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A gentleman?
The sun over London was like a rotten tooth in the mouth of the world, yellowish, crooked, powerless. The light fell on my filthy apartment in Savile Row, which had long since lost any trace of "Row" or "Savile." It was a hole, and I was the beast in it. A few bottles lay on the floor, most empty, some half-full, and I couldn't remember which one contained the perfect mixture of residual alcohol and stale beer to beat the hangover out of my head. I reached for one, knocked it down, and the stench told me: That was the one from last Tuesday. Screw it. Down with it.
"Gentleman." The word was plastered to the wall, just like the traces of my last puke ordeal. A gentleman has a handkerchief, a hat, and no stink of piss in the room. A gentleman wears shirts that don't smell of blood or wine, and he tips instead of shoving his glass across the table. A gentleman lies his way through the day with a dentist-like smile. To hell with that word. A gentleman is an asshole with a better tailor.
I am Phileas Fogg, and my tailor was the gutter. My philosophy: Life is a gutter, and every drop in it tastes of dirt. I am not a man, I am a bottomless pit, and when people look at me, they see exactly what they are repressing: the alcohol in their own hearts, the scream in their own skulls, the hole they call "meaning" and can never fill.
I stood up, staggered, put on a vest that had probably survived three separate drinking sessions, and peed in the sink because I couldn't find the way to the toilet. The street outside my window stank of smoke and horse shit, but it was London, and London always stank. If you walk through those streets long enough, you smell like the pavement yourself. I loved it.
Passepartout sat in the corner. Yes, my "servant," as they would call him. But the truth is: he was just a poor bastard who thought he could get through life with me. The poor fellow hadn't yet understood that being next to me was the only way to fall. He slept with his mouth open, drooling into his beard, and mumbling in French. I kicked him in the chair.
“Wake up, you pathetic frog eater.”
He grunted, rubbed his eyes, and his look said it all: The night was long, his head even longer. Good. Let him suffer too. Why should I always die alone?
I went to the table and lit a cigarette with the lighter, which barely worked anymore. The smoke was harsh, burning in my lungs like the last breath of a dying man. I blew it into the room, and it settled like a veil over the misery. Some call it atmosphere. I call it truth.
Outside, dogs barked, somewhere a woman screamed. An argument, a fight, something between love and death. Just London. I laughed, coughed, laughed again. "Gentleman," I thought. If I am one, then the whole world is a damn brothel.
I searched for my shoes and found them under a pile of rags. One was covered in feces. I had no idea if it was human or animal. Who cares. I put them on, strapped on my watch, which still worked, even though I'd thrown it against the wall dozens of times. Something in that damned clockwork refused to give up. Ironic, I thought. I could barely breathe, and the watch ticked like it was newly born.
Passepartout rubbed his forehead as if massaging his brains out. "Sir, you don't look well."
"I've never looked good, and that's my damn luck. People don't trust anyone who looks too clean. They don't believe them. But they trust a guy who smells like whiskey because he knows exactly what life is: an endless liquor bill."
He blinked, not understanding a word. Good. Nor should he. A servant who understands too much is dangerous.
I sat down, pulled the nearest bottle toward me, and my head screamed for mercy. But there is no mercy. Mercy is a fairy tale for children and lawyers. I drank, the pain subsided, and for a brief moment, I was the philosopher of the gutter again.
"You know, Passepartout, life is like a shitty bet. Everyone thinks they can win something. But in the end, we all sit there, naked, drunk, wondering who actually invented this shit."
He nodded, but only to give me peace.
I leaned back, laughed, and the cigarette almost burned my finger. A gentleman? To hell with that word. I was the opposite, and that's exactly why I was real.
The pub was called The Cracked Anchor, but the sign above the door was so badly chipped that it could easily have read The Cracked Anything. The rain hung in the air like a bad promise, and when I pushed open the door, it smelled of old carpet, dishwater, sweat, and the sticky endings of stories no one wanted to tell. That was music to me. A room full of people drinking themselves to death, claiming they were just cleaning the dust from their throats.
The bartender was a broad-shouldered hulk whose hands looked like they'd been molded from a loaf of bread and sandpaper. He was polishing a glass that was as clean as my vest, which is to say, not clean at all. "Morning," he said without looking up. Morning, ha. There were no mornings in this room, only various stages of night.
I stood at the bar, took the first stool that wasn't reduced to three legs, and drummed my fingers on the rinsed wooden top. "Whiskey. Simple. And plenty. If you don't know what plenty means, take the biggest glass you have and burden your conscience."
He poured, and the sound could have been used to celebrate a mass. I raised the glass and sniffed it. The scent was raw, dirty, honest. I gulped down the first sip as if disinfecting my soul. She screamed, and I smiled.
“You look like you need more than one,” said the bartender.
"I don't need a reason either," I replied. "Reasons are crutches for people who want to walk upright. I prefer to crawl, then I don't fall so far."
He snorted and looked at me as if I'd told him a worn-out joke. "They say you're a man of habits."
"People say a lot. They also say the world is round and people have hearts. Look around. The heart that beats here is the cash register under the counter."
To my left sat a scrawny little man with red eyes that looked as if he'd preserved them in brine. He chuckled, a thin sound that pierced the air like a blunt needle. "A philosopher," he whispered, "a philosopher in a drunkard's cloak."
I turned to him, studied his face, which was crumpled like an old receipt. "That's the wrong order," I said. "I'm a drunkard in a philosopher's cloak. If I stop drinking, all that's left is thinking. And that's dangerous."
The second sip burned more pleasantly. The third said: This is the right place for you. At the back of the table, two guys were playing cards, one of them repeatedly opening his shirt as if he needed some fresh air, which wasn't available here. A woman was laughing too loudly, her laughter like a fork on china. One of them was snoring in his seat. The floor was sticky, and so was time.
Passepartout appeared behind me, breathing heavily. "Sir, perhaps a coffee?"
"Coffee is just an excuse to be awake. What for? To see the world more clearly? Have you ever looked at it clearly, my friend? It's worse than any hangover."
He nodded, but his gaze slid to the rattling shutters. I knew what he was thinking: Grab the man, take him home, save what can be saved. But I had long since been sold, and rescuers are just buyers with hope in their wallets.
"You know, Passepartout," I said, "this place here—it has a truth that no one outside wants to hear. Here, people talk with their livers, not their heads. The head lies, the liver screams."
The bartender brought out the second round without asking. That's service: He serves you straight to the abyss. I toasted him. "To your business acumen. You're not a bartender, you're a priest, and confession is paid in cash."
He gave a small grin. "I also take debts."
"Everyone's taking on debt," I said. "The whole city is breathing on credit. Even hope is paid for in installments."
The door opened, a gust of wind brought in rain. Two guys in sailor coats, faces like cliffs. No smiles, just hard lines. The taller of the two slammed his fist on the bar. "Two beers. And hurry, we're in a hurry to slow down again."
I laughed. He looked over. "What's so funny?" he asked.
"That you think haste will get you anywhere. Haste is the clock's trick. The clock doesn't belong to you. You belong to it." I raised my glass. "To the great slavery: minute chains, hour balls, days as dungeons."
“Listen, friend—”
"I'm not a friend," I said. "If I'm friendly, I've had my tongue replaced."
He took a step, and his boots crunched on the floor as if they had gravel in their soles. I felt as if the pub were stretching its spine; the air became thicker, the sounds sharper. Passepartout raised a hand, calmingly, foolishly. I placed the other on his shoulder. "Let me, this is my dance."
The man looked at me, saw the glass, saw the battered vest. "You stink."
“I call it patina.”
“I call that reason to put your teeth in your lap.”
“Then I guess I’ll have to stand up so you can hit the lap.”
He narrowed his eyes. For a tiny moment, there was silence, only the dripping of rain from the door latch could be heard, a patient rhythm. I thought of all the rhythms that no longer interested me. Then it started: He hit, I ducked, the ball of his fist brushed past my ear like the wing of an ugly angel. I dropped the glass—a sacrifice to the floor—grabbed his coat collar, and pulled. He stumbled, knocking half a set of cutlery off the bar, the bartender cursed, the little salty-eyed man shrieked.
I'm not a good fighter, but I'm a persistent one. I keep at it, like a bad idea. He swung, hit my ribs, and the pain rode me like a greedy animal. Good. Pain is honest. I headbutted him, he staggered, and suddenly I saw it clearly: This man, this room, this rainy day—all just a frame in which the image always remains the same. A person who wants too much, a glass that's never enough.
“Peace!” shouted the bartender.
“Peace is for people with gardens,” I gasped, “we only have asphalt.”
The second sailor grabbed me from behind. I elbowed him, he gasped, his breath smelling of musty pipes. "There are two of you, and only one of me," I said. "That's still unfair—for you."
