coffee proved being faraway even from very average standards. In fact, practically everything was wrong about it: water was too cold and correspondingly incapable of allowing him to enjoy his drink with slightly scalding sips, two customary spoons of sugar caused somehow this disgusting sweetness, and cream turned out to be superfluous at all. As a result, after having gulped once again, Victor fully realized his disappointment and poured out the remains of the indeterminate drink into the kitchen sink. Few short moments later, he could not manage to keep his offended feelings in and threw the cup right behind its content.

White shards of the china cup broke to pieces but did not bring any sign of relief; on the contrary, Victor all of a sudden felt a frightening choke, having found himself unable to breathe in; then, instead of trying to calm down, he began desperately attempting to force inspired air through his seemingly glued up throat. After noticing his pitiable status, the walls of the room slowly came to life from their eternal sleep and started to draw together. In the end, Victor saw no other way but leaving the flat in a hurry.

Outside of the flat, there was nothing except this unpleasant, stagnant air that seemed to smell of everybody who entered this building during the last week; still, here he at least could breathe again a little. Now his only motivation to move was this fixed idea of going as far as possible from his flat, therefore, he rapidly ran down the stairs and leaned against a wall with one hand, trying to get his breath back. However, the pupils of his eyes still were dilated and his heartbeat was twice more frequent than usual.

The power that he believed had been accumulated during the night was now gone; it disappeared just as quickly as it claimed about its appearance. Only one short look at Victor was now enough to understand his state. Everything he had seemed to be left behind his back, in that flat, even his body seemingly was still there, locked up, and here just a weak spirit was standing, a ghost or a phantom of his own ego. However, there was no condition that could make him go back and take what belonged to him; from now on, his only way was outwards. So, holding in his head this chief aim, he quickly ran another few floors down and reached for a door-handle, which unexpectedly slipped away from his grip at the very last moment, and then the door suddenly swung open in front of him without his assistance.

Due to the confusion, Victor took his eyes off the handle with a visible delay, but when he finally raised his eyes, he saw an emaciated, crooked man that was standing in front of the door. There was a walking stick with a polished top in one of his hands, whereas his second bony hand, covered with thick veins, was holding a semi-transparent packet with what was left of its strength. Victor did not mean to scrutinize the packet, not to mention counting its content, but he could not help doing it either. He was acquainted with this old man quite well, if he could say so about a man he came across almost every single day when he rarely came out, as it was now, but with whom he never exchanged a word.

However, just as everything else this morning Victor perceived this encounter in a different way. Since the moment when he fixed his dark, lackluster eyes on this old resident of one of the upper floors, he did not move even one single time, staring at the old man like a mentally ill person. He simply could not avert his eyes from this weak man who was the best embodiment of the close link between life and death. The old man could barely stand even this morning heat and seemed to be ready to stop keeping on his legs at any moment. However, Victor could not feel what this man was feeling, although he saw in front of him not just an old man, for some reason he believed he saw himself. It all was like a nightmare that broke free from its habitual realm, as if someone put a mirror right before Victor’s eyes, as if it was himself looking with uncontrolled fear in his eyes in response, unable to stop shaking all over.

It is still a question for how many seconds or even minutes they were staying like this, but when Victor finally came to his senses after this stupor, he suddenly for both bluntly thrust out his right hand, having made the old man automatically shrink away from this threatening gesture, accompanied by a dubious phrase, “I’ll help!”

“No, no, it is not worth it! I will handle it myself. Pass right along, please!” the old man answered, murmuring with speed, and slowly moved back.

“I just wanted to drink a cup of coffee and then…” Victor answered with the same mumble, vainly trying to explain the story of his morning using just a couple of words.

Nevertheless, there was no answer; the old man was standing on the same spot without saying a word, avoiding any superfluous motions.

“I am sorry for all this,” Victor put on his head the hood of his jacket, which he had grabbed from a rack during his escape from the flat, and quickly went out of doors right into the street.

Once he did so, this unpleasant situation immediately disappeared from his short-term memory because the world at which he was looking from his window earlier this morning was now around him and demanded all the attention that Victor could possibly pay. Everything here was full of life indeed: he could see lush trees rustling to the accompaniment of gentle breeze, he could hear the pipe of swallows flying somewhere in the sky, unseen from below. Even pigeons, naturally devoid of beauty and voice, were now filling this picture with simplicity, needed sometimes so badly; they were walking tall near an old bench, fearless and proud. From somewhere sonorous childish voices were reaching Victor’s ears, every time cutting a monotonous buzz of the lawn mowers up into equal pieces. Ten meters away from the house, like a huge monster of iron and steel, a dustcart with bin lift was operating, its huge claws turning containers over, one after another.

Having looked farther ahead, Victor suddenly saw a couple of homeless people, hastily making an attempt to extract at least anything worthy from last two containers before the monster prevented them from this chance. Practically almost the whole area was already full of cars, many of them were now trapped; however, it did not bother much those newcomers, driving into the yard without a break. In fact, Victor was not the only witness of the show, for some careless inhabitants of other many-storied houses already occupied balconies of their flats, since no one asked to pay for a ticket.

A few minutes later, when Victor left his house behind, that unpleasant morning experience also left somewhere behind his back. He was now walking cheerfully, discerning thoroughly familiar sceneries with particular interest. Just as virtually every single morning before, a young girl was leading a dog on a leash, or perhaps it was the other way round and she was just obediently following her pet, for the dog ignored her young companion almost completely, it constantly tugged and gnawed the leash, and what was more, started going off her head in response to every prohibitive command, pressing to the ground and barking archly.

“You definitely should try the same with something tasty in your hand,” Victor advised with a timid smile on his face as he was passing by and for some reason feeling obliged to share a piece of his profound wisdom.

“I bet it is what he is waiting for,” the girl answered earnestly and got back to her verbal threats.

After leaving these two behind, Victor found himself in front of a long wide street and habitually turned to the left by reason of executing the exact same manoeuvre every time when he had needed to buy some food in the nearest supermarket. However, having reached the place, he suddenly realized that this time it was not his destination and just kept walking towards the unknown.

A small open-air cafe on a corner of a crossroad was the next point of his aimless stroll. An owner of the place gingerly enlarged the sphere of his influence only in the summer by putting outside three, big, opened umbrellas, which grew right from the tidy brown tables of the same number. For some reason this cafe immediately attracted Victor’s attention. Striding with speed, he suddenly stopped near the very first table, occupied by a young woman that wore a beige hat and a business suit of the same colour; all her attention seemed to be chained to the screen of her cell phone, one cup of black drink being the only object on her side of the table. These two details that Victor noticed reflected in two of his new desires: first, he felt like recouping for his morning defeat and drinking a cup of decent coffee and secondly, he suddenly remembered about his meeting, hereupon he asked the woman in a quite emphatic manner what was the time and if she minded his company at the same table, which was now the only one safe from the merciless sunbeams.

She quickly raised her eyes with surprise, trying to examine more closely a reckless personality that dared to bother her. Thus, without changing her position, she slowly looked him up and down being disinterested in keeping back her bewilderment. A few moments later however, there emerged a short, barely perceptible smile on her face, accompanied by an elegant gesture, which presumably allowed Victor to occupy one of the free plastic chairs. He smiled to her in response, but she hurriedly averted her eyes pretending to be unaware of his sincere gratitude. His question about the time also left without her attention.

Shortly, thereafter, Victor saw a waitress standing beside him; it was a nice young lady wearing a white apron, stained with several scarcely visible spots of different colours. On her chest there was a small plastic badge containing within its borders one word only – ‘Mary’.

“Your apron,” Victor pointed out the noticed defects.

The waitress looked down in wide-eyed astonishment, quickly examined her uniform, and immediately forgot about the comment touching on her exterior view. The woman sitting at the same table customarily paid to the situation just a couple of seconds and then got back to her own worries again.

“Are you going to order anything?” the waitress asked in nearly a hostile voice, looking at Victor downwards.

“Yes, a cup of coffee, please, if not inconvenient to you,” Victor livened up.

“What exactly kind of coffee do you want?” Mary rolled up her eyes and discontentedly put her hands on her hip.

“Surprise me!” Victor smiled happily, although reasons of his joy were unlikely to be clear for anybody except himself.

“Anything else?” she asked, having closed her notebook as not wanted, demonstrating all signs of her willingness to leave the weird customer alone.

“It is very likely to be all I need right now, thank you very much.”

“Fine, wait then!” and she made her way to the main building, dragging her loose slippers.

“Oh, please, wait a second!” Victor screamed out behind her back, “But not more than one teaspoon of sugar and with no milk or cream!”

Being now properly exasperated, she left without making a turn, and Victor had to wait hoping that she just pretended being unaware of his last requests. This tedious weariness of waiting almost immediately made him gaze about in search of something worthy of his attention; so in the first instance, he anew looked at the woman sitting at the same table, who immediately answered to his look with her own, as if had this moment forecasted. Showing not much of delight regarding this casual eye contact, Victor smiled abruptly once again, slightly nodded, and averted his face.

He could not help noticing that he was uncommonly absent-minded today, but he also believed that there was nothing abnormal in his behaviour, which was not true; No sooner he began thinking about anything specific than he quit an idea, rapidly picked up another one, which shortly suffered the same fate. As a result, all this inner indecision openly reflected in his movements that were rapid and abrupt.

When the waitress finally returned, having put his coffee on the table, Victor hastily grabbed the cup, brought it to his mouth but suddenly remembered about his earlier sorrowful experience and put it back on the table without losing his tight grip.

“You know,” he suddenly heard from the direction where the woman was sitting, “It is the oddest way of attracting my attention one has ever come up with.”

“Excuse me!” highly indignant, Victor responded to her strange compliment as he looked in her direction without even having time to assume that she might be talking to someone else.

However, there was no need for these unnecessary doubts, for she was looking right into his eyes, and this hard look left no additional options. Bearing no intentions to waste her time, the woman darkly gave a wide, artificial smile, stressing thereby Victor’s hypothetical guilt even harder; this time he was charged with refusal to acknowledge the obvious.

“First, you were walking by having no intention to stop at this café, not to mention sitting at this very table; believe me, I know that for sure because I was watching you walk for about ten meters or less and I know you were going somewhere else! Nevertheless, once you caught sight of me, you all of a sudden changed your mind and played this simulated fervour of asking me what the time was, though it was of no interest for you. I did not answer you deliberately, and you just dropped this fact without paying attention as if it was not your main reason to stop. Further, when you realized that it was not enough to start a conversation with me, you began drawing my attention by this ridiculous behaviour of yours whether it was remarks concerning aprons or allegedly accidental glances!”

Now Victor was looking at her with attention and interest that she had really deserved from the very beginning of this encounter. It was a nice-looking young woman, long dark hair fell down on her shoulders; her biscuit-coloured suit consisted of the jacket with narrow waist and an underskirt that reached her knees. Other components of her clothes seemed to him insignificant, for he had literarily hypnotized himself by looking into her eyes. Somewhere in their depths there was concealed a great wisdom belonging to a mature woman, but she was unlikely to be completely aware of this treasure herself because in reality, she scarcely reached age of thirty. She slightly squinted her dark, seemingly oriental eyes at one moment and opened them wide again at another, looking at Victor and advancing one strong argument after another. She was truly charming, in his estimation. Perhaps someone else would not be able to descry the irresistible charm she possessed, but this assumption did not upset Victor at all, quite the contrary, it gave him a cause for feeling special.

“Very well!” he finally stopped her in a merry voice, having stretched his arms with an invocatory gesture, “I think I understand what you are talking here about. Of course, there are no doubts that you will not believe me if I take my chance to explain everything you saw here, which is not a reason to reproach you either, for this logical order of yours sounds convincing indeed. However, the fact of the matter is that I really had no pretensions to your precious attention.”

At that very moment, seemingly just a few meters away, tires suddenly began to whistle, burning down against the asphaltic surface of the street, and one moment later, right in front of the café, there showed up a car whose nearest aim was a full-bodied woman with a pram in her hands and an unspeakable terror in her eyes.

Having scarcely found its peace after the previous nervous breakdown, Victor’s heart seemed to have gotten an electric discharge and immediately began to break through his chest with a tripled speed, waves of cold shiver hitting his back.

“Oh, my God!” exhaled the woman as she realized that everything turned out all right, “Have you seen it?”

However, there was no answer. Victor just kept sitting still on the same spot but was looking now rather like a ghost.

“Is everything all right with you?” she asked gingerly, having changed her previous sort of concern for another one.

“What? With me? Why…” Victor turned in her direction, “Why are you asking?”

“But your hand…” She warily lowered her eyes and pointed at Victor’s right hand.

Having followed her example, he also looked down and saw the small and almost completely emptied cup quivering in his hand.

“Oh my, you are pale as a ghost. You look awful. Did you really get that scared?” She smiled ironically but instantly tried to disguise her deformed empathy with radically different emotions.

Indeed, Victor gave no reason for even the smallest and most inoffensive smile. Showing almost no signs of breathing, he was intently looking at the shiver in his hands receding slowly, felt his pulse normalizing its rate, but it did not help much.

“You must have no idea of how beautiful you are,” he said with such thickness of feelings that even her multi-layered self-confidence cracked a little.

“Are you sure you are all right?” she asked again, having avoided commenting upon his last question.

“It is fine, I feel, not bad, thank you. It is just an extremely weird morning; I would even call it the oddest one in my entire life. By the way, talking about strange mornings, have not you happened to notice anything strange this morning?” Victor asked her earnestly, suspecting everybody of the analogous perception of the world.

“You have such a unique sense of humour,” she glanced at him with a pleased smile upon her face.

“Tell me, please, would not you mind to spend here with me approximately ten more minutes? A nice conversation is just what I need now.” Victor asked her so simply and calmly as if saying it to his old friend.

“I think I can afford staying here a bit longer than I initially planned, if, of course, you are able to maintain my interest towards this forthcoming conversation.” She idly touched her left earlobe that had an earring with a big white pearl in it and then propped her head with the same hand, “For instance, what is your occupation?”

Victor could not help responding to her question with a smile on his face; then he coughed shortly, cleared his throat, squinted his eyes, and looked at the woman, who was still waiting for an answer, having inquiringly raised her middling eyebrows.

“So? Are you a spy or something like this?”

“No, absolutely not,” Victor answered calmly, “I seduce rich, married women.”

This unforeseen confession made the woman burst out laughing unwittingly, and she put so much of an enthusiasm in it that this improper behaviour became evident even for herself, after that she sharply broke her laughter off with a long breath.

“Here you are doing it again, though you’ve already tried to convince me of your innocent naivety,” she said in a seemingly angry voice, ambiguously smiling and tenderly touching a gold ring with a diamond on the fourth finger of her left hand.

“And I will tell you the same thing again!” Victor responded to her observation emphatically, “I’ve stopped here not because of you, and I had no idea about your marital status, until you stressed it now.”

“Well, fine, let us suppose that I take on trust that you do not spy on me. Nevertheless, I am far away from being ready to believe that you are somehow connected with that amusing occupation that you’ve just mentioned.”

“May I know why you have this particular opinion? What’s exactly wrong about your current interlocutor, in your estimation?” Victor asked her, drying the table with a small paper napkin and looking at his spilled coffee with equivocal sadness in his eyes.

“Of course, I beg your pardon for what I am going to say, but you are way too artless for anything of this sort. I am now talking about your appearance, your deportment and maybe even your idiolect. In order to be able to create an impression upon a woman from top-drawer you must possess refined taste in all the aspects of your exterior view, not to mention being obliged to constantly demonstrate your own high financial position. Talking about aspects of wealth, where is your car?”

“But you saw that I came here on foot,” Victor smiled cunningly, “Let’s say I am having a day off today.”

“Ah! Of course, who might have doubted this astonishing coincidence…”

“You know, I believe I am ready to accept those details that you’ve described talking about the image of an average statistical seducer. It is very likely to be so, but the point is that I am not an ordinary seducer,” Victor said, bearing no pride towards his declared uniqueness.

“That’s quite interesting,” the woman confirmed her intellectual curiosity, having sat up straight, “And what seducer are you then?”

“Obviously, I do it not for money or any other material profit, encouragement of my ambitions is not the objective, either; it is also important to mention that my body does not hold sway over the mind. I am sure that you are not inclined to stereotyped thinking; however, in this very case it is excessively difficult to assume any exceptional circumstances. Anyway, the truth is that I do it on demand of husbands of those very women…”

“I am asking myself whether it can really be true,” the woman said slowly, partially accepting his words and waggling her head.

She ridiculed his unpredictable answers no longer but at the same time, she seemed to be supporting some sort of an inner struggle between a desire to stand up and go away and another one that induced her to continue the conversation until its logical end, whatever it would be.

“Can I ask you what is this all for? I mean why anyone would decide to ask you to seduce his own beloved wife?” she attempted to anticipate his answers.

“In fact, you are bringing up a very serious subject now. Probably, even I myself am not capable of finding borders for possible explanations of this phenomenon,” Victor hastened to provide her with his comment, “Reasons, just as people sometimes, can be various. Sometimes it just a consequence of indomitable or yet not restrained jealousy, which is, in my opinion only, the primary cause. I guess you are aware of this strange desire to rely on your other half one hundred percent. Sometimes, the matter is concerned with this ignoble wish to get divorced with minimal financial losses involved,” Victor stretched his uplifted palm demanding thus some extra attention, “marriage contracts… Of course, a very prosaic desire to bet on one of two results is in the list as well. There have been a couple of such cases. To be honest, first time I agreed and this fact bothered me much subsequently, so now I prefer staying away from any dubious proposals if I may say so. Please, be a fair judge here, I highly appreciate the very word ‘family’, thereby, in my opinion, some definite moral principles must never be betrayed.”

She was silent, and Victor could not define emotions and thoughts that he had provoked with his outspoken story, therefore he paused, hoping that she would eventually demonstrate her reaction anyway.

“And what is about you? Are you married?” the woman asked suddenly, avoiding eye contact, her lips were compressed tight.

“Of course, not! There was no need to ask,” Victor smiled timidly in response to her question, gesticulating in a funny manner, “I am afraid I do not possess enough courage for that. Please, pay heed to the fact that I have unwittingly said that I am afraid, and on top of everything added, that I am devoid of the necessary bravery. I believe nothing could express my attitude toward the question better than this coincidence.”

“And what exactly, allow me to ask, are you afraid of? I assume you are afraid that someone akin to yourself shall seduce your wife the next day after your wedding. Have you ever asked yourself how you can do what you do with these thoughts in your head?” the woman asked another poignant question without having an answer to the first one.

“Well, using this line of reasoning, we should first mention that I would have to ask about seduction of my hypothetical wife, and only when it was done, I could start worrying, although it is not the fact that someone would succeed in doing it,” Victor stated the value of his sense of humour with a broad smile, but the woman decided not to share his joy this time. “My story seems to be in conflict with your high principles. I am sorry for this aggressive narration. However, I consider your conclusions too hasty, for there are many silent ‘but’, ready to emerge any second. Firstly, I’ve already decided to quit all this, just yesterday, I failed to attend a meeting with another client. And my current destination is his house, where my clear and doubtless denial will be voiced. Secondly, I have done a favour for those poor women, the majority of whom had almost literally lost themselves while having this perpetual and obviously loathsome rush for wealth. Virtually, I have helped them to refrain from repetition of the same degrading treatment in future. I have to confess, many of them were hopelessly blind and because of that I felt no compassion for them, however, there also have been true birds, trapped in their narrow cages who have forgotten their own voices and sometimes even themselves. The thing is that a human being tends to lose the sensation of being trapped with an unspeakable quickness; shortly, we no longer feel that we cannot think, live, feel in a way we used to see as the best one for ourselves. We have to shut our eyes just once, to deceive us with an illusion of freedom and that’s all. And when in the end there comes the inescapable realization of such life, there will scarcely be anyone able to stand the truth. You know, when you are standing on the very edge of your life, it is extremely difficult to try to shut your own pride, roaring of pain, with the fact that you have been well off.”

“I do not understand why you are telling me all this,” the woman finally broke her silence.

“In my opinion, you do not look like a woman who would not be able to retain her own requests. It was you who asked me about the principal occupation in my life. Well, it is it, to be more precise, it was it. Currently, I am totally unaware of a direction I should aim my energy at, and just maybe I just wanted to be as honest and frank with you as I could possibly afford today without causing your complete confusion. After all, it is what people do when they have to remain silent about something ambiguous too long. I think it has been important for me to learn what you can feel toward such person. And now, judging by your reaction, I can see that I might be not as right as I thought I was when I did what I did. One way or another, you have already demonstrated both great civility and kindness, having agreed to spend here with me all this time.” Victor heavily breathed in and got ready to rise to his feet in order to go away.

“You are a very interesting man,” she barely avoided calling him weird, “was not it you who asked me not to jump to conclusions? And now you are doing from what you have asked me to refrain. I have not made my observations yet because it is not easy to do it. Nevertheless, you are right when reminding me that I have to go now,” she called the waitress, stood up from her seat, and adjusted her clothes.

“Would you mind if I pay for your coffee?” Victor rose to his feet immediately after her.

“No, maybe another time,” the woman answered briefly having no intentions to grant to this conversation any special status.

“And what would you say if it is tomorrow?” Victor smiled guardedly.

At this point, a red sports car pulled over in front of the café and right after that a fair-haired young woman with prominent appearance showed up out of it; her short red skirt sharply contrasted with a snow-white and seemingly weightless blouse.

“Okay!” the woman agreed suddenly, having immediately averted her eyes from the approaching blonde-haired woman, “Tomorrow, right here on this spot, at this particular hour. However, you should promise not to seduce me.”

“I do!” Victor nodded accepting her trifling terms.

“Well, well, well… How do you like that? And what do we have here?” The second nameless woman gave a broad smile as she approached the table, boasting of her snowy teeth, “Must not you be introducing us to each other now, hm?” she fixed her curious glance on Victor, displaying no modesty at all.

However, this question was not for him.

“I would gladly do that but I do not know his name,” the first woman answered.

“Victor!”

“Mariam!”

Victor finally learned the name of the person he spent this morning with.

He looked in Mariam’s eyes, and she responded to his wistful gaze with the same. Thus, they were standing motionlessly, attentively studying each other and at the same time comparing mutual images, formed during the conversation, with the names that were discovered only towards the end.

“Ann! Pleased to meet you!” the second woman bluntly stretched her arm to Victor, having thus broken off his eye contact with Mariam.

“I am pleased, too,” Victor carefully shook Ann’s finger-tips and then released her hand.

“And now we must go,” Mariam took her friend by the arm and both made their way back to the car, talking about something in a low voice and trying not to glance in the direction of Victor who was left behind alone.

All what had occurred this morning once again seemed to him too strange to be true, but this time he possessed one undisputed proof of the fact that this encounter, this conversation, even this spilled coffee, two lives that barely avoided facing death, the transient handshake and other scarcely perceptible details were not just figments of his imagination. He was not asleep and he knew it for sure, it could not be just a dream, for no one could be able to fabricate all this. When Victor finally took his mind off recalling previous and still very fresh occurrences and looked at his cell phone, his forcedly shut up punctuality gave him an unpleasant injection somewhere in the area of his chest, for watch said 7:40 and there still was a half of the city ahead to reach his destination.

The next hour he spent waiting for a called taxi and getting to the place. However, this long trip seemed to him twice longer than it actually was due to an extremely talkative cabdriver. Having started a conversation with a simple and unpretentious “It is really hot today!”, he did not fall silent even one single time. In the first instance, without missing even the smallest details, he began to retell the latest and hottest news, then he smoothly turned his attention to events that had happened directly to him within an undefined period of time. After scooping out of his memory the last thrilling story about a drunk passenger who denied to pay, he suddenly redirected his attention to entirely domestic subjects as endless problems with his family, insufferably low earnings and so forth in the same direction without any predictable end.

It is possible that to an outsider this picture might seem absurd and ridiculous, but Victor was listening to the cabman with a steadfast attention; sometimes he gave short nods as a sign of his undying interest or tried to clarify some definite details that escaped his undivided attention only because of the extraordinarily emotional narration. They parted being virtually friends, with numerous mutual wishes of good luck and as a result of this newborn friendship Victor’s cell phone learned one more number. ‘Just in case’ as followed from the words of the cabman.

Now Victor was standing in the very end of a long street, built up with detached houses exclusively that were seriously remote one from another and only rare individuals had enough modesty to avoid boasting with more than two floors. Nevertheless, a house Victor was standing beside knew nothing of this meaningless quality. It was almost a real castle of white brick, fully enclosed with more than a-two-and-a-half-meter high wrought-iron fence around it. However, Victor was not surprised by this wealth, for people with a lower income were unlikely aware of existence of occupation that he practiced for years.

“What the hell do you want here?” a gruff male voice answered instantly, when Victor used a bell that hanged on the gate.

“I came at the invitation,” Victor answered without going into details.

“I know nothing about any investigations. Go to hell with your investigations before I unleash dogs!” the gate’s defender suddenly cried out hatefully, sitting, presumably, in a small building right behind the fence.

“It’s not investigation! I told invitation,” Victor corrected him indignantly, “I am here on behalf of Eduard, the appointment was made.”

“Wait where you are,” still full of doubts, the vigilant guardian answered and fell silent for ten minutes.

However, on that point all troubles concerned with this belated appointment finally ended, which proved the opening gates and a polite suggestion to come inside, accompanied by awkward apologies for the recently demonstrated rudeness. On his way to the house Victor met a couple of great Dobermann pinschers that sniffed him around, followed him to the doors and only then left the guest alone with apparent feeling of the fulfilled duties. The outward security guard also did not go beyond this area and immediately returned to his watch-box, having promised to Victor a new guide. And he did not lie, right on the doorstep Victor was met by a tall and very thin aged woman that, judging by her face expression, seemed to be in an eternally ill humour.

Her first unquestionable order for Victor was to leave his shoes at the door, and when he did so, she gave him a pair of slippers, having silently glided towards a winding stairs. Victor decided to keep himself from taking this temporal footwear and tacitly left it on its place. Being afraid of losing his severe guide, he only just managed to take a swift look at an enormous drawing-room, which left in his mind an image of an extreme or maybe even disorderly profusion; however, he scarcely could clarify to himself the meaning of such definition, even if he had a fanatical inclination to do it. A completely different situation was in a room of the owner of the house. Here everything was subjected to his own spirit; restrained, systematized, and ordered – were the words for describing this place, everything here accentuated a special constitution of things, encouraging the same state in a person’s mind.

“I can see that you’ve deigned to appear today, unlike yesterday when it was scheduled!” the owner of the room reluctantly forced himself to speak and made a step towards Victor with a stretched arm; his hostile eyes were looking down at the guest, “Tumenov.”

“Good morning. I would like to apologize right away. I am deeply sorry that I could not come yesterday,” Victor said reinforcing his words with a serious face expression.

“There are no questions about your regrets. Nevertheless, Eduard called me up this morning and tried to explain the fact by mentioning some circumstances beyond your control,” Tumenov kept analyzing the yesterday occurrence without releasing his grip.

“Yes, this is exactly how matters stand,” Victor nodded lowly.

“Of course, if I had heard such excuse directly from you, I would have never accepted it. However, since his author is not yourself, so be it, I will leave it as a part of the past. Well, do not stand like this and make yourself comfortable,” Tumenov did not wait for his guest to take a seat and got back to his worktable, sat down in a chair, and then pointed at the second one, standing opposite, closer to a corner of the room.

“Has not he happened to say something else maybe?” Victor asked guardedly, having made himself comfortable.

“Why are you asking such question?” Tumenov suddenly got indignant without a reason, “I am absolutely sure that on this point his participation in this story finds its end, and now it is your turn to explain things,” he idly lifted his right hand as permission for Victor to start.

The owner of the house behaved as if he was reading a lecture to some miserable clerk responsible for routine problems within a company and who was now obliged to shake all over with a strong fear, cautiously keeping in the depths of his cowardly heart a tiny gleam of hope that in this case he would be forgiven and left on his present spot. Tumenov strove to seem as calm and self-confident as possible, but all this superfluous clearness of his words and the order in which they followed each other were nothing but two wobbly columns that were struggling to hold his peace of mind. It seemed that during these attempts to portray himself in the most favourable light, he completely forgot to question the talents of the man sitting in front of him whose appearances’ only work was provoking doubts.

By sight, Victor was the most ordinary young man with the average height and the same not outstanding constitution. The only thing that could help him to stand out in a crowd was his face, which possessed some innate intelligence. His expressive dark eyes seemed to hide under the frowned eyebrows that changed their form only when he smiled, but after quickly came back to the former state. A thin nose, the same thin lips, and a narrow chin – everything in his face adhered to the same direction. However, to make out his rare attractiveness, first a person needed to study him very attentively.

Now it was not an easy task, for he was virtually hiding in a big, leather chair of black colour. His distrustful look was wandering about the room from the very beginning of the conversation, but at the same time, there was an impression as if he fixed nothing at all and only designated objects for the subsequent and already more detailed studying.

“To me?” as if without having caught the question, he asked again with ambiguous astonishment and immediately caught on himself an impatient look of Tumenov. “But I thought that you would tell me…” Victor pronounced these words unexpectedly even for himself, having forgotten exactly for one moment that he had come here only for saving his friend’s reputation and leaving back home afterwards as soon as possible.

“Ah yes,” Tumenov took away the stare and stretched to a framed photograph standing on the far-away side of the table.

Thus Victor came to a standstill, without knowing what to do next.

“This is my wife,” with these words Tumenov turned the front of the photograph to Victor and showed him the biggest achievement of his life.

Something strange happened at this point. Victor suddenly felt something he had never experienced before. He was peering at this portrait, but could not believe his own eyes. All this seemed to him a meeting after many years of separation. However, in reality, they parted with each other less than a few hours ago. Without a shadow of a doubt, it was her, much younger, still embraced by her youth, but already beautiful, not touched by many thoughts yet, but already thoughtful, seemingly still free, but not belonging to herself completely any more. In this picture, she was standing near a big window that let inside a room the lulling light from the street lamps; dressed in a long black evening dress, she was holding a violin and a lowered bow, looking somewhere aside. All this picture was imbued with such grief and romanticism that he just could not help admiring it.

“Mariam,” as if reading a spell, Victor pronounced her name without looking away from the photograph.

“What did you just say? How can you know her name?” Tumenov suddenly rose over the table and quickly turned the photograph in the opposite direction. “Was it Eduard who told you this?”

“No, I assure you, I was not privy to the details of the subject of this meeting,” Victor answered with a steady voice, having at once realized that the price of each following word just multiplied up many times. “I’ve met her this morning, just shortly before our current meeting. We happened to find ourselves at the same little table in a small street cafe.”

“Where was it exactly?” Tumenov demanded the answer with first sparks of true anger in his eyes. “Where was it? I need the address right now!”

“I ask you, please, try to calm down. It was in downtown, one stop away from a big shopping center, I rent an apartment there. We nearly became witnesses of an accident there, having got to talking in consequence. It was the most ordinary conversation, I assure you,” Victor hurried to report additional details in order to make the story as credible as possible for his restless employer; although he was looking straight into his eyes and telling virtually nothing but lies.

Having heard this irrefragable answer, Tumenov calmed down a little, fully got up from his chair, took several steps to the next wall and back, wiping his tired eyes, and then sat down again.

“Yes, yes, everything is right; there is a music school that she attends as a teacher. And you… I’m speechless… I cannot believe that there are such coincidences in this world. So, it appears, Eduard really told you nothing about all this?” Tumenov was extinguishing in himself the last centers of doubts and attentively studying the behaviour of his guest at the same time.

“There is no reason for doubts, we had a conversation in the morning, but it was very short. He told me about the time of the meeting and then I immediately went here. So, as I understand now, you want me to check fidelity of your spouse?” Victor made himself more comfortable in the chair, having started turning from a diffident person into a true professional of the business.

“Of course not!” Tumenov was about to cry out a flat refusal, but something stopped him. “I mean, yes, maybe, in a sense, but not the way by means of which, as I understood from the conversation with Eduard, you do it regularly.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I do not fully understand the course of your thoughts,” Victor frowned, with every minute the current problem became darker and darker.

“Oh, please, I would love to ask you about one thing, too; leave these meaningless formalities and useless apologies for someone else, or even yourself. What are you begging my pardon for after all? However, it does not matter. By the way, how old have you said you are? You, it seems to me, are very young,” the concerned husband suddenly changed the theme of the conversation.

“I’ve not said anything about my age, but I understand you very well,” Victor began to read the answer that had already been constructed in his head.

“Oh, you really do?”

“Exactly! You are looking at me now with these eyes full of mistrust and simply cannot calmly disclose to me details of your private life. Yes, I am still very young, but it is only what my exterior view tells you. However, the matter is that I am not that person at whom you think you are looking now. Actually, I was never young in this life; I never felt these silly youthful passions because of which a man ceases to control his acts. I never did inconsiderate deeds, which could cause consequences, unprofitable for me. All my life until this very moment, was a consecutive march towards the great, in my estimation, purposes. Therefore, I would like to ask you not to treat me as some naive boy who would listen to details of your private life with widely open eyes so as to later retell this story to as many of his so-called friends as possible. I am not familiar with joy from such actions. That is why, if you still want to deal with me, then I would ask you to tell me about your problem and about what you want me to do in order to have it solved, for there are some restrictions on what I do.”

“It seems, now I understand what Eduard meant when he recommended you as the best option possible,” Tumenov smiled unhealthy as if he unexpectedly got a good hand in the middle of an important card game. “He told me that you were a person of an extremely extraordinary mind, that when it comes to relationship between people, all the borders are erased for you. I admit, I did not believe him then, but now I am forced to agree, reluctantly though, that perhaps I was mistaken a little.”

“I am glad that you’ve understood the idea that I’ve tried to get across to you. But do not you mind to get to the point nevertheless?”

“Of course, I do not mind it…” Tumenov agreed, slowly eating his victorious smile.

“By the way, do not you find it risky – to invite me directly to your house? I am talking now about a possibility that here I can happen to meet your spouse. At similar combination of circumstances this whole thing would turn meaningless instantly.”

“It is nonsense! And it definitely should not concern you. I am very well aware about each step that she makes, not to mention that nobody enters in here without having my permission to do so. By the way, what is your name, I failed to hear?” Tumenov asked in the habitual imperious tone, having smoothed his beard, which was abundantly streaked with grey hairs, and adjusted the glasses hanging on his nose.

“Victor!”

“And your last name?”

“I would prefer not to go beyond my first one, if you do not mind,” Victor slightly nodded in response.

Tumenov defiantly exhaled the air, hissing under the strong pressure, but decided not to insist for some reason. It was quite obvious that such form of unceremonious treatment suited him just fine.

“As I already told you earlier,” he finally began to get to the point, “I am absolutely indifferent to your achievements in seducing anyone’s wives. Frankly saying, I do not give a damn, I simply could not care less. I told Eduard about it as well. What I need from you is your ability to come into contact with people, so to speak, to tear them up inside, pulling out from them everything that could compromise a person subsequently,” Tumenov suddenly waved a hand. “But even this only as the last resort. Mainly, I need my own faithful spy who could collect the maximum of information in the shortest time, eliminating the unnecessary and leaving only what is really worth paying attention to.”

“But why, allow me to ask, you do not address to those representatives of this sphere who adhere to more traditional methods? I think it would not be too difficult for you to find for yourself a private detective, the best of the best here, or some skilled photographer with good equipment and clear understanding of the aspects of his work. Shadowing people is not exactly what I am strong in,” Victor estimated his own skills without ceremony, although somewhere inside, somewhere in his chest, he already could clearly sense this burning feeling persuading him to agree right here and right now. And the only thing that prevented him from doing so was his incapacity of defining the accurate reason of emergence of this desire.

“Photographers will not do for sure. These idlers are absolutely incapable of keeping the mouth shut, and I have no desire to endanger my reputation, even though I insured myself using threats!” Tumenov turned towards a window, having left Victor to his right, keeping under his thumb a heavy, gold pen. “Talking about detectives,” he continued after a short pause, “actually there have been two. Both cadged a lot of money from my hands, and the result all the same was close to zero. Even up to now, I cannot get rid of the idea that I’ve sponsored my own deception.”

