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    Fate is just a coincidence that didn't oversleep.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The world hangs by a thread. And that thread is a cat's whisker.
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He was magnificent.

Red from head to toe — even the tips of his whiskers. The kind of creature housewives would call my little sunshine... and tuck into bed next to them. Figuratively, of course. Sunshine... honestly. When I first saw him, something similar almost slipped off my own tongue. Why not call him, say, Ra — the ancient Egyptian sun god, for reference. Though it sounds a bit pompous, don’t you think? And if the real Ra takes offense, well... I’d rather keep my head on my shoulders.

Maybe Helios? Also, a sun god, but from a more democratic Mediterranean country.

No, that doesn’t fit either.

But I couldn’t bring myself to call him Vaska either.

Maybe he’d tell me himself.

And in fact, he was the first to approach me.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” he said in flawless Russian, gazing up at me with devoted eyes, clearly sensing my hesitation. “Hatul.”

“I can see you’re a hatul and not some stray mutt,” I replied. “But may I ask your proper name, if you don’t mind?”

“I don’t mind. I just can’t tell you.”

“And why is that?”

“In our Galaxy, it’s considered improper to say one’s true name out loud in public.”

“What do you mean, improper? Then how do you communicate with each other?”

“Mostly by shouting ‘Hey!’ It’s the universal interplanetary language. Abbreviated as M.Y.A.O.U. You’ve probably heard it.”

“Every morning under my window, especially around dawn. But tell me, if you please — what Galaxy are we talking about, and where exactly did you come from?”

“An ordinary one. Lots of numbers and a few letters. On Earth you use that system to label objects you don’t understand and can’t reach due to your centuries-long technological backwardness. But if you insist — AM 0218-321. The Tarantula Nebula. Does that ring a bell?”

“All right. Let’s assume you’re from the Tarantula. I can’t verify it anyway. And I strongly disagree about the backwardness — we’re making tremendous progress. We’re planning to land on the Moon soon. Just need to invent the engine. But surely you had a nickname at home? Something like... Sharik? No, not Sharik. Pharaoh, maybe?”

“We don’t have pharaohs anymore. They were all eliminated during the Third Great Subbotnik for Revolutionary Order and Urban Cleanliness. We now have freedom, equality, and brotherhood for everyone without exception.”

“And how am I supposed to address you then?”

“Just ‘Hey.’ Don’t worry, I can read thoughts.”

What a nerve!

Me — a well-mannered, cultured, borderline hereditary intellectual — calling someone “hey,” while he rummages through my brain for thoughts? Absolutely not! Never!

What if I call him Smart-Mouth? That would suit him perfectly — both his speeches and that sly, self-satisfied expression on his... well, muzzle.

Decision made.

“How about I call you Chutzpan? It means bold, cheeky, independent, sometimes over the line, but proud and likable. I can’t very well call you Ivanov, my dear fellow — that has to be earned.”

“Forgive me, but isn’t that a bit strong for someone you’ve just met from another planet?”

“Not at all. Jews call each other chutzpan all the time, and no one gets offended.”

“Well, isn’t saying ‘Jew’ out loud offensive to Jews? Isn’t that antisemitic? Seems similar to calling a dark-skinned person a negro. And besides, we’re not in Israel — we’re in the city of three revolutions. The cruiser Aurora, and all that.”

“Chutzpah is chutzpah even in Africa, my friend. Don’t worry so much. You’ll get used to it — as we say on Earth, affection grows with time. But if you don’t like it, I can offer another option — Shimshon.”

“Shimshon? Another trick? As you Russians say: call me a pot if you like, just don’t put me in the oven. And what exactly does ‘Shimshon’ mean?”

“It means sunshine, my dear. A gift. Free of charge.”

“Well, that’s not bad at all. I like ‘sunshine.’”

“Then let’s shorten it: Shimmy from the Nebula...”

“Tarantula.”

“Yes, yes, of course — Tarantula. Thank you for the reminder.”

“For some reason the name reminds me of a monkey dance.”

“Don’t sweat it. Could be worse.”

“‘Sweating’ is what you do in a bathhouse. With birch branches.”

“Sorry, Shimmy from the Tarantula Nebula — bad habit, slang. But that’s how we talk here. I meant don’t worry.”

“And how should I address you, if I may ask?”