The woman with the fork-like laugh stood up, shouting something that sounded like encouragement. A whistle flew somewhere, clanging against the mirror behind the bar. I felt the weight of the taller man pulling at me, heard his cursing, foaming like badly poured beer. I stepped on his foot, hard, heard the cracking of leather and bone, or maybe just my imagination, which likes to work overtime in such moments.
Then he spun me around. We staggered. The ground came crashing down on me, then there was the taste of wood and dust on my tongue. I rolled to the side, watched as his fist slammed into the place where my head had just been. "Damn, you almost hit something important," I said. "But there's nothing up there worth saving."
He grumbled and swung again, but the bartender grabbed him. "Stop it now. Get out or you'll get punished."
I fell to my knees, breathing like a bell after a fire. Passepartout leaned toward me. "Sir, please, let us go."
"Go?" I said. "Where? Out the door? The rest of this city is waiting there, and it's no better, just wetter."
The sailor rubbed his hand. "You owe me a new beer," he growled.
"I owe the world a new me," I said. "But you won't get both."
The bartender slammed down two fresh glasses—one in front of him, one in front of me. "Drink," he said, "and bury that axe in your throat."
I raised mine, he raised his, and we looked at each other. For a moment, there was an understanding that only people who know how deep a hole can be. We drank. The beer was flat, but comforting, like a hand that doesn't ask.
"Why do you do this?" the sailor finally asked, his voice gone. "Every day, this stuff. You talk like you know the world, but you're only looking at it through the bottom of your glass."
"Because the bottom of my glass is more honest than any heaven," I said. "There are no saints down there, only remnants. And in the remnants lies what's left of all the great plans."
“Plans,” he repeated.
"Yes," I said. "Like the bet."
Passepartout flinched. "What bet?" asked the bartender.
I spun the glass, looked at the traces of foam on the rim, those little white maps that lead nowhere. "Around the world in 80 days," I said, as if dropping a coin on the floor. It clinked in my head. "I'll take every ferry, every train, every wagon, every barge that floats, and if it doesn't, I'll pull it. And I'll arrive back here—thirstier than today."
The sailor laughed hoarsely. "And why?"
"Because standing still is true death," I said. "And because movement is the only honest lie we have. You pretend you're getting somewhere. In reality, you're just running away from the mirror."
“And the drinking?” asked the bartender.
"That's the lubricant. The world is a rusty machine. Without lubricant, it will eat you with iron teeth."
It fell silent, the kind of silence that only lasts a short time in a pub, like a mosquito you've almost swatted at. The little salty-eyed man cleared his throat. "And if you fail?"
"Then at least I ran," I said. "Failing while sitting is the city's favorite sport. I want to at least choose another discipline."
The sailor pushed his glass aside and stood upright again. "You're crazy."
"Right," I said. "Reason is the excuse of the weary."
He looked at his friend and shrugged. "If you really want to go, you need a ticket, and if you need a ticket, you need money."
I placed two fingers to my temple as if saluting an invisible flag. "Money is fear made organized. I procure fear for myself; I've never lacked it."
The bartender laughed genuinely this time. "When you drink your way around the world, don't forget to start your run from here. I want to be there when you leave so I know who to mourn."
"Grief is a luxury," I said. "Save it for better men."
Passepartout touched my arm, timidly, as if I had thorns. "Sir, we could—"
"We could do something every day," I said. "And in the end, we'll be old and say: 'We should have.' I don't like that word. It tastes bitter without getting you drunk."
I pushed the empty glass away, placing it precisely on a damp ring, as if it were a harbor. The rain outside grew heavier, drumming against the shutter like a pack of small fists. I stood up, and my bones gave the usual complaint. The sailor with the injured hand watched me go, as if counting something he couldn't name.
“Morning,” I said to the bartender.
"You said there are no tomorrows here."
"Right," I said. "Then later."
I put my hand on Passepartout's shoulder. "Come on, friend. Let's go home and make a list: what we need to insult the world."
“And what’s on top?” he asked.
"Not much. Courage that reeks of alcohol. A clock we ignore. And enough blank pages to write our excuses."
We went outside. The rain hit us in the face, but it was honest, and I liked honest things, even when they were cold. The door closed behind us, and inside, the humming, the clinking, the laughter, life in its circling cage, began again.
“Sir,” said Passepartout as we waded through the puddles, “and if no one joins us?”
"Then we'll do it without them," I said. "Most worthwhile things start without an audience. And end without applause."
We turned the corner, and London showed us its face: shriveled, ugly, magnificent. I thought of the man with the heavy fist, of the glass that shattered, of the rain that never asks if it's a nuisance. I thought of the bet that wasn't yet a bet, yet already dripping in my head like a tap. I thought of the great, rusty machine called the world, and the lubricant I carried in my pocket.
"In eighty days," I said, "or none at all. I don't care. I want the direction. The rest is scenery."
Passepartout nodded. "And tonight?"
"Tonight we drink to the departure," I said. "To the lie of movement and the truth of pain. And tomorrow—"
I paused and smiled. "You're right. There's no tomorrow here. So let's say: right away."
He pulled his coat tighter around his shoulders. I lit a cigarette and held it out to him. He shook his head. I shrugged. "It's better this way. One of us has to save my lungs. So someone can still read to me when I'm deaf from drinking."
We continued walking. The gaslights reflected on the pavement like little moons that belonged to no one. I stepped on one, watched it crumble, and thought: So this is what hope looks like when it turns to water.
"Come," I said, "we have a world to offend. And I want to start while the rain is still honest."
It was as if the air itself had decided it was fed up with silence. One wrong look, one glass that wouldn't stay on the table, and the evening was ruined. But it was bound to happen. I have that kind of aura – I walk into a room, and the room gets nervous, as if it knew it was about to lose a tooth.
We'd barely gotten back to the Cracked Anchor, and I'd barely gotten my ass back onto the stool, when a guy next to me slammed his beer down on the bar so hard that the foam exploded. "You again," he said, in a voice that sounded like he had nails for breakfast every morning. A tugboat, a broad neck, hands like bricks. I didn't know him, but he knew me, or thought he had to pretend.
"I'm always back," I replied, and my glass made an elegant semicircle before clinking against his fist. "There are people who don't have an address. I only have a bar."
He twisted his mouth. "Last time, you broke my brother's nose."
“That wasn’t a nose,” I said, “that was an invitation.”
He gasped for air like a fish realizing the pond is empty. Then there was no air, only his fist. It came fast, smelled of beer, and landed just next to my chin. A solid blow—enough to make the bells in my head ring. Not church bells, but the little ones from hell you only hear if you look right into it.
I felt blood in my mouth, metallic, familiar. I spat it onto the floor and grinned. "Shit, this tastes better than your beer."
The people in the pub jerked their heads up. The bartender sighed as if he'd been played the same song a hundred times. "Not again, Fogg."
“Again, that’s the only thing I can do,” I yelled, and jumped off the stool.
My hand reached for an empty bottle. It lay heavy and cold in my fist. I swung it, not like a warrior, but like a man who's simply had enough. It hit his ear, and the sound was muffled, like someone hitting a pig's leg. He roared, staggered, I laughed, stumbled, and kneed him in the stomach.
Then there was another, a small bastard with a wrinkled face, who suddenly decided he had to play hero. He grabbed me from behind, and I smelled his breath—putrid, full of onion and despair. I rammed my elbow into his chest. He gasped, let go, and I turned around. His eye was close, too close. So I took it like you take a present and slammed my forehead against it. A crack, blood, screams.
The pub exploded. Chairs flew, a table tipped over, cards fluttered through the air like the cheap promises of a circus. A woman shrieked, her skirt riding up as she climbed onto the bench. An old man with a pipe hit someone with his cane, probably just at the first sign of movement.
Passepartout stumbled into the scene, arms outstretched as if to embrace the storm. "Sir! Please!"
"Please is the wrong word!" I yelled, my knee connecting with the shin of the smuggler brother. He whined like a dog that's been on a chain for too long. "There are no requests in this filth. Only beatings and bills."
A glass flew past my head and shattered against the wall. Shards rained down on me, some digging into my cheek. I felt the warm drip of blood, but I didn't care. Blood is cheap when it comes from yourself.
The bartender reached under the bar and pulled out a club. "Out, everyone out!" he shouted, but no one listened. The music of chaos was louder. I pushed the next opponent aside, grabbed his hair, and slammed his head against the bar. The dull thud was more beautiful than any damn piano in Vienna.
Then I laughed. I laughed so loudly that there was a brief silence. People stopped, as if they'd forgotten why they were fighting. I stood there, covered in blood, with the bottle in my hand, and I shouted: "Fists are more honest than any damned word! Look around you! This is the only democracy that matters!"