“I have a question if you allow me… If so far you have failed all your attempts to find any proofs that could somehow compromise her, then what exactly forces you to keep suspecting your spouse?” Victor asked his employer, having made the question sound as straightforward as possible.

“And it is a good question indeed, Victor!” Tumenov placed emphasis on the first syllable of the name, quickly turned in his chair and pointed to the guest with the same gold pen that he was holding all this time. “That’s the whole point for me! We need to approach the subject with an open mind. All these detectives and photographers seek only for facts, proofs, something that would indicate a crime directly. And I need someone who understands the human psychology, someone who understands how a brain of a person starts operating when that person realizes that he or she makes something wrong from any point of view. Someone with romantic mentality if it is what you need to hear.”

“You consider me romantic?” seemingly, Victor was surprised to hear the word.

“Yes, and you do not interrupt me, please!” Tumenov instantly waved away from the question with some perceptible irritation. “You have no idea what person she is! Nobody knows her the way I do! We are together for six years already! I could not even imagine before that I would be able to stand at least one woman throughout such long period, but with her everything proved to be different. Perhaps it happened because when she had married me, she was still very young. At that time, it was not something difficult for me to understand what she had on her mind because she was all predictability. I could easily read everything from her countenance; every thought was reflected in her acts as if she were a child. However, year by year, the situation went changing, and soon I could no longer constrain those changes, no matter what I tried to do. Gradually she has become cleverer and cleverer, learned how to suppress the emotions, somehow she has started to scrap out from the depth of her soul a smile when normally she would break into tears. You should see that look with which she stares at me sometimes. I can virtually feel it on myself, on my skin, and when in rare instances I manage to catch her in the act… I wish I could fully explain it, at such moment I do not even have a reason to accuse her of anything. She just keeps looking at me in this way, and we both perfectly understand what that look means, but if I only try to emphasize those emotions, at the same moment she will just throw everything off; just as you would do with a dirty, wet raincoat. And if I do so, the only thing I will achieve will be looking like a fool. It has already been so several times. And now let me ask you one thing, Victor, in your estimation, can a person of my age and with the level of self-esteem I have just quietly watch someone making a fool of him? I will turn fifty next year.”

“I understand you,” Victor summed up the whole story with a serious look.

“Yes, she has never given me an obvious reason to doubt her loyalty or fidelity, call it whatever you like. But the thing is that I am far from being a fool and I will definitely not stand such treatment, especially considering everything I’ve done for her.”

“May I say something?” Victor politely interrupted the owner of the house.

“Well, try it if you wish,” having exhaled, Tumenov shook his head and granted himself a temporary respite after the long and emotional report.

“You’ve provided me with the very detailed explanation and, above all, with the frank story. It is very important and cannot be overemphasized. Now I would like to give you my view on the situation because, in my opinion, your full awareness of how I see it is very important as well, not to mention that it is vital to understand if I’ve comprehended everything correctly. If as a result, we reach agreement and I undertake the task, then I, most likely, will repeatedly need your assistance. Another question of vital importance lies in the fact that I would not like in any way you to have even the slightest doubts concerning information I am going to provide you with.”

Having described his intentions in detail, Victor waited until Tumenov indifferently shrugged his shoulders – a gesture in which the worried husband saw an appropriate form for expressing his consent.

“You know, I’ve been engaged in this activity long enough, during a very significant part of my life, to be a little more precise. I’ve met a great number of different people, I’ve faced a multitude of different situations, but I can assure you that I’ve never heard anything similar to your story before. Your case is truly notable among others; it is dissimilar to any of those that are stored in my memory. Actually, I can imagine your current state very well, for I myself tend to trust people willingly, but at the same time I am never surprised at the next deception,” for a moment, Victor plunged into his thoughts, but was pulled out right there by a sudden phone call, which started drawing attention out of his pocket. “I beg your pardon,” he apologized shortly, got the cell phone and noted that the entering call was marked with a short word ‘Julia’.

Without thinking twice, he switched off the phone in order to avoid repetitions of the unpleasant situation.

“Once again, I am sorry for all this,” he got back to his last thought, “if it is possible to be expressed this way, I’ve destroyed really many families. And if I ever met a failure at least in one single case of mine, it was so exclusively at the very beginning and solely because of my extreme inexperience.”

All the time that Victor used for giving his lucid explanations, Tumenov was showing a certain interest, however it was difficult to determine how sincere it actually was.

“I have to confess, I’ve come here to refuse flatly, but now things are different, and I would be glad if you allowed me to help you to save your matrimony. I can see that it is a very important question for you, and that a solution of the problem will define all your life.”

“That’s all?” Tumenov asked quite sharply; seemingly, he was tired of listening to Victor’s conclusions.

“I think it is,” Victor hastened with the answer.

“Well, well!” Tumenov was quickly fingering the mahogany table and staring at the same spot as if there was a pile of papers with possible answers, and he was choosing the most correct of them. “I think I could afford to say that I understand your point of view, even though I do not really believe in all this nonsense about unification of souls and meeting of minds, but I definitely can say I understand you, yes. You also seem to have apprehended everything correctly. Yes, I love my wife, I love her the way I can. And most certainly, these bonds of matrimony are of high value for me, but they are not valuable enough to make me meet the lees of life with the same disgusting feeling that I have pleasure of experiencing now. I must put this loathsome thought out of my head irrespective of a way it will happen. And in order to make it happen, I need proofs, weighty and incontestable proofs.”

“Can I regard it as your consent?”

“You definitely can!” Tumenov confirmed already absolutely indifferently. “Here our conversation comes to its end. I’ve already lost a whole hour here with you and I cannot afford losing another one. You can start whenever it is convenient for you, even at once if you like. However, you’ve already started as we were able to find out at the beginning of this conversation, have not you?” he stood up from the chair and made his way towards the center of the room, having stopped alongside of Victor who by that moment was also on his feet.

Without doubts, the discovered difference in their height gave to Tumenov some mysterious content, and he emphasized this distinction without ceremony.

“You will be able to get all details that you might find interesting from my driver, whose name is Alexander, today I am going to leave him to you.”

“I would not like to have between us the third person, especially in such delicate business, if you understand what I am talking about,” Victor did not agree.

“Please, cast aside these countless doubts of yours, my friend. Do you seriously think that I have time to meet you every day personally or to make with you long conversations solely to learn in what cafe my wife stopped to drink coffee before or after her work? I need real facts and it is entirely your task to get them. I am definitely not going to facilitate your job by an excessive expenditure of my personal resources. Angelina Pavlovna!” he cried out suddenly a woman’s name, looking towards the door. “Alexander, quite the opposite, is the best solution for both of us; you may freely tell him everything that you will manage to find out. He’s been serving here for more than a decade and has already proven his loyalty. However, when you learn something really noteworthy, I will certainly meet you personally as soon as possible.”

At that moment, without knocking, in the room entered that elderly woman who had met Victor on the threshold.

“What took you so long anyway?” Obviously, Tumenov was indignant with her delay, but the woman did not seem to care much, nor did she answer anything, having shown nothing but proud silence in response to his question. “Ah, all right, all right,” he waved his hand, angrily, “I am leaving now, tell Alexander that he has a day off today. I will take the wheel myself. And this young gentleman,” he pointed out at Victor without looking at him, “is going with you, he will stay here for a while.”

Having attentively listened to the order, the woman immediately disappeared behind the door, and Victor for his turn hurried to ask the last question, “Does your wife drive a car? Or she has a driver maybe?”

“No,” Tumenov began indifferently, “I’ve advised her to pick out one several times, even though it would be a woman, if it comes to that, but despite all my efforts she remained adamant. So it makes me think I’ve already done trying. She has her own car but she scarcely uses it. Usually she calls a taxi or a friend of her gives her a ride.”

“By the name of Anna?” Victor asked with confidence.

“Yes, so you know this too?” Tumenov answered with surprise, having mistrustfully shaken his head. “Perhaps, your abilities are truly unique. By the way, this Anna is another reason of my mistrust toward my wife. They suddenly became friends approximately one year ago, although before that, as far as I can remember, Mariam had not even used such word as ‘friend’. In fact, this Anna… You should be extremely careful with her, for the maiden will be stopped by nothing to get what she wants. By thirty years of age she has already had three husbands, and now, apparently, is about to marry another naive victim. Now I must ask you out because I have no time to waste anymore,” with these words Tumenov politely but at the same time with notable force directed Victor to the door and quickly went out of the room as well.

Behind the door, the housekeeper was patiently waiting for an opportunity to fulfill her duties.

“I am leaving him to you, Angelina Pavlovna, and you, Victor, do not worry about money, it will not be a problem overlong, even though it will be solved without my direct participation.”

After that Tumenov quickly, virtually running, came downstairs and once he disappeared, the housekeeper and Victor proceeded in the same way. Having left to the yard, they went round the house and soon found themselves in front of a tiny ‘lodge for servants’ as Angelina Pavlovna called it in response to Victor’s question about where they were actually going. However, servants could only inhabit this structure if by servants was understood a single working unit only. The small, five by five meters, lodge was built of thin boards, which had an indefinite black-grey colour and faithfully kept the secret about the last time when any paint had laid down on them. Thickets of low growing trees and various bushes covered this ugliness with a dense green blanket and were the only applied decision allowing to connect somehow this lodge with the main house, however in the same way could not completely fit into the main idea of setting of the yard either.

Having approached this garden shed, Victor carefully knocked at the door several times and then entered inside to the creak of the badly oiled hinges. It was very gloomy there, which was not surprising, for the only window was covered by wild-growing bindweeds from the outside. That is why first Victor failed to notice a huge man that was talking by phone, leaning against an old dresser. Nevertheless, once the owner of the lodge saw that he had been finally noticed, he pointed at the phone with his free hand, trying to explain with this gesture that Victor needed to have a little patience. The theme of the conversation and its second participant did not raise any doubts for Victor. With a very strong probability, he could bet that it was Tumenov explaining the situation in his habitual form of an order.

“Everything is understood, boss, do not worry, I got it,” confirming Victor’s guess, the man began to enthusiastically convince Tumenov of the maximum readiness to start fulfilling his special assignment, but having suddenly recalled that he was not alone, cooled down as if feeling ashamed of something. “Okay, okay,” two more consents, which were reserved this time, marked the end of the conversation and then the man instantly took a giant step towards Victor with an outstretched hand, “Alexander!”

“Nice to meet you, Alexander, my name is Victor,” the guest could not help getting surprised by the size of his new friend, who had all chances to be even taller than Tumenov was, not to mention his frame.

“Tumenov asked me to tell you everything that you might want to know about the mistress,” Alexander droned on with a strange face expression that did not allow Victor to understand whether the driver found anything strange both in the character and in the context of his assignment or not.

Presumably, the problem situation in the relationship between the husband and the wife was neither a secret, nor even a mystery for him.

“Do not you mind if we sit down?” Victor asked and pointed in the direction of an old sofa. “And would not you be so kind to give me a paper sheet and a pencil, please? Usually I take a notebook with me, but today it has slipped my memory for some reason.”

“Well, I am not sure but I can have a good look here,” Alexander agreed in a strange manner and without haste plodded on in the direction of the dresser he was leaning against quite recently.

In the meanwhile, Victor approached the sofa and carefully sat down on it, examining a big wooden table with fretted legs standing beside and looking like a homemade, but at the same time it was truly praiseworthy.

“You made it?” Victor asked with interest, having pointed at the table without looking at the interlocutor.

“Sort of…” Alexander only nodded in response, “I think I’ve found a paper sheet, but it is with a recipe on it, is it fine?”

“And what exactly recipe is that?” Victor smiled.

“La-yer ca-ke,” Alexander read hardly, squinting in semi-darkness, “I think so, I cannot be sure, since it is not mine. Seriously, it is not mine.”

“I would not mind having one layer cake now, and a pen, please. I remember when I was a kid, I liked to construct things too,” Victor reminded himself, having once again looked at the table; he seemed to be talking to himself, which could be proven by awkward silence of the second addled person. “Well, okay,” he exhaled and armed himself with a pen, having put on his lap the old sheet of paper that had already changed several shades before sticking with the dark yellow. “What can you tell me about Mariam’s character?”

“I wish I knew what I can tell you about her and her character,” he shrugged his broad shoulders and made a grimace of a true, if not to say the deepest, confusion. “I would highly appreciate if you asked me something specific, so that I could give you a concrete answer.”

“Yes, perhaps you are right, I should think before asking,” Victor scratched his head, borrowing Alexander’s awkward state. “How often have you driven her? Are you familiar with her habits or some favourite places that she likes to visit?”

“It is difficult to say,” the driver seemed being engrossed in thoughts, but despite all his seeming sluggishness and odd answers, this person was not silly. “I used to drive her pretty often,” he responded slowly with some signs of warmth in the voice. “There was time when we had quite good confidential relations.”

“And what happened then? Judging by your tone, I would say that all this had already remained in the past.”

“Well, and then they…” Alexander hesitated for a moment. “Then a new family discord emerged.”

“I am sorry if I am asking something rare, but what did it have to do with you?”

Victor asked, surprised.

“Well, you see, it is exactly when the boss, I mean Tumenov, began giving me those instructions: to go there, to stand here a little, do you follow me?”

“In other words, he asked you to spy on her?”

“Well, of course, he asked. I mean yes and no. What could I do anyway? What could I say? I am a driver, when I am commanded ‘Go!’ I go without asking superfluous questions. Do you think I would still be working here if I said ‘but’ every time when he told me to do something?” Even considering the fact that he spoke in generalities, Alexander obviously felt uneasy, every word made him doubt and ask himself about where his next step should be made but he did not seem to know the answer.

As a result, even having permission to be as frank as possible, the Tumenov’s driver all the same was going to dissemble a considerable part of details with high probability.

“And one day she learned that you were spying on her?” Victor assumed logically.

“Well, of course, she did. I am no spy after all. Sometimes she caught sight of me, then approached and spoke slowly and kindly: ‘Just look whom we have here… And what exactly are you doing here, dear Alexander?’ And what should I have said… Of course, I could not tell her that the boss, well, I mean Tumenov, gave me the orders to shadow her. Well, I had no better idea but to say nonsense, I mean any nonsense that struck me. Like some personal things and so on… One time, another one, then nobody sent me to spy on anybody anymore, but I stopped driving her either. Another thing… Before all this, when we met each other on the doorsteps of the house, while I was waiting for Tumenov, we could have a quick word with her about weather, some news or whatever… Well, you know, about trifles mostly, something really insignificant. But no longer… For the most part, she does not even say ‘hello’, pretending she does not see me,” at the end of the story, Alexander almost completely lost the heart of the problem, then looked somewhere in a corner of the room and got up from his place. “Do not you happen to want some tea?” he inquired casually on his way to a gas-stove on which he put a metal teapot with a green whistle on its nose."

“What are you saying, tea?” Victor asked him to repeat the question. “It would be lovely to have a cup of coffee, thank you.”

“I do not drink it!” Alexander answered instantly. “It spoils my sleep and makes me have truly foolish thoughts when I go sleeping.”

“Well,” Victor mumbled, getting infected with the manner of his interlocutor to begin any phrase with the same word. “Then, taking the circumstances into account, I would say I refuse. Nevertheless, thanks, in any case, for your offer.”

“As you wish and I will drink a cup, to embellish my unexpected day off. Cheers!”

“So what could you tell me concerning her interests? It would be useful for me to learn whatever you could tell, like places, her schedule maybe,” Victor came back to the former theme.

“Well, by the way, in your own estimation, how relevant might my information be? As I’ve just told you, I do not serve as her driver for a year or so. Of course, if you insist, I could tell about what she used to like.”

“Please, I hope it will prove useful. Either way, I have no much of a choice, since Mr. Tumenov himself refused to give me any comments either, having referred to the pressure of work.”

“Okay, but you must wait until I make tea and then I will tell you everything that I can possibly know.”

For some minutes, Alexander silently was dawdling near the gas-stove, seemingly only pretending to be busy. Then, having waited for the first whistle of the teapot, he quickly removed it from the fire and began to fill, patiently, some vessel. After that, judging by the strange noise produced both by metal and wood, he cut something up and only then returned to his place on the sofa, holding a huge and a plentifully steaming mug in one of his hands and a big plate that was hiding its content in another one.

“I hope you do not mind all this?” asked Alexander only formally, preparing for a meal.

“Can I be anyway?” Victor wondered, “I am the guest here after all.”

But Alexander did not hear his guest’s answer; he only bit an enormous piece of a sandwich instead and generously washed it down with tea.

“You do not seem to understand the point,” having quickly chewed the food, he confusedly began the second part of the conversation. “What you are asking here is nothing but movies’ stuff. No one actually goes in certain places in strictly fixed days,” Alexander said with a strange face expression, which indicated either that he was lying or just talking without thinking.

“And here I am forced to point out one mistake of yours,” Victor objected and discontentedly rubbed his forehead trying to get rid of the headache. He saw the reason of its emergence in the excessive and unwonted activity that his brain endured, having grown quite lazy lately. “Actually, people that are comfortably off very often adhere to a rigid schedule or, to put it more precisely, order of day. You see, such order allows them to develop the feeling of inner control over life; it gives an opportunity to control every single step and to exclude thereby any intervention from the outside. Of course, the total control is an illusion, but just try to live this way for a couple of years in a row and soon it will become for you the only one, not to mention that your explicit belief in its correctness will never raise any doubts.”

All this time Alexander was listening to the young speaker with enthusiasm, carefully chewing the remains of the tardy breakfast along with new knowledge.

“Well, it is obvious, but we are speaking about a woman now after all,” he suddenly broke into the conversation with the mouth full of food.

“By and large it changes nothing. A woman inevitably begins to copy the image of a man who takes the leading position in her life; gradually she starts adopting his mentality, his habits and so on. It is the nature, nothing can be done about it, unless, of course, there is the full realization of these laws and a firm intention to resist them,” Victor continued calmly.

“Well, I do not know. If you think you know it, I have no intention to argue. Nevertheless, Tumenov’s wife is definitely not among those women that copy anyone’s behavior. She is a very peculiar woman, freedom-loving, proud. She, undoubtedly, used to have some habits too, well, ordinary ones, you know? Going to cinema, listening to music, reading books and so on. For example, she used to love to go to that cinema in the center, well, near the monument. You must know it!”

“No, I am afraid I do not know it,” Victor answered shortly.

“Well,” Alexander made a helpless gesture summing up the result of the desperate status of the situation. “Well, as I said, she visited that movie theater back in the day.”

“Alone?”

“Yes, very likely, generally alone,” having drunk up tea, Alexander confirmed idly. “Sometimes with some friends from her work, but since they all are rather aged for the most part, well, you understand… You understand, don’t you?”

“I hope I do indeed,” Victor shrugged his shoulders.

“Well, what do you want from me anyway? What, in your opinion, I can tell you out of hand? Not to mention that this entire situation looks very strange, even wrong, if you like. Calling me and saying that a new detective is about to come, that I must stay at home and tell him, meaning you, of course, everything that I know. And why me, allow me to ask? Properly speaking, what so important do I know?” questions rushed out into the void one after another. “By the way, before I’ve forgotten!” Alexander suddenly got up from his place, crossed the room with two strides, and one moment later stretched to Victor an unknown object. “Here, it’s for you!”

“And what does this have to mean?” Victor asked mistrustfully, examining an unexpected gift.

“Why? Money, of course! What else would I give you?”

“And what is it for?” now Victor’s surprise grew even bigger; he tore his eyes away from the envelope and interrogatively fixed his unblinking gaze on the driver, having unintentionally set the latter laughing with this reaction.

“What for? Do you work for free, allow me to ask?” he burst out laughing with all his might.

“No, of course, not, but we have not managed to discuss an amount of payment yet. So how can I take it without knowing how much I am taking? By the way, how much is there?”

“Five grands!” the driver reported with confidence. “Though all this only according to the boss, I did not count it up. As I understood it, it’s an advance payment, for the initial period.”

“Then I will not count it, either,” Victor made a weary gesture, took the envelope, and put it away in an inside pocket. “I believe that’s all. Thanks Alexander, you’ve helped me very much.”

By this moment Victor’s dull headache grew into something bigger and was now torturing him without paying any attention to rubs or any other ridiculous attempts that he believed might help him to escape from this state. That is why he could think of nothing else except for returning back home.

“How so?” Alexander made an attempt to bridle up. “You did not even write down anything. What will I tell the boss?”

“You will tell him that you met me in the best way, treated me to tea, and narrated everything in all admissible details. As for me, in case of need, I will confirm all this with certainty, you may doubt not. And my special heartfelt gratitude for the recipe,” Victor smiled with a great effort, having extended his right hand.

“Don’t mention it!” answered Alexander and clasped Victor’s hand with his huge palm.

“But before I leave, would you mind giving me your phone number, so that I could call you if I need some assistance? As I understood from our conversation with Tumenov, I am going to report anything I will learn directly to you.”

Victor got his cell phone from a pocket, switched it on, once again received several confirmations about missed calls, but disregarded them just as he had done it before.

“That’s all!” he noted a telephone number and made his way towards the door, but suddenly stopped after making several short steps. “Will you see me off?”

“Is it necessary?” Alexander asked, surprised.

“You see, as far as I could notice when coming here, you have two Doberman pinschers there,” Victor reminded as if incidentally, hesitating in the doorway.

“Oh, you mean Cain and Abel? Believe me, there is no need to worry about those two, they will not bite you, unless you give them a reason to. The main thing is not to be afraid because dogs can feel it or something, you know. Just show them that you’re the alpha male and stride confidently toward the exit,” in the end, Alexander gave a cunning broad smile and disappeared in the room’s gloom again.

“To show that I am the alpha male?” Victor repeated to himself. “What a nonsense it must be!”

However, despite his quite reasonable anxiety, he crossed the yard without any incidents. The dogs were lying on the porch right next to the front door; they only darted a couple of angry looks at Victor but never moved a muscle thereafter.

“Probably, I’ve showed them who the alpha male is here,” Victor spitefully grinned over his unnecessary cowardice after appearing behind the gate.

The day was in full swing but already seemed to be coming to the end. The same was with his life; having scarcely managed to gather way, it was now standing motionless, but only for a moment, like an airplane that does not manage to loop the loop and starts falling down, picking up speed and inevitably reaching a pace that is even higher than the one that brought it to the top.

Victor’s thoughts were faceless, and his mood firmly set course for the habitual worsening. He was dragging himself to nowhere again, without knowing whether he was just stretching his legs, tired of the motionless position, or trying to delay his return back to the flat, although he could not wait to get back there quite recently. However, after twenty steps, made along the road, his phone rang out again, having made him forget about everything.

“Yes, Julia,” he answered the call without emotions.

“By gosh! Look who deigned to speak! You must have answered by accident?” a sonorous female voice reproached him sarcastically.

“Oh, please, spare me at least this time,” Victor asked quietly. “Have you ever asked yourself about how predictable your behaviour must look in such situations?”

“And you, mister know-all, have not you ever thought that someone might just be unable to mask the feelings in such situations?” the girl answered with a slightly shivering voice.

“Honestly, I honestly do not understand why you think you must make everything look this way, Julia,” Victor seemed to be already tired of the conversation that did not even start yet. “What do you want from me? I’ve already told everything. I need some time to reconsider things. I cannot return now and keep pretending that everything is all right. Was it my mother who asked you to call or you worry about me so much yourself?”

“You have no idea how worried she is!” the girl kept raising her voice. “Is it really so difficult to call and tell that everything is all right? How can it be so? Only one month ago, we were going to get married, and now you do your best to pretend that we are connected by nothing. I cannot believe it!”

“And I never thought before that I would become a laughingstock for my own family after revealing the greatest secret of my life. Everything that happens now is your fault, yours and no one else’s. I tried to leave everything behind, having shown you the person you were going to spend your life with. You know, I do not even want to speak about it; it is so disgusting that I simply have no words. What on earth I’ve done to deserve at least one single condemnation from anyone? Now you know that everything is fine with me! What’s next? Does not the simple solution straightforwardly indicate the problem’s insignificance?” Victor stopped and made a deep breath, staggering with exhaustion.

Now it was obvious that two sips of coffee, which he had taken about four hours ago, finally stopped providing him with energy.

“It’s not like this! Nobody accused you of nothing and there is definitely no one who derided you. You know, this all was not easy to accept. And how do you feel now after having gone and having all us left here?” Julia asked in an injured voice. “Please, come back to me, we will discuss everything and decide what we should do next. Do not shoulder all this on your own. Anyway, we are no strangers to each other.”

Victor remained silent in response. Just one short look, cast on him, was now enough to conclude that he was sorry about having begun this conversation, having started this stroll, having come to this part of the city and so on and on, up to the most extreme decisions, up to the very beginning of his life.

“Either way, you can tell my mother that everything is all right with me,” he said quickly and removed the phone from the ear, feeling hopeless.

Right after the end of this conversation, he found the phone number of that taxi driver who had brought him to Tumenov’s house and called him up.

“Hello!” the man answered in a resonant voice.

“This is Victor, could you pick me up where you left me?”

“What Victor? Where did you take my phone number anyway?” the taxi driver was virtually in the grip of fear.

“We talked about an hour ago,” Victor began to enumerate in a tired voice the details of their last conversation, which turned out not as remarkable as they initially seemed to be. “You told me I could call you if I needed.”

“Аh, that Victor, of course, of course, I remember,” the taxi driver began to hum, obviously feeling a sense of relief. “But I cannot do it right now, man, I am on the go since the morning, you understand. Let’s say in thirty minutes?”

“What? How? I mean… All right, forget it!” Victor hung up on him without waiting for an answer, then dialled up a short number of a taxi service, and in an hour already found himself in front of the main entrance of his house.

Here he distinctly recalled the old man whom he had unintentionally scared earlier this day; now the situation seemed to him ridiculous because of the fact that in reality, this encounter was not remarkable at all. In fact, it was the most ordinary, one of those that happen throughout life, and therefore any painful affects about these insignificant trifles, mistakes and examples of mutual misunderstanding would be nothing but conscious mockery of oneself.

Having reached the apartment, Victor felt even worse than he did before; he was virtually exhausted, the headache, which reminded of itself several times during the morning, was not now stopping even for a short moment, and in addition, hunger was so strong that could turn his stomach. After preparing something edible, first Victor tried to dull the hunger, then washed down his modest meal with a headache pill, and dropped on the sofa from tiredness, feeling absolutely wasted.

Victor did not remember the way and the time when this summer had begun, but at this moment, despite his terrible condition, he was dreaming of one thing only, he wanted this summer to never come to the end. And this particular dream, or at least a part of it, was going to come true, however, he was not aware of it yet; furthermore, he would very likely adopt a different opinion, had he been offered an opportunity to cast a furtive glance into the near future.

The time stopped by the evening and hence the rest of the day stretched for the distance of the eternity. Patiently waiting for the next morning that promised to him something truly interesting, Victor made an uncountable number of attempts to fall asleep. Hundreds of times he wrapped himself into the drowsy shroud, superficially failing into the darkness of his dreams, but exactly in the same way, hundreds of times, he escaped from this web, tormented with an obscure longing that was summoning him from the world of dreams to fulfill something very urgent and important. Thus the day was slowly getting torn to shreds from ten minutes to a half an hour, but never longer.

When there finally came another morning, the previous day no longer seemed as depressing as it did just yesterday; it seemed that every new day supplied Victor with a new set of feelings, subjective perceptions and, as a result, new thoughts. Only one thing was unalterable – his reminiscences of her, who unexpectedly became for him the only constant in this world that had sworn allegiance to inconstancy ages ago. Since the yesterday evening, there were the scenes of their meeting running in his head; the conversation that seemed to him so imperceptibly short now, was repeating before his eyes over and over again, endlessly. He fell asleep hearing her voice and woke up seeing her piercing look. He did not know practically anything about her yet, but this lack of awareness was what made her ideal in his eyes. Everything that was hidden from him, he willingly pictured himself, richly endowing her with the best qualities, in his estimation. By the morning he already sorted out hundreds of subjects for the forthcoming conversation, trained to perfection several possible answers seemingly for any of her counter-questions, and each such answer, in its turn, was meant to conduct her in the direction of other questions and thoughts, which Victor also managed to calculate.

This time everything had to be ideal. He had a substantial breakfast, left phone switched off so that nobody could distract him. Even his appearance that did not bother him for a long time, had to represent some originality this time, therefore he paid much more attention to such trifles as wrist-watch, dark sunglasses and shoes polished to gloss. His overall image had to distinctly indicate his interest towards the meeting, but he could not let her think that he was going to warm himself into her confidence by all means. He had to seem interested and indifferent equally, for exactly in this formula there was the secret of success.

Anticipating the long-awaited meeting, he went outside being partly a different person. This new morning he met no one in the entrance hall, the yard was also empty; there were no cars, no one loitered about the empty containers, no one walked dogs, and no one stood guard over balconies. The entire city seemed asleep and only Victor was vigorously walking in the direction of the café, which, to his deepest shock, was empty and closed. And only then, at the last moment, as is the custom, when an innocent joke suddenly turns into a nightmare for a person it is aimed at, Victor realized that it was Saturday. He was standing still and thinking about nothing, being filled with surrounding emptiness, slowly becoming its part.

Having stood like this several minutes with a lost look, he lowered his head and lagged back to where he had come from. Nevertheless, his today’s mistake was not his biggest grief now, for ahead there still was Sunday to outlive. These two days became for him one never-ending sadistic torture; he already did not even think of trying to fall asleep and only waited for the state of full exhaustion. For days on end, he, as if hypnotized, watched and re-watched all movies and programs that only caught his eye. Sometimes they greatly engrossed his attention, sometimes they virtually barbarized him, having caused states of extreme rage and even disgust towards everything he saw, however each previous state always gave place to another one and so forth. He made a few attempts to draw but found himself incapable of doing it because of being too anxious to succeed. He tried to write down some of his thoughts, attempting to bring them out of his personal infinite labyrinth with mobile walls, but fell at the first hurdle here as well because in reality, all his thoughts were solely about her. She was Victor’s labyrinth, which he scarcely knew and desperately needed to learn more, incomparably more.

On Sunday’s evening, he fell asleep after the midnight but shortly woke up again, surrounded with the pitch darkness. An electronic clock cast the time’s projection on one of the walls, but Victor could not make himself believe his own eyes; three red ciphers were saying it was the middle of the night with three hours until the morning. These last three hours before the dawn Victor spent reflecting on some dark thoughts, languishing. Along with two previous days these hours inevitably took away from him the last drops of vivacity of his spirit. Now he felt the exact same way as that morning shortly before their first meeting. At some moments, he could swear that it was the same morning, and when it happened so, he, as delirious, began waiting for the call regarding the meeting with Tumenov, then again attentively peered into the date without trusting his own eyes. The coffee still had the same disgusting taste, no matter what proportions of components he used, regardless of the temperature of water.

As a result, he left the apartment approximately at the same moment as he had done two days ago, being dressed in the same clothes, but having absolutely opposite thoughts. He was not worried about anything around him; only one tiny aim was in his head, and he was flying towards it like a thoughtless moth, seeing in it the only existent light source. She was where he longed to see her, beautiful, serious, and thoughtful. Everything was invariable and Victor was immensely glad about the fact.

“I could not think that you would appear before me in the same exact condition,” she bespoke to him, when he approached the table at arm’s length.

“I could not think that you would be the same either, I thought there was no woman in this world who could be so charming two times in a row,” Victor shook his head with a hardly noticeable smile upon his face and sat down on a free chair.

“Thank you for the compliment,” Mariam accepted his words, having restrained, as it seemed to Victor, a good half of thoughts and emotions that he had managed to provoke her. “However, I would like to remind you that you’ve promised to refrain yourself from using your secret techniques.”

“But you were the first who deceived me, having broken thus your word!” Victor protested with a smile accompanied by a serious look. “We had come to an agreement with you of meeting on this very spot two days ago, but you did not appear. So tell me how can I keep my word if it was pledged in response to a rather cruel deception?”

Mariam could not find reasons to restrain herself again and gave one short but very lovely smile, having presented to him a gleam of hope that perhaps there was something more between them.

“I hope you did not really come here on Saturday. Frankly speaking, only in the evening I realized that I thought of Monday when we were talking with you about this meeting.”

“How could I fail coming?” Victor asked her indifferently as if there were no those painful days which he endured solely thanks to his thoughts about her. “I was standing right there in this hour and thinking of the compliment that I was going to present to you, paying you back in your own coin. By the way, talking about compliments, do you really think that a woman has to say words of gratitude in response to a compliment?”

“Of course, I do!” Mariam answered seriously. “Why not?”

But they were cut short by a waitress who brought for Mariam her order. At this moment Victor fell into a reverie and, looking at a cup of coffee and a small cake on a saucer, decided to ask her to illuminate a mystery of a local menu.

“Please, Mariam, would you mind telling me what you prefer drinking in the mornings?” he asked with interest. “What have you ordered today, for example?”

“Coffee,” she answered softly. “Can’t you see it? And where does this intense interest come from? Do not tell me that you are having certain intentions toward my coffee!” she added already with a smile.

“And what coffee is that exactly?” Victor continued.

“Black…”

“And that’s all? Sugar maybe?”

“No, just black coffee and nothing else, but why would it bother you so much?” she asked fondly.

“If it is possible, could I have a cup of black coffee too?” Victor hurried to make the order before the waitress was gone. “The thing is that,” he redirected his attention back to Mariam, “I’ve tried to define a taste that would be accepted by my taste sensors for a good while, but still have not had too much of success going this way.”

“It is very simple. You are in despair!”

“I am sorry, but what did you just say? In despair?” Victor did not believe his ears.

“Oh, I beg your pardon, please. It’s difficult to put it into words,” Mariam apologized, slowly dividing the small cake into tiny pieces. “I am not talking about your overall state. It’s simple: you are looking for a decision where it cannot be. You see, you cannot overcome the nature. And we all are but its part. If your body is tired of something, then you will not be able to force it to enjoy anything no matter how you strive, until it decides so itself. I am familiar with this state and that is why I am convinced that it is indispensable to follow the natural course as strictly as possible; you should never complicate simple things. Enjoy the moment, for it is the only thing we have in life.”

Victor was listening to her with rapt attention, so he failed noticing a moment when right in front of him appeared a cup of the steamy black coffee.

“If something comes to an end,” Mariam continued, painting the white saucer in the colour of the chocolate, “just let it go.”

“Even if it your own life?” Victor asked with evident grief in his voice and carefully took a small sip.

“You said it with such sorrow in your voice, as if you were on the brink of death,” Mariam commented shortly, without ever having tasted the cake.

“Oh, please, do not frighten me with such things,” Victor smiled, approvingly shaking his cup. “By the way, it is quite good. And what’s about yourself? Are you going to eat the cake?”

“You know, I was just giving the lecture to you about this need of following the natural course as strictly as possible, however I can scarcely say that I’ve used my own recommendation in practice,” making this confession Mariam completely got plunged in thoughts, from where she hardly could hear anyone, except for herself.

“If it is all about the cake, then I will save you this time, with pleasure,” Victor proposed, having completely changed his mood since the moment when he met her just ten minutes ago.

“I do not mind it at all!” Mariam inclined her head rightwards. “Do save me from it, Victor!” she answered almost whispering.

“I must say that your taste is very good,” he started praising her a few seconds later, washing down the chocolate cake with the black coffee. “But let us return to my question regarding compliments nevertheless.”

“Tell me, did you leave it behind on purpose in order to make me forget the point of the question and the mood reigning in that particular part of the conversation?” as if being bored, asked Mariam, having exhaled heavily.

“Why do you constantly try to see a dishonest trick in my words and acts?” Victor crossed one leg over the other and looked at her seriously, demanding answer.