“Just call me Alex. My last name is Special — yes, like ‘special’ in English. I don’t like it; why stand out? Better to be Ivanov. But you can’t choose your parents, so I kept it. So, I’m Special — but you may call me Alex.”

I’m not a fan of “introductory explanations” in novels — they tend to mislead the reader, pardon the tautology — but I feel obliged to point something out.

If you come across the name Alex in this book, or God forbid, the surname Khudaiberdyev, do not associate them with anyone you know. Consider this your warning: they’re dummies, props, cardboard cutouts. Pure fiction. A phantom. A flight of the author’s imagination — perhaps not the most successful one, but it is what it is. C’est la vie.

If you want the truth, I don’t know these people personally at all, though it’s not impossible I’ve met someone with similar names. Life is complicated; you never know who or what is waiting around the corner. And frankly, life isn’t so attractive that one should cling to it like a drowning man to a straw. What I mean is: don’t take it — or novels — too seriously.

The morning was clear; the sun spread its rays across an unseasonably cloudless sky, and one could almost expect a wonderful day ahead.

One thought, however, wouldn’t leave me alone: hadn’t I given far too much attention to that creature from some cosmic hole, when I should’ve been thinking about myself first? Establishing, so to speak, who is who.

Maybe I should’ve advised him, as a friend:

Go back, my feline brother, to wherever you drifted here from. This world is too big for you.

Planet Earth is not the friendliest place to live, but one must try to carve out at least a small corner in it — preferably under the sun.

If you want to win, you must change reality, no matter how disgusting it is or seems — like in a computer game. And believe me, God is my witness, I try. I even made it to staff captain — or, if you prefer the civilian version from Peter the Great’s Table of Ranks, a titular councillor. “He was a titular councillor...” — you probably remember the romance.

How did I end up back in my native Petersburg after decades away?

Long story. I’m afraid of boring you.

Let’s put it this way: I’m different. Not like everyone else. Sooner or later, you realize that — and if you don’t, well, that’s fine too.

I’ve travelled half the world, lengthwise and crosswise. Stayed briefly everywhere. Didn’t like it. Came back. But don’t dwell on that.

“O. Henry once said: ‘It’s not the road we choose that matters. What’s inside us makes us choose the road.’ And he was right — I’ve seen enough to know that. What matters is who you are inside. And deep inside, I still feel like a little boy.

There’s a quote attributed to Sir Isaac Newton — the Navigator, the very one:

‘I don’t know how I appear to the world, but to myself I am only a boy playing on the seashore, finding now and then a smoother pebble or a prettier shell than usual, while the great ocean of truth lies undiscovered before me.’

Alas, I’ve long since grown up — but I remain alone. Alone as a stone in the whole world. And yes, it worries me a little. My chosen profession leaves its mark — military specialty 0707, “secret missions,” the contents of which I’m not allowed to discuss under penalty of being shot.

Being “in the field” is hard — but imagine what it’s like for those waiting for you at home, in a wheelchair... or in a coffin.

Better, of course, to return covered in medals and scars.

Picture that.

There — good.

You must enjoy your work — otherwise you’ll go mad.

If not me, then who?

If not now, then when?

That’s how it is in war: you get an order — you carry it out. End of story. The brass doesn’t care about the details. Mission accomplished? Here’s your medal.

The moment you stop digging into what happened to you and torturing yourself with what might happen tomorrow — that’s when you finally realize how lucky you are.

I’d have become a barista or a sommelier, honestly — free drinks every day — but fate had other plans. Better to be alone, believe me, than together with just anyone, as one wise man said.

If you want to know, I’m curious myself why I’m here. After completing my last assignment — by order of the Chief (he hates that word, by the way; insists on being called the Boss) — I arrived in the city on the Neva for a personal meeting and to hand over some very important, strictly confidential materials.

My Boss is strict, fair, but utterly incomprehensible and impossible to pin down.

Omnipresent, like Figaro — here, there, everywhere. Though he rarely finishes anything himself; he delegates to random people and never checks the results.

Oh dear, listen to me committing heresy...

He supports me, helps financially, but demands absolute obedience. Says:

It’s not your job to understand God’s design. The millstones of history are turned by violence and money. Just chew the hay I give you every day.

He promised — someday — to let me go free, even to place me in Paradise while I’m still alive. Unlikely, though. Too much left to do.