For a moment, there was nothing but my breath and the silence of anticipation. Then someone cheered. A little guy in the back, drunk to the core, shouted, "He's right!" And then there was another crash.
The tugboat driver came back with an iron bar—where the hell he got it from, I didn't even want to know. He swung. I ducked, heard the metallic whistle, felt the draft. My heart raced, my head pounded. I was alive, damn it, and that was all that mattered.
“Sir, we have to get out of here!” gasped Passepartout.
I watched him try to keep two men apart with his weak arms. "Out?" I growled. "This is home. Fighting is more honest than any rent I've ever paid."
But he was right. The police weren't far away, I knew that. In this city, they're like rats—where there's something to be had, they'll appear. I dropped the bottle, heard it shatter, as if a chapter were ending. I grabbed Passepartout by the collar, pulled him toward the door. The tout yelled after me, swore he'd find me, break my bones. I turned around, bloodied, laughing, and shouted, "Then bring some beer!"
We stumbled out into the rain. The sky was pouring, as if it had smelled the pub and decided to wash it clean. The water mixed with my blood, ran down my shirt, and I was still laughing.
“Sir, you could have died!” gasped Passepartout.
"Dying?" I said, spitting redly on the pavement. "Dying is boring. But living like this – that's art. A dirty, shitty art, but the only one we have."
I lit a cigarette, despite the rain, despite the blood, despite everything. The smoke tasted of victory and illness.
"One day," I said, "I'll walk around the world. Not like a hero. But like tonight. With blood in my mouth, a glass in my hand, and chaos at my back. And if the world can't handle that, then it's not worth walking around."
Passepartout looked at me as if I'd just summoned the apocalypse. I patted him on the shoulder, blew smoke in his face, and grinned. "Come on, frog. Today we only insulted London. Tomorrow we'll tackle the rest."
The rain had long since washed away the fight, but it stuck to my mind like an old boot to a cobblestone. Every fist that had landed me now stung, as if it had seared itself into my flesh. I pulled my coat tighter, even though it absorbed more water than it repelled, and slumped onto a bench so wet that my trousers instantly looked like a baptized sin.
Passepartout stood beside me, dripping wet, trembling, his beard clinging to his neck like a wet rag. "Sir, that was madness. You could have died."
"We can die any day," I muttered, my breath steaming in the cold air. "The real art is waking up the next morning and wondering why you did it again."
I rummaged for a bottle, found it in my pocket, and pulled the cork out with my teeth. A burning gulp went down my throat like a rusty nail. I coughed, laughed, coughed again. "The hangover, my boy, is the only religion I've ever taken seriously."
He frowned. "Religion? That's destruction."
"And what else do you think religion is?" I growled. "A perpetual drunk without a bottle. Except most priests are too cowardly to admit it. They call it hope. I call it the world's longest hangover."
The wind whistled through the street, tearing at the gas lamps, which, in their trembling, looked like old men clinging to their canes. I blew smoke into the darkness, and the fog immediately swallowed it.
"You know, Passepartout, life is nothing but a perpetual hangover. You wake up, your head is pounding, your bones are aching, and yet you carry on. Because you convince yourself that the next drink will make it better. And it does make it better—for five minutes. Then it starts all over again."
He looked at me, his eyes wide, wet, helpless. "And what's the point? Why drink at all if everything just gets worse?"
I grinned, a bitter, bloody grin. "Because sobriety is even worse. Sobriety is true death. Then you see everything clearly. And clarity, my friend, is the biggest lie. It shows you the world as it is: cold, dirty, meaningless. But when you're drunk... when you're drunk, at least there's music in the misery. A melody you can dance to until you drop."
A horse-drawn cart rumbled by, its wheels splashing mud onto our shoes. I saw the dirt and thought: Yes, this is the world. A wheel that turns just to shit on us.
"People," I continued, "talk about the future. The future is a bad joke, told by people who have nothing to say today. The present is brutal, bloody, a knife in the back. The past is a brothel full of debt. But the hangover is real. It sits in your skull, screaming at you, forcing you to feel yourself. That's more honest than any sermon."
Passepartout shook his head. "You talk like a devil."
"Maybe I am one," I said, taking another sip. "But at least an honest one. Angels lie to you, they talk about light and grace. The devil says: I am pain, I am hunger, I am thirst. And damn it, he keeps his promise."
A dog barked in the distance, a window cracked somewhere. London breathed in its eternal rhythm of violence and filth. I loved it. It was the only city honest enough not to hide its own vomiting.
"I've seen men stay sober," I said, "and they died like little children: clean, quiet, with white sheets. I don't want to die like that. I want to die the way I lived: stinking, laughing, bleeding, in the middle of a sentence no one understands."
Passepartout sat down hesitantly next to me, drawing his knees up. "And you call that philosophy?"
"That's what I call survival," I muttered. "Philosophy is just another word for drinking when you don't have money for the bar."
We sat there, water dripping from our hair, and the rain slapped against the cobblestones like the beat of a drum no one ever wanted to play. I took the last swig from the bottle, threw it onto the street, and heard it shatter. Broken glass, rain, blood—those are the three ingredients of truth.
"One day," I said quietly, "I'll carry this cat to the ends of the earth. And if the world's big enough, maybe he'll last forever."
Passepartout said nothing. He stared out into the rain, and I knew he was debating whether to go under with me or jump while he could still swim. I laughed. "Don't jump, my boy. The water's cold, and at least the bottle will warm you for a while."
I stood up, swaying, feeling the pain in my ribs. The hangover had eaten into my bones, but it also carried me. Like an illness that is also medicine.
"Come on," I said. "Let's go home. Tomorrow we'll vomit up the truth again."
And so we trudged through the rain, me laughing, him silent, and London watched us go as only two madmen can watch themselves writing their own Bible in the dirt.
Morning never truly arrived. London's face was gray, as if it had spent the night drinking and forgotten to wash. The rain was nothing more than a sticky drizzle, like sweat after a bad night's sleep. I stumbled back to the Cracked Anchor because a man should always pick up his hangover where he left it.
The pub still smelled of blood, beer, and broken wood. Some chairs had been set up again, but the broken pieces still lay in the corner, like evidence of a truth no one wanted to clean up. The bartender looked at me and shook his head. "You have a talent, Fogg. Everything you touch ends up looking like a horse pooped on it."
“And yet you pour me one,” I said.
He poured it without argument. That's how the world works: Everyone despises you until they see your money, even if it stinks of rum.
I took the first sip, and the world came back into focus. There they sat, the usual figures: a couple of dockworkers with faces like bricks, a scribbler with more ink in his stomach than on his paper, and two women who looked as if they'd spent the previous evening in an alley under the moon. They laughed shrilly, smoked, scratched themselves, but they were alive. And that was enough.
“Well, Fogg,” called one of the dockworkers, “did you learn your lesson yesterday?”
I grinned, my teeth red with residual blood. "Yes. That your fists are as weak as your dicks."
A roar of laughter, half-threatening, rippled through the room. The dockworker tried to jump up, but the bartender raised his club warningly. "Not again. I still have enough holes from yesterday."
I raised my glass and stood on the stool, my balance as shaky as a coin in the air. "Listen to me, you drunks, whores, liars, and honest bastards. I realized something yesterday. Something bigger than your debts, bigger than your fights, bigger than my head after twelve beers."
They stared at me as if they were looking at a madman. Maybe they were.
"The world, my friends, is a fucking pub. Big, smelly, full of assholes who think they have the right to own the bar. But I tell you, I'm going to insult them all. Every continent, every bar, every goddamn brothel."
Laughter, boos, a few clapped.
“In how much time, you idiot?” someone shouted.
I drained the glass and set it down hard. "In eighty days. And if not, I'll just drink it twice."
The laughter grew louder, the writer choked on his smoke, the women screamed. "Impossible!" one yelled.
"Impossible is a coward's favorite word," I shouted. "Every one of you says that when you're standing in front of your wife or in front of your mirror. But I say: Screw it. Eighty days. I'll drink, puke, and fight my way around the world, and I'll come back. And if not—then the world will have finally experienced something real."
The dockworker stood up and crossed his arms. "And who's going to pay for that? You can barely afford your bill."
"Pay?" I laughed. "The world pays. Every night, every binge, every damned coincidence. I live off debt, and debt is God's currency."
The bartender shook his head, but he laughed. "And what do you get if you do it?"
I looked around, my eyes burning, my heart pounding with despair. "Nothing," I said. "Absolutely nothing. Because everything you get is eventually gone. I don't want money, honor, or a damn monument. I just want the truth: that I offended the world before it buries me."
