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SUNDAY

Ashard of glass crunched under his heel.

The streetlights had been out in the entire district, so Aspirin walked home in the company of stars.

He could have picked a long and reasonably safe route along the main street, but Aspirin was a strapping young man and had no fear of nocturnal thugs. And while the shortcut led him through foul-smelling alleys, Aspirin had developed a rather philosophical attitude toward the environment. In a matter of minutes the heavy iron door of his building would shut behind him, and all this would be closed out. Vasya the concierge knew that on Sundays Aspirin came back around one thirty—not three or four in the morning as usual—and there was even a chance Vasya would open the door for him.

Aspirin switched on a pocket flashlight before turning into a dark walkway; almost immediately he saw the girl and froze on the spot.

At first he thought the girl was drawn on the wall, so still and two-dimensional she appeared on the background of red, black, and blue graffiti. As soon as his flashlight fell on her face, though, she shut her eyes, put a hand up as a shield from the beam, and clutched her toy closer to her chest.

“What are you doing here?” Aspirin asked on impulse.

He moved his flashlight from side to side. The walkway was empty. He turned back to the girl and shifted the light away from her face and onto her arms that clutched the yet-unseen plush creature.

“What are you doing here?” he repeated, this time with more conviction.

The girl said nothing.

About ten years old, she certainly did not look like a tramp or a beggar, or an unhappy child forgotten by her drunken parents. She didn’t even seem scared. The way she held her toy showed reserve rather than fear. Yet that was perhaps even stranger, because self-assured young girls standing in darkened alleys after midnight wasn’t what most people would consider normal.

Aspirin definitely didn’t think it was normal.

“Did you have a fight with your folks?” he suggested, immediately feeling like a complete idiot, although he couldn’t place why. But as the girl remained silent, he felt that was certainly adding to his disquiet.

“Are you just going to stand here like this?” Aspirin was growing more annoyed by the minute. “Waiting for the boogeyman to come and stick a knife into your heart? Where are your parents?”

The girl looked surprised at that. It was unclear what had sparked her interest—the perspective of meeting a boogeyman, or Aspirin’s interest in her lineage. At least he had her attention.

“Fine, let’s go,” Aspirin said, stifling his impulse to smack the girl upside the head. “Let’s go—I’ll take you to the police station, let them deal with you and your folks. Idiots, can’t watch their own kids.”

Aspirin was afraid the girl would start crying, shifting the situation from ridiculous to critical. If that did happen, though, it would only be for a few moments, because in reality he was planning to hand the child to his concierge and be done with it. Vasya was a kind man who occupied his free time with finding homes for stray puppies and kittens; last winter he’d even found an arrangement for some street waif. He would be the perfect person to call the police.

The girl watched Aspirin with clear, intent—and perfectly adult—eyes.

“Are you frightened?” she asked finally.

“Me?”

He was initially incredulous, but at that very moment he realized the girl was right. He was frightened—perhaps of the responsibility that fell on him from out of nowhere, perhaps of something else. It may have been the girl’s shadow over the ugly graffiti.

“What are you doing here all alone?” he asked, his voice a touch calmer.

“I am not alone. I am here with Mishutka.” She finally loosened her grip and Aspirin saw a light brown teddy bear with plastic eyes.

“Well, if you are with Mishutka, that’s a totally different matter,” Aspirin allowed. “Where do you live?”

The girl shrugged.

“Children should not be out on the street at such a late hour.” The little girl looked at him skeptically, and he didn’t blame her. Even to himself, Aspirin sounded like an old bore. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Yes,” the girl agreed. “He’s looking for me. He came for me.”

“Who?”

The girl did not respond.

Aspirin quickly scrolled through a few possible scenarios. Parents in a fight, possibly divorced. Or the mother is an alcoholic, and the father got custody. Not a common situation, but it was a possibility. In any case, the father came for her, and she didn’t want to go with him. The usual scenario. Domestic squabbles. Preteen issues.

The reasons didn’t concern him.

“All right,” he said firmly. “Either you come with me, or … you can stay here. So, what’ll it be?”

The girl watched him silently, her eyes round and blue, like those of a child on a greeting card.

“I am going,” Aspirin said with relief. “Family problems are not my forte.”

He pointed his flashlight onto the cracked pavement and moved toward the street. Stars glimmered above his head. How wonderful that I don’t have children, Aspirin thought, looking up at the clear summer sky. How wonderful that I didn’t marry Lucy back then, he thought, turning into a courtyard. How wonderful that I—

His reverie was cut short. A group of teenagers, drunk or high—or both—sat underneath a dying linden tree in the corner of a playground. Of course it was a playground, a perfect place for them to congregate.

He actually wasn’t sure they were high. He wasn’t even sure they were teenagers. It was hard to see in the dark, hard to count the glowing ends of their cigarettes, hard to ask for their IDs.

It wasn’t hard to know he wanted nothing to do with them.

“Hey, you! Come here!”

It was a young voice, but insistent. It sounded like it was used  to getting what it wanted, despite having nothing to back up that bravado. Aspirin moved his flashlight over the group. About half a dozen kids, one girl. And what’s worse, one pit bull.

“Drop your flashlight, shithead!”

Aspirin heard a low growl.

He switched off the flashlight and stepped back into the street. Couldn’t they just leave him alone?

No such luck. He was destined to be accosted by the young this evening.