You probably know him or at least have met the Devil in the flesh once or twice. Nonsense? Oh, please... People are ready to believe any rubbish, and the things lying right under their feet — metaphorically speaking — they toss into the trash without giving them a moment’s thought.

But don’t let yourself be fooled. Telling Good from Evil is hard — if possible, at all. Trust no one. Only your instincts.

It’s not about what was — it’s about what will be. That’s what matters.

As for how many identities I’ve had — I honestly can’t remember. Many, I suppose. More than seven, that’s for sure. My life’s been like an Indian movie — nonstop adrenaline.

“Listen, why are you telling me all this? You think I came to you at the crack of dawn for this nonsense? No way...”

“I’m not telling you anything. Thoughts just swarm in my head, my esteemed guest from deep space. When you get used to being alone, you can talk yourself into all sorts of rubbish, you know?”

“Yeah, well, I’m tired of listening to all that rubbish buzzing in your head.”

“That’s not my problem, is it? It’s yours — feline nature and all that. Eavesdropping and reporting up the chain?”

“Maybe we calm down and go get some coffee, partner? ‘No sunrise until you’ve had your coffee,’ as the saying goes.”

“Whoever invites pays. You got money? Sorry for switching to ‘you.’”

“Money’s not an issue. And ‘you’ is better — makes us sound like friends.”

“Then let’s go. By the way, are you busy? I mean — do you work?”

“Why, you offering a cushy job? Got a vacancy?”

“Well, you see... I need to fly to Tierra del Fuego, check how things are going there. Do some fishing. It’s boring to travel that far alone.”

“Why so far? You could go to the Gulf of Finland, or Lake Vuoksa. There’s no decent fish left in the Neva.”

“I’ve got a hotel there. For fishermen.”

“Oh... well, in that case.”

“Imagine a twenty-pound speckled trout in local waters. I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself.”

“I love trout. Never say no to trout. In any form. Though I prefer it fresh, with scales — tastes better that way.”

“We’ll arrange it.”

“Only...”

“What only?”

“Only that’s not why I came to find you.”

“Then why? I thought you were wandering the streets like a stray, sleeping and eating wherever.”

“Not at all. I’m a messenger.”

“A messenger is exactly what I needed... on my first day of freedom. Let me guess — Samael sent you? We said goodbye just yesterday. Can’t live without me. No sleep, no rest. It’s him, isn’t it?”

“The very one. He’s got a mission for you.”

“Then spit it out already — don’t pull the cat by the tail.”

“I’m not pulling anything. I’m preparing you — to trigger the right emotional response.”

“How about we at least have a cup of coffee first? Then we talk.”

“Will they let me in?”

“I’ll say you’re with me. You can stay at my place too, if you’ve got nowhere.”

“That would be nice. Thank you, Alex. A respectable cat shouldn’t be wandering through basements.”

“Don’t mention it, Shimmy. Make yourself at home.”

We settled at a free table in the Petrograd, where I was staying thanks to the Boss’s connections. Why not? When the Boss arranges things, everything is paid for in advance. We ordered two cappuccinos and continued our conversation.

“Don’t get the wrong idea — I’m not that kind of messenger,” Shimmy said.

“And what kind are you then?”

“Samael said you’ve had enough lounging around. I’m quoting from memory. He said it’s time for you to get back to work. So, he sent me as your partner — to help you and keep an eye on you, so you don’t do anything stupid. We’re supposed to work like Holmes and Dr. Watson.”

“And how exactly are you supposed to help me? I’m free as a bird, owe nothing to anyone, not doing any jobs — I’m on vacation, you understand?”

“That depends on how you look at it, Alex. And besides, there’s a delicate matter we need to sort out. Do you read the papers?”

“Depends. Mostly the headlines. Why, someone got killed again?”

“Imagine how boring life would be without murders and fires on the streets.”

“Half of Americans read only the headlines. I try not to touch newspapers at all — the ink sticks to your fingers, terrible for your health. I know from experience. I used to work at a big newspaper, spent evenings in the printing room proofreading, hunting for typos so they wouldn’t reach the readers. It was a paper about freedom, equality, and brotherhood — later went bankrupt, unsurprisingly. The print run was ten thousand copies! I made sure there wasn’t a single mistake, or else — scandal. The editor-in-chief would take your head off in one go. There used to be a profession called ‘proofreader,’ but it’s dying out. A proofreader is like a switchman or a sapper — priceless. Nowadays no one cares about literacy. You can swear in print to attract readers. Everyone went to school, so everyone’s supposedly literate and liberated. And if someone can’t handle the Russian language — well, too bad, they’re in their own country. Russian is great and mighty — and if you don’t understand it, go to hell...”