For a moment, it was quiet. Really quiet. Then the little scribbler shouted: "I'll bet half a month's salary that you don't make it!"
The others laughed, roared, and clinked their mugs together. Bets were yelled back and forth: Fogg will drink himself to death in India. Fogg will be beaten to death in Shanghai. Fogg will drown in the Atlantic.
I stood there, arms outstretched, glass raised. "You are all witnesses! Eighty days! And when I come back, we'll tip the earth itself like a barrel and drink it dry."
The noise grew louder: voices, laughter, jeers, cheers. It was a choir of filth, and I was its conductor.
Passepartout stood in the back, his hands over his face. He knew I was serious. He also knew it would be my downfall. But he said nothing. Because even he understood that sometimes a man has nothing but his lie, which he screams into the world until it believes him.
I stepped off the stool, swayed, and slammed my glass down on the bar. "To the journey! To the hangover! To the damned doom!"
And they drank along. Not because they believed me, but because they knew that lies always go down better when washed down with alcohol.
The night was a greasy dog, clinging to my heels. London crept into my face like a disease you can't get rid of. Gas lamps glowed dimly, dripping yellow light onto the pavement so wet that the rats found reflections in it. The rain had cleared, but the streets still steamed from the skies' beating.
I staggered, my coat open, a cigarette tilted in the corner of my mouth, and every pothole grinned at me as if to say, "Come on, Fogg, lie down. It's cozy down here." I stepped on it, splashed dirt on my trousers, and laughed.
"London!" I roared, my voice echoing off the walls as old as the lies of kings. "You stink like an old whore who's lain in the sun too long. Cheap, rotten, and yet... yes, yet I keep coming back to you."
Passepartout trudged along beside me, his shoulders hunched, as if he could make himself invisible. "Sir, you're talking too loudly."
"Too loud? There's no such thing as 'too loud' in this city. London is a marketplace of misery. If you whisper here, you'll get eaten. If you shout, you might be heard. And if not, at least it'll be a good echo."
A cart rumbled by, the driver cursed, the horses snorted. They smelled of sweat and fear, like everything in this city. I grinned at them, pulling the cigarette deeper into my lungs. "Look, you animals. You have it better than me. You just haul shit from A to B. I, on the other hand, have to drag my own heart through the gutter."
Three girls stood in front of a bar, painted like mannequins no one wanted to buy anymore. They laughed when they saw me, a harsh, cold laugh. "Well, gentleman, are you looking for company?"
I stopped, looked at her, saw her eyes that had long since lost sight. "Gentleman?" I asked. "He died yesterday when he vomited on the floor at the Cracked Anchor." I bowed theatrically, almost elegantly, and took a drag on my cigarette. "I'm not a gentleman. I'm the gravedigger of politeness."
One of them spat, another grinned and held out her hand. "Then dig me up, darling."
I laughed and shook my head. "Not today. I already have enough dead people on my mind today."
We continued on. The Thames stank like a wet coffin opened too soon. Fog lay on the water, thick, heavy, full of secrets no one wanted to know anymore. I stopped at the parapet, looked down, and the black of the river grinned at me.
"Down there, Passepartout, there lies the truth. Dark, cold, pulling you down without asking. And yet people still jump in—out of desperation, out of stupidity, out of boredom. The river is the most honest whore in town. It takes anyone who pays it, and currency is just a last gasp."
Passepartout gently placed a hand on my shoulder. "Sir, please, don't talk like that."
I turned to him, grinning bloodily. "You don't understand. I speak like this because it's the only language London understands. Anyone who speaks of love here is laughed at. Anyone who speaks of hope is robbed. But anyone who speaks of misery – at least gets a nod."
A cart full of coal rumbled by, the black lumps gleaming in the lantern light like teeth in a monster's mouth. I raised my glass—where I'd gotten it again, I didn't know, maybe it was stolen from the last pub—and toasted the cart. "To you, London. You old whore. You're my home, and I hate you for it. But damn, you're the only thing keeping me awake."
We staggered on, through alleys that smelled of urine and cheap soup. A dog yelped, a baby cried, a man vomited into a bucket. Everything sounded like an orchestra rehearsing the apocalypse. I was the conductor, who couldn't read music.
At the end of the street stood a policeman, lantern in hand, his gaze suspicious. "Is everything okay here?"
I laughed and took a step forward. "Everything's fine, Officer. London's alive, and I'm proof of it. If you want anything else, you'll have to sue heaven."
He looked at me, saw the blood, the dirt, the bottle. He sighed. "Go home, mister."
"Home?" I asked, grinning broadly. "Home is where the bottle is. And as long as the earth is round, there's a home everywhere."
Passepartout tugged at my arm, pulling me along. The policeman shook his head and let us go.
The night swallowed us again, and I laughed. A dirty, hoarse laugh that echoed between the walls. "You see, my boy? Even the law bows down to booze. London knows that I am its true face. Not the Queen, not the banks, not the parliaments. Me. The booze. The hangover. The filth."
We turned into an even darker alley that smelled like an open coffin. I raised my arms as if delivering a sermon. "Here, Passepartout, here our journey begins. Not in a gentlemen's club, not with noble speeches and fine bets. No. In the filth, in the stench, in the gutter that consumes us all. And we will go out, in eighty days, once around the world—not to conquer it, but to mock it."
The wind blew through my coat, ripped at the cigarette, and the ember fell into the puddle. It hissed, went out, and I grinned. "That's exactly how it all ends, my boy. But until then—let's drink."
The sky hung over London like a moldy rag. No stars, no moon, just that rotten gray that didn't settle even at night. I stood in the middle of an alley that smelled of piss and vomit and suddenly felt—how should I put it—holy. Holy in the only way I knew how: dirty, smelly, covered in blood, half-drunk, and with a rage in my stomach that warmed me more than any coat.
Passepartout shivered beside me, pulling up his collar as if he wanted to hide in the fabric. "Sir, you can't be serious about what you said in the pub today."
I turned to him, grinning broadly, my lips smeared red from the blood still dripping from my nose. "You're not serious? My boy, that was the most serious thing I've ever said. I swear to you, on everything I've ever drunk: We're going around the world. Not because we can. Not because we're supposed to. But because it's the only finger I can point at all of humanity."
I felt the stone beneath my shoes, cold, wet, slippery. I stamped my foot as if trying to lure the devil himself out of the pavement. "Eighty days. I won't give myself any more than that. The world says it can't be done. Screw the world. I say it can be done. And even if I die on the way – at least I'll die walking, not sitting down like these pathetic bastards who slobber all over the same bar every night."
The wind came up from the Thames, bringing with it the rotten smell of algae, dirt, and corpses. I inhaled it deeply, letting it burn my lungs. "This is the air that carries me. Not a fresh breeze in Paris, not an exotic wind in Bombay. No. The stench of London. The old whore who raised me. I take her with me wherever I go, and I spit in her face when I come back."
Passepartout took a step closer, his voice quiet, almost pleading. "But why, Monsieur? Why all this? You have nothing to prove."
I laughed, a hoarse, ugly laugh that startled the rats. "Nothing to prove? I have everything to prove—to myself. I want to know if I can vomit in the world's eyes and still move on. I want it to know my name—not as a hero, not as a gentleman, but as the bastard who insulted it and against whom it had nothing to oppose."
I raised my arms, spreading them as if to embrace the walls. My voice echoed through the alley, raw, trembling, full of drunkenness and defiance. "Hear me, you stones, you rats, you goddamn demons of this city: I, Phileas Fogg, swear to you that I will get the world drunk. I will kick it, punch it, curse it, and if it tries to pull me down, I'll spit in its face. Eighty days! And then I'll stand here again, in the dirt, laughing in its face."
A few shutters opened, people shouted, cursed me, and threw down a bucket of water, which sped past me and shattered on the floor. I raised my fist and yelled back: "Yeah, exactly! Spit on me! Throw your shit! That's the only anthem I want to hear!"
Passepartout looked at me, stunned, and I grinned at him. "You're in, my boy. You're my witness, my rope, my alibi. If I go under, you go with me. But maybe, just maybe, we'll both swim through and make it to the other end. And then we can say: We've shown the world our asses."
He opened his mouth, wanting to object, but he didn't. He knew words were useless against my brand of madness. So he remained silent, bowed his head, and I knew he would come with me. Not out of courage, not out of conviction—but because he sensed he couldn't leave me alone.
I pulled a new bottle out of my coat, no idea how it got there. Perhaps the devil himself had given me a parting gift. I ripped out the cork and raised the bottle to the sky. "To you, London! To your filthy alleys, your vomit, your false angels! You'll see me again—and if you don't recognize me, it's because I've brought you to your knees!"