“Come here! Better for you if you do!”

“What do you need, children?” Aspirin inquired in a businesslike tone. “I am DJ Aspirin.”

The group sniggered. Either these kids didn’t believe him, or they never listened to the radio.

“Aspirin, Oxycontin—got a light?” the only girl in the group asked cheerfully.

He took a few steps back, watching the dog. One of his buddies had a dog like that. That dog once bit off his owner’s finger.

“Keep your dog on the leash,” he suggested coolly.

They laughed, the girl louder than the rest. Such an unpleasant combination, Aspirin thought, that broad and her dog.

“Abel, get ’im! Get his balls!”

That was all he needed to hear.

Aspirin turned and ran. A stick, please, a metal bar, an iron one, or a shiv. There’s not enough time to find a brick, it’s too dark …

And as he sprinted away, he cursed the fact that the pepper spray he normally kept in his bag was now safely tucked away in the trunk of his car back in the garage.

A streetlight came to life by the entrance to the courtyard. Its dim glow was just enough for Aspirin to avoid crashing into a trash barrel. He sidestepped at the last moment and glanced back to see the pit bull that resembled a pale stuffed sausage fly across the courtyard, followed by eight legs stomping, eight arms flapping in the air, four mouths shrieking something unintelligible …

Only now did Aspirin think of the girl who was likely to still be standing there, in that very archway, clutching her teddy bear to her chest.

He picked up a broken brick and threw it at the dog, almost hitting it. The animal slowed down, but only for a brief moment.

“What are you doing, you asshole?” the broad screamed. “Abel, get him!”

Wasn’t he already trying to get me?

Aspirin dived into a concrete archway illuminated by the streetlight. Despite Aspirin’s hopes, the girl had not run away; she pressed herself against the wall, listening to the screaming, stomping, and growling.

Aspirin grabbed her hand and dragged her out of the courtyard. Considering that even without such ballast Aspirin ran more slowly than a short-legged dog, it was probably a mistake.

The archway ended. The girl pulled her hand out of Aspirin’s, turned around, and tossed her teddy bear back into the archway, toward the shadows dancing on the walls.

He cursed, thinking she’d ask him to go back for the bear, but instead she just stood there, waiting. He was going to ask her what her problem was when he heard the scream—nothing like the wild, raucous yells of teens having a lark. No, this was a shriek, a wail.

It sounded like the kind of scream that ripped apart someone’s vocal cords.

A second later he saw an enormous shadow growing on the concrete wall over the graffiti.

The dog groaned. There was a sound of flesh slapping the wall—a horrible, viscous noise—and then everything was quiet except for the sound of stomping feet, which died down in the distance.

Lights came on in the windows of the neighboring buildings.

“We’re leaving,” Aspirin said, not thinking clearly, led solely by instinct.

“One minute,” the girl said, “I need to get Mishutka.”

“We don’t have time—”

But she had already entered the archway, picked something off the pavement, patted it clean, and pressed it against her chest. Aspirin glanced over her head: the immediate courtyard was empty. However, in the opposite far corner of the courtyard, the dead body of the pit bull lay on the ground.

At least, one  half.

“Let’s go,” the girl said.

“Yes … let’s. Um. Go.”

He grabbed her hand and pulled her away, trying to stay in the shadows and avoid the eyes of the sleepy residents, whose heads were now popping up in the windows and balconies all over the street.

“Weird night tonight,” Vasya the concierge said when they got to his building. “Did you hear all these dogs barking like crazy? I heard someone shriek—scary stuff. Any trouble on your way home?”

“No trouble,” Aspirin lied. “But I met this—this kid here.”

The girl watched the concierge with polite interest.

“In the middle of the night?” Vasya marveled. “Were you all by yourself?”

“I was with Mishutka,” the girl clarified.

“Ah,” the man said, humoring the little girl.

Aspirin didn’t see how anything was funny about it.

The elevator arrived. Luckily, Aspirin caught a glimpse of Vasya’s face through the narrow gap in the shutting doors; he stepped forward, preventing the doors from closing.

“The child is lost,” he explained to Vasya. “Tomorrow morning I will call the police—need to find her parents. But I couldn’t leave her on the street, could I? Not with wild dogs and whatnot.”

The concierge’s eyes softened. “Yeah. These … these people leaving kids all over the place. If it were up to me, I’d execute people like that in the public square.”

Being reminded of executions in the streets, Aspirin took a deep breath, stepped back, and pressed 5. The girl said nothing; she simply gazed up at him, stroking her bear’s head.

The elevator made a grinding sound and stopped at the fifth floor. Aspirin had to take a few more deep breaths before his hands stopped shaking and the jumping key found its way into the keyhole.

“Come in.”

The lights switched on. The girl just stood in the middle of a spacious entrance hall, squinting—just like back in the courtyard. Aspirin shuddered.

Without taking off  his shoes, he  went  to  the kitchen, opened a drawer, and found a bottle of brandy. He poured a splash into a teacup and downed it. If he felt any better, the effect was marginal.

The girl remained standing in the middle of the hallway, but now her shoes were off. Aspirin was surprised by her perfectly clean socks, new, white with narrow red stripes.

“What is your name?” he asked, breaking the silence.

She gave him a reproachful look. “What is yours?”