“Probably, it happens because you constantly force me to question everything,” she answered sharply. “You do understand that it is nothing but a dispute based on subjective perceptions? And no matter how long we are going to continue it, we will never manage to define which of the two of us is right or at least is closer to the truth. So let’s just play by these rules instead of making useless attempts of rewriting them in a new way. What did you tell about compliments there?”

Victor hardly managed to follow her prompt and, in his opinion, almost indisputable thought, so having now nothing to add, he decided to return, obediently, to the subject supported already by both sides.

“I’ve wanted to know what forces you to say ‘thanks’ in response to a compliment.”

“To be honest, I’ve never particularly reflected on this question,” again, just like then, Mariam supported her head with one hand and shortly licked her lips. “However, I do not mind paying to this question a little of my attention now. First, the beauty, as you surely know, is not perceived by everybody to the same extent, so in this world there must be at least one person who will not share your opinion. Secondly, if you do not look for any benefit for yourself in these compliments, if you do not try to warm yourself into my confidence thereby, then I definitely have to be grateful, for it means that you absolutely sincerely try to please me. If all these conditions are not met, I do not lose much after having said to you a couple of simple words, whereas you, the person with allegedly bad intentions, irretrievably lose your chance to be on friendly terms with me.”

“You’re surprising me, Mariam,” Victor confessed, smiling rather awkwardly.

“And how exactly am I doing it?” she asked carefully.

“I had two arguments to prove my point of view, which comes down to the opinion that a lady should not thank for compliments. Nevertheless, you’ve not only managed to outstrip both of these arguments, but also used them against me. I firmly believe that you need to weaken a little your efforts at least in one direction. Because if you are going to keep filling with beauty and at the same time becoming even cleverer, then eventually such mere mortal as myself will finally lose even an elusive opportunity of approaching you with even the simplest questions.”

On the last word, Victor had again an attack of a sharp headache because of which he abruptly became silent, and Mariam forgot all words immediately after him, without knowing what to say. For several long seconds the conversation was replaced by awkward silence that nobody could afford breaking.

“I hope I’ve not bored you with the chatter too much?” he said finally with rising intonation.

“You should not say this!” Mariam answered, seemingly indignant. “You should not be excessively kind with me. I believe I’m capable of reading characters pretty well, so I estimated your manners when we met for the very first time. You can believe me that if I only found anything inadmissible in your behaviour, then a straight farewell would be said to you unhesitatingly.”

“It is not about my manners,” Victor replied slowly, without looking at her, but at the same time trying to reproduce her image. “I simply do not want to be the only person of two of us who will be interested in this conversation. It is quite obvious already that we do not have very much in common. However, I want you to understand that I am possibly not so wealthy, perhaps my current appearance does not delight anybody, but I am not a futile person. I possess dignity and I have my own principles. I have everything what very many in this world have forever refused having long time ago.”

Victor suddenly broke off his majestic speech, but could not make himself get up that very second, apologize and leave away. Instead, he stayed where he was, sitting opposite her, waiting for her answer regardless of what she was going to say.

“Listen to me attentively, Victor!” having become straight in all respects and fixed on him a severe look, began Mariam, her lips clenched tight after each couple of words. “If on your place happened to be someone else, these words would be apprehended by me as a personal insult; I would drop the subject with this person and by all means I would do it in a way that would exclude emergence of any intentions to behave this way with anybody from now on. But you, for some reason, I am sure did not mean anything offensive, talking about distinctions between us.”

“Quite so!” Victor confirmed shortly.

“You know, I would like to tell you a story of one young lady, a story that will allow you to understand how drastically mistaken you’ve been when lining between us these strict borders,” Mariam was now in an extremely alarmed state, and Victor, who was listening to her attentively, could not think of anything else, as if his only mission was to memorize her in this rare state. “This girl came from the middle of nowhere, from a small town. Since childhood she was perfectly familiar with physical work, she knew about such things, about which others heard only through hearsay, she understood the price of things, which made her proud because she would never accept anything without paying for its full price, no matter what need she would be in. Back then, she also knew the price of her own word, but by mistake, she thought that everybody saw the world the same way she did. After leaving school, she, as well as many before her, went to a big city to enter a university there, to get an education, to become a real independent person, someone useful in this world. Nevertheless, things do not always go as we would like them to…” Mariam became silent for a moment, looked down, but soon anew gained strength for the continuation of the story of her life. “It must be admitted that I was not ever worried about romantic relations, did not search for love, starting my own family seemed to me something highly improbable. And exactly because of these childish thoughts that I had, my parents succeeded in convincing me to marry a man. I cannot make myself blame them for it. The thing is that when I was born, they were not young. My father had a hard time thinking that I would remain absolutely alone, when they were going to leave me evermore, so once he presented me my future husband, who was a son of his old friend. My mother kept herself from taking part in all this, but it was that exact case when silence gives consent. I think that she would have agreed openly too, if it had come to this, however she was a genuine woman and completely concurred with the head of family. Now they both are gone. They are gone and along with them are gone the only people who ever knew the only real version of this story. You are the first and the last person whom I’ve told it. I need this example, I need your response to all this in order to never torture myself with the question, ‘And what would be, if I told somebody about it…’ Therefore I beseech you, Victor, do not tell me that we are different solely because your clothes look cheaper than mine,” after saying it, Mariam completely calmed down, although it was not difficult to imagine what storm she was suppressing in her soul.

“It seems, Mariam—” Victor smiled with a twinkle in his eyes “—it seems I’ve just fallen in love with you. Just do not be frightened, please; it is a special love, my personal invention. It has nothing in common with what is implied by this word usually.”

Mariam only interrogatively raised her eyebrows of the ideal geometrical form in response to this unexpected declaration, but decided not to resort to words.

“I’ve wanted to tell that I love you not for your beauty, but I love you for the person you are,” Victor began to look through words, seeking after the most appropriate ones to express his thought, but the more he strove, the more nonsensical he sounded to her surprise that kept growing bigger and bigger correspondingly. “I am afraid, it’s beyond my power to explain how I feel,” he gave up at last, “I think it may even be something absolutely new.”

“I think you should forget all that I just told you,” Mariam suddenly made up her mind to leave literally as far as possible from this conversation.

“Did I offend you somehow?” sincerely worrying, Victor placed his hand on hers, and they saw their own reflections in each other’s eyes.

“We should not meet again,” she answered, then carefully removed the hand and clenched it in a fist.

“Well, I respect your decision,” Victor uttered, still with agitation. “If you really do not wish to see me anymore, then from now on, I will not bother you. However, before you leave you are simply obliged to explain the reason of this hasty decision. Do you see something bad in me? Have I done anything indecent?” he insistently tried to glance at her eyes, attempting to find there an answer that her lips could not give, but she looked away, depriving all his attempts to reach the truth.

“It is not about you, it is absolutely clear that you are a good person, just…” and she became silent again, but as well as Victor before it; she could not leave without having complete understanding of the situation.

“What is it then? Do I have to be bad in order to make you change your decision? So be it!” Victor agreed suddenly. “If you do not want to see me, then so be it, but I ask you, let us finish this conversation with positive emotions!”

Mariam finally raised her eyes, and there was the answer that he looked for. About five minutes passed and they were sitting silently, deciphering a calm that was prevailing between them and gradually uniting from two halves into a whole. Later, having waited sufficiently, in his opinion, Victor decided that the time of words came again.

“I understand your feelings,” he began carefully with the most inappropriate phrase.

Mariam tore her eyes away from pointless studying of passers-by and cars, and looked at him in perplexity of such force that ninety-nine people out of a hundred would decide that it was the end of the conversation. But Victor was the only person who was sure about the converse, or rather, he provoked the exact reaction that he wanted to see. It was his plan; he wanted to deliberately raise doubts in order to get rid of them subsequently and to insure himself thereby for the future.

“It is not facile,” he aggravated the tension even stronger. “It is not facile to come across with the truth, it is always hard to unbosom oneself. It is of no importance, whether it is your family or someone whom you wanted to make your significant other. In such situation, you wait for understanding with your whole heart because it cannot be otherwise. How can it be otherwise? Nevertheless, it is nothing but self-delusion. The only thing that does a person who has decided to go for broke is creating his own puppeteer out of his listener. And if the puppeteer may fail to dispose of his new doll, he will never fail in hurting its feelings.”

Mariam was remaining silent, but it did not mean that Victor’s approach was wrong. She was listening to him and it was the most important thing now. She simply could not help feeling the sincerity and the pain with which Victor was filling his words, letting her know that he really understood everything she felt.

“I am truly grateful to you, Mariam, for the fact that you consider me worthy for this revelation. It is very important for me. Even if this conversation marks our last meeting, this day will be preserved in my memory forever, I will be hoping, tremblingly, that maybe in this world there is at least one person who also stores only good memories of me.”

“And what’s with your family?” Mariam asked without noticeable emotions, as if refusing the role that was just offered, but at the same time keeping it for herself. “Do they not have any good memories of you?”

Victor did not expect to hear this question and stumbled over his own consistently built thoughts at the same moment when he heard it, having littered them around. He had no answer to give.

“Are you a native here, or just a visitor?” she changed the question facilitating his problem.

“Yes, I mean no, I arrived here a month ago and I had never been in this city before,” he responded quickly, relying on the truth – the best assistant he has in any difficult situation.

“It is interesting… and what exactly brought you here? What is your story?” Mariam kept wondering. “Is there a special person here you wanted to see?”

“It is not about who I wanted to see, it is rather about whom I did not want to see anymore.” Victor corrected the inaccuracy tactfully. “I left my home behind, I left my family behind and I left my bride behind. And to be honest, I do not think that I will ever cross the threshold of that house again,” Victor was trying to keep his feelings in as hard as he could but scarcely might be called highly successful, for his voice quavered every time when he inhaled deeply, and his eyes began to shine with melancholy.

“Is everything really that bad?” Mariam inclined the head because of surprise. “And what is about your previous statement that you are insufficiently brave to start your own family? Did you deceive me again, Victor?”

“Most likely,” Victor made a short pause, “most likely I deceived myself when I decided that I was capable of leading such life.” he did not want to talk about it but he could not be silent either anymore because their conversation, apparently, was hanging now by a thread, and even one awkward moment threatened to destroy everything once and for all. “Here lives one friend of mine, a very old friend. He had offered me the contract I told you about two days ago. So not counting him, I have nobody in this city. You know, Mariam, I do not want to frighten you with my words again, but today I felt as if you were my only kindred spirit in the whole world.”

Victor did not dare to raise his eyes, knowing that she would fail to fully understand him, if he distracted her even for the shortest moment. Therefore, seemingly he was telling all this to himself, letting her know thereby that there was no need to answer.

“I am not intimidated by your words, Victor. Do you want to be my friend?” Mariam offered suddenly with perceptible estrangement and grief, as if she were the last person on the Earth who deserved a friend and correspondingly could not wait for an affirmative answer. “If, of course, you believe in friendship between the man and the woman…”

It was the second time in a row when Victor did not know what to respond to this woman. And at this exact moment he let inside himself that seemingly absolutely insignificant fear for the first time, which yet seemed both faceless and innocuous. He had to prevent her from seeing him reached a deadlock by all means but all the same was standing on the very brink regardless of his will, and she was ready to push him down in the abyss at any moment. Right after this realization of the inevitable, he felt a sudden nervous tremor and his heart beat muffled up all other sounds. It is how everything began: deprived of speech, with no control, he was sinking in this whirlpool of words, thoughts and feelings, unavoidably approaching the bottom. Even steady breathing was a challenge for him now…

She did not hurry him with the answer, looking indifferently and slowly mixing up in her black eyes incompatible feelings, alternately replacing grieve with joy, anger with amiability, and scorn with love. And it was impossible to define whether she was taking pleasure in it or desperately trying to follow her own rules.

At the last minute, Victor suddenly saved himself by recalling the words of Tumenov, who had told him about the scathing look of his wife, which virtually demented him and deprived of sober reflection. Henceforth these words did not seem to Victor solely a figment of imagination that had grown on fertile soil of jealousy and paranoia.

“Do you feel unwell?” having waited enough, Mariam asked.

“It is all your question,” Victor exhaled, redoubling his effort to return self-control. “I did not know how to answer it so you could correctly understand my position concerning such mystical phenomenon as friendship between the man and the woman.”

Having tried to vindicate himself by pointing at some deficiency of her perception, Victor used one of the most primitive techniques, but it gave him an opportunity to gain some time, to gather his thoughts, and also to warn her against confirming the obvious suspicions that she could affect him the same way she did Tumenov and quite possible somebody else.

“Be so kind to explain me anyway!” Mariam demanded childishly, having a strange twinkle in her eyes. “I truly enjoy listening to you explaining your standpoints.”

“You see, Mariam,” Victor smiled cheerfully, encouraging her excited state. “I believe in this sort of friendship!” he continued to smile, being ready to burst out laughing.

“And that’s all?”

Mariam asked in wide-eyed astonishment.

“Please!” Victor hissed, having put the forefinger of his right hand on his lips. “I have not even begun yet! I believe in friendship between the man and the woman, but my point of view does not matter much, for I am only one half of what could animate this friendship. And if you want me to assume overall responsibility for the second half too, then you will hear the opposite opinion. No, actually I do not believe that a woman is fully capable of realizing the essence of this word.”

“But…” Mariam made a vain attempt to interpolate.

“And it is not even the most important thing,” Victor continued without any attention to her wasted effort, gathering the speed of narration, “the point is that we can recognize such feelings indeed, but we will never be able to materialize them. Success in such large-scale undertaking would turn our very existence upside down. If we only could become true friends, Mariam,” he was staring at her with wide-open eyes, without blinking, “then I could not avoid loving you. And I am talking now not only about the love that I mentioned earlier, it was but an insignificant part that I could afford. I am bearing in mind the true love, feelings that I have not experienced yet, but I am aware of its existence because it was given me by the nature itself. And if I love you,” Victor looked at her with the same mixture of happiness and melancholy, “then you by all means will be for me the best friend I can possibly dream about.”

Mariam was absorbing his thoughts motionlessly, as if being afraid to frighten them off with a superfluous movement or a word of the same type. Victor seemed to have managed to skirt her eternally doubting mind, which was on guard of her feelings round the clock, carefully checking each word she heard in order to identify if it had any signs of deception, and when everything unnecessary or just doubtful was eliminated, something absolutely lifeless and almost completely senseless headed for her heart.

“Here is how my opinion concerning friendship between the man and the woman looks,” Victor summed up chilly.

“Everything is very clear,” Mariam smiled contentedly. “May I get one printed copy to reread now and then?”

“Tell me, Mariam,” Victor began slowly.

“I am all ears!”

“Tell me, Mariam, are you not late anywhere?” he shook his head interrogatively. “Last time, let me jog my memory, you hurried somewhere at this particular hour.”

“And what time is it now?” Mariam grew frightened for one short moment and quickly began ransacking her handbag in search of the cellular phone, which, incidentally, she did not touch even one single time during the conversation. “And what are you doing it for?” she frowned after having glanced at watch. “Why are you trying to frighten me?”

“Please, forgive me, but I am not ready to shamelessly steal your time yet, especially if it can imply emergence of any notable consequences,” Victor confessed in all honesty.

“Frankly saying, I have taken a day off today,” Mariam answered seriously.

“A day off from what exactly?” Victor asked her, feigning that he was not aware of the place.

“From work, of course! Do not you really think I attend school?”

“And your work is?” he kept playing his role without paying attention to her sick joke, hoping to receive confirmation of what he already knew directly from the primary source.

“I teach the violin at one music school not too far from here. I seriously doubt that you have happened to be in that area, for it is very deserted, but anyway, that school is the only one in the district, so if you all of a sudden decide to learn something new, you are welcome.” Mariam offered listlessly, running counter to her cheerful mood.

“Wait a moment! Do you want to tell me now that you’ve come here early in the morning solely to keep your promise?”

“No, of course, not only because of it,” she answered without conviction. “By the way, I am eager to learn about your meeting with the husband of that poor thing. I cannot help holding an interest in what your conversation was like,” her eyes flared suddenly, and she impatiently bent forward to Victor, anticipating a detailed retelling of the conversation that had taken place in her house, and the main subject of which had been doubts concerning her fidelity.

“Well…” Victor stared before him stupidly. “It was the most remarkable meeting indeed.”

“Stop tormenting the lady!” Mariam rushed him, “I quickly lose my appetite for things that I do not receive too long. Have you given your consent or not?”

“Frankly speaking, I still do not know what exactly choice I’ve taken. I did not refuse flatly, but at the same time, I do not really think that I want to do what I am asked to.”

At this moment, Victor recalled, to his shame, about the advance payment that he had taken virtually without thinking, although he was not in need of it.

“If you do not want, then you may keep the story for yourself,” Mariam allowed him mercifully.

“Oh, my dear Mariam, please, do not judge a thing from the outside,” Victor asked her emphatically, having accompanied his mysterious thoughts with a troubled look. “It is a very dangerous game, which I cannot allow you playing.”

She did not react to his words and seemed now indifferent about the subject that had interested her just one minute ago.

“Believe me, I would willingly tell you everything if I only could be sure that this story would not spoil our friendly relations,” Victor did not know what to say, and even his beloved truth refused to rescue the situation.

“If you want to know my own opinion, is not about your doubts. As I see it, your unwillingness is very likely to be the main reason. However, I do not force you, silence is not exactly a lie after all,” Mariam defiantly took out from her handbag one banknote and put it on the table.

“Are you leaving?” Victor asked meekly.

“Yes, I think you will agree that the promised meeting can be considered successful.”

Victor remained silent in response. He did not want to recognize the obvious, nor to make another appointment in the same blunt way as he had done for the first time. Instead, he fondly hoped that she would understand his feelings and would give him a hint or a tiny sign. Nevertheless, she did not understand him or, what was more probable, did not want to understand.

“Have a nice day!” he constrained himself to speak with a forced smile.

“The same to you!” she said stiffly and began to walk in the direction of the intersection, heeling quickly, and Victor remained all alone again.

He was following her with the eyes and trying to understand his own thoughts, which seemed to rise in his head without his participation. Victor did not know yet whether to feel sorry for her or to hate her for the fact that she kept tormenting herself with the doomed marriage. Maybe he had to stop thinking about all this and to run away. However, when she crossed the street and, having never looked at him, turned round a corner of a building, he suddenly discovered the fourth option and quickly went after her.

Manoeuvering between an infinite human stream, like a predator making his way through dense thickets, he kept following her for a couple of minutes. A street they were walking on was designed for pedestrians only and correspondingly partitioned on both sides. Victor was trying to keep a distance between them about fifteen meters – far enough to have room for any manoeuvres, but at the same time rather close not to lose sight of her in the human swarm that was moving in both directions notwithstanding the laws of nature.

Little by little, this shadowing engrossed Victor’s attention completely, and soon he forgot where he had started to follow her or even why. He was just blindly flocking after her, having no questions concerning a route that she chose.

This entire walk Mariam looked absolutely composed, absolutely free. She also seemed to be walking without any definite aim, but at the same time did not even cast one glance on shop-windows of countless boutiques filling this long shopping street. She stopped only once, having been lost in contemplation of a big poster that, as Victor learned later, contained some information about a circus, which was going to arrive to the city.

From time to time Victor began to think that she was about to discover his presence, that only one short second separated him from being exposed. And if it happened, then he would have no other choice but to die of shame on that very spot because at this moment, he was rather a boy who was secretly watching someone he loved, than a professional doing his job. Every time when he began to frighten himself with such thoughts, his head involuntarily bowed ground ward, and he touched, like an unskilful spy, the bridge of the nose, carelessly covering his face up with right palm. But when his fears for the umpteenth time turned out to be groundless, which could be easily proven by her regular steps with no intentions to look around, Victor’s thoughts changed instantly, and he again accused Mariam, inwardly, of being inattentive.

Against the background of this performance, the summer sun insensibly began to burn stronger and stronger, forcing the whole creation to reduce the rate of movement. One might decide that even the time obeyed this ridiculous order, freezing somewhere in immediate proximity to the full irrevocable stop. Nevertheless, all this suited Victor well, even though the thought that he could follow her eternally did not come to light yet, but if it happened, he would definitely experience something akin to the real happiness. Everything seemed to him correct, when he was beside her or at least kept her in sight, as it was now.

When they, forged together with an invisible chain, reached the end of the street, Mariam suddenly stopped and Victor immediately did the same, staring at her with agitation. However, just as many times before it, shortly he calmed down, for Mariam only took her cellular phone out of her handbag, then had a short talk with somebody and, without removing the phone, began to examine a square ahead of her. Inevitably, Victor fell under her influence and started to look for something ahead with enthusiasm, without having a single idea about what exactly he was looking for. Nevertheless, to his surprise, he was the first who found their common aim. It was Anna – that extremely suspicious, according to Tumenov, Mariam’s friend. She was joyfully waving a hand, standing on the other side of a street separating Mariam and Victor from a big shopping mall.

After having caught sight of Anna, Victor even managed to remember about what he was busy with, however this realization of his own actions did not stay too long in his head because the next thing that he saw instantly returned him to the former state, to be exact, carried him even further away. Some formerly unknown feeling filled all his essence when he saw Mariam joyfully embrace and kiss, friendly, that man…

He was a young man, seemingly thirty-something years of age. Tall, well-built, he comported himself without embarrassment. Victor conceived a hatred for him immediately after seeing him for the very first time. Everything in this person suddenly became in his eyes the brightest embodiment of all nasty and disgusting in this world, whether it was a way he smoothed down his fair hair, which was combed back, or a way he smiled and looked away solely to stare hard at her again one moment later. Everything, virtually every single trifle, each movement that this person could possibly be unaware of, Victor saw accurately, everywhere looking for defects and a malicious intent. And he could not stop doing it, although he was absolutely sure that he was looking at the Anna’s new fiancé, who had the great honour of playing the role of her new victim to satisfy that ravenous hunger.

In the meanwhile, beyond the Victor’s perception everything was very quiet and inconspicuous; in fact, it was the most ordinary meeting without a fillip of existence of the second bottom in the relations between these three. After crossing the street, Mariam reservedly greeted Anna and then, probably only out of politeness, gingerly gave a hug to her friend’s fiancé, having answered with one false kiss to another one, when the lips do not even touch the cheek. When they greeted each other and exchanged a word, Mariam and her friends immediately directed their steps towards the mall, and Victor, without questioning his actions, hurried to follow them, confidently, but still keeping his head bowed.

The next two hours of this hot, in all senses, day he spent in active search of any proofs capable of exposing anybody, no matter whom it might be, in anything, even if it was the most unimportant delinquency. In order to fulfil his mission more effectively, Victor took advantage, twice, of the subjects’ sluggishness and managed to purchase some sport jacket, which, as it became obvious shortly afterwards, was too big for him, but at the same time could dissemble him almost completely. Later he also bought a very expensive video camera to record everything what was going on around him and to study these materials later in detail, for some fine details could easily escape a human eye.

Skilfully hiding now already from four eyes, Victor videoed about two hours of absolutely useless material, vividly demonstrating two young girls and one man doing shopping, from time to time vigorously discussing something unintelligible and supporting cheerful exclamations with active waves of the hands and contagious laughter. When this nameless festival came to an end, Anna and her fiancé left away, Mariam also left a few minutes later, having taken a taxi. And only Victor, who had lived two and a half hours of their life, did not know what to do next. He was standing at the exit, unseasonably dressed up in the big jacket of bright blue colour with orange inserts, squeezing the camera, which was an absolutely purposeless waste of money. His head was overwhelmed with impressions of playing a role of a private detective, and hunger was a catalyst for all unpleasant feelings at once. He had no other choice now but to come back home, to have a snack and to begin to go through the video in the absence of different things to do. Nevertheless, when he awakened the cellular phone from a three-day sleep, Alexander, Tumenov’s driver, ignorantly interfered in his elaborate plans.

“Hello there,” said Alexander gaily.

In fact, Victor did not wish to be talking with him but he had answered the call by pure accident, not because of awkwardness or anything of this sort, he simply was taken aback, without suspecting that someone would call him just as he would switch on the phone.

“Good morning,” Victor exhaled ruefully.

“This is Alexander, do you remember me?”

“I do remember you, Alexander,” answered the exhausted detective without any emotions, “also I can see your name when you call me.”

“Yes, I am sorry; it is morning after all, so you never know. Well, I thought you might still be sleeping.”

Victor consulted his watch and saw that it was almost 9 o’clock.

“No, I was not sleeping.”

“Regarding a reason of the call… Could we meet?” Alexander asked hesitatingly.

“And may I know what exactly you expect from a meeting? Everything that I have managed to learn so far may be easily described with one short word – nothing. As I understand, Mariam spent last two days at home, so naturally I could not learn anything. However, you can calmly assure mister Tumenov that since this day I will apply all my skills to justify his hopes!” Victor said all this not with complaisance, but rather with anger and not because he was driven crazy by the unexpected call; right now there was only one thought in his head, he was thinking about Mariam, trying to understand how she could forget about their conversation so easily without becoming despondent.

“No, no, it is not what I wanted!” Alexander began to calm Victor. “It is not what I wanted, well, actually it is in a sense, but this time it is my initiative. So what do you think? Can we meet?”

“I do not mind meeting you, Alexander, but let us do it later?”

“The thing is that I am free now,” the driver mumbled. “I obtained permission to be absent for an hour. I said to Tumenov that I had some private matters.”

“Fine, but I would prefer to eat something first,” Victor finally agreed and went out, without waiting for the end of the conversation.

“Of course, of course, I would gladly eat something too…”

“Where will you pick me up? I am near the shopping centre.”

“Well, I am afraid I will hardly make my way there now, too many cars in the morning. I would ask you to go to the nearest bus stop, it is not far from where you are now, keep straight from the main entrance and then turn the first corner. There we will get in touch over the phone again, if it is necessary.”

Having hardly memorized the simplest instructions, Victor began to walk in the specified direction, too tired to guess a subject of the forthcoming conversation. Alexander met him right where they had agreed.

“I know one nice place here,” Alexander said, explaining a driving direction. “A good place, it can’t be denied. With reasonable prices, yes, maybe window curtains are not very clean, but you should see portions and they cook very well, almost home-style. Are you very hungry?”

“Well,” Victor answered without emotions, “I am fine.”

He pretended that this situation was the most natural one because it was probably what Alexander wanted him to do, although his own actions were very strange; maybe it was his habitual behaviour in certain circumstances, but since it was only their second meeting, Victor could not tell anything with confidence.

“Ten minutes and we will be there!” the driver kept giving pointless information.

“And what exactly do you want to discuss?” Victor asked when another ten minutes passed, trying to look calm.

“We are almost there… Do not worry, we will come now, find a free table, order something and then talk calmly without breaking the conversation off!” Alexander suddenly let out a cry and then made a vain attempt of masking it with an absolutely abnormal laughter, which, seemingly, made them both feel uncomfortable.

Henceforth, for about ten more honest minutes, Victor and Alexander were completely silent, none of them uttered a word, and only an incompletely picked up radio station kept hissing, creating thereby an atmosphere of full madness.

The place of arrival turned out to be, to the passenger’s great surprise, a small café that attracted all passers-by with almost domestic indifference concerning details and an extraordinary richness of strong smells, which, after combining forces, could easily deprive of a scent even a watchdog. However, it was only the first impression that, as we know, not necessarily proves to be the most correct one.

Having occupied a free table, Alexander made an impressive order, promising to his stomach a soup, a portion of stewed meat and mashed potatoes, a cup of tea and some pastries were entitled to finish the marathon. Victor restricted himself to a salad with the lowest variety of ingredients in order to exclude a risk of total rejection of food, having thereby deserved at least one quizzical look from the opposite side of the table.

“I think, it is time for us to get to the point,” Victor insisted this time without attention to anyone’s feelings, when the table was filled with plates.

“To be honest, I have been wondering all the way, what the hell are you wearing this jacket for?” Alexander made his last attempt to delay the beginning of the inevitable.

“I thought it would rain,” Victor lied harmlessly, pointing with a tone of his voice at the absurdity of the situation. “Listen, Alexander, if you wanted to have breakfast in my company, you could have told me about it directly and then you would have received the same direct refusal.”

“Yes, I am sorry for all this. Well, on the whole, it concerns Mariam,” the initiator of the meeting admitted eventually. “I thought that you might leave all as it is now…”

At this moment, Victor’s astonishment instantly shattered all the records at once. He simply could not trust his own ears, nor believe in what they convinced him to and, more than anything else, he could not believe that these words were said by the person sitting in front of him – the faithful and laconic Tumenov’s driver.

“And why would I all of a sudden rush to fulfil your fantastic wish?” Victor asked him harshly with a provocative look, beginning to fly into a rage because of all the occurrences that he witnessed during the morning.

“It is no wish!” Alexander drawled very slowly. “I think you have misunderstood me. I would have told you the same then, when I saw you in the doorway, but I had been taken aback. Of course, I could not be certain that you would not retell my words Tumenov.”

“And now you think that you have grounds for supposing that I will not do it?” Victor kept feeding his seething anger, for ‘leaving all as it is’, as Alexander said, was not an option anymore.

“Of course, I can see now that you are a sober-minded man. I understood it because of your silence during the way; you did not say anything to me, although you had the right to do it.” Alexander slowly confessed to his full awareness of the situation. “Frankly saying, you are free to tell him everything! I do not care! At the utmost I will be fired, but it is nothing.”

“To be honest, I do not really understand why you have suddenly grown so anxious about this question. What connects you with her?” Victor felt the jealousy that he had tasted earlier this morning.

“Nonsense! I would never dare! She is so… I feel just sorry for her, she is a poor thing. You do not know anything; you have not seen anything. They change domestic servants nearly every year in order to avoid spreading of rumours. He even slapped her in the face once, about three years ago. In the face!” Alexander kept throwing out one frankness after another with mixed emotions. “And you saw him! He is three times bigger than she is. She wanted to leave but she had no place to go.”

“So why did not you tell me all this before?” Victor asked, being at a loss for words.

“I am telling you, I could not do it without being sure. How many those private detectives came before you… I cannot even recall all of them. And nobody found anything. And even if she had another man indeed, so be it! Perhaps she would leave Tumenov then and start a normal life.”

“Even if she had another man…” echoed in Victor’s ears.

He did not want to hear anything else, whether it was the subject of the conversation or those assumptions made by Alexander, all this offended his ear.

“You listen to me carefully! You did not ask me to start all this, so you have no right of asking me to stop it either!” Victor syllabled, nearly pointing the forefinger at Alexander’s face, and got up from his place.

“As you wish, mister detective,” the driver grinned in response to the idle threat. “But do not get too surprised, if somebody incidentally tells her the truth about everything.”

“Bastard!” Victor cried out with rage and grabbed him by the shirt collar.

“Well, and what next?” Alexander smiled calmly. “What are you going to do, gopher? It calls for courage and strength – things you are not particularly strong at, as far as I am concerned. I give you two days to make the right decision, to apologize to Tumenov and to disappear from her life forever. It is your problem how you will do it, I have heard that you are a very clever boy.”

The situation instantly turned out for Victor the worst way possible, and there was nothing to bring it back to the former state. This very second the last bridge was burning down behind his back, and he was just standing still without knowing what to do. He did not feel insulted by those words that he just heard because he paid no heed to them, for every single one of his current thoughts was dedicated to her. He was treading blindfold and a gulf was yawning right at his feet. The only clear feeling he had now was fear that he would never see her again, that he would never give a smile in response to hers.

He left in silence, having said nothing, overcome with all possible feelings, from rage to warm memories of Mariam, which seemed to be the last. When Victor finally came back home he was beside himself with profound sadness, as if being delirious. He could not recall anything clear about this day, and only the results of each segment was hanging before his eyes as an unfair verdict, typed directly in his head. He could feel the veins throb in his temple, preventing him from thinking. Everything seemed finished. Even without having properly begun, this story already became for him too precious, it left too many prints in his heart, and now somebody was going to bereave him of it. It must not be so…

Having entered the apartment, Victor slowly made a few steps and then laid down right on the floor. He could not make himself think; even one thought would not manage to find room in his head now. Yet, he was completely empty, devoid of feelings, as if already deceased. So he was lying on his back with his eyes closed, flicking through one hour after another and trying, vainly, to find answers; he became a wanderer who was now feeling his way in the dark of his own mind, affected with an unknown disease.

When he regained consciousness from this hypnotic state, the sun was already burning another side of the house, but the day was not going to come to the end. In fact, this day seemed to be terminally ill too; it was fading, but slowly, very slowly, gasping for air…

Saving himself from this madness, Victor closed the eyes again and lurked in pitch darkness of his own mad world.

“Two days, two days…” these two words were running in his head.

Two days were the target date for the full end of his last new life. Having opened his eyes another time, he saw no differences. It was total darkness and somewhere in the night, without any doubt, other children of hers were wakening the same way as he was.

Now, after cogitations that had lasted for many hours, Victor managed to select three most obvious solutions of the problem. First, he had to get rid of Alexander, literally, by making him remain silent forever, to make him carry away from this world the secret that he must have never been privy to. Secondly, he could try to take not courage, but rather madness in order to meet Mariam personally, face to face, to look in her eyes and to tell her the truth by himself, without looking for any excuses in the process. And the third option, which seemed this morbid night the most unrealistic, was ignoring the ultimatum that had been delivered by Tumenov’s driver. Taking the third option, Victor would have to try to turn everything to his profit so that nothing else, whether it would be threats or revelations, could change her attitude towards him.

At the break of dawn, several long hours later, in the beginning of a new day, everything turned upside-down again. Now Victor was going to square the circle and to become in her eyes someone he believed he was. First of all, he went to the café, having anticipatorily camouflaged himself with the help of a pair of sun glasses and an old cap, which he pulled on the head tight; in other respects he could hardly draw anyone’s attention anyway.

He still had to solve the riddle that she had left for him after their last meeting. He could not fully understand why she complicated everything to such an extent instead of allowing them to meet again with the same simplicity that she had tolerated before.

The first hour of this morning Victor spent keeping the café under observation, but she never showed up, then he began to calm himself, nervously, that the fact meant absolutely nothing and most likely had been foreseen. As the second point of observation was chosen the music school, which was easily found owing to a thorough analysis of a map of neighbouring districts. Having circled several times an old two-storied building, hiding in the depth of a residential quarter right before a park, Victor chose a suitable location – a ramshackle wooden bench behind a bush of acacias, and settled down on it, ready to spend here as much time as it might take. His yesterday purchase – the video camera, which he wisely brought too, became his augmented eyes once again.

However, he did not have to wait too long; she appeared ten minutes after he had pressed the ‘record’ button. She was so majestic, so self-assured, and so beautiful that no words bound together could describe the sort of beauty that she was untiringly presenting to this world.

One short moment was what he received this morning; the moment, which was not spent with her and not even within listening distance, but it was enough at the moment, since it was only the beginning. Victor had to draw up a schedule of her daily movement in order to cross her path, accidentally, without evoking obvious suspicions concerning fortuitousness of this potential ‘chance encounter’.

However, one hour later, his inexperience in the matter of surveillance adversely affected him; he suddenly got hungry and surrendered his position, having overlooked thereby something very important, something what was now expecting him ahead, something that he was not ready to behold at all.

After coming back, chewing the very first thing that he got in the nearest shop, he re-established his vigilant observation but spent the next two hours hibernating, no matter how industriously he tried to convince himself of the contrary. People kept coming and leaving away, shutting an old spring-supported double door with a bang every time, without exception, but they were only people, ordinary people.

Everything changed when he saw the person he had done his best to forget about during last day. It was that very man, undoubtedly. The one Victor saw yesterday for the first time. Victor’s heart missed a beat and his hands solidified in a flash. Everything was correct! This man was the person whose existence was so obvious for Tumenov and made him so anxious. Now Victor could not keep deceiving himself that he had begun to share these suspicions, still unconsciously, after the very first meeting with Mariam.