“Well, proofreaders and censors are relics of the past, antiques. Nothing to argue about. Express yourselves, take as much freedom as you want — no restrictions. And as for printing — they use offset now, so your hands stay clean.”

“Six of one, half a dozen of the other. So, what happened? A kitten stuck in a drainage pipe, screaming like the trumpets of Jericho? Need to save the building before it collapses?”

“Oh, very funny. I’m educated too, you know. I speak a bunch of languages — even a bit of ancient Aramaic. They taught it as an elective at the Feline Academy. And I have a degree in international journalism.”

“Seriously? Ancient Aramaic? Impressive. So, we’re colleagues? Then we should have another cup to celebrate.”

“Why not — especially with a good man. And a croissant, if possible. I’m used to starting my mornings with a croissant in my paw.”

“For you, Shimmy, my friend, I won’t spare a croissant. So — what’s the job?”

“I’ll tell you, and then it’ll be your job. You don’t mind?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Dying for your country is easy. Serving it — truly serving it, not pretending — that’s what few can do.”

“True enough, though I’d rather not be the example. Sounds like you’re offering something dangerous, judging by how far you’re circling around it. Dying for the motherland isn’t shameful, but I’d still like to live a little for myself. As Al Capone said, a bullet changes a lot in your life — even if it hits you not in the head but in the backside. And he knew better than most. By the way, it’s not ‘Al’ like they write everywhere — it’s ‘Al’ from Alphonse. Big Al. He worked as a bouncer — that’s how he got the nickname.”

“I don’t care if he’s Al or Al’. A gangster is a gangster, tall or short. I think we can avoid gunfire. I hope so, anyway. Nevsky Vedomosti reports an incident in a private elite club. Did you know the famous chess player Stanislav Dubakin was visiting our city? No? Then listen. He’s dead. Completely dead. He was invited to give a blindfold simultaneous exhibition. Twelve boards — nothing serious. The unofficial world record still belongs to the American George Koltanowski: he won fifty games and drew six without losing a single one.”

“Impressive.”

“Closest to the record came the Russian champion Alekhine,” Shimmy continued. “He played blindfold on thirty-two boards at the World’s Fair in Chicago in 1934. The session lasted twelve hours. Can you imagine what that cost him?”

“You mean financially?”

“No, of course not... I mean his nerves, his psyche. Or take Botvinnik. After returning from England, where he’d given simultaneous exhibitions, he was asked weeks later by psychiatrists from the Bekhterev Institute to reproduce every move from every game. And he did. A titan of thought. Memory like an elephant.”

“Not for free, I assume... Memory like an elephant, you say. More like a queen on the board!”

“Naturally, there’s a prize fund — like in any respectable tournament. But for the wealthy audience, like in our case, the whole thing is just entertainment. The local businessmen wanted a thrill. Tickets cost a million rubles. Not too much, but not cheap for an average chess lover. Which is why there weren’t any average lovers there — only the rich, who can toss a million like pocket change, then brag about it, take selfies, and plaster them all over Instagram.

“Our deceased hero wasn’t Alekhine, of course, but still a grandmaster well-known in certain circles. The event was organized by a local patron of the arts — a self-proclaimed descendant of nobility — one Serge Maloselsky. But then something unexpected happened: the visiting celebrity fell in love at first sight with Maloselsky’s daughter, Varvara. And she, not being a fool, returned the feeling immediately. They were planning to elope abroad. Imagine — Romeo and Juliet, love at first sight.”

“Well, that happens. The girl was probably kept under lock and key, deprived of male attention, so the first man she met stirred her emotions. Nothing unusual. Plenty of novels about that — Stendhal, Maupassant. And not only young maidens — married ladies too often succumb to romantic impulses. Poor things, bored to death with their dull, flavourless husbands.”

“But that’s not all. Here’s the point. During the exhibition, when it became clear the guest was winning every game, he suddenly felt unwell and died right there — even though the doctor arrived instantly. The police are in shock. The governor is stunned.”

“And we’ve been assigned to investigate, right?”

“Right.”