“As—” he started, but then bit his tongue because “Aspirin” was not exactly an appropriate introduction. From what he’d gleaned of her attitude, he was pretty sure she wouldn’t be impressed by his alter ego. “I’m Alexey.” He walked over to the hall closet, rummaged around, and pulled out something. “Here, put these on.”

She stuffed her feet into a pair of women’s slippers, about five sizes bigger than her own.

“Are you hungry?” he asked coolly and nearly howled from frustration with this situation. It was just so unnatural, so false—all this nonsense: slippers, kitchen, pelmeni, tea …

Where the hell did this girl come from?

 And what was he supposed to do with her?

“I am not hungry, but Mishutka is,” the girl said solemnly. “Do you have any honey?”

“I guess …” The request—to feed her stuffed animal—seemed the most normal thing this little girl had done all night.

In the kitchen she sat on a stool, put her bear on the edge of the table, and folded her hands in her lap. Mishutka sat leaning to the side, staring ahead with button eyes, plush paws limp by his sides.

A shard of glass protruded from one of the paws.

Shuddering inside, Aspirin removed the glass with a napkin and tossed it into the trash.

“Mishutka says thank you very much. So how about that honey?” the girl asked.

“One moment. Should I put it into a saucer, or can he eat out of the jar?”

“Either way,”  the girl said.

“Buckwheat, linden, or wildflower?” Aspirin inquired.

The girl glanced at her toy.

“Flower would be best. But it’s not crucial.”

“Of course,” he said hoarsely. “And  does he need a spoon?”

The girl smirked. “Where did you see bears eating with a spoon? In cartoons?”

“Mmm,” Aspirin said noncommittally. He placed a jar of flower honey in front of the bear, struggling with the tight lid. Finally getting it open, he stepped over to the sink, crossed his arms over his chest, and stared, as if expecting the button eyes to blink, and the bear to reach for the jar with its overstuffed paw, scooping out honey and aiming it at the mouth embroidered on the plush face …

The toy remained still. Because of course it did. Aspirin needed to get some sleep.

The girl took the bear’s paw, sniffing and wrinkling her nose in delight. “Mishutka likes it a lot. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Aspirin sighed. “And now that he’s eaten …”

“What do you mean ‘now that he’s eaten’? He’s barely started.”

Aspirin looked at his watch. It was half past two. By the time they ran from the scene of the crime, by the time they made it home by back alleys, by the time Aspirin figured out what to do …

“Do you have a home phone number?” he asked without much hope.

“No,” the girl said, pretending to scoop out the honey with the bear’s paw, smacking her lips with pretend pleasure.

“Are you planning on returning home?”

The girl picked up a napkin and wiped the bear’s face clean. She had short pink nails and clean untanned arms. Her freshly washed T-shirt was adorned with two flying dragons and the words KRAKOW. LEARNING TO FLY.

“Have you ever been to Krakow?”

She didn’t respond.

Aspirin poured himself more brandy. His hands had almost ceased shaking.

“What was it, exactly?” he asked, staring at the girl’s striped socks.

“Where?”

“There, in the alley. What exactly happened last night?”

The girl sighed.

“He came for me. And I don’t want to go with him.”

“Who is he? Your father?”

“No, he’s not my father.”

“A stepfather?”

“It’s just Him.”

“‘Him’? Him who?”

The girl sighed again. It was unnerving seeing a young girl so exasperated. Especially one who was also so calm after the night’s events. Aspirin rubbed his palms together nervously.

“Who killed the dog?”

Without hesitation, the girl nodded in the direction of the toy bear. Aspirin thought of the pale pit bull torn in half.

“Actually,” the girl said thoughtfully, “they killed it. A while ago. When it chased you, it was already dead.”

That made no sense. None of this made sense. The dog looked like it had been blown apart. “But there was no explosion,” Aspirin mused. “Maybe … maybe they had something like … something fell in the dog’s path and blew up.” But again, he hadn’t heard anything.

Nothing but that incredible shriek.

“A mouse ran by and flicked its tail,” the girl said without a smile. “The egg fell down and exploded. Are you sleepy?”

More nonsense. And yet, it made the conversation seem more natural—as if they were talking about numerous different things at each other, and not with each other—and so he responded in kind. “I was just on air for six hours, telling jokes and other nonsense,” Aspirin admitted. “I talked to some idiots who called the station. I put on stupid songs they requested. Then a bunch of underage delinquents set their pit bull on me. And that pit bull goes ahead and dies. And not just dies, it explodes. So maybe I’m tired. Maybe I’m just going crazy.”

“Don’t worry about it,” the girl said, her tone just a touch patronizing. “You can have another drink and go to bed.”

“And when I wake up, you won’t be here,” Aspirin suggested dreamingly, already reaching for the brandy.

“Don’t count on it,” the girl said and hugged her teddy.




MONDAY

Miracles don’t exist, so when Aspirin limped into the kitchen at nine in the morning, the girl was sitting on a stool in front of a perfectly clean table, legs crossed, staring out the window and humming softly to  herself. Aspirin’s passport lay opened on a metal tray in front of her.

“What the …?”

Incensed, Aspirin swore as no one should swear in front of children; he immediately felt guilty … and that angered him further.

The girl turned to face him. Her brown teddy bear sat in her lap, or rather between her crossed legs, watching Aspirin with its button eyes. An empty honey jar stood on the floor by the chair leg.

No wonder the girl is up, going through my things, he thought. She’s hopped up on all that sugar.