That man appeared from the building of the music school, having hesitated in the doorway for several seconds, then he smoke out a cigarette, spoke by phone and began to wait. Although it was a much-needed proof, all the same, the only thing that Victor really desired at this moment, counting seconds before her appearance, was this man to leave away and she to never come out.

She went out of the door five minutes later, had a short talk with him, then he left away and she got back to work. All this seemed to take place only to let the truth sting two trusting eyes. Having seen them together, Victor no longer could look at the world the way he used to do it; everything became so sad, colourless, and oppressive that he lost his last strength to stand straight, as if the weight of the entire world fell on him right away, having finally crushed his lifeless remains.

“What did she maltreat me for?” he asked himself.

He worshipped her virtually as a goddess, he filled her incomplete image with a sort of purity that he could possibly imagine, and she betrayed all this so easily.

Something split inside him that day. His world’s perception tore open with a terrible crash and then instantly accreted again, having left an infinitely wide ugly scar. Victor felt it distinctly but could not define yet what changes it was going to bring in his life. Standing there, near the old ramshackle bench, he indifferently took the cell phone out of his pocket, dialled Alexander’s number and pressed the call button.

“Yes,” the driver answered almost immediately, being, judging by noise, at the wheel.

“I quit,” Victor whispered the first word that had come to his mind.

“What? I could not hear you,” Alexander seemed to be mocking at him.

“I said that I would leave her alone, no more playing private detectives, but promise not to tell her about me,” although virtually everything in this world was indifferent for him by this time, there was only one thing that he could not afford – to fall in her estimation the way she just fell in his.

“Right decision! I knew that you were a sober-minded man,” Alexander answered with deep satisfaction in his voice; he was going to add something else, but Victor hung up on him before he managed to do it.

The conversation was over and so was the story. In the course of the next week, Victor kept coming to the café, spending about an hour somewhere in a shade of a tree, as if doing it out of habit, which actually was not even existent. She came every other day, always alone and never lingering there for a long time. Several times Victor came to that place, to the old bench in the park, and every time he saw the same picture: he came twenty minutes after her and left one hour before she did. Soon Victor found himself incapable of standing this torture any more. So he set her free once and for all and returned to his past life. He lived quietly, scarcely going outside and making exceptions only when being short of food. His cell phone was now permanently turned off.

Once, towards the end of another week of his isolated life, he felt unwell. He suddenly got an awful headache that refused to calm down more than for moments of vertiginous attacks. He went without food all day and drank only water just to slake his thirst. By the evening, he finally managed to fall asleep and then he dreamt of her. They were following the road towards his home together, towards the home that seemed to him irrevocably lost. They were so young in this dream as if both only just turned twenty. Looking at himself from the outside, Victor kept feeling everything so clear as if being there indeed. He was happy to be walking beside her arm in arm. He could feel warmth of her hand; see her smile, even though it was just a dream, which was soon smeared like watercolour paint.

He woke up with the same intolerable headache, with which he had trodden in the land of dreams, and therefore it seemed to be endless. Trying to alleviate the suffering, Victor hastily dressed himself and went outside, having headed towards a drugstore. He knew neither the hour, nor even the day of the week, for all this did not mean anything for him now. He could not define whether it was daytime or already evening. The sky was overcast with lacerated grey clouds, the sun shining dimly in the breaches. Not a living soul strolled about the streets, and only the street sweepings, carried by gusty wind mixed up with dust, dared to accompany Victor on his way. It felt like the calm before the storm, and everybody, except for one person, seemed to be aware of the imminent danger.

Having reached the drugstore, Victor bought three different types of headache pills at once, took a couple of them right away, then asked one of sellers what the time was, it was almost nine p.m., and went back home.

“Victor!” someone quietly called him by name, when he came out of the drugstore.

But he was too broken-down to respond to that word.

“Victor, is it really you?” Mariam asked him again, looking under his hood and cautiously holding him by his elbow.

“What?” he answered surprised, trying to tear his eyes away from the ground and to lift up his heavy head.

Then their eyes met again… And it seemed that an eternity passed since the moment, when he had said the last sad farewell to his dreams about her. Most likely, she was a miracle for him. Most likely, he wished it above all – to be looking at her at arm’s length and catching the smallest changes in her face expression. Most likely, he would have sold his soul for this opportunity, but not in this life, not with what he knew about her now. Her purity was gone, and he could see it no more. Even if he tried to find it, there was nothing but remains of her former innocence, stained by someone else.

“Oh, it is you,” he said in a soft voice and immediately dropped his head down again.

“What is wrong with you, Victor?” Mariam tried to show empathy, having removed her hand from his elbow, which he instantly marked with tiny grief. “Where have you been all this time, Victor? Why did you disappear so unexpectedly? Why do not you come to have coffee for breakfast anymore? I have been in want of your company all these days,” seemingly, she was saying all this with a sad heart, moreover, judging by her voice, she was sincere, but he knew for sure that she was telling lies, just as before. She told nothing but lies, all her words were defiled with a barefaced lie.

“I have not disappeared yet, but I am feeling unwell so maybe hereafter,” Victor murmured illegibly and, trying to avoid eye contact, lowered his head so much that his face was almost level with hers.

“Mariam! We should go!” suddenly someone called her from the direction of the road, and Victor involuntarily turned round to the words that were not addressed to him.

There, five meters away, was a car with that man at the wheel. Undoubtedly, Victor still hated that man but he had no strength to lift his own hatred from the bottom of his soul, where it was stored, so he indifferently averted his eyes, after noticing Anna who was sitting behind, as a passenger, and calling Mariam.

“They need you,” Victor listlessly pointed at the car and made the first step away from Mariam, which he had failed to make before.

“Wait,” she stopped him carefully, having taken him by hand, just below his wrist.

He was stopped rather by surprise than by an effort that she made, but it could not be in a different way, for they were encircled by the aura of diffidence and uncertainty, so one unsaid word could wound fatally or help to escape death. Victor cast a glance at her tiny palm, which looked exactly as he had imagined it in the dream, and then abruptly looked up. Virtually everything was the way he had seen it one hour before. Nevertheless, it was just an illusion… There were no signs of a smile on her face, nor any warmth in her touch.

“Do come again to the café, if you feel better!” Mariam offered with respect. “No deliberate deception this time, it is Monday tomorrow and I will surely be there.”

“What was it?” he was asking himself, looking directly in her eyes.

He did not know if she wanted to break him once and for all, but even if it was her design, then where was the thrill of victory in defeating someone who was bleeding and exhausted… A few moments he was silent, without knowing what to say, until he finally remembered the treatment that she deserved, in his estimation.

“I think it will be better if you come to my place instead. I will paint a portrait for you!” he offered suddenly without any qualms concerning admissibility of such proposal in a conversation with a married woman.

He was hoping that she would feel insulted, and he for his turn would experience some satisfaction about hurting her feelings.

“As you please!” Mariam accepted the challenge. “It is my phone number, take it and call me tomorrow in the afternoon,” having changed the time for the meeting, she quickly wrote it on a crumpled banknote, put it into Victor’s fist and hurried back to her friends, leaving him alone again.

Everything turned upside down for the umpteenth time. No sooner he had begun to think that he was able to fully understand this woman than she cancelled out all his previous achievements. She could take away his pain as easily as bring it back. This time it was the turn of the temporary rescue. Having instantly forgotten about all his infirmities and once again replaced everything with her, Victor was the best example of the miraculous healing.

That dreaminess, which she had magnanimously granted to him, proved to be enough to occupy him until the next day. Somewhere inside, he could feel a strong excitement concerning their forthcoming meeting, he yearned to hear her first words and to see her humour, and what was more, he had to learn at any price, what made her be so persistent in that strong desire of seeing him again even regardless of this insulting invitation. There were millions of long-standing questions, and he could not afford to idly await her to give him doubtful explanations, for he knew another way of receiving them.

He left the house early and headed directly the music school. Fascinating, irresistible – he used to see her so, but now he could not emphasize anything, except for her punctuality. She was in the right place, as was expected, but there was one more actor to enter upon the scene, whose absence could deprive Victor’s plans of sense, for the performance could not begin with only two thirds of the all-star cast. That is why he had to keep waiting, patiently, occasionally changing locations of observation in order to forestall the prompt bell and not to miss the right instant.

Nevertheless, that man was still behind time. So passed a half an hour, then a full circle as well as the second one, but he was not there yet. Victor could hardly believe it… He had seen them together so many times before, having no intentions to do it, and now, when he all of a sudden got the ace of trumps, nobody wanted playing. He even played with the idea of rescheduling the appointment for the next day, holding his cell phone and the crumpled banknote with her number. He was running around like a madman because one part of his doubting self-desired to live in accordance with his feelings, whereas the second could one not see another way but following instructions of the intellect. Nevertheless, the choice had been made long before this day, when Victor had begun cultivating prudence and cold calculation for the first time. Even despite the fact that she was beyond all comparison, he managed somehow to suppress agitation and decided to wait to the last.

And this decision proved to be right. Victor caught sight of that person several minutes prior to the end of her working day and instantly, without waiting for a starting signal, rushed at full speed to head him off, hiding behind close-planted trees. His heart tapping out a frenzied rhythm, as if somewhere in his head a crazy song was being performed, hustling him. That man was also in a hurry, but his haste was different. It was not incriminatory, but rather guilty. He was quickly pawing the ground, his head inclined forward and hands swinging vigorously.

Fifteen seconds later, everything was finally ready: that man managed to reach the entrance, she came out probably to meet him, and Victor was noiselessly standing three meters away from them, right behind a corner of the building, having redirected his rush to soothing his rapid pulse. He was taking a serious risk, but he could not stop it because truth was the most expensive thing for him at that moment, and he was eager to find it out.

“And what is this all supposed to mean?” Mariam began with such an accusing tone that she had never used talking with Victor. “Do you really think that I can afford doing nothing all day long, waiting for your appearance? Actually, everybody here can see that I am busy with nothing, could not you give me a call?”

Victor could hear everything what they were saying extremely clear. She expected that man to come to see her, patiently and faithfully. Not some miserable twenty minutes, sitting in a café, but hours, long hours, just as those that Victor had spent before, waiting for their meeting. Looking for a way out, his jealous rage clenched his fists.

“Mariam, I am so sorry, but you know that I just could not! I have spent the whole day with Anna, without stirring a step from her side; I have no idea why all of a sudden she decided to spend the whole day with me. What could I do? How do you imagine me calling you and feigning to be talking with my grandmother like in some stupid comedietta?”

Pathetic excuses of that man became the last straw that made Victor lose his patience. This odious voice, this obsequiousness, and this image that never stopped being before his eyes – Victor just could not stand it any longer. Therefore, he drew a deep breath, slowly stepped aside from the wall and, just as if nothing had happened, began to walk towards them, with the hood on his head and the tight fists concealed in his pockets.

“I promise not to be late tomorrow,” that man said with an apologetic tone in his voice and suddenly became silent, constrained to be so by an invisible chain of unspeakable feelings, when Victor allowed himself to be seen just a few paces away from the spot where those two were standing.

The only thing that man managed to portray in this losing situation was his raised hand, which, apparently, was meant to warn Mariam about an appearance of a supporting character.

As to Mariam, who was standing up to this point with her back turned to Victor, she swiftly turned round, having only heard his steps, and with the same speed shed everything what her interlocutor failed to get rid of at the right time. Fear, confusion, astonishment, disappointment, nervousness, feeling of guilt… Victor did not succeed in noticing in her eyes anything of what he had wanted to find there. He cast at her a disapproving glance from under the hood, pulled over his eyes, and she responded to him with an absolutely blank look as if they did not know each other. She did everything what was needed to be done in order to be acquitted just at that spot, as if he never caught her in the act.

“Hello, Mariam!” Victor smiled. “I have decided to meet you personally instead of calling, after having incidentally remembered your offer to visit your workplace.”

However, no one answered him anything within the time limit of a normal dialogue, but the fact did not surprise Victor at all, for even her quick mind could not find right words and choose the most correct pattern of behaviour fast enough, while sifting them out through several forms simultaneously. She seemed devastated, carefully scoured off from everything. With no emotions and no facial expression, she was standing still like a waxwork bearing an uncanny likeness to the original.

“I believe you were there yesterday,” Victor reminded himself, having pointed one finger at that man, trying not to overact. “It was Anna, if I am not mistaken…”

At this point, other characters miraculously came back to life and with them the performance.

“So he is in the know?” the anonymous hero was the first to regain consciousness.

“Calm down!” Mariam said with a wave of her hand. “According to you, every other man is aware of our secret one way or another.”

“What secret?” Victor said his lines. “Asking out of sheer curiosity, nothing beyond. Also, I would not like to be the one to blame, if it suddenly comes to light.”

“OK,” Mariam exhaled, “I seem to be the one who is going to explain this awkward situation. Victor, it is Dan!” after hearing his name, Dan held out his hand towards Victor, but was not favoured with the same polite gesture, having received instead confused explanations about something greasy that had been allegedly eaten by Victor a few moments before. “Dan is a fiancée of my friend Anna,” Mariam continued, showing the utter absence of interest in explanations of the current situation. “Dan and Anna are going to get married next month, and now he wants to surprise her by playing in the evening of the same day in front of all guests. And as for me, a silly woman, I have agreed to help him and now I have to cancel kid’s classes because one Dan misses his and, what is more, fails to find a minute to warn me about it. By the way, if you are late at least five minutes next time, our agreement is denounced!” she threatened at the end of the story, having viciously stuck her forefinger into the chest of the bad student.

“I have already apologized for my behaviour,” Dan tried to defend himself, still confused.

“You heard me. It is enough for me to take risks by arranging all these secret meetings. We are going or what?” she smiled at Victor this time.

“Everything was so simple, with no superfluous words, without a chance to find fault with her explanation. However, maybe this faultlessness of her words was the main reason to doubt them…” Victor was slowly walking alongside of her in the direction of his new home, looking, though mechanically, for anything in order to justify his sufferings of weeks’ duration. The fact that he had nearly relinquished the hope of being with her again for no particular reason demented him quietly.

And even though he soon left this senseless search behind, for a while, the same questions still kept appealing to a higher court, gradually subsiding deeper and deeper towards the bottom of his consciousness and broadcasting a hardly distinguishable danger signal.

“What are you thinking about?” Mariam asked, with interest flickering in her eyes, having completely dispelled his fears. “Do not get me wrong, but I cannot feel comfortable, when you stay silent like this, self-absorbed.”

Victor turned his head in her direction but did not answer anything. She wanted to be talking and he was not going to prevent her from doing it.

“Yesterday, when I saw you in the street I realized it was you right away. Such thoughtful and serious,” Mariam began to discuss the yesterday’s meeting; sparing neither words nor emotions, she was parodying Victor without ceremony in a moment of his extreme thoughtfulness, with his lined forehead, serious look, and bowed head. “But first I could not decide to approach you because that strange parting we had had before. I had left in the confusion, without having allowed you to finish your thought, but later I could not stop seriously reflecting on what you had told me about friendship.”

Mariam suddenly became silent, stared out of countenance by Victor, who seemed to have forgotten to watch his steps.

“What?” she asked a moment later, having inspected herself from top to toe, “Is anything wrong?”

“No, on the contrary, everything is overly right,” he smiled with a thoughtful look. “We could have never met again, you know.”

“By the way, what exactly you are going to treat me to?” Mariam changed the subject, having linked her arm through Victor’s arm, hastening their steps.

“I have hoped for a businesslike atmosphere, in my estimation, we eat something every time we meet each other.”

Victor was drifting surrounded by unknown feelings, which he did not even try to describe as if knowing that it was beyond his power. For the first time he did not have to think about anything, there was no need to worry, no one tried to predict the future. He was simply savouring the moment, as Mariam once advised him.

“Are you sure you did not deceive me about that occupation of yours?” Mariam suddenly began to laugh. “Or maybe an ultra-modern seducer does not invite girls to his place?”

For a second, Victor lost in thoughts again.

“To be completely honest, there was only one whom I invited to my place,” he answered seriously after being deep in thought for a few seconds. “And it was a huge mistake. In fact, I believe that only one woman deserves the right of entering a man’s house. That is why I consider it as the gravest mistake in my life. I see to have already wasted the only attempt.”

Listening to him, Mariam gradually grew serious and began to reflect on the sense of these words. It was obvious that they had deeply got into her soul. She stopped hurrying and her hand inevitably slid down from his.

“However, as I have just told you, it is just a business meeting!” having returned her hand to its former place, Victor corrected himself.

“Then neither of us is going to be right. It will be a business meeting with a great dinner, which I am going to prepare. And yes, before you ask, I am delivering an ultimatum!” Mariam commanded.

“And I would call it a compromise,” Victor agreed dubiously.

“But first we have to stock up on provisions in the nearest shop, for I am sure that I will find nothing in your bachelor kitchen.”

And she was absolutely right, which could be easily proven with Victor’s eloquent silence. They entered a supermarket, where he had usually gone alone, animatedly discussing their tastes, then bought everything what she considered important and then headed to his house. Victor was calm, disturbed by nothing, he knew that the order he had undertaken to guard was sufficient to receive guests, even such precious as her. And he was right, Mariam entered inside without showing any negative emotions. First, she took a view of the sitting-room and then proceeded to the kitchen, where she began to sort out what they had bought. In the meanwhile, Victor could not find a corner for himself and therefore just sat down on a chair next to her, having chosen for himself a free role of the idler.

“I hope you do not mind if I make everything without your assistance?” Mariam asked with an infectious smile.

“Well, let me think, only if you do not mind me sitting here during the process and staring at you!” he answered quickly.

“I like when you act like this.”

“What exactly do you mean?”

“I like when you are not engrossed in your dark thoughts. And do you have a carving knife?” Mariam suddenly digressed from the subject but instantly returned to it, having found what she looked for.

“How can you know that there are not dark thoughts now?” Victor asked her with a rising intonation as if trying to prove that she was wrong.

“I do not know, I think I just feel it, but for the most part you speak your mind as an old man. But you are so young, and tell me one thing, please, if young people turn away from their youth, who will represent it then? By the way, how actually old are you?”

“Twenty-seven,” Victor avowed instantly.

“So you are younger than me!” Mariam stared at him, speechless with surprise.

Nevertheless, Victor’s greatly praised cheerfulness was already coming to the end again. In spite of his sincere desire to please her at least today, to redress his mistakes, and to apologize for those suspicions that he had entertained, in spite of the feelings that were overwhelming him, he could not be truly merry all the same.

Could she be here anyway, talking with him? Was it right or wrong? He could neither answer, nor stop tormenting himself with these questions.

“I believe that twenty-seven is an advanced age,” he gave a short commentary.

“And what exactly has your life been like up to this day?” Mariam put another strange question as she was closely examining a microwave oven.

“Do you really want me to recount twenty years of my life?” Victor smiled ironically.

“No, at least eighteen years of your life I can easily describe by myself. I can imagine what events took place in your childhood and your youth, but this analysis will be very superficial. Frankly speaking, these first years of almost anyone’s life usually are not very interesting. However, what happened to young Victor within the next nine years of his life is the question to answer.”

“Actually, Victor has something to give priority over what you ask him to tell.”

“And what is it exactly?” Mariam asked, having turned round, “I am all attention!”

“Not so fast, before I do it, I would like you to promise that you will listen to the end of my story no matter what.”

“Is that really necessary?” having leaned against the wall, Mariam folded her arms across her chest as if organizing a defence against a forthcoming attack.

“I believe it is!” Victor answered seriously. “So? Can I be sure that you will hear out everything until the end independently of what I will tell?”

“I am sorry, of course, but I cannot get rid of the idea that you have not gained the complete understanding of female psychology yet if you ask me to make such promise,” she unexpectedly grew sad as if having once again picked up his thoughtfulness without being able to suppress it with her own cheerful mood. “There is no woman in this world that would honestly promise you what you ask me to do, so even if one consents, it will mean nothing.”

“You do not seem to understand, all I need is grounds to begin this conversation. I do not want to guess now, looking for something beyond my physical existence. I am willing to accept this innocent deception I am ready to be deceived!” Victor wearily put his head in his palms. “Cannot you really understand that it is the moment of revelation?”

Nevertheless, she did not have time to give him an answer because at this point somewhere in the apartment an unfamiliar melody began to sound, and Mariam left the kitchen, having apologized humbly. It was not difficult for Victor to name the caller. Nobody, except for Tumenov, was able to awake from sleep all these feelings of hers. He could easily make her burn with anger, but at the same time would always see almost implicit obedience, wrapped up in false respect, in response.

Mariam returned to the kitchen five minutes later, crushed and seemingly irrevocably lost in thoughts. Victor glanced at her silently, for everything was clear for him even without explanations. Her overall appearance, from the eyes, which almost instantaneously grew dim against the background of her paled face, to hands, which were powerlessly hanging down – all this was indicating her near leaving.

“Before you leave…” Victor slowly rose to his feet and gently touched her shoulders, carefully moving her aside. Then, he disappeared behind a door of one room.

“What are you up to?” Mariam asked fondly, looking at a camera in his hands.

“I hope you will not mind giving me some pleasure by helping me to steal an insignificant part of your beauty? If you cannot sit for a portrait, then you must allow me to have a few photos,” Victor smiled as warmly and sincerely as he could possibly afford in these sad minutes of parting. “Are you ready?”

“One second, please!” she asked, having tucked up a strand of hair and thrown her head a little back, standing sideways.

Victor quickly took several photographs, one of which managed to catch her eye. It was enough…

“Do you want me to see you to the door?” he asked, going through the formalities, mere in this particular situation.

“No, thanks,” Mariam turned her back to him and made her way towards the door, without waiting for more superfluous questions.

“Wait! This is yours!” Victor suddenly took her by the hand and gave her back the banknote that he had gotten from her that evening.

He could not explain this frantic gesture to anybody; maybe if he had thought it over a little, he would not have done what he did, but at this moment, he could think of nothing but preventing her from leaving, and it was the best idea he had.

“Yes, you are right, it was absolutely uncivil of me,” she agreed, looking at the crumpled piece of paper.

“I will call…”

“No, you won’t!” Mariam forbid abruptly, having made Victor have this troubled, naive look. “It will be better if I call you myself. I do not want him to be beside when it happens… You should understand.”

This short dialogue, preceding another sad farewell, was a proof of huge changes, which had happened in their relationship since their first encounter. Her excuse and his short tacit consent confirmed that they had now something to hide, something of great value for both of them.

Next two days proved to be absolutely empty and senseless. Victor was in no mood to do virtually anything and stayed indoors all the time. His only entertainment was guarding a kitchen window and keeping under observation passing cars and passers-by that, judging by the same faces wandering there and back, did not have anything to do either. From morning to late at night, the entire day turned for him into one burning desire of taking the cell phone and calling her, but he resisted it with all his might. He lasted out two days this way and in the morning of the third one, when he already lost all his guidelines able to help him separating the right and the wrong, she called him herself, having made his heart throb with excitement even before he actually heard her cheerful voice.

“Hello, Victor, this is Mariam. You might not remember it, but we had coffee with you in one street café several weeks ago. Victor?” she began seriously but could not stand it and burst out laughing at the end of the question.

Now, after hearing these words, Victor felt something happen with his consciousness. He all of a sudden felt such lonely and unfortunate that even forgot to play up to her joke. He had to see her as soon as possible, to let her know how much she meant in his life, despite everything, whether it was Tumenov or those suspicions that he had harboured, which were no secret for her.

“When are we going to finally see each other?” he asked her with blind devotion.

“I have missed you too!” Mariam said, rallying on his impatience. “We will encounter again tomorrow where it happened the first time, time is invariable, and no contacts until the meeting itself. Oh, yes, I will be wearing a red hat.”

Mariam was in good humour, which made Victor become brighter too. He was copying all her emotions, having previously multiplied them by two by reason of seeing, unconsciously, himself and nobody else as the cause of their existence.

“Understood!” Victor confirmed, without giving a veiled reference to a joke, and began to smile only one minute later, having once again played this conversation in his head.

By this moment, his life was already perfectly divided into two parts: one that was joyful and full of emotions regardless of their sort, for the main thing was to feel something, and still there was the second part, which did not even have a certain form. It was but emptiness filled with gloom, so faceless that even the breach halving his life merged with it.

In the morning of the next day, everything seemed remarkable indeed. Despite his early awakening and rather cloudy weather, Victor was feeling very well. He left the house at the same hour, just as he did it before, having some leeway to slowly stroll towards the café and still have about an hour to spend it talking with her. Nevertheless, once he found himself outside, a deep, eerie feeling crept over him. He suddenly left his habitual model of perception and took a detached view on himself, without being able to define a position from where his new eyes were watching him. This intangible feeling of being shadowed instantly wrapped him up to his fingertips, having squeezed him from all directions with such rage that Victor involuntarily began looking around in search of secret observers, until he saw a black van, which had no intentions to hide itself, drawing Victor’s attention with a registration plate of three sixes. This symbolical number suddenly helped him to appease his fears and to keep quietly going farther to the café, maybe excessively calm. Overly canonically spiteful, in his estimation, looked a black carriage with the number of the beast… And he was right, to some extent.

After reaching the meeting place without complications, he saw Mariam where she had to be. Then he thoroughly examined her from head to toe, as he had done it the first time, and found almost no changes, except for one – the colour of her skin that had darkened a little and now practically approached the colour of a milk chocolate. As for Victor, who preferred avoiding the sunshine by all means, he was pale or maybe even white as if just escaped after a long imprisonment in some underground vault. In some sort, it was true. Here their distinctions ended because they were united by a glow of happiness, which, as well as grief, makes us look similar in appearance.

For some reason, Mariam did not want to come back to the conversation that they had not had time to begin last time, and Victor for his turn decided not to insist, either. Everything seemed to him insufficient to aggravate their relations; it seemed too early, the place was overly crowded, and not to mention the break of visual contact that they had to catch up. Either way, without saying a word touching on this subject, they somehow managed to agree that this meeting would not be saddened by any revelations. They both could feel that even one drop of the concentrated truth was too dangerous for their not yet completely defined relations.

The hour that Victor had planned to spend with her flew by as if it was just one minute, although there were no doubts that he spent with her sixty times as many. They wasted the hour talking about weather and disputing about their preferences. For instance, Victor complained about high temperature of the air, whereas Mariam, on the contrary, claimed that even the forty-degree heat that, according to her words, was this day in Spain, could not prevent her from going to this country, with which, as it turned out, she was in love since her first visit there.

When another moment to say goodbye once again came, for the first time Victor felt neither grief nor uncertainty; the same, it seemed, was with Mariam. For the very first time they said ‘goodbye’ without any difficulties, which could afford only people truly understanding each other. On his way home, Victor was absorbed by planning of everyday household trifles as purchasing of food and looking for what to do until the evening, when they had to meet again because, according to Mariam, her husband had left the city for some very important meeting, having informed her about the sudden departure at the very last minute. Everything was good, good as never before. However, it was already the top limit and going beyond it now meant an inevitable collapse.

Having bought everything he needed in a grocery store, Victor turned to the yard of the house, but made it too thoughtlessly as if having forgotten about the strange feeling that he had had a little more than one hour ago. The black van, waiting for him since the morning, was still on the same place, but not in a warning capacity any more, it was now a personification of retribution for his own choice. The second time Victor noticed the van when he was as far from the entrance as he was from this not yet completely obvious threat. Having caught his reflection in the body of the car, glittering in the sunlight, he stood motionless for one short moment and then tried to keep walking again. Only then he realized that something bad was about to happen with him as if the air suddenly froze, auguring ill, and he just appeared within this sinister aura.

Then, everything changed into a bad dream: two sturdily-build men in inconspicuous clothes rushed out of the van, then one of them, which was the first, approached Victor in no time, harshly grabbed his collar, having thrown one of his hands over Victor’s shoulder, and dealt a blow to the stomach with the second hand. Whether it was a fright or because of adrenalin, which was now oversaturating Victor’s blood, but he did not feel any pain, but rather a push that even helped him to slip out from his thin jacket, aimlessly waving his hands. However, recoiling back, he suddenly stumbled over his own package, which he had dropped one moment before. And when he fell to the ground, everything was over… An object approaching his face reflected in his widely opened eyes and he lost consciousness. The second kick it the face was definitely superfluous, for the weak resistance ended before it.

Maybe someone could see a scene similar to a brawl or maybe no one saw anything, but when two men took the third one and went away, nobody tried to stop them…

In a little while, Victor regained consciousness again but still could see only pitch darkness. He was not able to define what time he had been unconscious, but basing on the fact that his face did not become swollen yet and also taking into account that he was neither thirsty nor hungry, it would be logical to assume that it was no more than several minutes. Since the moment when he opened his eyes, looking through a dense black fabric, all his body was seized by this nasty, freezing shiver, which nevertheless receded after a while, but the fear that had come along with it did not even think to leave Victor alone. Victor had to look at his life through the prism of this fear in a new way now, for exactly his life, in his estimation, was the object of this cruel attack, and he was going to say ‘goodbye’ to it, doing it rather subconsciously than consciously and with the true readiness to meet the result of these conclusions.

Being this way, beaten unmercifully, with his courage cracked, bound hand and foot, he was lying about half an hour more without feeling anything but pain, which gave him a sharper blow every time when the car ran into another roughness of the road, taking him farther away in obscurity. His nose was seemingly broken and filled with clotted blood, but even in this state kept allowing him to smell the heady smell of the gasoline, spilt somewhere nearby.

When the car pulled over and never moved again, Victor realized that it was the point of destination because before this one there were a great number of others stops, which were unlike shorter and obviously meant city driving. Every such time Victor desperately tried to make a sound in order to draw some additional attention to the suspicious van, but got nothing, every time becoming quiet until the next attempt and then seeking salvation again and again. Nevertheless, this time everything was different; hearing the doors of the van bang and some voices move nearer, Victor no longer tried to do anything, fully accepting the role of the victim, imposed on him.

When the side door swung open with the rasp of metal, Victor’s eyes saw, for an instant, an unclear source of light that was instantly blocked by a figure. Then someone grabbed the hostage’s shoulders, aimlessly dragged him along the floor of the car and made him sit down on something. The whole time none of the kidnappers said a word, and this frightened Victor most of all, because his eternally seeking brain was not going to make exceptions for this case and kept looking for explanations.

If they only tried to scare me, he nervously had dialogue with himself, then they would certainly act much more aggressively, beating up and insulting.

But what was happening this instant looked more likely as a preparation for an execution, and he was that poor creature that was about to mount the scaffold. At this moment of short but utter despair, he remembered Mariam, who had no idea that they could meet nevermore; he remembered his family, having helplessly let one mad thought enter his consciousness.

They will never see me again, they will never hear my voice, and I will just disappear from their lives without any explanations, I will percolate through the ground as some dirty snow in the beginning of the spring…he was thinking, sitting with his head bowed.

At this point, such sorrow, such intolerable sorrow gripped him that he immediately broke off all these thoughts, crumpled them, tore them to shreds and threw away. The same mentality that brought him here was this time saving him, explaining that if it was the end, then Victor was not going to be kept waiting too long; there was no point in crying about anything anymore.

He spent about five more minutes being completely indifferent, hearing steps and some odd noise. Then they finally removed the sack from his head, and he could see where he was, squinting because of the glaring sunlight. He was still in the same van, sitting on a chair in the forepart of the car, to his left the door was open wide, allowing him to survey a grassy forest glade filled with all the colours known to this world. The un-trodden nature was surrounding him since the moment of their stop, but he managed to hear and see it only now. From everywhere nervous compositions of infinite grasshoppers were reaching his ears, the pipe of various birds was heard from every side, which together reminded a slow, solemn piece of music suitable for a funeral procession also known as the dead march.

There were no emotions at his disposal to react upon what was happening there; he could only feel this little, shy sadness that came back with just one goal – to make him feel sorry for not being able to scent all these wonderful forest smells. Although being so close to them, he smelt nothing but gasoline, soaked into his clothes, that was going to be the last smell in his life.

“Look at me!” one of kidnappers unexpectedly gave Victor a slap across the face, demanding obedience.

Victor returned his look back in the van, seeing not his offender but an opened laptop that was standing right in front of him on a small folding-chair, which is usually used for fishing or other sorts of outdoor activities.

“Ready! Connect it!” the second wrongdoer ordered, having approached the open door from outside, where Victor could not notice him before.

Both of these men, the first standing outside and the second busying himself with the hardware, seemingly were the most ordinary people. They did seem to care much about hiding their faces except for wearing sunglasses; dense moustaches, anyhow shaved beards, and old jeans clothes took care of everything else.

“What have I just told you?” the technician growled suddenly, saving his workmate from attentive studying.

Victor, who already learned by bitter experience what was going to follow this angry tone, quickly turned back at the command and saw before him a raised hand, ready to give him another humiliating slap, which, however, he was lucky enough to avoid this time.

“Good doggy!” cheerfully said the second kidnapper, still standing nearby, and both burst out laughing hysterically.

“Listen to me! You are looking at the screen; a glance beyond the screen means your nose going inside your face, which implies breathing through mouth only and running nose being no problem of yours anymore. You open your mouth before I command you to do so, and you will forget how to breathe at all. Is everything clear?”

Victor nodded assent, having turned a deaf ear to all the insults. His eyes, as it was told, fixed on the laptop.

“Tell him that everything is ready.”

“It is ready!” the second faceless kidnapper confirmed and instantly repeated the same phrase back to his accessory.

After that, the laptop screen suddenly lit up, and Victor saw there a serious facial expression of his former employer, who was, judging by an interior of a room, in some luxury hotel.

“And here we have my best private detective!” Tumenov said slowly with poignant sarcasm and took a sip from a square glass.

Victor’s wide-open eyes were filled with surprise. It was truly strange, but up to this point, he did not remember about his former employer even one single time.

“Am I wrong or you really seemed surprised by our rather odd meeting?” Tumenov hurried to lay stress on Victor’s great astonishment, then knitted his brows, squinted a little and began peering at the betrayer, as he saw him. “And what is wrong with your face anyway? Have you fell on your way here? Wait a second, seriously, you hit him in the face?”

“Just once so that he stopped resisting,” one of the mercenaries answered shortly.

“It is sad indeed, however, there is no sense in crying over spilt milk. What is done, cannot be undone,” Tumenov summed up and made himself comfortable in a big armchair. “Maybe you would not mind removing this sticky tape from his face, please?”

One of the accomplices quickly bent over Victor and began to remove, slowly, the sticky tape from his mouth.

“What could I tell you, my dear friend,” Tumenov continued quietly, holding the glass with both hands and enjoying every second of being in command of the situation, “you are probably the most hopeless idiot of all that I have had occasion to meet in my entire life; moreover, you are a true cretin, imbecile! I could continue saying words that describe you perfectly, but I am afraid in that case, I would risk to fall to your current level. I just cannot understand all this, you poked your nose into this story, forced me to believe you, forced me to start all this,” Tumenov’s shock was so great that for a moment he was at a loss for words, meaning the kidnapping and his sudden departure, “but tell me what was this all for? For this miserable amount of money I gave you?”

“I bou…a came…” Victor muttered, writhing with pain.

“What are you saying there?” Tumenov asked again. “I understood nothing!”

“I bought a camera, I will repay!”

“Just listen to you, son! The stories you tell! You had better start using your birdbrain right here and right now! Do you really think that I need your damned camera or this damned money? However, I have to admit it, at least you have not wasted it for drugs,” for a moment Tumenov even calmed down and sang small. “Explain me one thing, for I need to know it, why on earth I have to pay two idiots for receiving a report from the third idiot whom I had also paid? Do you, idiots, have some sort of an agreement to rob me? Answer me!”

Victor made an attempt to say something, but his throat was so dry that even a request to give him some water croaked with great difficulty.

“What is he mumbling there?” Tumenov began to lose patience again.

“Wait a second,” one the kidnappers tried to curry favour with his employer, opening a bottle with water, “I will give you to drink now!”

And he splashed water on Victor’s face with all his might, which literally became the last straw; he could not suffer this humiliation anymore. So he raised his eyes, looking at the offender, slowly licked his lips, spitted out some blood and said the silliest thing in his life: “I do not really like mineral water.”