I drank, long and deep, until the pain in my head briefly receded, only to return with double force. I wiped my mouth and shoved the bottle of Passepartout into my hand. "Drink, damn it. If you want to be my servant, you'll also have to be my cat."
He did so, reluctantly, coughed, and grimaced. I laughed so loudly that even the dogs fell silent.
Then we left. Not home, not to just any bed. We walked through the alleys as if we'd already begun. Eighty days. A hangover that never ended. A bet no one believed. A journey that would make the world laugh.
And somewhere in my ribcage, beyond the alcohol and the broken ribs, it pounded like a second clock. Loud, irregular, but determined.
My oath. My damned oath.
 
The drinking race begins
The morning lay there like a wrung-out rag, wet, cold, useless. I woke up to the taste of something in my mouth that shouldn't have been there: metal, stale smoke, a hint of cheap soap that had never made it near me. I opened one eye. The room squinted back. An army of empty bottles stood in crooked rows, as if they had tried to stand to attention during the night and then realized no one was saluting anymore. On the table, a plate with a forgotten sausage that looked as if it were awaiting its last rites. Beside it, my watch, brave, merciless, as always. It ticked as if it were the only decent citizen in the room. I hated it for it.
My head was a construction site without a permit. Every blow from anywhere was a wrecking ball, searching for the exact support beam on which my entire damned body stood. I turned, and the mattress made the sound of a wet confession. Everywhere smelled of what I was yesterday and what I would still be today: a dung heap with tips.
Passepartout was snoring somewhere, probably in the corner where I'd thrown him yesterday when the floor decided it wasn't my friend anymore. I straightened up, slowly, carefully, as if my back were an animal that needed to be lured with sugar so it wouldn't bite me. The first attempt failed. The second one failed too. On the third attempt, I hoisted myself up, swaying, holding onto a chair that took it personally and collapsed as a result. I fell with him, laughed briefly, then felt miserable again.
Water. A word like a lie. I stumbled to the sink. A gray rim clung to the enamel, as if someone had spent the night rolling in soap and spat it back out. I turned on the tap. Nothing. Then a stutter, a wheeze, a stream as thin as an excuse. I put my mouth under it, drank. It tasted of reed and wounded pride. I rinsed my face, and the water immediately turned into a broth that would have looked like soup, if hope were soup.
There was a rustling sound behind me. Passepartout raised his head, his hair standing on end like a tortured forest. He blinked at me as if someone had translated him into a new language. "Monsieur?"
"What."
"You live."
"That's the bad news," I said, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. "The good news is, I can still remember why it hurts."
He sat up and groaned. "The bet... you have..."
"I've said everything a man can say before he regrets it later. And I won't regret anything until I'm in another country and another cat spells my name."
He looked at me with an expression somewhere between pity and accounting. "Around the world in 80 days. That's crazy."
"Madness is just the word sober people use when they run out of words." I staggered to the table, grabbed the first bottle, shook it, heard the best of all sounds: a residue. I took a sip. The first sip burned like a memory long locked in the cellar, now stumbling up the stairs, angry and ugly. I waited for the second. It came like a gentle lie.
The mirror above the fireplace was dirty, but not dirty enough to hide me. A face looked back at me that had escaped from an operetta, only the music was never written. The nose was red, the eyes oiled, the beard in places where there shouldn't be a beard. A cut on my cheek was reminiscent of the Cracked Anchor's fists. I raised the bottle toward the mirror. It's okay, friend. Today we'll play the piece without sheet music.
"Monsieur," Passepartout said quietly, "people have been talking about it. Even outside the door. On the stairs. I think the news made it to the baker."
"The baker should watch his rolls; they won't rise without me." I looked at the clock. It was doing what it always did: sitting, pointing, judging. "What does it say, my boy?"
“Nine o’clock.”
"Then it's nine o'clock too late." I took another sip and felt the hangover and the alcohol joining hands, old acquaintances who never liked each other but still always showed up to the dance together. For a minute, my mind quieted, but it didn't become any friendlier.
"We need money," he said cautiously, as if counting a dog's bones before taking them away. "For the ride. For food. For... unforeseen circumstances."
"The word 'unforeseen' is a disgrace," I said. "Everything is planned. No one just wants to look. The world is a script, and we're the extras who are too loud. Money is the prop. We steal it when no one is looking."
“You can’t just…”
"I can't do anything. And that's exactly why I do everything."
There was a knock at the door. Not friendly. The knocking sounded like a cough that infests the walls. I looked at Passepartout. He looked at me. We switched roles: he the man with the courage, I the man with the face. He went to the door and opened it. The landlord stood there, small, tough, with a look that always started from the end of the month. "Mr. Fogg," he said, "esteemed customer. It's that time again."
"It always happens," I called from the room. "That's the tragedy."
The landlord took a step into the room, sniffed the air, and made a face as if he'd just passed a flower shop and found nothing but manure. "The rent."
"I'll give you something far more valuable than rent," I said, staggering closer. "I'll give you a story. I'll come back in 80 days, and then you'll write a book about me. Call it 'The Man Who Outsmarted the Clock and Lost His Mind.' It'll sell like hotcakes. Ask the baker."
“I’d rather have coins.”
"Of course, everyone would prefer coins. Coins are the paving stones of the soul. You lay them on top of each other and hope the road leads somewhere. It doesn't."
"The rent."
Passepartout quickly intervened. "We'll pay," he said. "As soon as... as soon as we make a deposit..."
I raised my hand. "Once we've shouted at the world, change will start falling out of pockets everywhere. Believe me, sir, today is not the day for demands; today is a day for prophecies."
The landlord sighed, a sound that carried more experience than his body. "Morning," he said, and left as if he had just suffered a very small, very private defeat.
"Another one who says 'tomorrow,'" I said, picking up the clock from the table. "That word is a pawn shop. You hand over your hope and pay double if you want to see it again."
Passepartout shook his head. "You're making it worse."
"I'll make it happen." I sat down on the chair that wasn't broken, and the chair creaked as if it had an opinion. "Listen. The morning after is the real test. At night, everyone is a hero. At night, courage sings because he's drunk. In the morning, courage sits on the bed and stares at his shoes. He wonders who they belong to. And then he puts them on anyway, because there's nothing else to do."
I held the bottle like a candle and preached to her. "The hangover, my hostile friend, is the soul's accounting system. It asks questions for which there is no receipt. Why did you scream? Why did you hit? Why did you promise? And I always answer the same: Because silence is worse. Because teeth are more honest than words. Because a promise made while drunk at least had the courage to resist sobriety."
“So the bet remains.”
"The bet remains. Nothing else remains. And I need something to remain so I can leave."
I got up, searched for something that looked like order. A shirt, halfway dry. A waistcoat that had once been a color. A pair of trousers without a miracle. I found everything and put it on. The shirt smelled of yesterday, the waistcoat of three days before yesterday, the trousers of an episode that shouldn't be talked about. I tied the tie, which refused, and it was right. I wore it anyway, like one wears a lie that one wants to make look elegant.
"We need a list," said Passepartout, returning to accounting. "A suitcase. Documents. Addresses. Timetables."
"Lists are written by people whom chance avoids. Chance likes me. It always finds me, even when I hide in a bottle. Timetables are the hieroglyphs of a dictatorship. Documents are prayers turned to paper. And the suitcase..." I looked around. "The suitcase is a coffin in which you put your excuses and hope they lie still."
“Then at least a coat without holes.”
"Holes let the wind in. The wind is honest."
He wanted to say something else, but left it. I heard his thoughts like a mouse nibbling in the rafters. He was afraid. I was too. My fear was just another animal: bigger, hungrier, trained, but capricious. I fed it with sayings to keep it from eating me.
There was another knock. This time, more gently. The neighbor who always hit the wrong nerve. She held a newspaper that said something that stank even before it was printed. "Mr. Fogg," she said, "they're talking about you." She waved the paper. "An adventure. In eighty days, they say."
I picked up the newspaper, saw my name in letters so sober I immediately wanted to get them drunk. The editors had a sense of humor: a paragraph about an eccentric who thought he could insult the world and still be punctual. I laughed and handed the paper back to her. "I'm not punctual. But I can insult."
“Take care of yourself,” she whispered, sounding like a line from a low-paying role.
"I'm not paying attention to anything," I said, closing the door. "If I start paying attention, I'll fall over."
“Monsieur,” said Passepartout, “we must do something that is not speaking.”
"Agreed." I put the clock back on the table so it could continue accusing me. "We do what one must do the morning after. We stand up straight. We open a window. We breathe, even if the air reeks of defeat. We wash our hands, if necessary, only so they don't forget what they're for. And then we go outside. Not because something good awaits outside, but because everything has already been said inside."