“So you’re Grimalsky, Alexey Igorevich, and you are thirty-four years old,” the girl said in the voice of a public prosecutor.

“Listen,” Aspirin managed through gritted teeth. “Take your bear and go. I don’t want you here, and I don’t want to see you ever again. I am counting to ten.”

“Or what?” the girl inquired. “What happens at ‘ten’?”

“That’s what I get for trying to be a good Samaritan,” Aspirin murmured bitterly. “For letting a lost child spend the night.”

His legs and back ached after last night’s chase. His mouth felt dry and gross. A miniature hammer banged slowly and triumphantly in his right temple, either from the situation, the brandy from last night, or a combination of the two.

“Or,” he said, passing his guest, picking up his passport, and feeling marginally more confident, “or I will call the police.”

“And what are you going to tell them about me spending the night at your apartment?”

Aspirin finally allowed his mushy knees to buckle, lowering himself onto a stool. The girl watched him with interest.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m just curious—what does a grown man say to the police about letting little girls stay with him overnight?”

God …

“Listen,” Aspirin said thickly. “I don’t know who taught you this filth, but—there is such a thing as forensic evidence, medical expertise, you know? I don’t want any of this, but … everyone will know that you are nothing but a dirty little blackmailing shit, do you understand?”

The girl moved her bear from her lap to the table and folded his paws in a more relaxed manner.

“Then it’s true,” she said indifferently.

“What?” Aspirin tried not to shout, though he wasn’t quite sure why he had such restraint at the moment.

“He said … he always tells the truth.” The girl looked pensive, her blond eyebrows forming an unfinished sign for eternity.

“Listen, my dear,” he said with disgust, “why don’t you get the hell out of here. Otherwise, I promise not to conduct a single good deed in my entire life. I won’t even share a can of tuna with a hungry kitten.”

“Oh, I am terrified—you are soooo scary. As they say, don’t try to scare a porcupine with a naked ass, right?” she smirked. “You make it sound as if you’re the king of good deeds. A bona fide Santa Claus.”

Aspirin got up. He wanted to grab the little bitch by her ponytail and drag her over to the door and beyond. Instead, he waited a second—then burst out laughing.

Really, this was utterly comical. He was arguing with a preteen. Why would he need to worry about what an underage delinquent says?

Still giggling, he went back to his room and picked up his phone.

“I don’t  get it,” Victor Somov,  nicknamed Whiskas, asked  Aspirin. “You brought an underage girl into your apartment?”

“She’s just a kid. I thought—”

“You brought her into your apartment?” Whiskas repeated.

“Well, yeah, kind of.”

A pause.

“I don’t get it,” Whiskas said again. “What for?”

“I wasn’t myself,” Aspirin admitted. “She was by herself after midnight. And then there was this pit bull coming at us, and then …”

He stopped, not sure how to tell the rational Whiskas about the irrational terror that overtook him in that courtyard.

“Were you sober?” Whiskas asked.

“Yes—I drove home. I don’t drink when I am behind the wheel.”

“Good for you,” Whiskas commended him with mock sincerity. “Did you enter your home alarm code in front of the girl?”

“I didn’t set the alarm yesterday.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I forgot.”

“Pure genius,” Whiskas said, his voice full of wonder at the idiots born on this earth. “Aspirin, one of these days I am going to send a couple of thugs over just to teach you a lesson.”

“Please don’t,” Aspirin said, then cocked an ear—in the living room the nasty child had opened the piano and was now hitting random keys. “Listen. I think she’s crazy.”

“Not as crazy as you,” Whiskas assured him testily. “See if there is anything missing in your apartment. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

“Sounds good,” Aspirin said with relief.

In the living room the girl continued to press random piano keys like someone who’d never seen a piano before. Aspirin glanced at his watch wondering whether twenty minutes was enough time for the strange little creature to destroy the instrument. He hoped Whiskas would hurry.

Victor Somov managed the security detail at the nightclub Kuklabuck where Aspirin lit up the crowd on Tuesdays and Fridays. Victor had once helped Aspirin out of a sticky situation that involved the accidentally crushed bumper of a fancy car. Whiskas was considered an intellectual—he forced every bouncer on his team to read Murakami—but that was not what Aspirin valued the most about him. Victor Somov was a good friend because he was the perfect listener. He was attentive and a little slow, with an air of deliberateness that felt like attentiveness. He also had an aura of confidence and serenity, and that was exactly what Aspirin usually needed after his long, stress-filled days.

Or crazy, dog-and-girl-and-bear-filled nights.

Enlisting a professional to help with a child was overkill. Aspirin was showing weakness, and he knew it; he felt awkward now about calling Somov. But he also had no choice. If the girl refused to leave on her own, he would have to—what, grab her arms? Shoulders? Grab her by the throat or hair? He would have to seize her and drag her out, and she would most certainly scream, and the neighbors would hear her screaming and then he’d probably be screaming his way to prison. And that wasn’t in his plans. No, in a few years Aspirin was going to make some decent dough, buy a house in the country, erect a tall fence, and get a dog. Just not a pit bull. A German shepherd. He would live without a telephone, without a television set; a stereo and a laptop would be enough.

And he wasn’t going to let an act of charity turn his dream into a nightmare.