The man regarded this foolish thing as a personal insult and therefore he hit Victor in the face with such force that his head rebounded of the chair and returned to the former position within one second, and Victor began to cough in an abnormal way, listening to insults that followed the punch.

“What the hell is this? What do you think you are doing?” Tumenov jumped up from his place and involuntarily rubbed his face, having stepped aside and cursed somewhere off-screen and only then returned to the armchair.

“Listen to me you, sick freak, if you hit him again, having wasted at least one second of my precious time, tomorrow you will be sitting where he is now!” he threatened the subordinate in one breath after finally finishing the glass. “Do you think I am going to spend here the whole day, waiting for a moment when he will be able to start talking? Give him this damned water and let him speak!”

In accordance with this order, Victor got a bottle of water and hardly managed to take several sips, holding it with his tied hands.

“And now you will explain me the situation so that maybe I could miraculously get rid of this feeling that I am the last sane person in this mad world,” while saying this Tumenov replaced one half of emptiness of the glass with cognac, took the glass in his hand, leaned back, and by the moment when his legs were crossed, Victor already had to start clarifying things, however, contrary to Tumenov’s expectations, it did not happen.

“Do you understand what you are doing here, anyway?” spitting out blood, Victor hardly squeezed out a few words, having also leaned back. “Kidnapping! Someone saw them attack me for sure! Physical trespassing! And what then, are you going to kill me? Then for what is this stupid circus with explanations meant?”

“Eh, I no longer seem to be the only one here who needs some explanations,” expressing his disappointment for the umpteenth time, Tumenov said wearily, “fine, my feeble-minded friend, if the stick does not work with you, I assume the time of the carrot has come. First, if I really wanted you dead, you would have been already dead, believe me, there are no reasons for you to doubt my words. Nevertheless, tell me at first, why do you think it is in my interests? Has the fear brought you this idea?” he assumed rather accurately. “Because of the money I gave you? You know, it is almost an insult. I am sorry to disappoint you, but it was very long ago, when I could murder a person because of such sum. And now… All right, I believe that we somehow unpacked the first part of the matter.”

Having heard convincing assurances that nothing threatened his life directly, Victor instantly cheered up a little, and even though the situation contradicted Tumenov’s words, it was more profitable for Victor to trust his former employer right now.

“And concerning all this nonsense about kidnapping and beating that you have just slandered here, I do not even know what I could say here in response to your flight of fancy in order to avoid being frighteningly predictable for myself. Frankly speaking, I harbour serious doubts about you believing there is a point for saying all this. Tell me, are you really thinking about going to the police with your word only, showing them this slight bruise of your physiognomy? Fine, let us imagine that they will take from you this piece of paper where you will describe in detail, of course, how you were kidnapped and then beaten by two certain unknowns, acting, as it became clear later, on a direct order of mister Tumenov – a legitimate businessman who aspires after a serious political career. And what is next? You do not know, do you? Then allow me to tell you what will be next. You will receive another piece of paper in response to yours, in which several hypocritical words will let you know that investigative actions revealed nothing, that a thorough examination of the crime scene brought no results, that the described car with such registration plate is not in their database, and lastly, that the mister Tumenov was beyond the city this day, which establishes his alibi. And it will be enough!”

Victor was silent. He had nothing to respond, without even seeing any need to say anything anymore. All this suddenly became his own fault, just as Tumenov said, he had pried into this affair himself and now was just paying the bill. His imprudence and lack of foresight brought him here. There was no gross injustice in all this, no eternal enmity between the good and the evil, he simply loved another man’s woman and his suffering was not even the highest price for such love.

“I hope you do not think that you are the first person who found himself in this situation,” Tumenov continued boasting of his power, “I have wanted to let you know that it is not the first time when I do something like this; people caused me troubles before and you seem to understand it now, which truly impresses me, considering your obvious brain exhaustion. So let us save for each other both time and nerves now, I just want you to tell me everything and then you may go home. As for me, if you are curious, I have a massage in…” Tumenov defiantly turned one sleeve of his rose-coloured shirt and consulted his watch, “It is very soon so hurry up!”

“Honestly, I do not understand what you want to hear from me because I already explained everything to your driver, Alexander,” Victor answered in an injured voice, “it was you who told, when we were discussing the conditions, that I would have to report to him! So I did…”

“Oh, it is interesting indeed,” Tumenov scratched his chin, “however, keep on!”

“I kept shadowing your wife during whole week, having begun practically right after our meeting with you; I was spying on her from morning to late evening, until the moment when she went back home. She has nobody, she meets with nobody, except for these two friends of hers, Anna and Den who, apparently, are going to get married shortly. To be honest,” Victor wetted one palm and placed it on his bloody face, “I started to partially understand your suspicions towards her after the very first day as if being able to see something what made you question her loyalty. That is why I began following her with great enthusiasm, having become her shadow indeed, filming almost each step she made with the camera. Nevertheless, no matter what I did, how attentive I was, how desperately I continued to convince myself that she had something to hide, everything was for nothing. I do not know whether you will understand me or not, but I really wanted to find something what would compromise her from any standpoint. You mentioned the money, but I am not greedy for money, especially for one that is not mine by right. Therefore, I decided not to continue any more, I called Alexander and told him that I was going to stop being engaged in shadowing, that I could no longer see a point in doing it, that it was a waste of time and energy. Of course, I did not dare to bother anybody asking about an audience with you; I had nothing significant to report, nothing to justify my poor results with, either.” Victor was speaking in the most sincere and honest manner, having failed to mention only that mysterious story about the private lessons for that person – Dan, by reason of being afraid that if Tumenov learned about that man, he would by all means get his teeth into this story as a hungry dog, gnawing a bone with some meat left on it.

“So it is how the things are…” slightly rocking the remains of cognac, Tumenov summed up once again. “It seems everything is rather harmonious, but one moment does not add up anyway!”

“Yes? And what exactly, allow me to learn?” Victor asked.

“Alexander! Why did he tell me nothing about all this?”

“And you should ask him the same question! Bring him right here, on this very place, previously having him beaten and humiliated, and then ask it in order to prevent him from lying and concealing in the future!” Victor answered instantly. “I am sure that with your intuition you will at once notice if anything is suspicious.”

“I will do everything I need to make things right!” Tumenov assured all the witnesses of the conversation. “And as for this small misunderstanding,” he raised a hand with the glass and slowly outlined Victor’s face, using his little finger, “I am not accustomed to apologize to anybody, so do not judge too severely. I could offer you some money for medical treatment, but as we have recently found out, you are a person of strong pride, so I think you would scarcely accept it. I am advising you to forget about revenge then and there, you may regard it as the best unsolicited advice you have ever got in your entire life. And you will be delivered back home.”

“Save yourself from worries, I understood you perfectly and I am not thinking to go anywhere,” Victor responded with some hints of pride in his voice, as one of the kidnappers began to untie his legs and hands. “And with respect to apologies, if you believe in God or at least just in something good in this world, you will be your own severest judge. I am sure that one day a very stiff penalty will be imposed upon you. And if you have no faith in the good, well, then you have already been punished in the most terrible way…”

“Here is what I am going to tell you, young man,” Tumenov failed to say nothing in response, reserving for himself the right for the last word in this conversation, “I do not believe in God with such force that the religion calls us to, but I do not deny anything as furiously as noisy atheists do it, either. On the basis of these words you are entitled to make whatever assumptions regarding my afterlife. Have a good day!”

The conversation was over, and Victor was taken back home, but not as a kidnappee anymore, having become just a passenger. They made him get out of the car one block away from the place where the assault had been made, so he had to walk on foot the rest of the distance, turning away and hiding his face every time when he met rare passers-by who were circulating in all directions as if doing it solely for the motion’s sake. However, his masking proved to be not too effective, keeping continually drawing sidelong, suspicious glances all the way. Seeing his bloody face and dirty, partially ragged clothes, people quickly got across the road or, if they noticed him too late, sharply recoiled from him, mumbling something in discontent. This attitude seemed to Victor even more offensive than one he had seen shortly before it. He was simply unable to understand how people could show such an extreme apathy towards the world that a beaten person, barely keeping on his feet, was for them not a victim but the one to condemn.

Only homeless tramps, striking his eye in shades of houses, did not see anything abnormal in his physical state. Having for a while came downstairs, Victor became a philosopher of the social cellar, reflecting hard on the blind fate but at the same time missing one very important thing; only yesterday, he would probably have looked at himself with the same bitter contempt, being unable to restrain himself from making primitive assumptions concerning the life of such individual.

The very first thing that he felt, having entered his temporary apartment, was this intolerable stuffiness that had accumulated there during the day. Once he opened the door, it instantly pushed him in the face, having thereby virtually struck his weak body down. Still, he somehow unshod his feet and proceeded directly in the bathroom, where he tremulously looked at himself in the mirror, hanging on the wall to his left. At first glance, everything was as bad as he could possibly imagine, and maybe even worse: his face was still a bloody mess, although he had already made some attempts to wash himself before. Right now, he could not even define whether there were any cuts beneath this dried-up blood or he just stained his face with it when he was lying on the van’s floor with the injured nose and the sack on his head.

Fortunately, his nose was not broken but seriously swelled up, as well as his left eyebrow that was partially covering now the eye of the same name. However, after a long washing Victor looked in the mirror again and saw a completely different picture: soft facial tissues were undamaged for the most part and therefore there was no need to put in stitches.

Then he entered the kitchen, got some ice from the freezer, wrapped it up with a thin towel, placed it on his face, got back to the drawing room, chose the highest speed mode of an old one-legged fan, and lied down right in front of the streams of this scarcely cool wind. Speeding up the air, the fan was buzzing loud, but this noise did not seem to Victor a serious defect at this moment. Right now, there was probably nothing in the whole world able to somehow affect his low morale or to stir any emotions.

He was wasted, without having an idea of how to look at what had happened to him, without knowing whether he was a victim or just someone who got what he deserved. Although it was a temporary state, started by his own body in order to save itself from superfluous stresses and to concentrate only upon the recovery, Victor had to survive this period as well. He was beaten but not broken, he met the scornful attitude but maintained his dignity, they tried to intimidate him but he believed that he came out victor there, too. His thoughts were simple and naive as if belonging to a child. A child he was indeed at this moment, a big child who was falling asleep against the background of the buzzing fan…

A short time later his deep sleep was interrupted by a phone call, which made Victor give a start and quickly jump up from his place. Nevertheless, when he took the initiator of his sudden awakening, he saw, to his huge surprise, that the cell phone was sleeping just as his owner was one second ago. There were neither messages, nor missed calls. Being perplexed, Victor put one of his palms on his face by force of habit and regretted it that very moment, hissing with pain. At this moment, he heard the same sound again and, overcome with a strong fear concerning his mental state, looked at the cell phone again, frowning. This time, Mariam was calling him indeed. It was twenty minutes to eight – exactly twenty minutes before the hour of their meeting. The sun was dying somewhere in the west again…

“Hello,” Victor answered in a low voice.

“Are you sleeping there or what?” Mariam asked with simulated anger. “I am already tired of trying to be heard.”

“It is the first time!” Victor muttered, slowly rubbing his tired eyes.

“Seriously?”

“Listen, Mariam, I am very sorry but I will not be able to meet you today,” Victor told her suddenly, hating himself for this silly lie; he did not know another way to save her from seeing him now, “let’s meet in a week? I have some urgent things to take care of.”

“I understand,” Mariam answered obediently without marking a single emotion with her voice, “and where are you exactly now, at your place?”

“Yes, I am still here but I am going to leave shortly,” the naive deceiver calmed himself down.

“Then why do not you finally let me in so that I could see you telling me all this to my face, looking straight into my eyes?” she detonated suddenly as a warehouse of fireworks.

Everything instantly fell into place, only now Victor realized that all the while, she was standing on the threshold, the doorbell being the sound he heard. It was one of those rare cases when clearness and calmness came separately, this time there was madness instead of the ordinary second participator. As if going now out of his childish mind, Victor in panic jumped up from his place, where he had somehow returned after being lulled by her, without understanding how he switched-off the cell phone and dropped it somewhere on the sofa.

When the door finally opened, a short silly game began: the first thing Mariam saw was the back of the person trying to hide somewhere in the drawing room – the person who, according to her opinion voiced less than a minute ago, was too coward to tell the truth looking straight into her eyes. However, she could not leave without explanation. Thus, carried away by him, she sidled in and saw his face with a small delay, starting to feel a shock right in front of him. They averted their eyes almost simultaneously, Victor by reason of being unable to stand her sorrowful look and she because of the profound shock.

“What happened? I will stay with you today!” Mariam said quickly in a loud voice without worrying about the order of her words by reason of being overcome with emotions. “Say something!”

Victor, however, remained silent just for a couple of seconds, then he slowly approached Mariam and embraced her without saying a word, having pleased himself thereby as much as he could possibly afford.

“Everything is fine. Now, everything is fine,” he whispered in her ear, folding her in his arms. “Everything ended. You will understand it yourself when I tell you.”

He released her only for a moment to close the door, then came right up to her again, carefully placed his palms on her cheeks, and glanced at her bright, dark eyes. He was sure that she suspected something, she even might know the whole story, but, on the other hand, it was unlikely.

“Have you tended to your wounds?” having removed his hands, Mariam asked angrily.

“Do not worry,” Victor stepped aside, “there is nothing to tend, just a few scratches…”

“Where do you keep your medicine chest here?” she continued, paying no attention to his opinion.

“Seriously, Mariam! It is unnecessary,” Victor tried to stop her, but she, having been here once, did not want to listen to him and went to the kitchen.

“Sit down right there!” in a minute she was sitting on the sofa, holding a small bottle of some disinfectant and a cotton bandage.

“Mariam, please…”

“No, it will be better if you lie down, and I want to see your head on my lap. It is not clear yet what you have there on your nape…”

“Mariam, can you hear what I am saying?”

“Do you really want to drive me to that state again?” she threatened him for the last time. “Lie down, I will take care of your wounds and in the meanwhile you will tell everything what you have been eager to tell for so long.”

After these words, Victor finally gave in and decided to obey. Most likely, being in his normal state of mind, he would try to avoid such situation by all means, but right now, when all his prejudices just disappeared, this particular situation seemed to him only rare and correspondingly quite admissible. He lied down on the sofa stretched and put his head on her lap, just as she ordered him a moment before.

“You may start from the very beginning,” Mariam said, having wetted the cotton bandage with the disinfectant.

Once again, Victor began to think that she was perfectly aware of everything what was happening between them up to this point.

“Do you remember that day when we met for the first time?” he started from afar indeed. “Do you remember that moment when I told you about my occupation?” he looked up at her, but she ignored his meaningful glance, continuing to look for any scratches on his head.

“That day, that morning, I told you that I was going to have a meeting with a person who doubted fidelity of his spouse,” Victor continued, having never derived encouragement from her, “I told you that I was going to refuse him. And I did not lie! Believe me! Honestly, I was going to tell ‘no’. In any other case I would have refused for sure, but when I kept this cursed appointment, when I found myself in this big house, and saw on his desk your portrait, Mariam…”

And she flinched faintly, but not with surprise, no, she just could not keep holding her breath anymore.

“Up to this point, I could not even imagine that everything might take such turn. If I had only known that it would be you, I would have never gone there. And later everything became so blurred as if I was going out of my mind, I forgot about everything, got lost and did not know what to answer. It was akin to a dream that did not have to cause any consequences. I do not even know now why I agreed, for we were going to meet with you anyway. But I want you to understand right now, I did not tell him a word about you. I have shadowed you but I did not give him any reports.”

Mariam was crying bitterly, tears flowing down her cheeks. However, Victor could not see any feelings behind her tears. Apart from this, she seemed untouched by his story.

“You can hate me, I think I would even like it be so. I would like to hear your frankest opinion about me.” Victor said and became silent.

“I want to know everything: from beginning to end, down to this very moment.” She finally looked in his eyes, having let him know that it was not just a request.

“I started to watch you after our second meeting. That moment was the starting line. I am probably insane, but even now, I cannot explain you why I followed you that day. I have reflected on it many times, seeking for a straight answer, but all has been for nothing,” Victor was given to soul-searching, his eyes fixed on the ceiling. “There, in that shopping centre, I saw that man and instantly began to hate him. After that, I could not just leave everything behind; I could not stop watching you anymore. Then you became the most important part of my life, Mariam.”

During his narration, she did not dare to go into details, specifying nothing, listening silently, as a priest hiding in a shadow during a confession.

“All the next week I kept coming to the café and watching you sitting there alone. I have never desired anything as badly as to approach you, to start talking, to sit down at the same table, but could I?” by this moment Victor finally sank into a reverie, having covered himself with memories, and suddenly afforded a happy smile. “I filmed everything with that camera.”

For a moment, Mariam turned in the direction where Victor’s hand pointed.

“Before I continue, I would like to ask you one thing, if you do not mind it…” he asked suddenly.

“I do not,” she answered, indifferent.

“What would your opinion be, if I said that one should never dedicate his feelings to a beautiful woman?”

“And why do you ask me about it?” Mariam responded, seemingly still being not interested, “I do not consider myself beautiful.”

“You know, and this is not true; I can actually prove that you are mistaken when saying so.” Victor countered with a cunning smile; somewhere in the suburbs of his mind he could already feel, although not yet too clear, that he was with her for the last time, but at the same time closer than ever.

It was a moment that could be easily missed.

“The matter is that I reviewed… No, it is not the way to start it. First of all, I believe that every person has thousands of faces that he keeps changing throughout his life. And we are not actually able to see how they replace one another in real time, for these moments are so imperceptible, so transient that they just flow together. But a camera is quite a different matter! It can see what is not seen by us. It catches these moments, sifting our faces out and preserving them. Therefore, sometimes we simply cannot believe that we see ourselves in a photo. And as I have just said, I reviewed your photos, over and over again,” Victor was explaining enthusiastically, accompanying his words with pertinent gesticulations. “And believe me, you are beautiful in all these photos, all your faces are equally beautiful. It proves that you are one hundred per cent beautiful.”

“It proves nothing at all,” Mariam answered calmly.

“Do not talk nonsense!” for the first time he ventured to reproach her so roughly. “And when I proved your beauty, being horrified by my own realization, I came to a conclusion that a truly beautiful woman is simply unable to appreciate a person beside her. ‘Being very young, she already begins to receive confirmations of her beauty’, I thought then. So how can she perceive the only one, when the very life proposes countless alternatives for her? Someone, of course, would try to argue with this belief of mine, saying that you must always be number one, the best of the best, so that she had no opportunity to feel doubts about you and never switched her attention to somebody else. But as I see it, it is exactly what being incapable of appreciating the one who is not the best in everything means, not to mention that it is just impossible to be the best everywhere.”

“I do not understand you.” Mariam broke a prolonged silence.

“Sometimes I do not understand myself, either. It must be one of those cases when either you are mad, or the rest of the world is,” now Victor became silent, having moved his head aside a little, “I always trusted myself, I always knew that I was right, no matter what situation needed to be analyzed, I believed I always could see the truth. Even if somebody did not agree with my opinion, starting to argue with me, denouncing, abhorring, I always knew that in the upshot, when some time passed, everyone would accept my point of view anyway whether it would be done openly or in a shameful secret manner. And so it always was, every time letting my self-righteous belief grow and blossom. Nevertheless, it is all different with you, Mariam!”

At the end of this revelation Victor suddenly supposed that she was cold, having ceased even to breathe, but he did not manage to understand how accurate his assumption was because of being irretrievably absorbed in thought. He was desperately looking for truth or maybe writing his own, and Mariam was sitting motionlessly indeed, one of her hands hanging down and the second leaning against the sofa. Her look seemed empty and lifeless, sinking in the twilight…

“When I am with you, I cannot be sure about anything. I can no longer proudly declare myself right in all my thoughts and actions. I cannot pronounce a word without doubting it a thousand of times afterwards, if it concerns you; I cannot make a step being sure it is not a false one, if I come towards you. When I saw that man on the threshold of that music school, I began to look over any possible justifications of this coincidence, but when you appeared there… Forgive me, Mariam, I just felt that your heart was dismembered, and only one of its parts was beating for me. I kept coming there and every time, over and over again, I saw the same and what is more important, I felt just the same.”

Everything calmed down again in the gloomy room. Everything seemed to be standing motionless in expectation of the continuation of this story.

“You were right when you said it was silly of me to ask you to listen to the very end no matter what,” Victor suddenly admitted the correctness of her words, having decided that she completely lost interest towards his reflections.

“I am devouring every word!” Mariam responded in a cold voice.

And Victor failed, again, to understand what her look was bearing, what thoughts were in her head, or how she saw all this.

“Then I realized that I loved you,” he continued without placing emphasis on his serious declaration. “It was strong, even stronger that myself, I could not tolerate sharing you with anybody, but at the same time it somehow proved insufficient to make me fight for you. Nevertheless, I am glad that there were borders for my madness; otherwise, I would have never learned whether it was your own choice or I influenced it. Therefore, I just went away, left you alone. Exactly until that evening when you called me by name. You will probably not believe me, but I dreamt of you just before this meeting. I think that dream also helped me to start to believe you again, or maybe I made it myself by having provoked it first. Anyway, then I decided to learn what you were going to do to me and I went there for the last time,” Victor suddenly became silent and drew a long-long breath as if something was clenching his heart.

“You must be tired,” Mariam reproached him with this sudden stop in his narration; the tone of her voice was invariable this evening. “I think you need some time to have a rest.”

“No, please, do not stop me now,” he asked her persistently, “if I do not finish now, then you will probably never hear these words, and it is a matter of vital importance for me to see that you understand.”

At first glance, her silence meant permission to continue and though he was not fully sure about it, he all the same was not going to be silent.

“I came for the final truth there. By the way, do you know there is not only one truth in the world? Everyone twist and embellish facts in a way that is the most favourable for a person. We all do it, some more, others less. However, I am saying now that I wanted the final truth anyway because at that moment I was detached, I was unprejudiced, and hence ready for the final truth. And I thought that I got what I had come there for, I kept thinking this way until you explained me everything; you did it so freely, having made it so clear and plausible that I just did not know what to do next. Then everything got under way and went forward with such ease, with such unusual tranquility… And I hate myself for the fact that some part of me still doubts you, Mariam! I swear I want to trust you so badly, to believe you with all my heart, to do it completely, without any exceptions, to do it the way the very word ‘trust’ implies.” Victor turned over on his side, bent his legs a little and smiled happily. “I have met beautiful and clever women before; there even have been those who at first sight seemed perfect. But this thin layer of infallibility never could trick my eyes over long. Sometimes, you just keep giving her a look that she does not deserve anymore; you richly endow her with qualities that she cannot even wear. And the more you learn about her, the more of your hopes come back to you, but the thing is that they are not like they once were; what comes back is useless even for yourself now. Then there comes a moment when you must say the last farewell, so you turn back to look at her for the last time and you see nothing capable of breathing new life into you, nothing capable of raising your soul skywards. It was the story of my life, until I met you, Mariam. You have made the first attempt of rewriting it. Everything that I saw in you at the beginning is still there. You are ideal for me! So you will always be, no matter what awaits us in the future, I will find a justification for anything. But I am so sorry that I doubted you, I am so sorry…” Victor was completely lacking in words, having switched over naked feelings. “I am so sorry for being unworthy you.”

His confession drew to an end, but Mariam was not aware of it yet.

“Please, stop speaking! Say no more!” she asked, having bent her head over him, put her hands on his face, gently kissed his forehead, and embraced him tenderly. “Why are you doing it to me? How did I deserve it?” whispered Mariam, which became the last question that evening.

Soon a murky night completely covered them with its black dress, and in the morning, Victor already was having the tastiest coffee in his life in the company of the most beautiful woman in his world.

“What plans do you have for today?” Mariam asked him, standing by the window and having a shower bath of morning sunbeams, the city being reflected in her eyes.

“It is an illegal hold,” Victor burst out laughing suddenly, “especially considering the fact that you know now every movement I have done during last days.”

“Ah yes, sorry,” she sat down to table.

“You have been my only plan within the last two weeks, and I regret only that it was not so during the last ten years,” Victor embraced his melancholy again, and Mariam instantly felt it.

“Do not even think about starting it again!” she threatened him severely.

“If you do not mind it, I could keep shadowing you,” Victor smiled as if having instantly come round, “and you felt nothing indeed when I was watching you?”

“No, absolutely nothing,” Mariam answered, seemingly offended, “and frankly speaking, it gives me the shivers, when I begin to imagine this picture.”

“I am sorry…”

“We have already passed this stage,” she reproached him again, having got up from the table, “now it is a subject that I would prefer not to touch.”

“Understood!”

“And if you have nothing to do today, I would love to propose you to spend this remarkable day with me!” Mariam continued as she took away his cup and poured it out just as she did with hers a moment ago.

“It is interesting… And what would we do?” Victor made a helpless gesture concerning the consequences of his sluggishness.

“And why must we have a plan for everything? Let us take a walk, then we could have dinner somewhere, then we could take a walk again, and to have supper later,” Mariam offered ironically. “By the way, I could finally introduce you to my friends in order to dispel your last doubts.”

“You know, Mariam, I did not even suspect that you were such imperious woman,” Victor frowned and began to closely examining her as if doing it for the first time, “first you pour out my coffee, then you forbid to discuss subjects that you discuss a minute later yourself, what is next?”

“That is how I want you to be all day long!” Mariam burst out laughing, having caught his facial expression with an imaginary objective lens, which she made using her fingers.

“I am afraid that I will not be able to maintain my eyebrows in this position the whole day,” Victor admitted, pretending to be sorry, “I can already feel my face get tired.”

“You get what I mean!” she insisted. “Do not be sad, just do be sad. Put your sadness away, hide it. Do not you want to spend at least one single day without thinking about anything sad? Just live and enjoy your life…”

“You know, I have a counter-question for you,” Victor said, “in your estimation, how many peaceful years a person should see ahead to spend one single day without being anxious?”

“And you are starting all this after what I asked you about?” Mariam put her hands on her hips, demonstrating discontent.

“And what is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that I will go back home now not for long, there I will deal with some things, then I will get back here, and after this we will pay a visit to my friends.”

“Are you sure you are able to realize what you are saying here right now? And what exactly am I going to do there?” Victor asked her seriously. “What can I do there anyway? In a house of the people that I do not know…”

“It has all chances to surprise you, but it is exactly what people usually do – they go to see each other, get acquainted, communicate, and have a good time. I assure you that nobody sees in it anything terrible. Are not you tired of sitting at home all the time? And if you do not like it, I officially permit you to hate me to your heart’s content, but right now I do not want to hear any refusals. I will come and fetch you about 3 p.m., so be ready.”

Mariam was demonstrating an extreme persistence, and Victor could find neither strength, nor a right mood to keep arguing with her about anything. She quickly gave him a friendly kiss on his cheek, having virtually completely avoided body contact, and left him alone. After this strange farewell, some strange thoughts began bothering Victor again, preventing him from realizing where exactly led the road that he was walking along now. He could not get rid of that picture, retaining in his memory, where she kissed that man the same way. He saw all this as a figment of someone’s morbid imagination and himself as a hero of a book without a proper plot and correspondingly without any admissible ending.

It was an hour since he got ready, but Mariam kept him waiting, raising thereby more and more of his nagging doubts that he had to be untiringly dispelling now. Thus, as the minutes and hours ticked away, he waited anxiously for her call. He could not help worrying concerning her absence and could not do anything about it, either. Of course, theoretically he could screw up his courage and call her himself, but if at this moment Tumenov was somewhere close, then Victor would just destroy everything. Therefore, he had to wait, patiently. He did not like to wait and could never do it well, either, but in spite of it, he constantly practiced this sort of occupation ever since their first meeting. However, according to his own opinion, prior to that meeting with her he had nothing worthy waiting at all. All his childhood dreams, his youthful hopes – all this was too naive to come true one day. The life always amended his plans, constantly leading him from one obscurity towards another.

He was reflecting on the question that Mariam once put. He did not tell her about his life not because he did not want to, he just did not know where he could begin and where finish. Now, however, waiting for her coming, he was trying to segment his life and to tell himself every part of it as sincerely as possible.

Mariam called almost three hours late, quiet and imperturbable as if there were no reasons to be worried. According to her words, she was now waiting for him in the street. Victor ran down the steps as quickly as possible, and when he finally came out, he saw that everything was all right indeed. She was beautiful as never before, although wearing simple blue jeans, a simple white blouse, and high-heeled shoes. She was standing near a small car, presumably of French make, dexterously playing with a stylish keychain.

“What took you so long? You chose the hour, not me!” Victor reproached her in an injured voice.

“Someone seems to have missed me,” Mariam teased him with a sunny smile on her face. “As a matter of fact, I did not choose any definite hour. I just chose one so that you could approximately know when I was going to come. Husband returned…” she confessed so indifferently and fearlessly as if trying to let Victor know that they had quarrelled again and she was the one who proved victorious.

“It means that he no longer sees it necessary to provide an alibi for himself,” Victor shook his head and involuntarily touched a bruise on his eyebrow.

After his words, Mariam instantly changed countenance.

“So this is his doing?” she asked, pretending to be unaware of the answer.

“Not personally, though. However, by his direct order,” Victor did not want her to see him as a victim, nor to feel compassion for him, so he found no better way but to smile in response. “Are we going or what?”

They silently got into the car; she took the wheel, and he got the role of a passenger. Mariam was silent for about a minute, with plainly visible fire of curiosity in her eyes, and it was not so easy to extinguish it.

“By the way, you did not tell how and why all this happened,” she took her time starting the engine.

“Because there is nothing to tell, I guess,” Victor leaned back, “your precious driver yclept Alexander who is, by the way, madly in love with you…”

“In love with me?” Mariam interrupted him suddenly, having put her right hand on her chest, attempting, naively, to exclaim at the news.

“As I once said, my dear,” Victor reproached himself, “one should never dedicate his feelings to a woman who is incapable of appreciating it.”

“Sorry, I think I interrupted you unwillingly,” Mariam hurried to draw attention to the former subject; obviously, discussing the romantic feelings of the unpretentious driver was not pleasant to her ear.

“Yes, it is true, you have already done it twice, to be a little more precise. And where was I,” Victor took a deep breath, preparing himself to have a quick run throughout the story. “One day, our omnipresent Alexander called me and asked me to meet him, although it was just one or maybe two days since the moment when I started shadowing you, I cannot recall it accurately now. When we met, he unambiguously advised me to leave you alone, which surprised me just a little. In fact, saying I was surprised means saying nothing at all. He promised to tell you about me and about our agreement with Tumenov if I disobeyed. By the way, at first he was going to be my listener, I mean that I had to tell him about whatever I would learn – the idea I never actually liked. Just think about it, any information that I was going to collect concerning your movements and meetings was meant to be given directly to this man.”

“And why would he do it anyway? I mean what was there for him if you stopped spying on me?” Mariam paused to consider his answer. “And what was next?”

“If you keep interrupting me like this, señorita, we will spend the whole day in your wonderful car talking about it,” Victor threatened her, playing a role of a strict lecturer.

“Huh, actually I do not really mind such a scenario!” she played up to Victor playfully, but instantly put one palm on her mouth, mumbling, “Fine, fine, I am silent!”

“But those threats of his became insensible when I stopped watching you. By the way, I told him about it. Who could possibly assume that he was not going to share this information with his boss…? And when I came back home after our last date. And yes, I have deliberately used the word ‘date’, maybe I should call it the first date though. I am proud of this fact and I am not going to withhold it from anybody,” Victor ran off the narrative course now without anyone’s help, which made Mariam give him a lovely smile.

“You are digressing from the subject,” she corrected him.

“Can you see that spot, right there? It is where they attacked me, beat me up and, having thrown me into their car, abducted me,” Victor pointed at the place of the assault, waited until Mariam found it, and then made an indifferent gesture, describing their swift, sudden disappearance.

He was trying to seem cheerful because it did credit to his allegedly indestructible courage. Outside he might seem calm indeed, but his mind was literally turned inside out; he could deceive her, but he could trick himself the same way, no matter how desperately he tried it.

“And did not you try to strike back?” Mariam asked with a naive look of surprise on her face, staring at him and for some reason still holding the wheel firmly.

“What do you mean by that? Can you imagine that I did not try to strike back?” the storyteller stood up against such question formulation. “About five of them fell practically at once, but in several seconds another half-dozen came running to rescue their friends; here they somehow managed to bring me down using all their weight.”

Then both of them grew silent, but as Victor knew this joke much longer than she did, he was doomed to be the first to burst out laughing.

“You are lying!” Mariam blamed him reasonably, “Not to mention that all this is not funny.”

“Yes, you are right, it is not,” Victor bit a little his lower lip. “There were just two of them. I did not even have time to understand anything. First, I got a punch in the stomach, then a kick in the face, and I lost consciousness. When I recovered I found myself with a bag on my head, all covered with blood as if already dead. You know, all this seems comical now, but at a moment like this you involuntarily realize that it is time to say goodbye to your life; you begin to think about all things that you have not managed to do yet, even your favourite melodies start to sound in your head as if doing it for the last time.”

Mariam was listening to him very carefully, with a sinking heart. She would fail to hide her curiosity even if she tried to, not to mention that she did not even think to do so.

“You cannot help thinking of what you have not seen yet, of what you have not learned yet; all your achievements, all the people you have had honour and disgust to meet – all this is in front of your eyes at such moment. I must admit, in all sincerity, I did not remember about you in the first place, but later, when you nevertheless came to me, I was so worried that we would never meet again, and you would decide that I just ran away.”

“I would never think so!” Mariam answered thoughtlessly.

“And what would you think then? That I died? That some green aliens kidnapped me and brought me to their planet?”

She was silent; she had no answer and could not have one, either.

“I do not know why, Mariam, but I do not want you to be disappointed in me even one single time in your life. I do not know whether it is possible now, when I have done what I have done, but I want to be the best person in your life regardless of how much time we are going to spend with you together; even if or ways are destined to be parted, I want you to remember me with a smile on your face,” Victor looked in her eyes in a new way and took one of her palms. “Will you remember only good about me, Mariam?”

“I do not know what to answer,” a barely audible whisper was heard in reply.

“Later it turned out that the only thing mister T. wanted were the explanations,” Victor quickly released her hand and reverted to the story, doing his best to pretend that he never digressed from it. “The explanations that for some reason were withheld from him by his very or maybe not very loyal driver. And when I told him that I disclaimed my liabilities in view of the fact that madam M. had not been seen come in contact with anybody who could possibly compromise her, mister T. with his characteristic humour tried to make me look guilty of everything what happened there, without having apologized but at the same time having intelligibly explained me that if I, a man with an injured head, decided to go to the police, then he would gladly show me that I was wrong when assuming that I became a witness of the real cruelty. You know the rest of the story yourself.”

“I am really sorry,” looking before her, Mariam, playing the role of madam M., offered her untimely and that was more important, inappropriate apologies.

“Stop this nonsense, please! Frankly saying, I do not see anything extraordinary in what has happened; just a story, it may be a bit rare, but it is not equivocal for sure. By the way, are we still going to pay a visit to your so-called friends or what? I am ready to change my mind at any opportune or an absolutely inopportune moment!”

“Keep the flag flying, soldier!” Mariam said seriously and finally started the engine. “I was just thinking ahead over the future.”

They both were silent all the way, not counting several mutual questions and answers concerning mere trifles, which, most likely, were soon irretrievably forgotten. There might be found a plethora of causes for that, but for some reason nobody tried to do it. They reached the place very quickly. Having stopped near a nine-storied house, Mariam quickly went out of the car, and then Victor did the same. Before he approached the main entrance, she already managed to talk to someone on the on-door speakerphone whereupon she entered the opened doors. While they waited for a lift to take, nobody said a word either, which made the atmosphere around them have very unusual shades. They were standing silently as if not even being acquainted, having been brought here by pure accident.