“And why us?”

“I can only guess. The Boss must be involved. He likes to play a game or two of chess with the duty demons in the office when he’s got nothing else to do. He said he’s personally interested in finding the culprit. You don’t think great chess players drop dead like flies for no reason, do you? Someone must’ve helped him along. It’s a matter of honour for the Heavenly Chancellery to find the killer.”

“And what about Varvara? What’s her patronymic — Sergeyevna?”

“Forget it, she’s not for you. She’s distraught. Locked herself in, refuses her favourite Pizza Hut, won’t see anyone. Wrings her hands: oh love, love, mon ami, why have you abandoned me... I’ll kill myself, I swear... They try to explain to her that love and happiness aren’t synonyms — she won’t listen. Meanwhile, the dating market is full of suitors — huge selection... Ah, youth.”

“And how do you know all this?”

“All the cats chase me.”

“Sure. Because you’re ginger.”

“Exactly.”

“And the father — this noble descendant, Maloselsky?”

“We’ll have to find out. But keep in mind: he’s got connections in high places, drinks with the governor, goes to the sauna with girls on Saturdays. Businessman, donated money to build a new church. Owns casinos, nightclubs... We should tread carefully.”

“Hard to believe a rich man would stick his neck under the axe of justice over trifles.”

“My thoughts exactly. We’ll ask him what’s what. Asking questions is free, as you know.”

“He probably has security. They won’t let us near.”

“Don’t worry — the Boss will arrange everything.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt it... Master of transformations. And you — are you one of them by any chance?”

“I’ve been many things. Hard to answer definitively. But I promise to warn you.”

“A signal?”

“A sound.”

“The only word in Cat I understand is ‘meow.’”

“That’s enough for now.”

“Then let’s go.”

“I’m driving. I’ll give you a proper ride. Haven’t sat behind the wheel in ages.”

“You have a license?”

“The one with the most rights is the one who’s right. And no one has more rights than the Boss. Not even the Head of the Heavenly Chancellery. Don’t worry — we’ll manage. My conversations with the police are short: bang-bang — and I’m queen of the board. Fasten your seatbelt, if you please.”

“Enough talking, Shimmy — keep your eyes on the road. Tell me what you know.”

“Not much, my lord. During the exhibition Dubakin suddenly felt unwell — complained of a headache, nausea.”

“Out of the blue?”

“Before that he asked for some water. I think it was water.”

“Did they bring it? Who?”

“The errand boy of that same patron who organized the tournament.”

“Well, well... quite a plot.”

“Indeed. All the players were sitting in the next room, and the errand boy — who was also the arbiter — walked back and forth, relaying the moves from board to board. So, the players are not involved, they’re not suspects.”

“How many were there?”

“Twelve, sir. Same as the number of chairs in the club’s Red Room.”

“So, we have only two suspects: Maloselsky and the guy who walked between rooms carrying the moves — the errand-arbiter.”

“I beg to differ. Someone else could’ve poisoned the water.”

“Agreed. God loves a trinity. And what kind of water was it?”

“Ordinary water. In a bottle. No — I think it was a glass of water. Or Coke.”

“Not much to go on, my friend. He asked for water and they brought him Coke?”

“My thoughts exactly. Strange. But the police, they say, arrested the arbiter just in case — he’s been sitting in the holding cell since morning. He’s their main suspect now. Their only hope to boost the clearance rate and please the bosses.”

“I see. They won’t jail a Russian nobleman. But Maloselsky, judging by the circumstances, had a motive.”

“He didn’t want to give his daughter to a traveling performer?”

“No, my dear Shimmy — the inheritance of the future son-in-law.”

“A-ah...”

“Shimmy, you’re like a child. Didn’t you have criminology classes? Cause-and-effect? Property motives? Financial interest?”

“You’re right, Alex. How could I forget — the prize money... Twelve million rubles.”

“Enough to buy tickets, leave Petersburg far behind, disappear. Settle somewhere new for a while. Prague, at least.”

“Weak argument. But we shouldn’t dismiss it. People have killed for less. What worries me more is the Coke. Someone could’ve slipped something in. He drank it — the taste is strong, distinctive — he wouldn’t notice. And then it was too late to save him. The perpetrator calculated everything precisely.”

“So, we should look in the kitchen or the pantry.”

“Seems so.”

“Shimmy, I have an important assignment for you.”