He listened again: a melody replaced the erratic sounds in the next room. An uninitiated listener would think that the girl continued to press random keys, but Aspirin heard a ragged, unschooled, strangely captivating song emerging from the instrument. A few measures—stop—repeated now, with more conviction.

A new measure …

He peeked into the living room. The girl stood in front of the instrument, finding the melody by ear, but not in the usual way of children trying to pick out a song. She didn’t hit the keys with one finger; instead, she passed her left hand over the octaves, while the right barely touched the keys, like a blind person reading Braille.

Her teddy bear sat on the piano between an antique clock and a china doll Aspirin had brought from Germany, seemingly watching her and keeping a glass eye on him at the same time.

“Right,” the girl murmured to herself. She placed both hands on the keys now. Her left hand played a chord, the right hand led a melody, and for a second Aspirin felt dizzy. He saw his future, and  it was so serene and so joyful, as if he were a schoolboy at the start of an endless vacation. He took a step toward the piano, about to embrace and kiss this marvelous girl who came to teach him how  to live his life for real, without depression and fear, without small upsets, without Mishutkas, to live and listen to music, to live and rejoice in living. He placed his hands on her shoulders and at that moment the china doll, securely attached to its stand, stepped forward, lost its balance, and toppled over onto the keys.

The melody died. Shards of porcelain lay on the carpet. Aspirin jerked his hands back; the doll’s head, curly-haired and indifferent, lay between E and F of the second octave.

“It wasn’t me,” the girl said with a guilty look. “I didn’t do it.”

Aspirin rubbed his temples. He still felt a little dizzy.

“No … it’s okay,” he said, but he wasn’t sure if anything was ever going to be okay. “Do you know how to play?”

“Well, no,” the girl admitted. “I just try to pick the right notes … and the keys are in order, so it’s not that difficult.”

He tried to work his mind around that, but things were still a bit blurry after the song. “What were you playing?”

The girl crouched down and started collecting the shards of porcelain. He saw the back of her neck under the blond ponytail, her spine, and her scrawny shoulder blades.

“It’s his song,” the girl said, addressing the floor. “If it’s played correctly, it leads you away forever. But you can only play it properly on his pipe. Or maybe if you get a big orchestra … maybe. If you gather virtuosi from the entire world, a few thousand of them, then maybe you can make it work. Maybe.” She looked up at him. “Do you get it?”

She stood up. The remains of the doll lay in her hands.

“I am sorry,” she said, looking into Aspirin’s eyes. “Have I upset you?”

“Goes in the trash,” Aspirin said, still not sure what he was being told.

Obediently, she went to the kitchen, and he heard the shards of porcelain hit the bottom of the empty trash pail. She came back holding the doll’s blue dress gently with the tips of her fingers.

“May I have it?”

“You may,” Aspirin said. “Who are you?”

“You should have asked me right away.” The girl gave him a shy smile.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I kept waiting for you to ask who I was, and in the meantime you figured I was a beggar, a gold digger, or something worse.”

Aspirin plopped down on the sofa and crossed his legs.

“But I did ask you your name.”

“But a name isn’t who someone is, right?”

He didn’t know how to respond to that. After a beat, he asked again, “Who are you?”

“I—”

She opened her mouth as if about to recite a memorized, well-prepared lesson—then suddenly she paused and stopped smiling.

“What is that?” she asked nervously.

“Where?”

“That sound.”

A mere second earlier the neighbors upstairs had switched on their audio system, heavy bass making the walls vibrate.

“Neighbors,” he said, shrugging. “They are music lovers … of a sort.”

“Are they deaf?” the girl asked after a pause.

“They love their bass.” She was distracting him with these interruptions. “Tell me where you ran away from.”

“I didn’t exactly run away,” the girl said, scrunching her eyebrows again. “I just left.”

“Escaped from a music school in a prison facility?”

“No,” she said, scornfully. “From this … from a very nice place.”

“A very nice place?”

“Yes. I’d like to return there someday.”

“Return now!”

The girl sighed. “I can’t. Mishutka and I have something important to do.”

She picked up her teddy bear and pressed her cheek to the short, light brown fur. A horrifying moment later, Aspirin realized she was crying.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s scary here,” the girl said. “Back there, last night—I was so scared.”

“That’s not surprising,” Aspirin said, though he didn’t remember her seeming all that scared in the alley. After a pause, he added, “Me too. But we are doing just fine now, aren’t we?”

“No.” The girl shook her head, still hiding her face behind the bear. “We’re not fine. You’re afraid of me.”

“Nonsense.” Aspirin came over and crouched down next to her, quelling the terror from seeping into his voice or through his eyes. “Hey. Don’t cry. Do you want a cup of tea? I have cookies.”

She nodded, still not looking at him. Aspirin went to the kitchen and filled a teakettle with fresh water. If nothing else, he would feel much better if his unwanted guest had enough to eat and drink before she left.

At least no one will accuse me of being a bad host.

They waited in silence until the teakettle purred, growled, and switched off with a loud click. Aspirin took out a box of tea bags and put one in each mug, filling the mugs with the boiling water. He put a plate of stale cookies in the middle of the table.

“What about Mishutka?” The girl’s voice was weak from crying.

After a moment of hesitation, Aspirin reached for the third cup. The girl placed the bear at the table. Aspirin sighed and filled the bear’s mug with hot water and a tea bag.