I went to the window, opened it, and London immediately breathed in my face. Coal, wet stone, the Thames, which smelled like an old dog that had slept too long. I breathed it all in and said: good. Perhaps the morning had a purpose after all.
"Come on," I said. "Let's start small. One step. And then another. That's enough. That's how every disaster I've ever loved began."
"Where?"
"To the harbor. The air there smells of lies that travel long distances. I want to learn their grammar."
I took my hat, which wasn't a hat at all, more of a suggestion. I took my cane, which wasn't an ornament, more of an argument. I pocketed the bottle the devil had given me yesterday. I smelled it. The devil smelled of truth, cheap and harsh.
I stopped at the door and looked at the clock again. It was doing what it always did. I nodded at it. You're doing your job, I thought. I'll do mine. Let's see who ticks louder at the end.
Then we set off. Morning came with us, whether it wanted to or not. I let it hang on my shoulder like a sick bird. It was allowed to moan, if I didn't mind. But it should know what it was getting into: a race that wouldn't start running, but would stumble, grin, curse, and in the end, if God and the police weren't watching, might still finish.
Outside, laughter could be heard somewhere. Maybe London was laughing. Maybe I was laughing. Maybe it was the clock. No matter. It was a sound that said: Life goes on. Not because it makes sense, but because sense is overrated. We took the stairs, which creaked like an old appointment, and stepped out onto the street, which greeted us with indifference.
The morning after was always the harshest judge. I protested by moving.
The rain had subsided, but it continued to drum in my head, dully, mercilessly, as if there were a drunken cobbler up above driving nails into the wood. I sat back on my shaky chair, the clock ticking like a judge, and Passepartout stood opposite me, a face you usually only see in confessionals—full of guilt, full of fear, full of "Mon Dieu."
"Sir," he began, and his tone of voice was already getting on my nerves, "you can't go through with this. Not like this. Not without money, not without a plan, not even with... with..." He searched for the word as if it were hidden under the table. "With intelligence."
I laughed, a hoarse, barking laugh that sounded more like a cough. "Intelligence is the enemy, my boy. Intelligence is the band-aid you put on a wound before you've even seen it. I don't need intelligence. I'm angry, thirsty, and fed up. That's enough."
He ran his hand through his beard, as if he might find an answer there. "You swore yesterday in front of everyone that you would circumnavigate the world in 80 days. Everyone's talking about it. If you fail—"
"If I fail," I interrupted, "then at least the world will have something to laugh about. And laughter is worth more than any damn statue."
Passepartout stepped closer, his voice now sharper, almost defiant: "But nothing can be done without money. You haven't even paid the rent! How are you going to buy tickets? Food? Accommodation?"
I stared at him, raised my glass, still sloshing with liquid. "Money is just the cheap drug of the rich. You know what I have? Debt. And debt is like God: invisible, feared, and everyone still believes in it. We travel on credit with the devil. And the devil, my boy, always has his pockets open."
“This is madness,” he muttered, “pure self-destruction.”
I nodded contentedly. "Finally, you're saying something right. Self-destruction is the most honest form of architecture. Everything else is just a backdrop. I'm building my life so that it can collapse at any moment."
He stared at me, stunned, as I slowly stood up, my bones cracking as if in applause. I walked to the window, opened it, and let in London's breath—coal, urine, soup, death. "You see that, Passepartout? That's the city. It eats you if you stand still. But if you run, at least you stumble into another alley. That's what I call progress."
"But, Monsieur," he began again, desperately, "people expect you to try. They'll laugh at you if you don't—"
"They laugh anyway. Whether I stay or go. Whether I drink or vomit. Whether I fight or lie down. People's laughter is the cheapest sound on earth. But if they laugh at me while I stagger around the world—at least it's music."
He sighed, deep and heavy, as if he were removing a stone from his lungs. "Why me? Why do I have to come?"
I turned to him, grinning broadly, bloodily, as always. "Because every gutter philosopher needs a witness. If I just drink alone, then I'm a madman. But if someone stands next to me and says, 'Yes, I saw it,' then I'm a legend."
He shook his head, his eyes wide and glassy. "I'm not a witness, I'm your servant."
"Wrong," I said. "You're my walking alibi. When the world asks if all this really happened, you point your finger and say, 'Yeah, the bastard really did it.' Without you, I'm just a drunk. With you, I'm a drunk with a story."
Passepartout slumped into his chair, his hands over his face, as if he wanted to erase himself from the world. "This ends badly."
I picked up the watch from the table and held it up. "Everything ends badly, my boy. But at least the journey should be fun."
I put the watch back down, looked at it, and my cat grinned back. Yes, I thought. The race has already started before I've even taken a step.
A rumor in London is like a rat: it needs no invitation, no doors, no plan. It crawls through cracks, climbs across rooftops, swims through the canals, and ends up sitting on your plate while you're sipping soup. My bet—my drunken vow at the Cracked Anchor—had grown legs overnight, and now it was running through the city, faster than any messenger, faster than the carriages, faster than the devil when he realizes the church is lying again.
I noticed it by the way people looked at me. I stepped out onto the street, and the milkman was laughing into his beard as if he were squeezing the world's udders. Two women standing in front of a shop whispered something in each other's ears, looked at me, laughed shrilly, and one shouted, "There he goes! The one who thinks he can drink the world dry!" I bowed, snatched off my hat, which looked as if a dog had slept on it, and shouted, "Yes, sir, and if the world isn't enough, I'll drink you too!" They shrieked and threw breadcrumbs at me.
Passepartout walked beside me, his head bowed, as if he were counting the asphalt. "Sir, it's gotten worse. Everyone's talking about it. It's on everyone's lips."
"Down everyone's throats," I corrected. "They swallow my name like stale beer. And that's a good thing. I'd rather be spat on than forgotten. Forgetting is worse than death. Spit dries. Forgetting remains."
The dockworkers stood at the harbor, their shoulders so broad you could have built houses on them. They laughed when they saw me. "Fogg!" one yelled. "I'll give you two days. Then they'll find you drunk in a Calais gutter."
Another shouted: "Three days! He might make it to Bombay, but then he'll puke himself into the grave!"
I raised my arms, grinned, and shouted back: "You all talk about my demise as if it were a lottery. But I promise you: If I die, the world will die with me because I stole its last drink!"
Laughter, jeers, curses. One threw a fish head at me, which stuck to my shoulder. I took it, bit out a piece of meat, chewed, and spat the bones into the pavement. "Tastes like the truth," I said. "Old, salty, and full of bones."
Passepartout gasped for air and pulled me further, away from the crowd. "You're making yourself impossible, Monsieur. Everyone thinks you're crazy."
"Madness is my calling card," I laughed. "Reason is distributed daily, like newspapers that no one reads. But madness – you have to fight for it."
Later, in the pub on the corner, I heard it even more clearly. Men leaned over their glasses, whispering, giggling, staring at me. One, with a face like a dented coin, said loudly enough: "I bet that bastard won't even make it across the English Channel. The seagulls will eat him first."
I stood up, pushed my chair back so hard it crashed against the wall. "Listen up, you scoundrels," I yelled. "You can bet on anything. On my defeat, on my death, on my last fart in the port of Yokohama. But I promise you one thing: I'll leave a trail everywhere. A trail of bottles, blood, and laughter. And when I go down, I'll do it so loudly you'll hear it all the way to this pub!"
Silence. Then laughter erupted. Coins clinked on the counter. Bets were placed, sums named, dates set. I was no longer a man, I was a bet. A rolling dice that clinked on the table even before it was thrown.
Passepartout pulled my sleeve and whispered, “Sir, stop adding fuel to the fire!”
I grinned. "Fire is the only thing that warms us. Without it, we freeze in our own misery. So pour more, my boy, pour more!"
And so it went on, all day long. The shoemaker, who usually never gave me more than a nod, called after me: "You'd better be useful and walk around your debts!" ​​A newspaper vendor held the paper up to my face: "Here, sir! Your name on page three. 'A drunkard wants to conquer the world.'" I didn't buy a copy. I already had the headline in my blood.
The city buzzed my name, but not like a song, more like a mosquito that won't stop scratching at my ear. It wasn't glory. It wasn't respect. It was mockery, scorn, malice. And I loved it. I bathed in it, like a pig in mud. Because I knew: As long as they laughed, I had them by the balls. As long as they talked, I wasn't dead.
That evening, as Passepartout and I stumbled back through the darker alleys, I heard two men whispering: "He won't make it. But if he tries, at least we'll have something to laugh about."
I stopped and turned to them, my eyes burning. "Exactly! You get it. I'm not a hero. I'm your damned entertainment. I'm the spectacle that distracts you from your own misery. So laugh, scream, bet! But don't forget: without me, you're just rats in a city that's long since dead."