When a lift finally came, something suddenly came over Victor, and he unexpectedly felt some hazy, passionate desire to kiss his ‘accidental’ companion. Mariam was closer to the doors, with her back to Victor, seemingly thinking about nothing at the moment. He could not explain it even to himself, but something made him begin to stare at her as if being bewitched and unable to avert his eyes; so he was staring at her without batting an eyelid and making no attempts to do something about his odd desire either. Every instant of his delay brought him closer to an inevitable moment when the doors would slide apart again, proposing them to leave this cramped world where the very life could be seen in a different way. In the upshot, he decided to risk and made a hesitating step towards her, but due to a lack of his determination, this untenable attempt failed miserably at the start. All what he achieved there was her undivided attention. Having felt some sort of activity that seemingly was aimed at her, Mariam turned back and looked at Victor with notable bewilderment in her eyes.

“Did you say something?” she inquired casually without knowing how to react.

“No, I did not,” adding fuel to the invisible fire, he answered.

“Are you sure about it, mister?” she raised her eyebrows, unwilling to cease this interrogation.

After hearing her second question Victor lost his reason for a second and decided that their thoughts were now mowing in one direction, therefore, in his rather delusional judgment, Mariam was giving him the last chance to charge at her.

“Sorry, if I am not right,” he asked her quietly and greedily kissed her lower lip.

Before feeling it, Mariam attempted, vainly, to understand where exactly he might be mistaken, but failed. When they reached the seventh floor, the lift uttered a faint sound and released its temporary hostages, who were looking now even more suspicious than before. After Mariam rang the doorbell a couple of times, a blond woman opened it to meet them; there could be no mistake – it was Anna, the Mariam’s friend whom Victor have not managed to properly discern yet.

“Hello there!” the hostess greeted the guests joyfully and then squinted suddenly, staring at them. “Are you guys all right?” she asked, distrustfully looking first at Mariam, then again at Victor.

“Do not even ask me about anything here!” Mariam answered quickly and entered the apartment briskly, having left her friend in perplexity, though not for long.

“And you must be Victor?”

“I apologize for turning up uninvited,” Victor gladly took her hand, feeling either a winner, or a complete fool.

“Oh, do you really need to say that, a friend of my friend is my friend, too!” Anna replied, looking into his eyes without turning an eyelash.

She was a very beautiful girl indeed: well-featured, with long eyelashes and big, beautiful, eyes of blue colour, which were reflecting everything around. The same perfection concerned her body; moreover, she was perfectly cognizant about the effect that her appearance caused, wearing nothing but a faded pair of green shorts and a red T-shirt.

“Please come in,” Anna took Victor’s hand and pulled him inside in immediate proximity to her body.

The moment Victor cast a look at a drawing room, he immediately understood that the previous marriages definitely yielded some fruit, for he was looking now at a truly luxurious apartment, custom-designed in all probability.

“By the way!” Anna joyfully cried out behind Victor’s back, which made him quickly turn in her direction in order to address her all the attention he had; however, to his surprise, he suddenly realized that no one actually needed it.

“Do you remember I asked you about where you had bought that suit of beige colour? I asked Den to get me the same. I do not care where he is going to find it but I want it even if he has to turn the whole city inside out. I hope he will find it eventually. Oh no, it is a wrong attitude! He will get it no matter what, it is the right one!”

Anna was talking about what she did not even have yet with a cunning smile on her face, holding Mariam’s arm. “And one more thing, go with me now, I will show you something you are going to like!”

“Do you mind if we leave you alone here for a short while?” Mariam turned towards Victor to get permission.

“By the by, and what is wrong with your face, mister?” Anna interrupted her friend, having pointed at Victor the forefinger of her right hand.

“Some obvious and still inevitable consequences when you save the world,” Victor answered shortly, smiling with a great effort, “and do not worry about me, go about your own business, and as for me, I will be quietly sitting somewhere in a corner. I think I need a minute to predict the next attack of the aliens so that the world could remain where it is now.”

“How sweet he is,” Anna smiled, taking Mariam away.

“We’ll be back like winky!”

So the ladies disappeared in one of the rooms the total number of which could easily be a secret even for the owner of the apartment herself. Victor was left all alone again, which by that time seemed to be his absolutely normal status; he had nothing else to do apart from approaching a white leather sofa, standing in the center of the drawing room, and falling victim both to his habitual melancholy and tiredness. And so he did…

The big room was breathless with the strong light filling it throughout, from the floor to the ceiling. However, despite this superfluous illumination, every second drew Victor deeper in somnolence, making him fancy that he was sinking indeed, falling into the bottomless soft stuffing of the sofa.

“Who the hell are you anyway, allow me to ask? Darling!” someone demanded angrily, standing on Victor’s right hand.

Having heard this panic shout, Victor, who up to this moment was peacefully dozing and causing no troubles, instantly lost his will to sleep and therefore looked at the breaker of the peace with completely watchful eyes.

“Oh, so it is you again…” Dan, incapable to hide his discontent, preferred at least partially replacing it with surprise. “Still and all, what are you doing here and how did you get in our apartment anyway? By the way, what is wrong with your face?”

“Yes, hello!” Victor hurried to give Dan’s hand a good squeeze in order to smooth over the previous rudeness. “I am here with Mariam,” he replied, having touched his face; the version with the saving of the world no longer seemed to him so good.

“That’s right, I understand now,” Dan began to nod, seemingly incapable of ceasing; he seemed to be trying to accept the fact as quickly as possible, but was not particularly successful in it.

“Oh please, you do not worry about anything here, I will not tell Anna anything about your secret,” Victor blurted out the very first thing that came to his mind.

“What secret? What are you talking about here?” Dan all of a sudden returned to his former state of extreme alertness.

“I mean your secret about the wedding and the music lessons.”

“Oh, that secret, of course, of course… Talking about secrets, where is…?”

“Anna?”

“Right.”

“To be honest, I am afraid I cannot tell you anything about her current location. All I remember is that she wanted to show Mariam something allegedly very interesting, and I here fell into a doze a little by reason of being alone.”

“I will leave you alone again with your permission,” Dan decided not to continue this strange conversation and left in haste.

Victor silently watched him leave and changed the place in order to avoid the same awkward situation in the future. This time he chose one of two armchairs standing on each side of a coffee table in the theory, whereas practically it was a marble monster covered with glass and metal. Fortunately or not, but he did not want to sleep any more, mostly because of the room that now seemed to him absolutely inappropriate for this sort of pastime, namely too big, too white, and too strange.

Several minutes after Dan set out in search of his disappeared fiancée, Victor heard a hurricane of voices that was approaching him from somewhere, carrying not a single articulate word. As a result all three appeared before him almost simultaneously: Mariam whose look he tried to catch first of all but failed because, as it seemed to him, she was looking towards the Anna’s fiancé, the hostess herself – Anna, dressed in a snow-white wedding dress, and among them, as a shadow, Dan was slithering.

“What would you tell me about it, Victor? In your estimation, does the dress suit me?” Anna asked suddenly, having made two half-turns in both directions.

First Victor became confused by the question and looked at Mariam again as if she knew the right answer and could share it with him. However, to his regret, the only thing that his today’s companion could share with him was her own confusion.

“You know, Anna, with your appearance you will look perfectly even if you cut holes in a sack and use it as a dress,” Victor answered without expecting that his compliment could sound somewhat ambiguous.

“How interesting,” Anna responded, doubting, “I hope it is a compliment.”

“And it is up to you to decide!” Victor added vigorously, suspecting her of an intention to start playing with him some cat-and-mouse game.

Staying in this apartment gradually became for him more and more onerous, but he was not alone with this feeling, for there was at least one more person who felt something similar – Dan – even a swift look was now enough to discern a deep-seated grudge that he harboured. In fact, there was no point in guessing about the level of his indignation in this situation. Whether he could not keep his spite back or just did not wish to do so – all this was unimportant because both options testified to the most abysmal degree of the emotions he was experiencing.

“Well,” having left the senseless analysis of the strange compliment, Anna said. “Make yourself comfortable, and I will quickly change my clothes now so that we all could become closely acquainted with each other without getting distracted by anyone’s dazzling beauty.”

She quickly ran away, and Mariam and Dan silently found sits. They both looked confused, constrained, maybe even fettered, without attempting to utter a word, without trying to smooth over the awkward situation, which now seemed to be solely Victor’s personal problem. Victor was utterly surprised indeed, thinking only about that secret reason that made Mariam bring him here when even she did not feel belonging to this place at least a little.

“What a wonderful apartment you have here, I just cannot help admiring it,” he decided to make everything even worse and stared at the ceiling that was covered with plural bright lamps.

“Yes, very true,” Dan responded quaveringly, “It is all Anna, long before we met.”

After that, all became silent again, squirming restlessly with even bigger confusion now.

“Here I am again!” Anna ran into the room after several minutes of dead silence, wearing indoor clothes that might be of different colour but not of different provocative size.

Having nothing else to study, Victor fixed his eyes on her, which was especially pleasant now, when he could estimate her at full length. She quickly, virtually running approached the sofa on her tiptoe and dexterously jumped on it, having nestled against her obedient fiancé. And by that moment when Victor noticed on her left shin a tattoo in the form of a rose-flower with a drop of blood on one of its thorns, Anna was already perfectly aware about being examined, which she willingly marked with a happy smile, showing her white teeth. Attention was what this woman wanted above all; the more attention one paid to her, the more mastery she had over one.

“Your return was the only thing we all were looking forward here!” Victor gave her an intriguing smile in reply.

“Seriously? I must say it is very pleasant to hear,” Anna tucked her legs under herself.

“To be honest, I have been looking forward to one thing as well. Could you please tell me…?”

“Yes, of course, I could tell you whatever you might be interested in, I am all attention,” Victor purposely interrupted her without letting to finish the question.

“In fact, the question is going to be interesting not only for me; I believe it is important for all us to know. Victor, please, tell us who are you anyway?” Anna paraphrased the question at the last minute, which was obvious by a faint, elusive pause in it.

“Despite my strong assurance regarding the existence of extraterrestrial civilizations, I keep blindly hoping that I belong to the human race,” Victor looked at Mariam as if letting her know that from now on the responsibility for his answers was solely on her – the person who brought him here and left him alone.

“And I for one do not believe in the existence of other worlds. But you did understand what I meant!” Anna insisted stroking first her legs, then the sofa; her undying wish was to get what she wanted without wasting her breath for it, and when it went other way round, her irritation instantly began to grow.

Other two witnesses of this conversation were still but attentive witnesses, which, however, could not prevent Victor from being under a deceptive impression that there was nobody in this room expect Anna and himself.

“Who are you, Victor? Where have you come from? What is your occupation? Why have I never seen you before? What is your place in our precious Mariam’s life?”

“Anna, stop all this right now,” Mariam interfered in the conversation at last, when her name was used as a tool of the interrogation.

“Actually, there is no huge secret about me!” Victor answered in all seriousness, having drawn to himself their rapt attention. “I was hired by her husband to watch her secretly.”

Nothing could cause such reaction that the truth easily provoked; the purest, unadulterated truth.

“What?” Anna jumped up on the place, her eyes flashed out two beacons on a clear night.

Her fiancé, Dan, instantly returned to the state of which he desperately tried to get rid for the last fifteen minutes. Then he stared at Mariam, having seemingly forgotten even the most primitive ways to keep back emotions. She and she alone, Mariam, was different from all of them, even though she was faithful to her behaviour pattern just as they were to theirs.

“Is it true, Mari?” Anna could scarcely bear the time interval left by Victor for the start of the chain reaction.

“In fact, it is not exactly so,” Victor took the floor again, having now completely focused their attention on himself, “actually we got acquainted before her husband asked me to start spying on her.”

He waited a few seconds and then burst out laughing by reason of being simply unable to suppress it any more, seeing the face expressions of his listeners, at least two of which were as far from understanding of what was going as it was possible.

“Seriously, my dear friends, I wish you could see your faces now,” Victor was slowly coming to himself after his burst of laughter, throwing out one word at a time, “we got acquainted in a café. It was an awful day for me; I was beside myself since the morning. I stopped there to take a short rest. At first, I did not even notice that she was sitting next to me. Shortly thereafter, a car nearly hit a woman with a pram at an intersection right before where were sitting. I think we both were startled by the incident, which made us involuntarily get into conversation subsequently.”

The last part of the truth sounded more plausible than any of its previous parts; therefore it was much easier and more preferable to believe in it as well. Soon, everybody forgot about the seemingly idle jest…

“And what is the current status of your relationship then?” Anna kept trying to grope about anything interesting, carefully shaking her head towards Mariam without looking away from Victor. “She tells me absolutely nothing. Only ‘Leave me alone!’ and this ‘Do not talk nonsense!’”

“Frankly speaking, I do not know what could be said here, either.” Victor began to consider options in an emphatic manner, hiding the last reason to doubt his further words along with the remains of his smile, “Mariam is a married woman, and I am married, too…”

“You are married?” Anna did not take on trust what he said. “I would never think so!”

“Yes, I am married indeed, I have two lovely kids: a boy and a girl. Soon is another anniversary of our wedding, and Mariam teaches me to play the violin so that I could play something both romantic and sad there, are you following me? Julia, my spouse, is just in love with such things.”

“Oh, it is so romantic,” Anna broke into a smile, “would you do the same for me, darling?” she gave a nudge to Dan who was sitting next to her, but he only gave a start in response to her brutal treatment, having failed to find a clear answer.

“I am curious, Anna, do you believe in what I am saying now, too? I mean I have just deceived you and you still believe me?” Victor kept looking at her with riant eyes, some tones of curiosity being heard in his voice.

“Why are you asking?” the girl became puzzled again. “Is not it true?”

“No, it is not!” Victor responded unambiguously.

“What a hypocritical person you must be,” Anna maliciously smiled, drawling the key word and disapprovingly shaking her head.

Maybe she did not see anything wrong in deception, but this opinion only concerned those cases when she was an initiator of a lie; now, however, she unconsciously played a role of a credulous, naive victim, which was totally unacceptable, in her estimation.

“Thanks, it is mutual,” Victor nodded in reply to her imaginary insult.

“Why would you call me hypocritical?” the hostess asked him suddenly without a hint of smile on her face, having almost completely switched to absolute straightforwardness; concerning not only her words, but also her body language.

Then, after hearing this question, built of confusion, the most direct denial of what she heard, indignation, and the first roots of rage, Victor completely changed countenance. His smile dissolved in a flash, nothing indicated playfulness of his intentions anymore.

“Do you really ask me why I consider you hypocritical?” he repeated her question, scowling at her and at the same time preparing an accusation to bring.

“Come on now! Enough of that!” Mariam, whose naive and unreasoned decision was about to turn into a real storm, finally intervened in the dispute.

“I agree, what a strange conversation you two are holding here,” Dan suddenly lent some weight to Mariam’s words.

“No, it is all right! I am eager to hear what he thinks about me,” Anna announced provocatively, her wounded pride was seething in her big eyes as lava in a volcano, which was ready to awake out of sleep. “Why have you fallen silent so unexpectedly? Have you changed your mind? Please, do not tell me that all this was but a farce!”

“I am looking at you now,” Victor began slowly, “and I can hardly believe my own eyes. I mean… How can it be so anyway? You are just faceless; you are no different from hundreds of other women I have met throughout my life.”

Anna’s thin eyebrows lifted in response to his words, expressing thereby her surprise, but since Victor did not pause even one single time, she just did not manage to thrust in a word.

“First you constrainedly pull on yourself a smile that, coupled with your pleasant appearance, is meant to confuse a person. And it is not surprising at all, for it is how we all are, we want to trust, to believe in what we see and hear; just like this, without being zealous to understand what is true and what is false. I acknowledge my guilt for cherishing hopes that when I meet someone for the first time I see an original before me, and not another copy of poor quality but I know it is all illusive. You always speak in a confused manner, never straight, you dart suggestive looks, every second making a person give an incentive to his sneaking feeling that forces him to think you are interested in him and that you appreciate everything he represents. You are always right concerning these qualities because it is not even your appreciation and it has never been yours, either; it is but an echo of his own thoughts reverberating in his head, it is himself who brings to the forefront this idea that he is valuable. Even when this short tight leash ties up his neck, you do not hasten and you never stop. You begin to tug him, gradually, wherever you want, adjusting every following step of your new victim. You are sharp, quick, and imperceptible, you are whatever it takes to control without provoking a back reaction. You asked me about who I was, about how we had got acquainted with Mariam, but everything that really concerns you is whether she is unfaithful to her husband or not, and the second question is whether I am that third person or not…”

Nobody dared to make an attempt of interrupting this waterfall of conclusions, on the contrary, all were listening as if these words concerned everyone directly.

“It is of no importance how clever you are, Anna. Regardless of altitude of your intelligence you are incapable of deviating from your behaviour pattern, otherwise it would no longer be yourself. Just as I am describing you right now, seeking for poetical justice, you look in people for anything what could resemble yourself. It is how you justify yourself, justify all the mistakes and all the decisions made by you, consequences of which eternally haunt you. But you miss one very important thing, trying to rise above others; you regard someone analogous to you with contempt without understanding that it is yourself whom you treat this way. It will never let you respect yourself in the right way. And it is unimportant whether you are enriched for account of three husbands or ten, money will never saturate you with pride. All what you are going to be able to achieve thanks to them is turning yourself into a more expensive commodity. Is it really so difficult to imagine that there are people living differently, people who breathe different air, who believe there is love, respect, and other things that can never be purchased?”

“And you are going to keep listening to him?” Anna addressed her fiancé.

“I have to ask you to leave this house immediately!” Dan quickly stood up in discontent.

“Yes I was already going to leave anyway,” Victor left his place too and slowly made his way towards the door, “I am afraid I am running out of steam to characterize you, young man, so maybe next time.”

One minute later he was standing behind the door, rubbing his tired eyes and waiting for Mariam who, most likely, was now offering apologies. Victor felt nothing at all, although now even a drop of inner satisfaction would be enough for him to justify his efforts. However, despite even this very modest condition, he was given absolutely nothing to fill the vacuum. The truth was told, he believed there was not a single superfluous word in his speech, but it did not mean anything now. Neither prizes nor applause, only loneliness…

“That’s all,” he gave an inaudible mutter, clearly feeling intolerable mental fatigue caused by these innumerable, senseless disclosures.

“What did you just say?”

Victor raised his head and saw Mariam, standing right in front of him.

“Is everything all right?” he pointed in the direction of the apartment.

“What was this all about anyway?” Mariam asked him, although it was not clear what exactly she meant because their kiss did not receive any explanations yet.

However, despite having two mutual questions nobody decided to answer, they just silently went down and got into the car.

“If you think you may hurt her feelings with such words, I would advise you to forget about it,” Mariam said eventually with an ironic smile on her face.

“Is it a smile on your face?” Victor was still waging a struggle against his previous state of complete straightforwardness.

“Can you tell me what has come over you?” Mariam repeated her question.

“And have you ever thought about how many times you have actually pointed out people’s mistakes?”

“I think that one is one’s own judge,” Mariam responded quickly.

“Do you really believe in what you are saying now? Do you really think that we do not have a hand in misdeeds of others by not helping one another to find the right direction in life?” Victor kept burying himself in thoughts, but Mariam was not ready to listen to another long-winded speech.

“And you really believe that what you have just done there is showing a right direction?” she smiled ironically. “I’d sooner believe that you helped her to strengthen her current attitude to life.”

“You may be right indeed. I would even say you are likely to be so. How are we to act then?” Victor cast a pensive look at her, pleading for an answer.

“I do not know, perhaps next time you should try to be not a judge, but a victim,” Mariam answered and started the engine, “I will take you back to your place and then I will have to drive home.”

These words of hers suddenly scorched Victor.

“I think it is time for me to return home, too,” he whispered a few words in fear of being heard.

“Where are you going to return?”

“Home…”

Now they exchanged the roles and Mariam fixed her eyes on him, whereas Victor was afraid to raise his as it befits a man.

“Are you serious now?” she asked without reckoning with his gloomy silence.

“I do not know, I do not know. Just look at us, at what we are doing here… What is this all, if it has a name? Now you are going to come back to him, and I will creep in my dark corner again and begin to think there about you. I know nothing, everything is so insufferably complicated…”

“It is enough! Get out of the car, immediately!” Mariam gave a cry of anger.

So he did silently, obediently. When she went away, he slowly approached the nearest bench, sat down on it, helping himself with one hand, and began to feign being involved in some thought process, for pretending was the only thing he was capable of doing right now. His head was stuffed with too many guiding lines, which did not actually prompt him to find a right way; on the contrary, they only confused him instead, inevitably becoming confused as well and opposing vehemently one against another. It seemed that it was not his turn to act, that someone else had to take his step, and Victor just had to wait a little until a certain time.

Along toward evening, he was at home, as usual, sitting in a corner with his head resting against the back of a chair and trying to listen to illegible whisper of the light rain. He was not able to understand everything he heard, but at least one thing was clear about it – the summer was slowly and inexorably coming to an end… By midnight he already made about a half dozen of attempts to call Mariam up, having forgotten to care about all the precautions. However, despite his strong desire to hear her voice none of these attempts was successful. Every time he just waited until the end of another call, then put the cell phone aside solely to reach for it several minutes later. When she finally called him, it was already 3 o’clock in the morning, and Victor was steeped in slumber, sitting next to the widely open window.

“Go outside, please, I am waiting for you here,” she said quickly and immediately hung up as if it was just another dream.

There was something wrong with her voice, and it was absolutely definite. What Victor failed to define right away was a reason that made her be in such a rush. He quickly grabbed his jacket from a coatrack and ran out of the flat, having forgotten to close the door. Several floors flashed before his eyes as one and when he ran out into the street, he saw Mariam. She was standing on the same place she was during their last meeting, dressed in the same, but absolutely different inside. The heavy rain was pouring so ruthlessly that one could decide there was a deep gash, made right in a storm cloud. Nevertheless, Mariam was seemingly troubled by nothing at all. She was wet through, from head to foot, her hair was hanging down, composed of thick strands.

She did not see Victor straight away, and only when he approached her at arm’s length, she suddenly hugged him and passionately kissed his lips. Everything was so unbelievable and unreal that he could not help questioning normality of his state of mind.

“I am so cold,” Mariam uttered, shaking all over, and cuddled up to his chest.

“Let us go inside,” Victor embosomed her and threw the jacket over her shoulders, strange feelings howling in his soul along with gusty wind.

He was already going to turn round and take her inside, when he suddenly felt that someone was watching them in the same way he used to look at Mariam himself when she was with Dan. He managed to unmistakably define the place from which they were being watched, which was not too difficult, for the person generating all this spite was not even trying to hide. Approximately fifteen meters away, propping up a lamppost, there was a tall, sturdily-build man who was attentively staring at them, his head powerlessly inclined sideways. Only slanting walls of rain falling from the sky, one after another blurred his silhouette.

“We are going inside now,” Victor repeated once again and hastened to take Mariam away from the street.

“Who is it?” she asked with childish naivety in her voice when she cast a look in the same direction where Victor was looking and saw there the strange witness of their night meeting.

“I do not know,” he answered and took her away, blinking frequently because of the rain falling on his eyelashes; a grave anxiety crept into his mind.

When they got inside, Mariam felt a little bit better, but she still could not stop shaking; after several hours that the window was open, the temperatures outside and inside were now virtually equal. Victor quickly helped her to sit on the sofa, brought a thick blanket, and clasped Mariam to himself.

“What has happened? You are going to get warm now, drink hot tea, and everything will be all right,” he tried to comfort her, listening to her heart beating frequently.

“Why have you said that I am beautiful so many times and never confirmed your words with actions?” she asked suddenly and raised her coaly eyes.

“What do you mean by that?” Victor hesitated over a choice.

“Have not you ever wanted anything from me? Why did you kiss me only once? Even then, you did it furtively as if it was a crime… We have been face to face so many times, but you never tried to kiss me. Sometimes, it seems to me that you can see me only as a friend.”

She looked into Victor’s eyes, seemingly accusing him of his cowardice, but in reality there was something else, something that she could not describe in simple words.

“I would fail to get rid of my desires even if I wanted to,” Victor cast a glance at the open window and pressed Mariam closer to himself. “But what will happen if I give over to these feelings? How will we look at each other after that? How will I look into your eyes then?”

“It is simple, you would look into my eyes knowing I am yours,” Mariam answered without hesitation, and Victor’s heartbeat accelerated instantly in response to these words. “Please, kiss me!”

“Is it really what you want?” Victor whispered and immersed his fingers into her wet hair; he did not need an answer any more.

“I am so sick and tired of…”

Mariam did not manage to present her thought and then forgot about everything at all, having plunged into a web of intense feelings. One hour later, they were still there: Victor was lying on his back, with his arms splayed, and Mariam was beside him. The rain already stopped, and a heavy fog stood guard over the city.

“This fog,” Mariam said quietly, “I remember it so clear… This fog always brings the same thoughts to me. I used to fancy that I secretly got out from my room and went outside so that no one could know about it. I wanted to leave away, to become a part of this fog so that I could no longer see anything with my own eyes, and so that no one could see me, either.” she said, frighteningly calm, looking at the ocean behind the window. “But I have never really been able to summon up my courage.”

“I think now I understand why you do not want me to be overly serious sometimes,” meaning each word, Victor responded to her confession; he was not willing to think about anything at all right now, the fear of facing the consequences of his last decision was pulling his any attempt to start thinking in a thousand different directions.

“Are you afraid of death?” Mariam continued to indulge her intoxicant state of mind.

“I believe that even a person who has absolutely nothing to lose will not be able to face his death without hesitation.”

“No, I want to know if you were intimidated by death of somebody else,” Mariam specified suddenly without allowing him to finish.

Victor immediately felt uneasy at these words, knowing that now her life was broken in two as well, and he could not follow her beyond the borders of the half that was meant solely for him.

“Do not frighten me like this, Mariam, I fear to think what may happen,” he raised himself a little up and looked at her, seeking for any changes in her eyes, “and if it was your goal, I offer you congratulations on your success.”

“Tell me in all honesty, would you kill for me?” Mariam asked, paying no attention to his false conclusion concerning the sense of her question words and being completely emotionless.

“What did he do to you?” Victor quickly sat up straight and held her tight, “What did he do to you? Did he hit you again? I knew that you could not come here in the middle of night without a reason.”

“Stop it, please! He did nothing to me!” Mariam removed his hands from her shoulders and lied down again. “You are saying without a reason, and I wonder if there is still room for new reasons.”

“What is wrong then? Explain it to me. I want to understand.”

“And could you take me somewhere faraway from here where would be no cognizable faces at all? To know no one, to see no one… Just to live together, you and me, having the past eternally forgotten. I would bear you a child or maybe even two, how many children do you want?”

The longer she kept talking, the worse Victor felt. He clearly realized that she was not saying all this for no particular reason, no matter how unrealizable her questions were.

“And what sort of life awaits you with me?”

She was silent in response.

“I have some money on my bank account, it will be enough to escape and to find some place to live, but what comes next? It is not what I want for you, Mariam, being on the run is not the life I wish for you. And we will have to run all the time because he will never let us just go.”

“Fine, and what life do you wish for me then? The one I have now?” she got in a rage.

“Just give me some time, and I will surely devise a plan for us. I will find money that will be enough to our dying day.”

“I understand it now!” she quickly got up to feet and began to put her clothes on right in front of Victor, which made her feel shame.

“Please, do not do it, Mariam!” he stretched his arms out of despair, trying to stop her. “Where are you leaving in the middle of night? Stay with me at least until the morning.”

“Do not you dare to look at me!” she cried out desperately, and he even obeyed her command for a moment, having averted his face.

When Victor realized that everything went out of control, he tried to embrace her, but Mariam wrathfully pushed him away and shrank back. Somehow he managed to feel that her entire body was strained as an extremely strung string. Her lips were shivering, being the last defence line before a fit of hysteria that already reached its peak.

“Did not you hear what I just told you? Do not you ever dare to touch me! Turn away! I do not want to see you ever again!” she was crying at the top of her voice, slapping him in the face again and again.

When she slammed the door in the face of Victor, he understood that the biggest mistake in his life was made. He spent the morning alone, drawing her portrait, although it seemed too late for it now. First, he could not make up his mind to start it, being afraid of failure – something he could not afford again. As a result, he nevertheless was successful in pushing away all his doubts; then he found a clean sheet of paper, took a pencil with a fine point, and several minutes later crumpled it up malignly. This predictable failure was followed by another one, and then was turn for the third, but he did not recede until he finally finished it towards evening. In his own estimation, it was the best piece of work he ever produced. Only one thing was not accurate in this drawing, which captured this extraordinary beauty, for it was but a pathetic reminder of what Victor lost seemingly irretrievably.

He yearned to turn back the clock, to take the cell phone, to dial her number, to hear her cheerful voice, to make an appointment with her; he wanted everything to be as free and easy as it was before so badly. With a smile, hidden deep in his soul, and wrinkles on his face, harbouring shadows, he kept vainly imagining how he would give her this portrait without demanding, without even waiting anything for it, just as a proof of his utter devotion. Nevertheless, just as many before it, this last fantasy never ended happily no matter how desperately he tried.

They did not manage to discuss his intention to come back home for several days and to try to bring order to his relationship with the family, and now this conversation seemed to him pointless at all along with his coming back to this city, which he was going to leave behind. Of course, all these thoughts were just one big, consecutive self-delusion, an attempt to forget and to be forgotten, but the only thing he really wanted now was seeing her again. Somewhere deep down in his heart he still hoped that she would call him eventually and tell she was waiting him in the café or maybe behind the door. Nevertheless, hours elapsed one by one, taking away the last chances that his dreams would ever come true. In the end, he slowly began to understand that along with these hours his very life was slipping away, too. So his thoughts lied down overleaf…

Soon he returned to his former, habitual state, being delirious the rest of the day. He tried to smoke several times, but it did not bring any relief, maybe even on the contrary, every other cigarette made him aggressive, and in the absence of what he could use to vent his anger, he repeatedly started blaming himself for everything what happened. As a result, towards the evening his head was already empty, only one name of one woman left there. The apartment was cleaned and glossed, looking the same way it was when he had visited it for the first time. For some reason now this unpretentious apartment, consisting of a small kitchen, a sitting room, and a bedroom, seemed to him cozy, and his former indifference to this place was gone once and for all.

The evening was drawing in and Victor just kept sitting on the sofa, exhausted, listening to every sound that reached his ears. Nevertheless, everything around was boring and tiresome, apart from one faint sound – someone knocked at the door, quietly and maybe even hesitatingly. This sound brought a sad smile upon Victor’s face because what he heard was not just knocking at the door; it was their inevitable reunion resounding through his mind. He helped himself to stand up with one powerful move and instantly dropped all the passing thoughts that he had, running towards the door to open it as quickly as possible and to save her from waiting even one superfluous second. He was ready to do whatever had to be done in order to prevent her from regretting her decision to return. Having his hand on the door handle, he still kept desperately sorting out admissible words and actions, but when he saw this woman on the threshold, everything turned out futile, for there was no chance that he could foresee this collision.

“Hello, Victor,” Anna slowly raised her eyes to greet him; this time she was dressed more decently: in a close-fitting white, summer dress and shoes of the same colour, a handbag with no personal ambitions hanging on her right shoulder.

“What do you want here?” Victor asked her stiffly and vainly looked out of the door in search of any companions of his unexpected guest.

She came alone and she did it with a purpose, which was no easy to identify. The vicious charm of this woman somehow erased from Victor’s memory almost everything that could distract or prevent her from achieving whatever objectives she might have. Though he still remembered a fairly large number of those qualities that he had personally described, there was no longer that former deep-rooted aversion to her, as if they met for the first time, having one nearly blank sheet to fill.

“For a start, a gentleman would allow me to enter,” Anna peered over Victor’s shoulder and seductively bit her lower lip.

“What a pity there is none of those here.”

“You are not alone?”

“Absolutely alone!” Victor answered without thinking twice and shook his head regretfully, reaping the doubtful benefit of being superfluously sincere.

“Then what exactly prevents such a handsome man from spending a part of this evening in the company of a wonderful lady? Do you remember how you called me so once?” Anna reminded his former demonstration of courtesy.

“I have asked you once already, but I can do it again for such a wonderful lady. What do you want here?” Victor repeated his question, still irresolute whether to let her in or not.

“Well, fine, fine, it concerns Mariam!” Anna drawled, having discontentedly rolled up her eyes. “Now, of course, I am allowed to come in? Thank you very much!” she passed close by Victor who relaxed his vigilance just for a moment, which proved to be enough, so he latched the door and quickly returned to the apartment.

“Halt!” he cried out all of a sudden and sharply grasped her hand slightly below the shoulder, turning her around, which literally entranced Anna: her eyes were now half-closed and her entire body suddenly enervated to such an extent that the white handbag nearly fell on the floor.

“What do you want me to do?” she whispered, inseparably mixing up words and heavy breathing and looking into Victor’s eyes with unquestioning obedience.

“Your shoes, please!” he pointed down to small, but frequent muddy footprints on floor, then released her hand and passed to the sitting-room.

“Rather unpretentious flat,” she followed right behind him just as if nothing had happened, now barefooted, “I hope you do not mind me turning up uninvited. Either way, we are all alone here now, so nobody will learn, nobody will blame.”

“Just tell me what you want here,” Victor remained laconic, “I am in no humour for playing your games.”

“Is that Mari? Wow!” Anna saw the modest black-and-white portrait of medium size and then looked at its author with a sunny smile. “You are obsessed with her, aren’t you? I wonder what you all find in her…”

“Obviously it is something you do not have,” Victor reacted to the provocation, whereupon Anna put the portrait aside, quickly went through the small room, and sat down right next to her offender, who now found himself in immediate proximity to Anna.

“And what is it? What? Tell me everything you know about this secret,” she began to whisper, two of her fingers became a little man who was walking towards Victor on the sofa back, “is she more beautiful than I am? I do not think so. Or maybe it is about her family status? Is she so desired by reason of being married? Do not desire the wife of the neighbour? You are not as saint as you strive to look, as I can see. Well, as always…”

“So it is how you do it, right?” Victor sat down a little nearer, speaking slowly.

“How I do it, Victor?” Anna squinted and when Victor roughly grabbed her hair, she closed her eyes completely, anticipating a kiss.

“You awaken the animal inside a man to do to the lower creation anything what may come to your mind,” Victor pressed his cheek to hers, whispering, and then suddenly got up from his place. “Unfortunately, to your deepest disappointment, in the first place I am a human being and only then the animal. So sorry, but you need something more than your standard set if you really want to hold sway over me.”

Now, when she heard these revealing words, she changed countenance beyond recognition. She was offended, excited, and shocked at the same point of time; to put this another way, she felt everything what Victor had to feel in a minute, had he fallen under her influence.

“And now, when we played your favourite game, I think the time is ripe for you to tell about the second purpose of your visit and if such never existed, then I will satisfyingly push you out without hesitation, even if it demands using crude force.”

“Oh, what a majestic man we have here, threatening a lady with his physical strength!” Anna grinned, tidying her hair and wounded pride. “One out of a million – not a big loss.”

“I am waiting!”

“Tell me honestly, you are really who you claimed to be, when you came to my house? Have you watched her, have not you?” Anna asked in all seriousness.

“I have no idea what you are talking here about,” Victor shrugged at her question, leaning against a wall and trying to show toward what he heard as much indifference as was possible, “Is this all what you wanted to know?”

“Stop it! Do you think that the sole fact that I overly care about my appearance allows you to regard me as a silly woman? For the record, I just believe that most people simply do not deserve to see and know me real!” on the one hand, she sounded properly offended or maybe even insulted, but one the other hand, this all might be nothing more than just another role she was performing.

“Fine, I will tell you what you are so eager to know,” Victor folded his arms, emotionless, “you are right and wrong at the same time. Yes, I did watch her, I also watched you as well as this fiancé of yours whose name I can never retain… However, I am not who I claimed to be, when I came to your house, for shadowing is not exactly my field of specialization. Usually I do not blindly follow any women, it is they who follow me, and just as a matter of fact, your being here clearly proves it. Therefore, I would advise you not to take hard your today’s failure. I have witnessed a plethora of endeavours to entice me away, but it has always been of no importance how sophisticated, in estimation of all those women, they were, for me it is just a card game where I always hold all the aces. If there is at least one field wherein I am proficient, it must be reading and understanding women.”