“Actually,” he said, moving the sugar bowl closer to the girl, “I am not afraid of you. Why in the world would I be afraid of you? Drink your tea. I just got angry when you took my passport.” He was almost convincing himself of what he was saying.

“It was on the table in the hallway.”

Now Aspirin remembered having to bring his passport to the post office and then tossing it on the hallway table. Which meant she hadn’t been rooting around in his apartment. Still …

“This is not a good reason,” he said firmly. “You cannot just pick up someone else’s documents, especially a stranger’s, in their apartment …”

“I needed to know who you were.”

Aspirin shook his head at her naiveté. “I told you my name. What exactly have you learned from looking at my passport that I didn’t already tell you? My age? Why would that matter?”

The girl hung her head.

“Don’t take it personally, but there are rules, after all,” Aspirin said, enjoying his small victory. “You must have parents … or some guardians or something. And you must live with them—those are the rules. So where are they?”

“My guardians are very,  very far away.” The girl smiled. It was a strange smile, more fitting for a wrinkly, experienced old woman. It made Aspirin wary for some reason.

“Where is that?”

The girl touched the paper tag and lifted the wet brown tea bag above the amber liquid in her mug.

“Wow.”

She dipped it into the mug and pulled it out again.

“You’ve never had tea from a tea bag, have you?” Aspirin asked softly. “What sort of boondocks are you from?”

“Alexey.” The girl’s eyelashes stuck together like icicles. “Don’t kick me out.”

Aspirin almost choked on his tea. Although it was exactly what he wanted to do, it galled him to have her voice it aloud. Spluttering, he exclaimed, “I am not kicking you out! Finish your tea in peace. Have a cookie. But we don’t live in a forest, for god’s sake. You must have some sort of identification. A passport of your own. Or a birth certificate. And … I have to leave—a business trip!” He made that up on the fly and became very enthusiastic. “Yes. I must be leaving shortly for a business trip. And it’s a long one. My train leaves in one hour. So you see, I’m not kicking you out. But you can’t stay here. We both belong in other places, you know?”

As he spoke, though, the girl seemed to have suddenly lost interest. She was staring at a toy silver bell, a simple knickknack sitting on one of the kitchen shelves.

“What is that?” she asked. And without asking for permission, she reached for the bell and picked it up.

“Put it down,” Aspirin said and frowned. “Haven’t you been taught to ask first? It doesn’t belong to you. Come on!”

The girl didn’t put it down, though. Rather, she shook the bell. A sound flew around the kitchen, weak but clear.

“The note A,” the girl said.

And immediately the doorbell rang, squawking like a deranged chicken.

“Here we go.” Aspirin got up, any guilt for getting rid of the girl fading once more. “This guy is here to help you.”

Walking to the door, he had a fleeting idea of giving her the bell. Especially if it got her to leave sooner. He opened the door.

“Hello,” Whiskas said, stepping over the threshold.

“Hello.” Aspirin tried not to fidget. “Want a cup of tea?”

“A cup of tea? Seriously?” Whiskas gave him a suspicious, sidelong glance. “Let’s deal with your problem first.”

They entered the kitchen as the girl poured her tea into the saucer to cool it, her sharp elbow up in the air.

Whiskas stopped abruptly, making Aspirin collide with him.

“A tea party?” Whiskas inquired.

“She was hungry,” Aspirin mumbled apologetically.

“Not at all,” the girl said softly. “We are just having a cup of tea. With Mishutka.”

She petted the bear, nearly making the toy’s heavy head dip into the scalding liquid.

Whiskas looked at Aspirin. Aspirin looked away, his expression signaling yes, he was an idiot, and he knew it.

“What is your name?” Whiskas asked the girl.

She hunched over the saucer; a single blond hair fell from behind her ear and snaked along the surface of the tea.

“What is her  name?” Whiskas addressed Aspirin. Aspirin shrugged. “What, haven’t you learned her name?”

“I haven’t had a chance.”

Whiskas looked incredulous. “Not enough time?”

“Not quite …” Not sure how to answer, Aspirin picked a cookie from the platter and devoured it with abandon.

“All right, finish your tea,” Whiskas said to the girl. “We’re going to the juvie.”

“Where?”

“If you don’t tell me immediately who your parents are and where you live, I will take you to the juvenile detention center, and you will have to speak to the specialists.” Whiskas smiled unpleasantly as he said this.

“I don’t live here,” the girl said softly.

“Toto, I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore,” Whiskas said in a high, reedy voice. “Then you will be sent home. If you have any money. Come on, bottoms up.”

“If you need money for a ticket, I can give you money,” Aspirin offered. Whiskas groaned and glanced at him without a hint of respect.

“What the hell is wrong with you? She’ll happily leech off you, and all you need right now is someone pestering you.”

“I won’t,” the girl said, even more softly. “I don’t need anything from him. I just want him to admit he’s my father.”

Aspirin choked on his cookie and bent over in a violent fit of coughing.

Whiskas straddled a chair. For a while he watched the girl sip her tea. Eventually his eyes moved toward Aspirin. Aspirin still couldn’t talk—the cookie stuck in his throat.

No one tried to help him.

“What was that again?” Whiskas said, eyes steady on the girl’s face.

“I am his daughter.” The girl sat up proudly. “He and my mom—they broke up. I wasn’t born yet. Ask him—he remembers Luba from Pervomaysk, he must remember her …”

“What Luba?” Aspirin coughed out, finally regaining the gift of speech. “What do you mean, Pervomaysk?”