They stared at me and said nothing more.
I turned around and walked on, and Passepartout shook his head, murmuring a prayer.
"Stop praying," I said. "God never bets. But the devil—he bets everything on me."
Preparation. Everyone talked about it as if it were a holy word. As if preparation were the bridge between dreams and reality. Bullshit. Preparation is the noose you put around your own neck because you think it'll get you ahead of the executioner. I never prepared; I always just stumbled. And every time I fell, there was at least a bottle there.
The next morning—or what was left of a morning—Passepartout dragged me to the market. He thought we'd buy supplies. Bread, water, clothes, maybe a map. Something resembling common sense. I had other plans. I just wanted to feel the pulse of the city, the dirty rhythm beating beneath all the shouting and stench.
The market stalls stood in the fog like drunks offering their last excuse. Fish lay there, staring at me, their eyes dull, their mouths open, as if they wanted to scream: "We were free once too." Next to them were vegetables that smelled more of earth than food. A butcher swung his cleaver, and the slapping of the meat was like music written only for the stomach and hell.
"Sir," Passepartout urged, "we need provisions. Dried meat. Hard cheese. Bread that will last a long time."
I laughed, grabbed a piece of bread, bit into it, chewed, and spat it on the floor. "It'll last forever, yes. Because it's already dead. I need something alive. I need wine that still fights when it goes down my throat. I need liquor that screams when it hits my stomach. Everything else is ballast."
We continued walking, past spice vendors displaying their wares like magic. Colorful powders that smelled of distant lands. Cinnamon, curry, pepper—each stall a promise that the world was bigger than this stinking market. I stopped, inhaled the scent deeply, and murmured, "This smells like the future. But future is just another word for hangover."
Passepartout shook his head, secretly haggling over cheese as if he wanted to save the world with milk. I pulled him away, ripping the sack from his hand. "We're not taking any cheese. It stinks, and I stink enough already."
A few children ran after us, shouting, "There he is! The man who wants to insult the world!" They laughed, pelting me with bowls. I turned around, grabbed one of them by the arm, pulled him closer, and looked him in the eyes. "Laugh, little one. But remember one thing: laughter is cheap. Crying costs more. And the world will teach you both." I let go of him, and he ran away, screaming, and the others with him.
We came to a stall selling cheap clothes. Passepartout held up a shirt, white, clean, almost a crime. "This, sir. You need something decent."
I snatched it from his hand, held it to my chest, and laughed. "A gentleman's shirt! So I can look like one of those pompous merchants at the harbor, wearing more perfume than soul? No. I want the world to smell my stench from afar. Then they'll know: Here comes someone who means business." I threw the shirt back, and the merchant cursed.
Instead, I grabbed a coat that had so many holes it looked like a net. "This one's honest," I said. "It lets the wind through. The wind is my only currency."
Passepartout rolled his eyes, packed the coat anyway, and reluctantly paid. I grinned. "See? That's how it works. I preach doom, and you provide the butter."
We strolled on until we stood in a side street in front of a pub. From the door came the laughter of men, the bickering of women, the clinking of glasses. The smell of beer and sweat drew me like a magnet.
“Not again,” groaned Passepartout.
“That’s exactly why,” I said, pushing open the door.
Inside, it was warm, stuffy, a single heart beating with alcohol. I ordered a bottle, then another, and faces turned toward me. "Well, there he is! The madman!" One toasted me. "Let's bet you make it to Dover—and then drown yourself in the Channel!"
I drank, wiped my mouth, and yelled back: "Dover? I'll drink you all under the table until we get to Shanghai! And if I drown in the Channel, I'll write your mothers' names in the water!" Laughter, jeers, fists on the tables. I was home again.
The "preparation" was nothing but a celebration. A dance in the dirt, a drink against the clock, a punch in the face of reason. While Passepartout wrote lists in his head, I wrote mine with bottles. One for Paris, two for Bombay, three for San Francisco. I didn't need anything more.
Later, we stumbled out, evening already hanging over the rooftops. My head pounded, my heart raced, my stomach protested, but I laughed. I spread my arms, looked up at the sky, and screamed, "I'm ready! Ready as a hangman with the rope already in his hand!"
Passepartout sighed. "This isn't preparation, this is suicide."
"Exactly," I grinned. "And suicide is the most honest preparation for life."
London lay there like a rotten tooth that's never pulled because the pain is somehow part of it. My feet dragged me through streets I knew like my own pockets—and they were just as empty. It was the last evening before I was to turn my back on the city, and I knew: I had to spit in its face one more time, tell it that it never owned me, even if it had been eating me every damn day.
Passepartout trotted beside me, his gaze a mixture of pity and panic. He knew I wouldn't bid farewell like a gentleman. I was no gentleman. I was the last burp this city would emit into the night.
We walked across Fleet Street. Newsboys shouted headlines as if they were selling the truth, but they were just cheap lies in printer's ink. One held a sheet of paper up to my face: "The madman with the eighty-day wager!" I took it, crumpled it up, and threw it into a puddle. "Next time, print something honest," I shouted. "Like: 'The city is a whore, and we're all her johns.'"
People laughed, some booed, one spat at me. I turned around, wiped the spit from my cheek, grinned, and shouted, "Thanks! Finally, a drink that doesn't taste like whiskey."
We continued walking, and I preached loudly, louder than the bells of St. Paul's ringing somewhere in the distance. "Listen, you bastards! This city is just a train station to nowhere. You leave every day, yet you always get stuck at the same stop. London gives you bread, beer, and death—and you even thank her for it! But I say to you: Screw bread, screw thanks, screw these stones! I'll take the next train, and if it goes straight to hell, I'll sit in the front compartment!"
Passersby stopped, stared, whispered. Some grinned, others shook their heads. A policeman approached, lantern in hand. "Enough, mister. Go home."
I grinned at him. "Home is just a grave with a roof. I prefer the streets."
“You are disturbing the order.”
"Order is the lid on a dung heap. Lift it off, and the truth stinks in your face."
He tried to touch me, but Passepartout pulled me away. "Sir, please, stop."
"Leave? I leave nothing. I take. I take everything. If I leave, I also take away the right to rip off the city's mask."
We entered a neighborhood where the houses stood closer together, the shutters rattled, and the stench of soup, sweat, and death hung in the air. Beggars squatted at the side of the road, their hands outstretched, their eyes empty like licked-dry bowls. A woman, barely older than a girl, lay slumped against the wall, her child clutched to her chest, both so still it hurt.
I stopped, looked at her, and for the first time that night, I said nothing. I knelt down, took the woman's face in my hand, cold and hard, and kissed her forehead. Then I reached into my pocket, pulled out the last coin I had, and placed it in the child's hand. "Take this, little one. It won't do you any good. But at least you know someone was there who wasn't just passing by."
Passepartout stared at me, speechless. I stood up, spat into the gutter, and my voice was hard again. "This is London, my boy. She's showing you hell, and you're supposed to say thank you. I say: fuck you."
We moved on. I saw merchants closing their shops, their faces like ledgers full of debt. I cursed them all: "You're not selling goods, you're selling dreams in slices. And every dream goes moldy faster than your bread!"
A few men laughed, one tried to punch me, but I dodged, kissed him on the forehead, and laughed: "That was a blessing. Now go and drink."
So I wandered the streets, a prophet of the gutter, a messiah of vomit, a saint of pain. London was my temple, and I smashed every icon I found.
At the end of the night, I stood on a bridge over the Thames. The river shone black, carrying away ships, rats, and hopes alike. I spread my arms and screamed into the fog: "Do you hear me, you old whore? I'm leaving! But I'll be back. And when I come back, you'll have no power over me anymore! You'll be nothing more than the city I left behind—an old pimple on the face of the earth!"
My scream echoed, distorted, as if the city itself were laughing. I laughed along, loudly, hoarsely, madly. Passepartout stood beside me, pale, silent.
"Tomorrow," I said, "it begins. Today London still has me. But tomorrow I'll offend them all—Paris, Bombay, San Francisco, New York. And when I come back, London won't be able to hurt me anymore. Because by then I'll already be my own god."
And with this vow, half serious, half drunk, I turned around, trudged back into the night, and knew: The city had had its last evening with me.
Some people say goodbye with tears. I said goodbye with glasses. London shouldn't have to let me go sober—she didn't deserve that. She should send me off drunk, bloodied, and bawling, the way you send a bastard to the gallows: with a procession of shame.