“His name is Dan,” Anna said very quietly, having refused to respond directly to his boasting, her arrogance seemed to have miraculously vanished.

“Ah, right, right, Dan. How could I possibly forget such a prominent name… So what of it? All this already became a thing of the past and counts for nothing.”

“But not for me! Did you see them together?” the girl asked, trying to distinguish Victor’s first reaction to the question.

“How can you know that?” he frowned, “I told nobody about it except Mariam. Did she tell you?”

“Oh, I knew it was true,” Anna instantly grew saddened after receiving the confirmation of her guess. “Well done Mari, well done our dear, meek Mari.”

“I would ask you to make your assumptions elsewhere. It is your problem that you cannot stop seeing betrayal behind every corner!” Victor stood up for Mariam’s honour; every minute of this conversation made him more spontaneous.

“What exactly did you see? Did he kiss her? Did he touch her? What did you see? Answer me immediately you…!”

“Nothing! I saw nothing! Is it clear enough? I saw nothing at all!” Victor shouted out in response to her piercing shouts. “I did not see anything. I saw him come a couple of times to the music school where she worked; he spent there about several hours and then left. That is it! When I caught them there together, Mariam explained everything to me very clear. She told that he came just to take lessons to play for you at your wedding, you silly woman! It was his story that I had told you there…”

After hearing these words, Anna changed into a statue, sitting motionlessly, without uttering a word; she was at loss for words, shrunk as if having an episode of headache.

“I cannot believe my ears… What an idiot you are!” she gradually began to become straight, increasing volume and force of the insults. “Cretin, you are a complete nonentity! How can anyone believe in this nonsense anyway? Just look at yourself, you make me sick!”

“You were not there!” Victor kept trying, still without any results, to make Anna change her mind, although his own confidence already cracked again. “I can understand when someone lies to me, not to mention that I caught them unawares; none of them could see me coming there. She would have made a mistake inevitably one way or another, for it is impossible to keep cool in such situation, not to mention that she would never lie to me.”

“You are stone-blind, as a mole that has spent his life burrowed in the ground. You can see nothing at all! I cannot understand why all men get stupid and blind when you just see her…” Anna methodically drove herself to tears, darting her baleful look from side to side.

“How could not you understand that they have neither place nor time to meet, apart from this school?”

“I do not believe in what you are saying!” Victor consciously closed his eyes to the truth.

“Dan, Dan,” Anna was repeating the name as a mantra, “the first man in whom I have tried to see something more during all these years. So kind, cheerful, open-minded, of the same age with me for the first time. I sincerely believed that I was going to spend the remainder of my life with him, being truly happy. Yes, you are right, I am a silly woman indeed,” she muttered to herself, sobbing and rubbing tears.

Meanwhile Victor could neither breathe in, nor breathe out. Two different natures, two opposing desires were struggling for the right of holding sway over him, but none of these two could snatch a victory.

“And you are an idiot, mister ‘I am the cleverest’!” Anna burst out laughing suddenly in a hysterical fit, “Do you truly believe it is the right way to live? Being honest, frank, listening to your heart, trying to hear how beats…” but she failed to finish. “‘Deceive or be deceived’ it is the only law of this life.”

“Shut up!” Victor growled maliciously, showing more and more resemblances to an animal that he promised to control quite recently.

“Wait, maybe it is not so very bad idea? Perhaps, my dear Victor, the destiny has brought us together of set purpose? Perhaps it is a gentle hint that it is giving us right now? Maybe we suit one another as nobody else does? Two unfortunate, deceived souls that decided to try their chances once again in spite of being grown wise with experience and met their deserts.”

“Close your mouth! It is last warning!” Victor threatened her again in a low voice, breathing through the nose furiously.

“However, if we look at it from another angle, you are no Victor, you are just a loser who brings no good to anyone. She used you and then just threw you out. So why would I pick something like this up? There is no way it is going to happen…”

“Wait!” Victor suddenly collected himself, “Wait a second that is it! What did she need me for then? This all does not add up, it makes no sense to me. All this just cannot be a lie, I know, I could feel everything as never before. I know it!”

“Go find a mirror and finally look at yourself! Cannot you see that you are mentally ill?” Anna rose to her feet and made her way towards the door, indignant to a high degree, but then immediately returned and gave Victor a tender kiss on the cheek, which caused his worried look.

Now both of them seemed absolutely quiet as if they weathered a violent storm which took place inside them.

“I would love to switch the roles with her, to become one who plays not with body, but with soul. You may deny it as much as you wish, but the truth is that you are created to be betrayed, and your own opinion concerning the fact will always be un-regarded.”

“Anna, please, wait,” Victor called her with absolutely different emotions, having caught her in the doorway.

“What do you want, Victor?” she turned round and he saw that now she was her habitual self again as if nothing happened at all, “Do you want to carp at my shoes again or maybe you have decided to accept my unprecedented proposal?”

“Help me to meet her, please. There is simply no way for me to contact her. She will not answer my calls and I do not have another week to shadow her, either. But I need to see her as soon as possible.”

“Oh, and what happened? The things at your front are not as smooth as you would like them to be, are they? What a surprise that our couple of masked hypocrites also has problems. And let me ask you one thing, my dear. Why would I help you? Have you already forgotten one very peculiar fact about me? I am the double-faced rattlesnake, darling, a precious commodity for whoever has the money to pay!” Anna derisively pursed her lips, her face looking as a transparent mask ready to crack at any moment.

“Stop it, please, you cannot stand this state now, and I do not want to see you acting like this, after I saw you real. It is your right to refuse, being the only person whom I can ask about help,” Victor approached her slowly, “but it seems to me that I am not the only person here who wants things to be as clear as possible. If I was wrong, you would not have come here today.”

“And here you are gravely mistaken. I have changed more men than leather gloves, and this case is far from being an exception. If he does not want to be with me, then he may try to find someone better. However, if he thinks that it is Mari, then he is as mistaken as you are. By the way, have not you thought that maybe I came to you because I liked you?” when Anna finished her obligatory speech, she was already standing outside and waiting a little to say “farewell” with her face averted from Victor. “Tomorrow evening, 7:30, she will come to my place. You can come too and we all will arrange a lovely, friendly confession. Just do not come too early, I have some plans and these plans want me outdoors, I will return towards seven, I need to prepare a small surprise for those two.”

At the end, Anna’s voice inevitably quavered, she nearly swallowed the last words and quickly went away, having understood that the fact became obvious for both of them. Victor hesitated what to do next, listening to the heels of her shoes going away, then locked the door, went to the kitchen, filled the teapot and began to wait for the next evening, having almost twenty hours to kill. Now it was obvious that his return home was postponed at least to the day after tomorrow. Behind the window, it was drizzling again…

The rain kept falling the whole evening, the night, and even all the next day almost without ceasing, fouling the trails and rewriting guidelines. Once Victor went out of doors, he was immediately met by a cold wind, forestalling the autumn that was going to show her red-yellow dress very soon. Now, when waiting was behind, Victor, on the contrary, wanted to gain some time before the meeting. He was standing motionless and just looking round for some minutes, then opened a big, black umbrella and slowly went towards a tram stop, walking around broad puddles or doing it without swerving when having no other alternatives. There were just a few people outside, but cars, indifferent to the bad weather, were driving in all directions with invariable fanaticism, waves of dirty water being continually raised by their wheels.

Victor was walking at a leisurely pace with a weary hang of the head, one of his hands was holding the umbrella, whereas the second one was hidden in a pocket of a short leather jacket, black jeans and shoes of the same colour being two last components of outerwear. The tram stop was nearly empty, not counting a thin, middle-aged woman who soon left, most probably being tired of a fruitless wait. A tram kept Victor waiting within half an hour, so when its metal wheels began to lumber somewhere ahead, the hour that Victor laid in a stock going out of the house had now only one of its halves, and the long outing promised to devour it as well without choking with the bones.

So it happened… All along the road there were the same faceless houses flashing outside the window, the stops changed one another with the strict frequency; every time the tram spat out one small group of gloomy people and then immediately absorbed another, roaring and hissing as a mythological beast. Over all this, the city was sobbing violently, shedding frequent, large tears, which no longer had room in the side gutters, jammed with garbage a long time ago. Everything around was so dark and doleful that Victor could clearly feel a wish to abandon his life; it seemed logical now to dice with death, to lose purposely, and then to return, having forgotten this boundless melancholy once and for all. When he noticed these thoughts, he came over slightly alarmed, but it was too late, for he had already missed his stop by that moment. Several minutes later, he was walking at a quick pace towards Anna’s house, running a race with the time itself; he constantly glanced at the watch as if it could help, but time just kept being in the lead, leaving not the ghost of a chance for the man to win…

By that moment when he returned to his stop, his jeans were bespattered with mud and wet almost all the way to his knees, the summer shoes, which suddenly turned out unseasonable, lost any distinctive features at all. During his walk the cold wind continually strove to snatch out the big umbrella from his hands, violently tugging it in different directions and every time hitting Victor in the face with heavy raindrops. Soon, meeting anyone in the street became practically impossible. There was no one there besides Victor and ponderous, grey clouds that desperately forced themselves to creep over the city. Having reached the place, Victor accurately closed the umbrella and looked up with his eyes partially closed, too. The rain seemed eternal that evening indeed…

Even though the time to clear all and everything was ripe half an hour ago, for some reason Victor still could not show determination that had to be shown now, and all his delays, which he had seen casual quite recently, seemed now accurately designed by a mysterious hand. He was in search of any reason capable of helping him to postpone the moment of truth once again, even if he needed to accuse himself of whatever to gain this time. However, all the spare time was already used up, and Victor was one heartbeat away from learning about it in the most terrible way.

He barely moved forward and then suddenly heard a faintly discernible rumble somewhere high above his head, reaching his ears through the noise of rain. And right behind this unclear sound, a white human body dropped out of a window. The only witness of this horrendous sight only managed to turn away in order to save himself from seeing the moment of impact of the body with the ground, which happened several short seconds later. Without letting out a single death-cry, an unknown person reached the lower point, and Victor flinched with fear because of a dull slap, recoiling in horror from the spot where it happened. He was standing five meters away, his eyes closed tight and the head hung low between his shoulders. He did not want to turn round, did not want to be there, did not want to remember the sound that was cycling in his head now, every time playing over the same scene, which Victor inevitably began to finish, every time brining himself back to the realization that there was a dead body lying on the ground right beside him.

When he finally mustered up courage or madness and turned round, he saw that it was a young woman. She was lying on the grass facedown, two meters from the house wall, beneath her head a small pool of blood gathered and then instantly disappeared, for there was no place for the red colour in this kingdom of water and mud. It was a dark-haired woman of average height, with beautiful long hair, fairly suntanned, virtually brown-skinned. She wore a beige business suit, one edge of a skirt being distinctly torn and turned inside out, her shoes were scattered two or three meters away from the body.

At that point Victor turned into a little boy who saw a dead animal for the first time in his life. He was both frightened and excited, he wanted to run away but kept slowly approaching it instead, being a faithful servant of his own curiosity. Somewhere deep inside his mind, he understood that all these signs: this hair, skin colour and clothes referred to one person to whom he was closely related, but the little child was not able to think soberly in critical situations yet. All he could do was staring with his wide eyes and listening to intense heartbeat of his weak heart. When he approached her a little closer, he saw that everything looked even worse than it did from his initial spot: on the uncovered areas of the skin there were severe bruises, apparent even to the naked eye. To all appearances, it was a doing of a strong male; her clothes were all covered with small, frequent cuts from under which thin trickles of blood were oozing. Her death was not painless, and even now, when everything was over, one could easily feel this pain by taking a close look at the victim.

There was only one small inaccuracy in this duplicate, and Victor cut it fine. The left shin of the woman was decorated with the tattoo in the form of a rose, and the longer he looked at it, the quieter became his breath. It was not Mariam… Here, right before his eyes, feeding the earth with her young blood, Anna was recumbent facedown, her appearance being that very surprise that she had promised to present for the guests. There was no sorrow in Victor’s heart, and he did not even know when and where he had lost it. Something completely unclear was happening in his head now, and there was no one nearby to help him to come to his senses. Nevertheless, a few more seconds of inaction finally put an end to his severe shock; the sight of the dead young woman suddenly ran over the imaginary dam, and Victor averted his face, having begun to cough heavily.

Only then, he at last collected himself and dashed for the main entrance, but the door was closed. Then he began convulsively knocking at it and crying something in the speakerphone, begging to let him inside. Mariam was the only thing that was in his mind at this moment, for she could easily be in danger, too. As was expected, no one answered his prayers, not to mention that there was no one aware of his hooting at the door. All the while, his cell phone was furiously quivering in his pocket, but he did not feel it until the very last moment. When he nevertheless took it out of the pocket, the call already ended, but there was the name that he longed to see and hear. He quickly dialed her number and began praying for her being safe and sound.

“Yes!” she answered, worried to the highest degree.

“Mariam! Are you all right? Where are you?” Victor began to out voice the rain, having closed one ear with his free hand.

“It is unimportant now, listen to me very carefully,” Mariam interrupted him, “You have to leave immediately, otherwise they will come for you.”

“Who will come? What are you talking about?”

“People that work for my husband. It was Alexander there that night, watching us, and now everybody knows everything. They will kill you if you stay at home.”

“I am not at home,” Victor answered quietly and hastened away from the crime scene.

“And where are you then? Do you have a place to go?”

“I am near Anna’s house now, they killed her, Mariam. I saw it.”

“What did you just say?” Mariam did not believe her ears.

“She fell through the window right in front of me, but I believe she was already dead by the moment when it happened.”

“Oh, my God!” Mariam covered her mouth with a hand, judging by her voice that began to die away.

“I am almost sure that they missed and you were their real target. She dyed her hair and wore the same beige suit you had when I met you for the first time,” Victor quickly maneuvered between buildings, distracting himself by constructing different hypothesis for want of something better.

“Who are you talking with?” a male voice was suddenly heard.

“Who is it?” Victor stiffened with astonishment, wondering about the third participator of the conversation no more than a couple of seconds, and then found the answer without her help, her silence being the best confirmation that he was right.

One instant needed for him to give way to despair, as if a knife buried itself in his back, and its handle was held by the hand of the only person in the world for whom his was ready to sacrifice his life. The cell phone nearly dropped out of his hands when he angrily hit a wall of an innocent building. In the meanwhile, Mariam was quickly saying something, but only senseless scraps of words reached Victor’s ears. When he brought the cell phone to his ear again, she was silent again.

“So all this is true? It is true that you are with him…” Victor hardly made himself to say it.

“It is not how it looks. Everything is not so simple!” Mariam began to justify herself, hurting Victor’s heart deeper and deeper with every word she enunciated.

“And how is it then?” he asked in a feeble voice, sitting at the building’s feet, soaked to the skin.

“We need to talk in person, and then I will explain everything to you.”

“You must understand that I will never wish to see you in my life?” Victor muttered, shaking his head in support of these words.

“I am going to wait for you in the café where we met! Whether you will come or not, I will be there!” Mariam began repeating the same; it might seem that she did not understand what she was saying at all. “I will be waiting for you there!”

“No! You will not…” he answered shortly. “Come to the park behind the music school, there is an old bench there where we will meet.”

They bid farewell silently, with almost no emotions that seemed inappropriate now as if Victor and Mariam became strangers to each other in a flash. He got to the meeting place in the same way he had done here: by missing his stop and coming back afoot. He did not worry about being shadowed, for there could scarcely be anyone capable of tracking him down, but Mariam was a different matter. She was reckless and intimidated. To the last minute, he was afraid that she would not show up, which would mean just one thing. But she came nevertheless…

She was slowly walking down an old footpath, dressed in a long, leather raincoat. It already stopped raining by that time, so her umbrella was folded up. Having thoroughly examined her from head to toe, Victor disappointedly averted his face, crossed his fingers before himself, and stared at the park. She approached him silently. Having said no words, she sat down right next to him on the second half of his jacket, which he had put on the wet bench.

“Are not you cold?” Mariam guardedly touched his shoulder when the silence minute ended.

Victor looked at her again, but his look was empty and did not linger on her longer than a second.

“How did we come to all this?” he asked himself, looking somewhere into the distance.

“I…” Mariam made a vain attempt to say something in a feeble voice.

“You know,” Victor quickly interrupted her by reason of not being ready to hear the truth from her lips, “I would not say that I am a lucky person. I used to try to convince myself that life might be happy if I just accepted it as it was, if I pushed away all unrealizable goals, forgot all dreams, and reconciled myself to my fate. What nonsense!” he smiled bitterly and buried his face in his hands.

All the while Mariam kept holding her hand on his shoulder.

“Now I think quite differently about it,” Victor slowly licked his dried-up lips, shaking the head, “there is nothing we must blindly and obediently accept, there is no rescue in humble thoughts. I am looking at myself from the outside now and I clearly understand that I could not deceive myself even if I wanted it with my whole heart. What can I do in this life anyway? What have I wasted it for? Why cannot I see the horizon ahead? Why there only dead-ends emerge before me wherever I go? What awaits me there? This world seems to have forgotten to allot space for me. Am I not the superfluous man?” Victor fell into silence, but Mariam still did not dare to interrupt him. “Why the only woman I fell in love with must be married? Why cannot not everything just be right in this world?”

“I am sorry,” a barely audible whisper reached Victor’s ears, and then Mariam took away her hand from his shoulder.

When he finally peered at her, he realized that it was the only and the last apology she brought for him and precisely for this reason, she was looking for a right moment so carefully.

“Sorry?” having frowned, he averted his face again. “I believe if you were really sorry, you would not say it like this. I feel an utter fool now for having chased both your substance and shadow so persistently and so long; but I sincerely believed that you needed me as much as I did you. When we met for the first time, when you accepted me as I was, having listened to the truth, and then told me about your family, about your life, I understood that I met someone really special, someone who made me special, too. You honoured me by reposing your trust in me, Mariam. And I would not dare to abuse it, that is why I kept following you, when you left away; I strongly believed in you, when there seemed no reasons for doing it. I do not blame you for anything, except for one thing, Mariam. I cannot forgive you for likening me to someone else, for giving me a number in the queue, whereas I saw no one but you in the whole world.”

“It is not how it looks at first sight!” Mariam answered suddenly, without nourishing the sense of guilt at all.

“As always, is not it?” Victor looked down, feeling her tension even this way.

“Do you think I wanted all this?” she began, blaming someone. “Do you think I made many choices in my life? Do you think there is my fault in what happened or happens in my life? First, this marriage, which is my eternal nightmare that makes me wake up in the middle of the night in cold sweat. Then the house I did not want to live in, the job that I never liked. Do you know that I have always been eager for traveling? I want to see the world, not just world capitals, but also those remote, unexplored corners of the earth. Can you try to imagine at least for a moment what it is like to be a mere formality of another person’s life, when any attempt of demonstration of pride may throw you down in the deepest pit? Can you understand that I am a woman?” Mariam was ready to begin to cry and therefore found no better way to prevent it from happening but to hit Victor in a shoulder with her small fist.

One moment later, she nestled her head against his chest.

“You do not have to do that!” Victor removed her hands. “You know perfectly what I blame you for, and it is not your marriage. I understand that you were unable to make your own choice then, and when it happened, you neither knew, nor saw what you could try to break your chains for, which held you so many years. But this man… How you could you become intimate with him?” having failed to overcome his disgust, Victor did not pronounce the name.

“I did not become intimate with anybody!” Mariam answered proudly.

“Tell me honestly, Mariam,” Victor turned towards her, “did you sleep with him?”

He did not even manage to finish the question as she gave him a smart stroke on the cheek, looking into his eyes with such rage that he instantly regretted his words.

“Why are you behaving like this?” she asked in despair. “I know that it is not you. There was nothing of this sort between us. After our acquaintance he gradually began to demonstrate his affection toward me, but I never accepted it.”

“I have had enough of this lie! I saw with my own eyes how you two met, when I was watching you from this very place. And you dare to lie to me looking straight in my eyes?” Victor pointed down, being now even angrier because of the fact that he had believed her that day.

“And you call it absolute trust that you were allegedly afraid to betray?” Mariam felt a shock. “Yes, he did come to me to take lessons or, to make a little bit clearer for you, it was his ground to spend time with me, to talk with me. He paid for the lessons as well as all the others did. What did I have to do, in your judgment? We just talked and I never saw anything wrong in his behaviour, he always was very affable, kind, cheerful, everything was so simple with him.”

Here Victor finally ceased to control his emotions and burst out laughing at the top of his voice, which drew her wondering look.

“What is so funny?” Mariam asked, feeling confusion.

“So kind, cheerful, open-minded, the person to spend the rest of the life with, being happy. These are Anna’s words, said by her one day before she was thrown out of the window.”

“She came to you?” sharing his casual attitude to the casual victim, Mariam asked, having grown perceptibly nervous. “But what did she do it for?”

“She wanted to know what I knew about two of you. It seems now that she was the first who correctly put things in their places. By the way, do not you feel sorry for her? I believe we all are responsible for her death in one way or another.”

“Maybe one day I will be sorry that things happened the way they did, but now I simply cannot think about it,” Mariam responded honestly.

Having heard quite enough of revelations, the sun, which scarcely managed to cut through clouds, now began to slowly climb down again, inevitably lengthening shadows, but two fearless human beings just kept sitting on the bench in the middle of the desolate park, postponing last farewell with all their might.

“I cannot understand one thing, no matter how desperately I try. What did you need me for? What role did I play in your life?” Victor finally put the question that was the most interesting for him.

In response to these words Mariam gave him a smile for the first time during this meeting, two shallow wrinkles appeared on her cheeks.

“You have left so many joyous traces in my life. I still cannot fully believe that in this world I could meet someone capable of understanding me so well. I admit, first I was frightened by your outspoken story. But fear was soon gone, and then some inexplicable force took its place, having begun drawing me to you closer and closer. I think this all became possible because we were alike.”

“So why did you choose him instead of me then? Why did he prove better for you?” Victor demanded her answer bitterly.

“You do not understand, I chose no one, everything just happened exactly as it had to at the given moment. You are the best of all I have met, I think that I will never meet anyone at least slightly similar to you, but I cannot just be free with you because you are not free yourself, either. The only difference between us is that nobody enslaved you, you did it yourself. I do not want to sink in these painful, gloomy thoughts you surrounded yourself with; I do not want to be afraid every day that I will lose you. I am just too weak for all this.”

“What are you planning to do now?” Victor asked in a quiet voice, seeing now ways for them to get out of the situation.

“Tumenov is going to die soon!” Mariam answered with unambiguous confidence, her voice was as cold and strong as breathing of the approaching autumn.

“Oh, my God!” Victor hung his head. “Can you hear yourself? The only thing you are going to achieve this way will be breaking your life! Just look at yourself you are confused and you cannot make decisions,” he got up from his place and then squatted down before her, “let’s leave from here? I wanted to go home, so we can stay for a while there, until everything calms down, and then we will surely think something up together.”

“I would love to answer ‘yes’ above everything now, but you were right that night, it is not a way out. It is just a doorway that will lead us to another trap we will never be able to escape from.”

Victor took her palms and she pressed them to his cheeks. They both were so powerless at this moment that could accept death solely to get rid of this disgusting feeling.

From time to time, the strong wind began blowing hard from the heart of the park, resembling breathing of a huge monster that hid somewhere, waiting for its victim. This abrupt wind carried remains of the rain away from trees and cruelly threw them down along with weakening leaves. Very few could realize it then, but the summer already served its time, and now all its creations were slowly and obediently falling asleep.

“And how do you imagine it? Do you think you can just enter the house and stab him through the heart?” Victor drew himself up to his full height and made several steps aside, still hoping that this talk about murder was idle.

He sincerely believed that the only thing he had to do now was choosing right words, but the truth was cruel as never, keeping his head empty.

“No, it will not be my hand,” Mariam answered, confident, “Dan will be the one who will kill him. He has already given me his word. And I have responded to him with mine. I will let Tumenov choose between two options. He will either leave me alone forever, or he will die for his stubbornness.”

When Victor looked at Mariam again, he could not recognize the person that he once knew.

“What makes you think that he will let you go and will not begin to chase afterwards? I am not asking you about what makes you think that he will ever be intimidated by your ultimatum.”

“I have a record of a telephone conversation where he threatens to murder me, Anna is dead and you told that she looked exactly like me. All this makes him the main suspect. I seriously doubt that he will run the risk of losing everything he has. In addition, Dan and I we will leave the country and will never return here again.”

“Do you call it freedom?” Victor asked, being completely divorced from reality.

“There is no such thing as absolute freedom, you perfectly know it yourself; I know that I only change one fetters for another, but these ones are going to be much easier to drag,” Mariam said with some deep-seated faith in correctness of her words.

Now, when she fearlessly enunciated the words that formerly made her shiver with fear, it became obvious that the point of no return had been passed. It was akin to taking an oath and signing its printed version with her own blood in order to fulfill the promise, whatever the cost. Victor was staring at her motionlessly; she seemed to him insane, although he could scarcely be considered sane himself. He clearly understood that right in front of him the last train was leaving and he could not find determination to get on it.

“And what is about me, Mariam? What shall I do? How am I going to keep living after all what we have been through together?” he asked her quietly, hoping to receive at least one drop of empathy towards his dying feelings.

“It is up to you to decide!” having availed herself of his words, Mariam got rid of remains of her former indecision. “However, everything ends tonight regardless of your decision. He already knows that I am going to come there, he will send all off from the house. You have to choose whether you will be there or go home, but there is one thing that I would like to tell you right here and right now, before you crossed your own Rubicon.”

Mariam got up from the bench, reservedly approached Victor, and took his arms.

“Please, do not come there if you are not ready to kill for me. It is the only thing I am asking you about,” he read movements of her lips.

Now, when they both knew that he was not mistaken, Victor fearfully released his hands and slowly moved aside; he seemed to be on his last legs, ready to fall unconscious to the ground at any point.

“I want to warn you about one more thing. If Dan sees you there, then he will probably try to get rid of you as well, because he hates you,” she dropped her gaze, took out of her pockets black gloves, and put them on.

Against the background of this restless conversation, the wind began to blow with renewed vigour, driving infinite herds of dark blue clouds. Victor kept standing aside, without reacting. He did not have words even to express his feelings any more, not to mention continuing of senseless attempts to dissuade her from this erroneous course of action.

“I had better go now,” Mariam said as if asking for permission, then opened her umbrella and hid from patchy drizzle.

Victor answered nothing again, continuing to stand with his back to her and simultaneously embodying all the saddest feelings he ever knew. But it was not Mariam’s concern anymore, she glanced at him and her eyes bore no sympathy at all. Then she slightly touched his shoulder with her hand and perked away. At this point he miraculously regained consciousness after his hypnotic sleep and gently held her by the hand, having made her turn round in order to see these eyes one more time. Mariam regarded this unexpected act as his last goodbye, and her eyes quickly filled with tears, which she desperately tried to restrain with a gentle smile until the last moment, deceiving not only Victor but also herself.

“When this all ends, regardless of how it will happen, I want you to come to my place, because I left something for you there. I will not be able to hand it to you personally, but by that time, there will be a person who will make it instead of me.”

“I understood,” Mariam answered, although she did not understand anything at all; however, guessing could not be a cause to stay, so she turned around and left away.

Seeing her leave could bring him pain no longer, his only concern now was whether he saw her back for the last time or there was at least one more meeting stored for them after this sad farewell. And he was the one who had to give the answer to this question. Every minute it rained harder and the sky seemed ready to burst with a thunderstorm.

Having followed Mariam with his eyes, Victor put his jacket on again, bent down, habitually hiding his head between shoulders, and slowly went into the heart of the park. He was not bothered by bad weather because there was another storm, which was endlessly raging right in his mind. After half an hour of aimless wandering in the pouring rain surrounded by gloomy trees, Victor got wet to the skin, trembling with cold after every wind flaw. However, all this was of no importance, for he managed to dispel almost all doubts that prevented him from making a choice. When he understood that he was ready, he took the cell phone out of his pocket, found one of numbers among contacts, and pressed the call button. After two short signals, he heard the raucous voice whose owner seemed to be half asleep.

“Hello, Eduard!” Victor cheerfully greeted his old friend.

“You? How dare you to call me after all what you have done?” although every new word was another step away from his sleepy state, the person who had begun this story still could not believe his ears. “Do you even know that every dog in the town is looking for you now?”

“Do remember how you once said that if I just needed any help, then I could count on you?” Victor reminded him the words.

“Of course, I remember what I say! I am no old! And so what? My reputation is not enough for you, and now you want me to adventure my life, too?” the author of the promise responded, surprised.

“I need a gun and a car. In exchange, I promise to show you how this story looks from a different angle, which will certainly not leave you indifferent.”

After they specified a place of the meeting, this conversation ended, and no more than twenty minutes later, a black car pulled over near an exit from the park. By that moment Victor already was there, waiting at his own risk. He could not be sure that this car belonged to Eduard – the person whom Victor considered as a friend for many years, after having once agreed to check fidelity of his wife and proven successful afterwards. Fortunately, when one of doors opened, Victor saw a familiar ruddy face that was barely covered with wrinkles. It was a short, stout man with a truly solid health; despite approaching his late fifties, he was full of vim, his head could boast with a magnificent chevelure, and his firm handshake could probably crush whatever hand he shook.

When Victor saw a gesture of welcome, though addressed him in a rather negligent manner, he hurried towards the car, warily looking around, and, having only approached it, immediately got into it. Eduard looked at him with doubtful feelings in his eyes as if he was staring at a walking dead man, which was pretty accurate, but only partly.

“Thank you for coming,” Victor tried to warm his cold palms by exhaling warm air on them, due to quick change of temperature he shivered now even stronger.

“Hey you there, turn on the heater!” Eduard suddenly hit the driver seat. “And what the hell are you waiting here for anyway? Drive out of town.”

“I did not mean to set you up, nor I want to do it now, but I have no one to ask for help here,” Victor continued to unfold his crumpled gratitude.

“If I were you, I would not hasten to thank me, dear friend,” Eduard put his heavy hand on Victor’s shoulder, “Could you at least tell me what exactly makes you think that I have come to help?”

Victor looked awry at the author of these words and as he did not restore his vocabulary after the conversation with Mariam yet, he had to remain silent.

“What interests me most is,” Eduard began, wiping corners of his month, “do you realize at least anything of what you have done? Maybe there has been one paltry idea in your head about the man whose life you messed up? No to mention my life, of course. Who am I after all? How would I dare to complain…” he waved his hand. “Eduard is no one, he is but a pawn in the big game. He will remind me about you one day, but the thing is that there will not be you anymore, and I will not be able to get angry with you, either; because no one gets angry with corpses, do not you understand it?”

“We will see who is going to be the last man standing!” Victor refused to accept the prediction.

“Hey, just listen to this son of a gun! Did you hear what he just said?” Eduard hit the driver seat again, laughing loudly, which immediately made the driver burst out laughing as well. “Do not get me wrong, please, theoretically, you do right thing by encouraging yourself. Now, when everything is virtually ended, there is nothing left but to play the hero. Still, it is hilarious, honestly. Just think a little about it… If you were in his shoes and someone like you crossed your road, I am sorry, I do not even know how to call you now so that it was not an insult, on whom would your money be then?”

Having attentively listened to this chain of consecutive assumptions, Victor nevertheless somehow managed to switch off his common sense and calmly ignored the logical argument.

“By the way, where exactly are we going?” he asked strictly instead of maintaining the subject.

“Oh, do not worry about it, we will just take a ride,” Eduard grinned, “and you know, he has called me, this well-mannered person, civilized, of good stock, by the way, his father was a professor. However, words that I heard from him when he was talking about you may scarcely be called habitual even for my old ears. He has very kindly asked me to let him know anything about your location if I suddenly met you, like now, for instance. Of course, he has promised me to be everlastingly grateful if I helped him.”

“Sounds interesting… And what was your answer?” Victor could not help showing his interest.

“There was no answer. I have never done anything like this in my entire life and I am not going to begin doing it in my old age. If he needs you, he may look for you himself. Honestly, I simply cannot understand this muddled thinking; I would not make myself understand it even to save my life! Can you believe it? How can one possibly become so crazy about a woman to such a degree that even his head ceases to operate? What the hell, the question arises, did he ask me to find someone capable of bringing the hidden to light if he was not even ready to face the truth?” Eduard soliloquized, skimping neither on gesticulations, nor on turns of speech. “If you learned the truth in the most evident way, what else do you want? That is all! Turn your former beloved out of doors and keep living. Is it really worth straining one’s nerves, especially at such age, when each affective experience, I beg your pardon, friends, threatens to disconnect one of vital functions of your body.”

“I have a feeling that you are somehow trying to point out some of my mistakes here as well, Eduard,” Victor grew a little bit displeased.

“Oh, seriously? I am so impressed that you have managed to notice that. I wonder if you asked yourself about her serial number in your list. What has bitten you? What the hell have you started all this for? Out of boredom? Played so long that forgot yourself in playing?” feeling the problem as his own, Eduard refused to calm down.

“Something makes me think that you will not be interested in details of this story,” Victor answered quietly, having forgotten his former promise to lay his card on the table, “I can only tell you that I fully accept reality and do not try to escape from it. Exactly as I always did…”

“And what is this all about then? What sort of nonsense is this? Be so kind to explain what exactly stands behind all this. Otherwise, I will irretrievably lose sleep over the question,” Eduard stretched his hand as a beggar pleading for charity, “is it possible that you two decided to die a romantic death? I have always known that these movies are no harmless.”

“You see, Eduard, there are very many people like this Tumenov in the world. Yes, he wields power, I am not going to guess here at those paths that brought him where he is now, nor I think that I would like to know it. Yes, he wields power, seeing nothing beyond that. He is not even a human being anymore; if he had ever known it, he forgot what it took to be a human being, he forgot how to feel compassion, how to respect others. You see, it is exactly how reality and logic work. He believes that he is better than someone solely because he is richer or more powerful, but it also means that according to his own system, anyone who is more powerful than he is has the right to spit in his face without hesitation. You called it more than accurately, it is muddled thinking as it is. In every situation, he sees no one but himself. And when she, seemingly absolutely powerless, rose against his tyranny, I could not stand aside.”

Victor was speaking slowly, leading not only his listeners but also himself to the complete understanding of the situation; his eyes peered into the distance, through the impenetrable, pouring rain, but his heart was with Mariam.

“At the beginning of this conversation, you told me that I had no chances against him,” he looked at Eduard, “before, yes, maybe… But not now, when he is desperate. He has already killed one person because of this sheer despair, he began to make mistakes that will eventually dig his own grave. He has consciously crept to the very edge of the mountain he had been climbing so long, and now cries, asking to push him down and save from his miserable existence.”

“Who was that poor thing that he killed?” Eduard’s face grew serious.

“It was Anna, his wife’s friend. He sent his thugs to her place, hoping to find Mariam there, but killing the owner of the apartment by mistake was the only thing they achieved. I was there at that moment. They simply threw her out of the window of the seventh floor. And after all this, you keep asking me about what makes me do what I do.”

“Yes,” Eduard heaved a deep sigh, slowly shaking his head, “it seems that I was wrong when I looked at this story the way I did.”

“He went blind now and does not understand what happens around him anymore. He cannot even trust to his own men; I will not be surprised if I learn that he has already begun to skew at those who were once considered his most loyal ones,” Victor added, having put an end to the narration of this unfinished story.

“What do you intend to do now?” Eduard raised his thick eyebrows.

“I am going to help her to win her freedom,” Victor answered with words of a fanatic, smiling awkwardly, “but I need a weapon to do it.”

“Yes, yes, there is no need to remind me about it. I did not forget anything!” Eduard swung his arm. “We will come very soon.”