“Luba Kalchenko. You vacationed together in Crimea.”

“Crimea? Victor, this is a nightmare, she’s lying, it’s all lies …”

Whiskas’s professionally steely eyes grew colder.

“Alexey Igorevich.” The girl’s voice sounded thin and pitiful. “I don’t need anything from you. We are going to make it. Mom has disability benefits, because of that hazardous industry job she had, and she has diabetes. And Grandma has her pension … I don’t need any money! I just wanted to come and see …”

“Victor, she’s lying,” Aspirin said, laughing nervously. “It’s simply ludicrous. A real circus, that’s what this is.”

But it was clear his friend wasn’t buying the girl’s words anyway. Whiskas’s wide face twisted in disgust.

“Anyone can come and claim whatever they want,” he informed the girl through gritted teeth. “Maybe you are my daughter. Or the pope’s.”

Tears rolled down the girl’s face. She reached for her back pocket, pulled out a small black-and-white photo, and slapped it down on the table like a trump card. Whiskas and Aspirin bent over the photo in unison. At one time glossy, but now frayed and faded, the snapshot showed a couple embracing. The woman’s face was clearly seen in the image; she was a brunette of about twenty, not quite beautiful, but pleasant-looking. The man’s face was blurry—he must have turned his head when the camera clicked. The sea frothed in the background.

“That’s him,” the girl said, licking a huge tear from the corner of her mouth.

“It’s completely impossible to tell who that is!” Aspirin yelled. “Plus,” he said a tad less aggressively, “people hug each other all the time. That’s not proof.”

Whiskas studied the photo. His steely eyes bore no expression whatsoever.

“What do you want from me?” Aspirin took a step back to the window. “Money? How much can I give you to make you leave?”

“I don’t want any money,” the girl said firmly.

“Alexey,” Whiskas rose. “May I speak with you for a moment?”

“What—”

“Now.”

Aspirin followed him into the hallway, confused when it seemed like they were just about to make headway with the girl.

“What the hell?” Whiskas inquired.

“What do you mean, ‘What the hell?’ She’s lying,” Aspirin whispered. “I swear. There was no Luba from Pervomaysk. I’m not sure I even know where that is, let alone gone there.”

“As if you would remember them all,” Whiskas murmured. “How did she get into your apartment?”

“I told you—I brought her in.”

“Well, if you brought her in, you can take her out,” Whiskas said, turning to leave. “Your family problems are your own responsibility. See you.”

Before Aspirin could even protest, the door was shutting behind him.

“What the hell,” he said.

In the kitchen the silver bell rang—the note A, as the girl pointed out.

Aspirin shuffled into the living room and stretched out on the sofa.

How had he managed to get himself into this idiotic situation?

His mother always said that one’s personality defines one’s fate. All it takes is to show a sign of weakness once; all sorts of disasters flow into that crack. All his life Aspirin would avoid old women begging on the street; he simply excluded them from his line of vision. Perfectly undisturbed, Aspirin would eat his lunch in full view of a hungry runaway. So why now? How could this happen to him after decades of casual disregard? How did he manage to bring someone else’s child into his home, his fortress, which no strangers were ever allowed to enter?

And what did he do when his friend took the word of this random little girl over his?

He had asked Victor for help, but—somehow—it had made things worse. Because Victor didn’t believe him, and now he was stuck with this child. Somebody else’s child. Insolent. Ill-mannered. Hungry. Dirty. Well, clean at this point, but that was temporary.

Aspirin lay for a few minutes, then got up. A boil must be lacerated while it’s fresh, as unpleasant as it might be—he knew that much. The problem must be solved without delay. And he, Alexey Igorevich Grimalsky, was perfectly capable of taking care of himself.

Especially when there was no one else he could ask for help.

He went back to the kitchen. The girl sat on the same chair, cuddling her teddy bear and staring out of the window. Aspirin took a closer look and realized that the blurry young man in the photo had nothing in common with Aspirin himself—whatever familiar features brought out by Whiskas’s probing eyes had been nothing but an illusion, a hypnosis perhaps, or—who knows—it was quite possible that the confident voice of that little witch brought out a false sense of guilt in Aspirin.

“It’s not that bad, you know,” the girl said, still staring out of the window.

“Let’s go,” Aspirin said, taking her elbow. He felt her thin arm, so warm, so smooth, tense slightly under his fingers.

“I am staying here.” She turned her head, but remained seated. “There is a law. If you spend the first night under someone’s roof, that’s where you stay. We are connected now. And neither you nor I can break that connection.”

What nonsense. “We’ll see about that.” He pulled her by the arm, about to jerk her up and drag her into the hallway. And then he let go because a deep, throaty snarl filled the kitchen. Aspirin’s fingers slackened before he remembered where he’d heard that sound before.

“Quiet, sh-hhhh.” The girl hugged the toy closer to her chest, caressing its fur. “Do not be afraid, Mishutka. It’s going to be all right.”

Aspirin backed away, convinced the girl was mad—and that he was going quite mad himself. He watched them for a few minutes, then picked up the bottle of brandy from the shelf and an unfinished cup of tea from the table, and retired to the living room.

A clap of thunder woke him up.