“I listen and obey, chief.”

“Don’t be ridiculous — I’m not your chief. The assignment is this: secretly get to the girl who locked herself in her room and find out everything you can. She might give us a lead on the killer. Meanwhile, I’ll try to talk to the owner of the chess club, Mr. Maloselsky, before they arrest him. By the way, we’ve arrived. You understand everything?”

“Why wouldn’t I? Easy as pie: talk to the girl, gain her trust — I’m the best at that, because I’m a cat. Shall I go?”

“Ciao!”

And off he went.​
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Let it not trouble you, dear reader, that the story is told from two points of view at once, as mentioned earlier — one of us appears in human form, and the other, naturally, in the form of a cat. A sort of split personality. In scientific terms, dissociative identity disorder — a psychological phenomenon in which a person possesses two or even three identities. Three, in my opinion, is already too much, so for now we’ll make do with two.

The girl Varvara turned out to be quite young — seventeen — plump (which, apparently, is why she caught the famous chess player’s eye), with a snub little button nose and ears like a mouse. And her eyes! Like a merchant’s wife sitting by a samovar, sipping tea and nibbling on sweet pastila. Not a beauty, no — but not bad at all.

How did I get into her bedchamber?

Simple — but not something you need to know. Not allowed.

I took on the role of the “good cop,” which always encourages a victim to open up — especially if the “bad cop” has already had his fun beforehand. Works every time.

“I believe — sincerely and wholeheartedly believe — that your dear papa had absolutely nothing to do with the poisoning of your beloved, with whom you planned to run away. Isn’t that so?”

Her tear-stained face, mascara streaked down her cheeks, turned to me as if I were her saviour.

“I beg you, find the killer. I’ll pay. I have plenty of money.”

“Money is not what drives me, mademoiselle. Truth, honour, justice — that is what guides me when I follow a criminal’s trail. Believe me, whoever he is, he will regret meeting me. But tell me — did you notice anything suspicious that day? Perhaps you have enemies, and by poisoning Mr. Dubakin they wished to harm you. Or perhaps Mr. Dubakin himself, in some way, gave cause for this tragic outcome.”

“Oh no, God forbid. Stanislav —” (with the stress on the second syllable, as he introduced himself) “— is the most honest and decent man, the kind you can’t find nowadays even with a lantern. Who could possibly bear him ill will?”

“Well, as they say, another’s soul is darkness. And the players themselves? Do you know them?”

“Papa’s old acquaintances. They’ve often sat here playing preference with a little glass. Noble gentlemen. Though one of them...”

“One what?”

“One of them was added to the list at the last moment. The arbiter wrote him in when Nikitin suddenly fell ill, and this man replaced him — and even contributed a large sum to the prize fund.”

“And his name?”

“A strange name, not ours, not Russian. Either Leopold Borisovich or Aristarkh Nikolaevich.”

“Thank you, my dear, that’s something. We’ll find both, don’t you worry. And you vouch for your father’s innocence?”

“I do.”

“Excellent.”

“So, you’ll help me?”

“Do you believe that the young man the police arrested had anything to do with the poisoning?”

“How should I know? I barely know him. Saw him for the first time. Looks respectable.”

“That’s just it — respectable people also kill for profit. He could’ve been bribed. Or he was jealous of the maestro — saw an opportunity and eliminated a rival. A crime of passion — why not?”

“What rival? I’d never seen him before.”

“But he had seen you.”

“Yes, you’re right. I noticed he kept glancing at me.”

“There you go. By the way — where did you get the money you want to pay me with?”

“Papa gives me an allowance for small expenses, as if I were an employee of the casino. Of course I don’t actually work there, but I show up sometimes when he asks me to. When important guests arrive.”

“I see. For advertising. Meaning you entered into intimate relations with guests on your father’s orders.”

“Heavens, no — just a little flirting, to entertain myself. It’s dreadfully boring in our city. I’d gladly enter into a relationship, to be honest, but I’m a respectable girl. You, being a married man, probably can’t understand us girls. Psychologically, I mean.”

“Alas, the happiness of acquiring a wife has passed me by.”

“You have such a nice face. Like Alain Delon. Are you an actor by any chance?”

“Perish the thought — no.”

“So, you’re a bachelor, then.”

“Confirmed.”

“I’ve read in novels that bachelors drink a lot and go
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