Meanwhile the car slowly drove down from the road and headed for a small hamlet, which was gleaming with hundreds of lights. About ten minutes later, the car pulled over near one of detached houses, and Eduard held out his hand.

“At this point I have to say goodbye to you, my friend,” he mumbled with a forced smile upon his face as if keeping something in his mind, “I doubt I can understand you now, but maybe it is what we have been created different for. I only hope that you correctly appraised your life.”

Victor silently gave his hand a squeeze and went out of the car, having found himself at a gate of a two-storied, shabby house. Several moments later, he managed to discern a crooked, grim man staring at him threateningly. The stranger was dressed in a waterproof raincoat protecting him from heavy raindrops that pattered loudly, breaking into hundreds of thousands of parts.

“Follow me!” the stranger ordered strictly and immediately disappeared behind the gate.

Victor obediently followed him, pulling along all the gloomy thoughts, all the doubts that he had brought here. The rain rustled as a broken radio receiver, preventing Victor from thinking or maybe on the contrary, helping him not to do it. In a corner of the courtyard, rattling with a heavy, thick chain, a rabid dog was baring its white teeth as a leading light in the ocean of mud. A big satellite dish, rusting on top of the house, seemed to have been placed there at least a century ago. There was light in windows of the house, but when Victor rose on his toes, he saw that rooms were empty and lifeless, making the whole place seem dead. The stranger slowly dragged his right foot by reason of being unable to bend it at the knee, Victor walked right behind him, purposely reducing his speed.

“This way!” the stranger ordered again, going deeper into a maze built of strange constructions.

When Victor asked Eduard to help him to get some weapon, he sincerely believed that the latter would just hand him a gun during their meeting, whereas fetching it himself was not even considered as an option. Now, however, he was following someone he did not know and did not want to know, and the darkness was following them both.

After a couple of turns the stranger suddenly stood still, clanking with a bunch of keys, then he removed a heavy padlock from a door, and entered an old woodshed, where, judging by its look, only hens could live. However, when Victor only followed his silent guide, he understood how drastically mistaken he was with his last assumption, for it was a real weapon store containing enough guns to arm a small army. There was literally everything, from knives of different length to automatic rifles with optical sights. Additionally, both temperature and dampness of the room were maintained at a constant level, which made Victor’s surprise even more obvious.

“Before we start, I will explain the basic rules of the house in order to avoid misunderstanding,” the keeper of the arsenal drew attention in a croaky voice, “first of all, I do not know you, and you do not me. It is how it remains until the end of our cooperation. When you leave, your primal objective is going to be forgetting everything you will see or hear here. If you try to remember anything and to share your vivid recollections, you may start treating yourself as a corpse that very moment. It is of no importance where you are going to leave, we have kind, understanding friends everywhere, therefore there will be no problem with sending to you our best regards. Understood?” the dealer asked, squinting his right eye; the left one was almost completely closed because of an ugly scar spreading from the forehead towards the cheek.

“Everything is clear,” Victor nodded respectfully.

“It is good,” the stranger reduced the level of vigilance a little. “Secondly, you never show up here with the same requests again. I absolutely do not care whom you know, so you had better leave your connections for somebody else because it is not how I work. Rush brings no good, ever. If someone wants to get a gun the way you want it, it may only mean that either you have no plan, or that your plan is absolutely useless. If you need my help again, you will first have to get your hands dirty, if you know what I mean by that,” he grinned just as that dog did, having bared his misplaced teeth.

“It is the first and the last time!” Victor refused beforehand.

“You all say so at the start, but when you have need for money, you come again, ready to kill anyone including your own grandmother. You do not seem to have understood what path you choose for yourself coming here. But it is fine, you still have time to realize it.”

“The first and the last time!” Victor repeated as a robot.

“Well, an opinion of a customer is my opinion,” the anonymous dealer hid his frightening smile, “what exactly do you want?”

“A gun,” Victor shrugged his shoulders without knowing what else he could answer and if differences were so important.

“I get it,” the keeper removed the hood from the head showing his close-cut skull, “any preferences maybe?”

“You may show me what you have, and I will choose something,” Victor proposed logically.

“Well, we will arrange an individual excursion for you then. I am going to pause neither upon TT, nor upon Makarov, those are time-tested, but still, time changes just as guns do. Additionally, your potential purchase is prepaid so it is more preferable for me to sell to you something more expensive, and at the same time, it is more preferable for you to get a high-quality gun. Judging by your knowledge, your hands barely held any handguns, therefore I would advise you to consider, for example, this ‘Glock’. Nowadays ‘Glock’ and this 17th model in particular is one of the most reliable of all the guns ever produced,” the dealer began to narrate, “it is a really good weapon that is preferred by the best special forces of the world. It is always better to have a gun that will not let you down when you need to use it. You know, it is not rare when people simply forget to check the safety catch, when they find themselves in a critical situation. Of course, it is not a problem for a trained professional, but for an average man as you simplicity of a gun is vital.”

“And what is the magazine capacity for this one?” Victor asked guardedly.

“Seventeen, optionally nineteen or thirty-three,” having responded to the question, the dealer put the gun aside and reached for the next one. “This model is a copy of the legendary M1911A1 which was noticed practically in all the wars of the twentieth century and proved both its efficiency and reliability. The magazine capacity is seven.”

“And what is this?” Victor pointed at a big, shining gun.

“One of the bulkiest handguns in the world. ‘Desert Eagle’ was never used and never adopted by any special forces or law enforcements of any country of the world. This weapon was not designed for using it in a combat. Believe me, chap, it is the last thing you want. One of the biggest problems when firing ‘Desert Eagle’ is the recoil along with the deafening sound. You will not be able to use it even in a forest without being heard. This gun, however, is a completely different matter. A very-very good gun, firing this pistol is a pleasure indeed. It perfectly feels in your hand, with almost no recoil, this gun is exactly what you need. As the manufacturer claims, the bullet with the steel core is able to pierce forty-eight layers of kevlar from 150 meters. The magazine capacity is twenty.”

After an hour of the detailed studying of different tools of murder, Victor got back to the third offer, namely ‘Five Seven’.

“And what is about the car?” Victor put away his purchase.

“Follow me,” the dealer guided him through the wooden labyrinth again, and then they found themselves in a dusty garage with three cars in it.

“Take your pick!” the dealer said indifferently. “What you are going to use it for – is not my concern. You will find the keys inside.”

Victor silently approached the very first vehicle, took the wheel, waited until the self-acting gate opened, and drove out of the garage. The rain still kept flooding; however, it was not as fanatic as several hours before, doing it rather habitually. It was almost 10 p.m., which means Victor had only two hours until the end of this story.

He believed that the whole idea was sheer madness, and there hardly could be anyone in this world ready to argue in favour of a different opinion, had that person learned about the plan. According to the plan, Victor had to come to the house of his bitter enemy in a certain hour, at the exact same hour when there could be one more man able to kill him, and whom, as a matter of fact, Victor hated himself. This all looked as some romantic love story that unexpectedly changed into a bloody thriller.

On his way back to the city, Victor several times tried to reach Mariam on the phone, but it seemed to be switched-off. It was another lull before the storm, and he was going right into its center. About half an hour later, Victor got back to the city, which now had two faces: the former one and one more that looked up at the heavy sky from endless pools, reflecting everything that appeared near them after several minutes of the absolute peace. Victor was driving slowly, trying to constrain his heart that already began to accelerate. However, this trick was no longer useful; he applied it too many times, having completely wasted it. Everything around already was too silent and placid, so this overfed tranquility became now the reason of his doubts. In this absolute silence, only windscreen wipers prevented Victor from falling into a reverie, sweeping away the remains of the drizzle at regular intervals.

The city was absolutely empty, and the fact was no surprising at all; no one really wanted to have an evening out in company of the rain that never knew any other thoughts except mournful and doleful. It took Victor about half an hour more to get used to this emptiness and universal silence, but the same couple turned out the reasons of his utter surprise, when he saw the last thing he needed to see now, being literally five minutes of driving from Tumenov’s house.

Dressed in the uniform jacket, a police officer was standing virtually on the roadway; a patrol car was parked nearby.

Once Victor drove several meters towards the patrol, the police officer raised his hand and pointed to a spot that was chosen for pulling over. At this moment, Victor nearly lost control over himself; he suddenly imagined the worst scenario of all, where he was caught with the gun and never got to Tumenov’s house, and Mariam disappeared from his life forever as dreams that sometimes just sink into oblivion and never come back regardless of a person’s vain attempts of recalling them. He imagined this picture so plausibly that for a short moment his very being stood still, ceased to exist, and when he returned to the reality again, his heartbeat was overly frequent and his hands began shivering noticeably.

He pulled over right behind the patrol car and started to wait. One minute later, having discussed something with his partner, the police officer approached the car.

“Good night, sir,” he greeted, giving light directly to Victor’s face.

“Hello,” the driver yawned loudly in response, rubbing his eyes, “what is wrong?”

“Seemingly nothing thus far, but you never know what might happen,” the police officer reported with some grief in his voice, while illuminating the back passenger seats, “however, it is exactly what we serve for – to prevent bad things from happening, am I correct?”

Victor thoughtfully looked at his interlocutor who was calming the potential criminal, although without actually knowing it.

“Are you carrying any drugs or guns at this moment, sir?” the police officer asked randomly, obviously looking for an occasion but not capable of understanding that he just put his finger on one.

“I would never,” Victor slightly smiled, ready to awkwardly yawn once again, although this one it was mental fatigue inclining him to do it.

“It is good, it is good,” the officer idly approved Victor’s lie, having shaken off several rain-drops from his cap, which instantly began to gather again, “if we stopped here anyway, maybe we will take a look at your papers then?”

“And maybe we will not?” Victor asked softly, feigning he was the most law-abiding citizen in the entire world. “My driving licence and other documents are in order, and I am already late for a serious meeting, my friends will not understand if I come late.”

“What can I say here? Sometimes we should just accept the reality. Have you ever heard the word ‘order’? The order exists to be kept. And with respect to your friends, they exist to understand and forgive. So, be so kind and, please, show me your documents, sir.”

Victor suddenly realized that the problems that he had imagined stopped being only an overripe figment of his imagination, and were now going to materialize. He could hear the officer at one moment and lost his hearing at another, mixing his own thoughts with words of the minion of the law.

“Are you attempting to disobey a lawful demand of an operating officer?” the first threat followed immediately.

“No, of course, not, I was just engrossed in thoughts a little,” Victor answered honestly for the first time during this conversation.

Then he obediently took out of his jacket pocket the passport inside of which he always kept his driving licence, although he did not take the wheel for many years.

“Please,” he stretched the hand with the documents, which was willingly grabbed by the officer.

“It is not all the documents that I would like to see, what is about the vehicle?”

“What do you need those for?” Victor tried his luck.

“Are you attempting to disobey…” the officer began as answering machine, while reading something enthusiastically.

“Of course, not,” Victor sadly exhaled and reached for the glove compartment, although he had never put anything there; however, all his worries that nearly turned into fears vanished by themselves when he saw the documents he needed, it was counterfeit but it did not really matter at the given moment.

“Is this all you need?” having calmed down a little, he asked.

“The photo does not really look like you, sir, in my opinion,” the police officer doubted, squinting at Victor’s passport which was the only original document.

“And what did you expect? I do not become younger,” Victor gave a forced smile, trying to extinguish the fire of anger that was slowly beginning to burn in his chest, “it is rather an old photo, years passed since it was taken.”

“Oh, I understand…” the officer suddenly swung around and slowly walked back towards his car, having left Victor in front of a serious choice: to stay inactive, hoping being released before the midnight fell upon the city, or to make an attempt to become free on his own, regardless of the obvious gravity of consequences of such choice.

While waiting for return of the lost officer, he fidgeted uneasily in his seat, unceasingly adjusting the seat back or mirror position as a racer who was tired of waiting for the start. All these attempts to eliminate the insoluble defects did not calm him at all, on the contrary, they only added fuel to the fire of his rage, making him feel the gun under his jacket, making him think that the time would never be riper to use it.

When the police officer finally returned, having stolen from Victor about fifteen more minutes, Victor already did not even try to seem polite by reason of having obtained the clear-eyed understanding of vainness of such approach. Now he prepared himself for something different and believed he was right.

“Your documents are fine, sir,” the inspector reported unexpectedly, having given Victor a small portion of hope again.

“Does it mean I may go?” Victor asked, frowning.

“I am afraid it does not, sir… At least not right now.”

The last five words sounded as a roll of thunder, although the bad weather already ended and now tiny, faraway stars were seen through the ragged sky.

“Unfortunately, in the neighboring area there has been a crime wave recently, car thefts being the most frequent crime, but sometimes they just take some personal things, you know, after breaking windows. Therefore I would like to examine your car and then, if everything is fine, bon voyage,” the officer kept fabricating a lie as it was nothing for him. “The only thing we need is to stop a couple of witnesses,” added the initiator of the delay, knowing there was not a single car since this conversation began.

By this time Victor was prepared for anything, including consciously committing a crime, just to gain some time for committing another one. Panting for breath and feeding his rage, he began to stare before himself.

“And right now I need you to get out of your car and follow me.”

Victor remained silent in response, squeezing the wheel fast.

“Did not you hear what I’ve just said, sir? Get out of your vehicle!”

“I seem to have already explained you that I am late for a very important meeting!” Victor hissed and put one of his hands on the gun.

“Who may be a reason for such rush?” the police officer grinned.

“A certain Tumenov,” Victor answered to himself.

“Tumenov that lives not far from here?”

“Exactly.”

“And how are you two related?” the officer suddenly pricked up his ears.

“We are some sort of extremely close friends,” Victor put his whole rage in one look and raised his eyes, “what else essential details do you want me to bring up here? I also know his wife, his personal driver, and his dogs.”

“You may go now, sir,” the officer all of a sudden said goodbye and went away, having firstly returned the driver’s documents.

Although seemingly everything turned out all right, Victor still could not free himself from that disgusting feeling he had personally provoked. Everything was wrong and he could not help seeing it. Several second later he was driving as if nothing happened, but the reality felt the same way no longer. Five more minutes took him to get to the Tumenov’s house – the place where everything had begun and where now the story was going to come to the end.

There was only a quarter of an hour until the midnight, and Victor could not even explain himself for what he exactly was waiting. He did not know whether Mariam already was inside the house or just on her way here, he did not know what he would have to do when he saw them together going through these iron gates, but he decided to wait until the midnight regardless of anything. And when the total darkness fell, having benighted the city, a black car with the switched-off headlights silently approached the house. Victor could not descry the face of a person who got out of the car first, but when Mariam showed up one moment later, the identity of the driver ceased being a riddle. Even from where Victor was watching them, being about fifteen meters away, he could clearly notice that Mariam was nervous; she constantly turned back to look at something what never was there, and when Dan touched her shoulder, she shuddered with fear.

They went through the main gate, but Victor had no official invitation and hence was not able to afford following them directly. The rules of this deadly game looked unconvincing from the very beginning, and now, when one side already violated one rule by bringing someone who had no right being here, only a complete fool could hope that Tumenov would not do the same. And the only trump-card Victor possessed was the fact that no one expected him to be among the guests. Of course, there was a sole person who had to believe in him, and if Mariam lost faith in him by now, it played into their hands anyway.

Once the guests entered the yard of the sleeping house, Victor quickly got out of the car and ran in the direction of the fence. He jumped over it and leapt down on the grass as quiet as possible, looking around with bated breath. But he could neither hear nor see anything, it was a perfect silence as if everyone around went to his eternal rest. Up to this point, everything said that Tumenov kept his word, having sent off everyone who could prevent him and Mariam from having an outspoken conversation. Victor did not manage to hear anything he expected to and warily began to slide along the house wall, looking through the windows and checking every door in search of an alternative entrance. After several failures, which quickly brought another portion of nervousness, he tried a handle of one inconspicuous door and suddenly found out that it was not locked. But before he managed to enter the house, he heard an eerie sound and quickly turned around, looking for a creature that produced it. And everything was motionless again, only the small, decayed courtyard house was in front of him, where he had once talked with Alexander, when he had come here for the first time. There was no signs of light in the modest dwelling house of the driver, but the fact was not able to help Victor to feel calmer. He was ambivalent concerning his next move, and time just kept running away, indifferent to the outsider. Although he seemed superfluous here tonight, he believed that he was the one to put a dot in this story.

Having entered inside the house, he found himself in a small bright room; the air there was dried and tainted with cigarette smoke. Right behind the door there was a plastic jar that, judging by several unfinished cigarettes, was used as an ashtray quite recently, a boiler was hissing annoyingly in one of the corners. All these seemingly insignificant facts made Victor get even more worried. He had to hurry but could not, he had to mind each step he took but was not able to afford it, either. These two contradictions, one of which thoughtlessly pushed him forward, whereas the second forced to consider each movement, literally drove him mad. Having left the boiler room behind, he saw a long corridor going in the both directions equally; the only difference between ways was that one way leaded to light and the second to darkness.

Victor quickly made the right choice and adjourned to the drawing room after having it examined, hiding behind a corner. By this moment he could hear voices reaching him from the second floor, one of them belonged to the woman and the second, sounding much louder, was undoubtedly Tumenov’s. They were bawling at each other, bawling with such rage that it was obvious – the time of words was about to end. And the closer Victor was, going upstairs and counting one step after another, the clearer he could feel an ungovernable rage that was reigning in this house this night. Along with this rage he felt something similar to fear about what his hesitating step testified, even though he was not able to realize it completely by reason of experiencing too many different feelings simultaneously. One of them was the sense of guilt for being so weak, for having let Mariam come here; and now she needed his help as never before, maybe without even knowing it. He had to be the one to protect her. He and no one else…

When one of his feet stepped on the second floor that consisted of five rooms, one of which was Tumenov’s office, Victor saw that the door there was partially opened, allowing him to behold at least one half of the action: Mariam was standing right in the room’s center, before the table, right next to her there was a gun glittering in a hand of a man. Victor could not see Tumenov, but most probably, he was the one at whom the weapon was being aimed.

“I could not even imagine what sort of pleasure I would experience after finally saying it directly after so many years of silence,” Tumenov began to laugh as a madman, “I think I can say it over and over again without end! You are nobody! You may think whatever you want, but you will always be nobody, an ungrateful heap of rubbish I was once stupid enough to pick up. I created you! Everything you know, everything you have is me!”

“Shut up!” having swung the gun, Dan threatened.

“Do you really think that you can come to my house and threaten me like this?” Tumenov started shouting again, gasping for breath after every couple of words. “You are a dead man already, you just have not realized it yet.”

“You are free to say whatever you wish now,” Mariam exhaled bitterly, having grown tired of senseless loud shouts, “we both perfectly know that you have always needed me alongside, me who you just called nobody. For my part, now even dread of death itself would fail to make me stay with you. I was too young and silly to leave at the beginning, and then it took me a few more years to cease feeling pity for you. You could not just let me go, although you always saw that I longed for freedom; even now, you cannot imagine your life without me because there is nothing beyond me in your miserable life. Have you ever asked yourself about what you have except money? Your soul is empty and your heart is empty, for you have never put anything there. I give you the last chance to swear right here and right now that you will never follow me. Then I will just leave and we will see each other nevermore. You must decide what is more precious for you: me or your own life!”

At this moment, before Tumenov began to laugh, hysterically, at the ultimatum, Victor suddenly heard plodding footfalls that were approaching him from the first floor. Due to having no other choice, he carefully opened one of the doors and disappeared behind it, having found himself in a room that seemed belonging to Mariam. Once he hid there, everything turned into a nightmare, which was as unbelievably terrifying and uncontrollable as any other night terror: standing right behind the door, Victor heard at least two men quickly run upstairs, and right after it, the whole floor gave a sudden shudder against the background of Mariam’s scream, someone fell to the floor with a thud.

Standing five meters from another crime scene, having flattened himself against the wall, having forgotten about everything, Victor could now hear only Mariam crying unceasingly. He could not vanquish his fear anymore, for there simply was no fear to control; now, having tasted the power, it grew into unspeakable horror, holding down its ‘owner’ so tight that Victor could not force to move even a finger. Everything seemed finished, stupor and cold being two proofs of the dismal ending.

“I thought you two would never show up!” Tumenov welcomed someone in a joyful voice, walking the room.

“Everything was under control. Do not worry!” a male voice answered, sounding painfully familiar.

“And you shut up there!” suddenly the woman’s wail was cut by a smart stroke after which Mariam stopped crying for an instant, swallowing air the wrong way.

“I want you to get this piece of garbage out of my sight, and I still need to have a talk with my spouse,” Tumenov ordered, having completely felt the drastic change of the shaky status.

After his order Victor heard something heavy being dragged along the floor. He did not know what to do, all the exits seemed to him either concealed or closed, which automatically made wrong any decision he could possibly make. He desperately needed to do something but just kept standing in the dark room instead, his maddened look aimlessly wandering about it.

“What would you love to tell me now, darling?” Tumenov asked gaily. “I’ve asked you a question! What are you going to do now? It was your whole plan; to come to me and to lay down these ridiculous conditions, threatening? Threatening to murder me?” he began to roar with laughter, then abruptly breathed out and started whispering again. “Do you really want me dead? After all what I have done for you, after all I have endured. Any woman would do anything to be in your shoes.”

Mariam remained silent, sitting on the floor and crying bitterly. Then someone entered the room again.

“We packed him up, do you want us to get rid of him right now?” the unknown asked in a quiet voice.

“No, wait me outside, I will finish here soon and then you will have to take care of someone else. I will let you know when it is finished,” Tumenov promised.

Thus they remained three: Tumenov who awakened his darkest self, Mariam who was in despair, and Victor – the third person who was standing backstage and desperately trying to fight down his stage fright.

“Can you see how easily we exchanged roles? And do you know what is the point of the situation? Nothing changed when you came here today. Nothing will ever change no matter what you do. I have always determined limits of your freedom and that is why I have to acknowledge that the fault for your mistake partly lies with me, too; I did not look after you the way I had to do it, my lovely Mariam,” Tumenov fawned on her in a disgusting manner.

“Take your hands away from me!” Mariam cried out in a pathetic voice.

And when Victor heard her cry, it miraculously helped him to return to the real world, where he was constrained by nothing at all except his own doubts.

“I am ready to forgive you if you promise to betray me never again,” Tumenov rewrote her conditions in his own way.

“I’ll die first! You may kill me, but I will never spend a single day with you again,” Mariam answered proudly.

For Victor, these words of hers became a wake-up call, he quickly grasped the gun, opened the door, and fearlessly took a step forward.

“As you wish, my dear,” Tumenov said with pleasure, sitting near Mariam with his back to the corridor, and instantly felt the cold gunpoint touch his neck.

“Get up!” Victor ordered severely, without taking away the weapon from its potential victim.

Tumenov raised his hands with surprise and attempted to turn around, but got a kidney punch, which made him obediently step aside.

“Are you all right?” Victor bent over Mariam, looking into her eyes that were red with tears.

“They killed him, they killed,” Mariam did not seem to believe in what she saw, but even imaginary salvation was now better for her than violent death.

“Yes, I know,” Victor confirmed.

“Just look who’s here!” Tumenov finally turned around. “How does it feel to be a fallback plan? You had better take a closer look at that spot,” he pointed at a broad trail of red colour that stretched from a pool of blood towards the corridor, “it is your only way from here, my friend.”

“We are about to learn whose blood will be shed today,” Victor helped Mariam to rise to her feet.

“You must kill him,” Mariam whispered suddenly, having pressed herself to Victor’s chest, “otherwise he will never leave us alone.”

“Right, go ahead and kill me, poor fool,” Tumenov took step forward with his arms spread wide as if being one big target.

“You had better stand where you are!” Victor cried out, ready to take a shot. “You do not know me, so do not even try!”

These words had a strange effect on Tumenov: at first he looked away, somewhere behind Victor’s back, then he suddenly calmed down and obediently stepped back, smiling maliciously.

“If you can’t do it, then I will kill him myself!” Mariam reached for the weapon, which no one expected.

When another shot rang and Victor realized what happened, it was already too late. He could hear a bullet shell fall on the floor sonorously in the silence that followed the shot, then he slowly turned round towards this sound, looking down and unconsciously holding one of his hands on his belly, and collapsed as well. In the doorway, just a few meters away, Alexander kept standing motionless with a stretched arm that held a gun; he was staring somewhere with a set expression on his face as if feeling nothing at all. Mariam was on the floor again, mumbling hoarsely and shutting her mouth tight with both hands, although it was absolutely unimportant because she could scarcely reproduce any sound after what she experienced.

“I saw him get inside the house through the boiler room,” Alexander explained his unexpected emergence without emotions and then lowered his weapon with a serious delay.

“Well done, my friend!” Tumenov praised his driver enthusiastically. “And now give me your gun; I have one more unfinished business here.”

Alexander handed over the weapon, silent and invariably obedient, but when Tumenov drew a bead on Mariam, who by that time managed to crawl away in a corner and kept trembling all over there, waiting to meet her fate, the driver suddenly changed his mind and froze between her and the weapon.

“What the hell are you doing?” having made a wry face with surprise, Tumenov slowly turned his head sideward as if trying to express thereby an extreme degree of his profound shock.

“I am sorry, boss, but I cannot allow you to harm her,” Alexander murmured, looking down.

“I can’t get it, are you insane or what? Get the hell out of my way right now!” Tumenov began to stammer.

By this moment he already was far beyond his habitual manner of thinking; he was not able to make right decisions, nor to meet consequences. He seemed irreversibly lost as if nothing could bring him back anymore, and even if he somehow managed to save himself from this madness, the understanding of what he had done would instantly make him distraught with grief again.

“I won’t step aside, no matter what you are going to tell me,” Alexander stated his position for the last time, ready to fall silent forever.

Having vainly attempted to push his driver away and achieved no results, Tumenov averted his face and quickly pulled the trigger twice, and when the third shot fired, followed with a short delay, Alexander came up against the wall and slowly slipped down, having fallen right next to Mariam, who by that moment could not realize anything at all.

“Can you see now what troubles you’ve led me to?” he said, being beside himself with the mix of feelings, and turned the gun on Mariam again.

When the sixth shot rang this night, Tumenov’s eyes became lackluster, he was staring at his weapon in an abnormal manner, clearly seeing that his forefinger did not even reach the trigger, and could not understand why he was dead.

Then Victor made one more shot and dropped the raised hand back on the floor again, having closed the eyes. He was still alive but pretended that it was not so. He was waiting… Soon two last victims of this night ran into the room; it seemed to them that everything was finished, but it was so only until Victor raised his hand and opened fire on his former kidnappers. He just continued to pull the trigger, although the charger was empty, snapping softly. He calmed down only when this sound remained the only one in the room. Then, he finally removed his finger from the trigger. Everything just swam before his eyes, and all the feelings he had forced him to believe that he was powerlessly swimming in a river of warm blood himself, the nasty smell of which filled up the whole room.

Somewhere in a corner, nearly gone mad with terror, Mariam was sobbing, but he could not hear her; now he could not even remember about her existence, and his own one seemed to him no more than illusive. Having rolled over his back, he stared at the ceiling with wide eyes, understanding nothing at all. A seemingly intolerable pain slowly began to be felt, but in reality, it was just an aperitif preceding what expected him ahead.

He was lying on the floor, instinctively squeezing the wound on his belly that was bleeding badly. This all was so silly, so ridiculous in his eyes, he wondered why this all had happened, wondered why he was here but could not find answers. While he was lulling himself with this silent monologue, someone approached him and suddenly grabbed the gun, pulling it away from his hand. Victor seized his last enemy’s throat with his free hand, but immediately released his grip.

“Thank God, you are alive!” Mariam began crying again, having snuggled close to Victor’s chest.

“Help me to sit up, please,” he asked quietly, toughening muscles of his abdomen and attempting to get up.

Mariam hardly managed to help him to get from the floor and then automatically began to look round the room.

“Do not look there!” he quickly took her by the shoulders. “Look at me, just look into my eyes.”

He put his palms, one of which was all covered with blood, to her face, trying to make her listen to him.

“You are wounded,” Mariam uttered, frightened, her look aimlessly wandered up and down, stopping on Victor’s face at one moment and on his blood-stained clothes at another.

“We need to get out of here,” he told her without paying attention to her own words, “help me to stand up, I am afraid I can’t do it by myself.”

Staggering with exhaustion, Mariam somehow managed to find strength and rise to her feet and then by some miracle helped Victor to get up as well. Thus they slowly began to trudge towards the door, leaving frequent footprints on the red floor.

“Look at me,” being on his last legs, Victor nevertheless continued to threaten her, “Look at me!”

But there was no point in his threats, for everything in this place was blood-soaked, even his own face, not to mention the vermilion walls riddled with bullets; drops of fresh paint were slowly trickling down, continuing to draw the unfinished picture.

“Wait!” Mariam suddenly stood motionless, removed Victor’s hand from her shoulder, and leaned him against the wall near the doorway.

“What are you doing?” Victor sounded for himself with a delay, seeing the light from the ceiling lamps become alive, crawling in different directions and depriving of sight.

Having answered nothing, Mariam warily covered her mouth with one hand, lifted Victor’s gun from the floor, then thoroughly wiped it clean with a sleeve of her cardigan and put it in Alexander’s hand, trying to avoid being a witness of her own actions. Victor was waiting for her return with the last bit of strength, ready to fall down at any moment.

“We can go now,” Mariam said quietly, hiding her eyes with shame.

She approached him and took him by the hand, but he could keep going no longer whether with her help or without it. He only managed to make a couple of steps and then powerlessly slid down from her shoulder, having fallen right on the floor and hit first his back and then also the head. At this moment, one fleeting thought woke up in Mariam’s mind; she suddenly realized that Victor was dying right in front of her eyes and she could do nothing to change this situation. Because of this dreadful understanding she also grew feeble and slowly sat down right next to him, having put Victor’s head on her lap.

“You must leave,” writhing with pain, he whispered, unable to speak louder.

“Do not say anything now,” she whispered in response, stroking his hair and shedding tears.

“You know,” Victor bowed to her disobedience, “it is so frightening. I can’t feel anything. Everything seems so empty.”

“Do not say anything, please,” she slurred, pronouncing no more than a half of every word.

“I love you, Mariam,” Victor suddenly tried to smile.

“I love you, too,” she answered, hunched up with grief.

“Oh, please, do not cry,” Victor became deliriously happy, “is not it a glow of happiness we are feeling here now? Is not it worth living? It is a pity that I could not see everything as clear as I do now. I would like to take you with me, to show you to my family in order to prove them that I am not a futile person that I managed to deserve love of the best woman in the whole world.”

“Please, do not die!” Mariam begged in a quavering voice, shutting her mouth.

Then Victor became silent, even ceased to breathe, but before she embraced the terror again, he regained consciousness and looked at her with a piercing look.

“You must go, can you hear me?”

“I am not leaving without you!” Mariam refused.

“I do not want you to be here, you should not be here, and you never were here this night!”

“And what is about you? What will be with you?” Mariam was crying quietly, holding her hand on his forehead.

“I will be all right,” Victor lied, hardly keeping his eyes opened, “I will tell that Tumenov hired me to watch you, this truth will be enough.”

“But I just can’t leave!”

“Do as I ask and go! Leave me and go,” Victor said in a steady voice.

However, Mariam did not want to listen to him.

“I will find you later,” he completely expended his energy for this last promise.

“Forgive me for everything,” Mariam whispered, having kissed his forehead, and rose to the feet.

Victor heard the receding footfall sound, whereupon he remained the only half-dead soul in the house. He was waiting for something again, even when there was nothing for what he could wait. For a while his head resounded with the human voices; at first they belonged to the people he knew, but then gave place to others, barely familiar, until someone addressed him in a warm voice. Victor suddenly felt someone slightly open his right eye, which helped him to see a silhouette in a snow-white attire.

“Hey there, this one seems alive,” the voice followed right after his consciousness that was rushing into the void…

Many Months Later… Spain, Cordoba.

The city seemed steeped in slumber and most likely it was so indeed, although the dazzling sunshine left no doubt that the day was in its prime. Still, there were no people in the streets and everything was very quiet and peaceful. Even the wind breathed so pacifically as if being asleep, too. And only one young lady shattered peace and quiet of this picture, sitting at a little table in a small cafe, right at the door.

“Va a pedir lo de siempre, señora?” a waitress asked her courteously.

“Si, el café y el pastel, por favor,” the only visitor answered without taking off her big sunglasses.

Having made the order, she took out of her handbag a grey, thin sheet of paper, which was folded up several times, then carefully unfolded it, and put the letter before herself. The text was written in small print, but some letters broke out of the main line as if a person that had them written could not steady his trembling hand in the process.

When the waitress brought a cup of coffee and a small cake, Mariam took off the sunglasses and, having taken the letter, began to read it for the umpteenth time…

"I cannot think of the right word to begin…

Nothing of what I could say here is able to fully express my feelings towards you. However, it is only one half of the reality that I am facing right now. And its second part seems to me as selfish as the first, even though they both are but parts of a single whole. I cannot remain silent anymore. Now, at this very moment, it seems to me that I will go out of mind if you do not appear before my eyes. I wish you to be here, Mariam, I wish it with my whole heart. I would give anything I have to bring you here, but I have nothing to pay with, nor these words will make any changes. You were the only thing that I had, but I lost also you.

First, I thought that what I had done yesterday was the most terrible mistake in my life, but this lie bothers me no longer. My entire life would have been a mistake if I had not met you. Now everything is akin to a dream, to a fairy tale that is turning into a nightmare right before my eyes.

My feelings lie to me, trying to persuade that I met you many years ago; these feelings are so insufferably false and convincing at the same time that I seem to be ready to just give up and accept them. I desperately try to deny this lie, which gets its teeth into my consciousness, but all these attempts are vain and unable to stop the corrosive realization that I lost you. I will soon forget all the thoughts and all the feelings that are somehow connected with you. It is not a presentiment I know it for sure. However, I do not even dare to think that I deserve forgiveness for such betrayal. We had to be together, despite everything, regardless of anything and anyone.

You already know that I was going to come back home to see my family; therefore, if I do not manage to find a way to talk with you at least once before it happens, this letter will be my last attempt to explain myself. This understanding is truly awful, but I am doing it all the same, silently consenting to get what I will receive. You asked me if I could kill a person for you… I did not give you my answer then, but I feel that now the time is ripe to offer one. No, I still have no clear answer for you, but I can try to find it right here with you, digging in thoughts. I doubt that I am able to kill as if on command; when you asked me, there were no doubts in your voice, and this bereft me of my thoughts. Now everything is different, now the sole thought that he touches you wants me to kill him. I would kill anyone for you, this crazy idea makes me tremble all over, and what is more important, I cannot even define the nature of this emotion. I do not even know whether it is fear or anger. I do not want to be a murderer; I do not want to lose my humaneness, which I would inevitably leave behind. Once you kill a human being voluntarily, this damnation will never leave you alone, it will remain with you forever. There is no way to properly comprehend this world after committing such crime, after taking a life that does not belong to you. No one can shoulder such burden and remain sane. Still, with all this said, yes, I would kill for you, Mariam.

I want you to know that if I had one single chance to be with you, I would not miss it. Nothing could obstruct my way if I had a chance, and I regret about one thing only. I regret having realized it too late. If this world demanded my life as a proof of my love, I would pay this price without hesitation.

It will be better if you never receive this letter because if you are reading it now, it means that we are not together, and maybe I am no longer among the living. However, none of these words matters if you have found freedom you dreamt of so long, Mariam. All my thoughts are about your being happy, Mariam, with me or without me."

She read the last line and carefully folded the letter up again, looking thoughtful.

“Victor, let’s go home now,” said Mariam and rose from the table.

“Yes, Mum,” a little boy answered immediately and took her by the hand.

“Va a pedir lo de siempre, señora? – Are you going to order the same thing, madam?”

“Si, el café y el pastel, por favor. – Yes, coffee and a cake, please.”
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