In his dream he heard snarling, piercing shrieks of people being torn in half, saw shadows dancing on a dirty wall covered with graffiti …

He woke up and knew it was nothing but a thunderstorm. Outside the air was gray and rain battered the glass; the curtain stayed still—someone had thoughtfully shut the window. A lamp glowed softly.

Aspirin lay on the sofa, heavy and doughy, like a dying jellyfish. A tray was placed on the coffee table. Aspirin smelled food and sat up.

Steam rose from a thick chicken cutlet. Three fat slices of tomato stared back at him. A large mug was filled with coffee.

“Eat,” a disembodied voice said from the darkness. “You skipped breakfast.”

“What time is it?” Aspirin asked hoarsely.

“Almost five.”

“How long was I asleep for?”

There was no answer. Aspirin sat up, wincing. An empty bottle of brandy leaned timidly against the side of the sofa.

He picked up the knife and fork. The chicken cutlet was tender, with just the right amount of salt and pepper, crispy on the outside and perfectly lovely.

“I see you’re a fully baked housewife,” he said chewing with gusto. “Can you sew? How about knitting? How old are you?”

His questions were met with silence. The girl sat on the floor, legs crossed, Mishutka pressed against her chest.

“And what is your name, by the way?” He thought about something else. “And where did you get the chicken? I know I didn’t have any in the refrigerator.”

“You didn’t have any vegetables either,” the girl said. “Or potatoes. I bought it. At the market near the subway.”

“Right,” Aspirin said and reached for the coffee. “Did you also stop to pick up a roofie, by any chance?”

“Stop to pick up a roofie,” the girl repeated, as if fully appreciating the scope of his joke. “Why would I bother? You slept all day without any help. Is that your way of avoiding problems?”

Aspirin swallowed the insult along with a huge gulp of coffee.    It must be noted that Aspirin’s favorite beverage was beyond all compliments—Aspirin definitely couldn’t make coffee as excellent as this.

Lightning flashed, followed by a bark of thunder, and spooked automobiles howled in different voices. Aspirin put the mug back on the tray.

“And what else have you been doing?”

“I read. I found all sorts of magazines here.”

Aspirin looked down and saw two issues of Macho and three issues of Lolly-Lady, pages spread widely and most indecently. Had she really been looking at those pictures?

“Doctor Aspirin—that’s your byline, isn’t it?” the girl asked solemnly.

Aspirin groaned—this was much worse than he thought. He switched positions and fluffed the pillow under his head.

“I figured it out,” the girl said sunnily. “‘One hundred recipes for healthy intercourse.’ ‘How to meet a blonde.’ ‘How to break up with a blonde without heartache.’”

He groaned again. “Who sent you?”

“No one. I came on my own. You found me, remember? But … I need you.”

“Why?”

“I can’t do anything by myself. I don’t know anything. I am scared of everything.”

“I noticed,” Aspirin murmured through gritted teeth.

“It’s true,” the girl sighed. “I have no one. Except for Mishutka.”

The girl approached, and Aspirin flinched, thinking she was bringing the bear closer to him, but she just picked up the tray with the dirty dishes and moved toward the kitchen.

“Hold on!” Aspirin yelled to her back. “What is your name, anyway?”

Another clap of thunder followed a flash of lightning that illuminated the dark room: a Japanese calendar on the wall, book spines on the shelves, and the girl’s pale face.

“Alyona,” she said gingerly, like someone who had just come up with a name and was not sure it actually fit.

“Liar,” Aspirin said.

The girl shrugged and walked out of the room.

Aspirin shook his head. The hallucination continues, then, he thought. Gusts of wind made the windowpanes tremble. In the kitchen the dishes clinked delicately.

How could he have fallen asleep? He just dropped everything and got himself wasted. She could have brought people into his apartment—her masters, or whoever sent her here.

“Hey,” Aspirin yelled hoarsely, hoping to be heard in the kitchen. “Where did you get the keys?”

“In the pocket of your jacket,” the girl answered serenely. “In the hallway.”

He rose, fighting off nausea.

“And now where are my keys?”

“Same place. I put them back.”

The sound of running water, the sound of a fork dropped into the metal sink.

“For your information,” Aspirin said, “I am changing the locks—tomorrow. Both of them. And the alarm will be on, and you don’t know the code. And the money? Where did you get the money?”

“Forty-five.”

“‘Forty-five’ what?”

“Your code is forty-five. You left it punched in, and never put it back to zeroes. And the money—I took it from your jacket and put the change back in your pocket. But since it was to buy you food, it’s not really stealing, is it?”

The logic was irrefutable—and infuriating.

The sound of running water stopped. Aspirin forced himself off the couch and went into the kitchen. The girl stood in front of an empty, sparkling sink, drying her hands with a towel.

“A different concierge was on duty today—her name is Sveta,” she said. “I told her I was your daughter from Pervomaysk. She looked very surprised.”

“I have no doubt.” Aspirin’s voice was low and hard. “And now you’re going to leave.”

“Where? In the rain? In the thunderstorm? Don’t be silly.”

“Don’t call me silly! Stop condescending to me! I’m the adult here, and I don’t care if there is a monsoon outside: you’re still going.”

Alyona smiled. “You have a nice large apartment. Some people stay in communal apartments all their lives, four people per room. Yet you’re too greedy to let an orphaned child stay with you. Even though you live alone and have plenty of space.”

“Who took you in last night? Gave you a place to stay? Who protected you from those thugs and their dog?”

“Mishutka protected me
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