The first pub was called The Rusty Nail– a hole where even the flies had a hangover. I stumbled inside, the air thick as an old carpet, and the customers stared as if they'd seen a ghost. "There he is!" one shouted, "the man with the eighty-day bet!" I grinned, plopped down on a chair, and ordered the cheapest thing they had. The landlord placed a mug in front of me that smelled more like a cellar than beer. I drank, slurped, laughed.
A few scoundrels came to my table, their faces red, their eyes glassy. "Well, Fogg," slurred the tallest one, "so you want to insult the world?"
"Right," I said. "And I'll start with you." I threw the rest of the beer in his face. It took less than three seconds before his fist slammed into my ribs. Chairs tipped over, bottles flew, Passepartout screamed. I laughed as I hit back, and the barman howled because his mirror shattered into a thousand pieces.
We flew out into the night, bleeding, spluttering, laughing. "Keep going," I gasped, "the city has more pubs."
The second pub,The Drunken Sailor, wasn't any better. Smoke, sweat, cards on the tables, curses in the air. I stood in the middle of the room, raised my arms, and yelled, "Eighty days! And I'll be back before you idiots have drunk away your next paycheck!" Boos, laughter, and another fist. This time it was Passepartout who got hit. He staggered, I caught him, yelled, "Hands off my walking alibi!" and knocked the attacker down with a barstool. The bartender threw us out, and I stole another bottle as I left.
This is how it continued: The Broken Bottle,The Black Swan,The Howling DogEvery pub a chapter, every round a prayer, every punch an amen. The same faces everywhere: laughing men, screaming women, smelly tables that eventually broke. The same echo everywhere: "Fogg is crazy!" And everywhere the same response from me: "Crazy? You call that crazy? Let's wait until the world sees me!"
In one of the last dives, I finally stood on the bar, arms outstretched, coat in tatters, blood on my forehead. "Listen to me, you damned drunks! London is not the center of the world. London is just a privy, and we're all flies in the face. I'm going out, I'm going to see them all—Paris, Bombay, Hong Kong, New York—and I'm going to scream in their faces that they're no better! The world is a single bar, and I'm the last customer who doesn't pay!"
The cheering grew louder, coins flew, beer spilled. Some clapped, some screamed, one tried to pull me from the bar, and I kicked him in the face. Chaos. Always chaos.
At one point, Passepartout dragged me out, while windows shattered behind us and the barman screamed that he would call the police. We staggered through the streets, both half-conscious, and I laughed like a madman. "You see, my boy? Every bar was an altar. Every bottle a Bible. Every fight a psalm. That was my procession, my damned communion."
He stared at me, exhausted, desperate, and murmured, "Sir, you will die before you even leave."
I grinned bloodily. "Maybe. But then London will die with me—because I took away her last bit of respect tonight."
We stumbled on, the city around us an orchestra of screams, laughter, and police whistles. And somewhere deep in my gut, behind all the pain and alcohol, a voice pounded: Tomorrow, bastard. Tomorrow it starts.
The harbor smelled of death and salt. Not that romantic death of songs and seafaring tales, no – the musty, honest death that lies in the planks that have lain in the water too long. Ships creaked in the darkness as if they were old men counting their bones one last time before setting sail. Seagulls screeched above us, greedily, hysterically, as if they already had blood in their beaks.
I stood on the quay, swaying, hands in my pockets, shirt torn, lips covered in crusts from old fights. Passepartout hung by my side like a ghost, pale, with eyes that said:Mon Dieu, this is the end before it has even begun.
I inhaled the air, that putrid cocktail of algae, coal, sweat, and ship diesel, and laughed. "There it is, the abyss, my boy. Look. The Thames is just the beginning. Beyond it comes the English Channel, beyond it the sea, beyond it the world. A single whirlpool swallowing us down. And you know what? I want to be swallowed. I want to dance in the belly of the earth."
Passepartout rubbed his forehead. "Sir, you're drunk."
"Of course I'm drunk," I yelled, "otherwise I couldn't stand all this! Only drunks have the courage to stare into this darkness and still laugh."
A ship's horn wailed, deep, powerful, a sound like the fart of a god who's run out of patience. I spread my arms, almost staggered into the water, and caught myself at the last moment on a rope that was wet and slimy. "Do you hear that, London? They're calling me. Ships, foreign ports, new disasters. I'm coming, you bastards!"
A few dockworkers stopped and looked at me like I was mad. One laughed, another shook his head. I grinned at them. "Laugh, you dogs. I'm your prophet. I preach with blood in my mouth and liquor in my throat. I'll be back in 80 days, and if not—at least you won't be alone with your misery anymore."
Passepartout grabbed my arm and pulled me back from the edge. "Sir, please. Come to your quarters. Sleep. Tomorrow—"
"Tomorrow is a dirty word," I growled. "There is only today. And today I swear to you, before these damned seagulls, before these stinking boats, before God and the devil at once: I will insult the world. I will drink it, beat it, curse it. And if it tears me apart, I'll vomit in its face before I leave."
The wind lashed my face, cold, salty, merciless. I raised my fist into the night, and my vow echoed back, mingled with the echo of the waves and the cries of the seagulls. It was as if the city itself were responding, mocking, spiteful, but appreciative.
I turned to Passepartout and placed my hand on his shoulder. "You are my witness, my boy. When I come back, you'll say you saw everything. If I don't come back, you'll say I tried. But there's one thing you must never say: that I stood still."
He nodded, reluctantly, his lips trembling as if he wanted to pray, but he remained silent.
I grinned, looked once more at the black waters, and a shiver ran down my spine—not out of fear, but out of desire. "The world is not a destination, Passepartout," I said quietly, "it's just a detour back to the grave. And I'll be damned if I don't take it."
Then I turned around and trudged away from the water, the city behind me, the sea in front of me. My heart pounded, my head throbbed, and my laughter filled the night like a knife that no one could put back.
 
London, smoke and vomiting horses
The morning smelled of coal and cold excrement. London stretched over me like a dirty sheet that had never been washed. Fog crept through the streets, heavy and sticky, and yesterday's booze still drummed in my skull, as if a brass band had decided to rehearse inside my head.
I woke up in my dump, which looked more like a coffin than an apartment. Bottles lay around, empty like politicians' promises. The table was littered with broken glass, breadcrumbs, a beer-soaked newspaper, and a mouse that felt so confident that it looked me straight in the eye before stealing the last piece of sausage. I nodded to it.Take what you can get, kid. That's how it works around here.
Passepartout was already dressed, standing next to me, his forehead wrinkled, his eyes tired like an old dog. "Sir," he began cautiously, "the time has come."
"So far," I muttered, rubbing my head, "it's always so far. The cat says every morning: 'Now it starts.' Only this time he's right."
I pulled up my pants, which already had more holes than dignity, slipped on a shirt that stank like a wet carpet, and knotted my tie so crookedly that even the mirror had to laugh. The clock ticked on the table, mercilessly, as always. I picked it up and looked at its face. "You and I," I murmured, "we'll learn to hate each other. For eighty days. Let's see who breaks faster."
Outside, the city rumbled. Carts rumbled over the pavement, merchants shouted, and somewhere I heard the choking of a horse that had pulled too much weight. A good omen. If even the animals had to vomit, I wasn't alone.
I trudged down the stairs, Passepartout in tow, and the neighbors stared out the doorways. Old women with gum-like smiles, children with snotty noses, men with faces like IOUs. They whispered, laughed, some spat on the floor. "There he goes," one hissed, "the madman."
I stopped, grinned, and raised my arms. "Yes, exactly! I'm the mad one. But at least I'm leaving. You stay here, rot in your beds, vomit in your buckets, and call it life. But I—I insult the whole world."
A few laughed, one called after me: “You’ll be coming back in a coffin anyway!”
“Then at least you have something to celebrate,” I yelled and moved on.
The streets were wet, the fog hung heavy, and the gas lamps looked like dying stars. Everywhere was the stench of smoke, of horses, of the Thames, rotting like an open grave. I inhaled deeply, shook my head. "London, you're a disgusting beast. But damn it, I'll miss you. Like you miss the whore who gave you smallpox."
Passepartout coughed and pulled his coat tighter. "Sir, you must restrain yourself. No talking, no provocations. We simply must go."
I laughed so loudly and dirtyly that a carriage stopped and the driver cursed: “Shut up, you bum!”
"Bum?" I shouted back. "I'm Phileas Fogg, the man who shits down the world's throat. And you, my friend, are just the ass who pulls the carriage!"
The driver spat, whipped his horse, and drove on. I turned to Passepartout and grinned: "See? I'm already famous."
We walked toward the train station. Every step was heavy, my head pounded, my stomach churned, but my heart beat faster than every beat of the clock.It begins,I thought.The drinking race. Eighty days of hell. And I'll laugh at them all.
I stopped, turned around once more, and looked back at the streets, the alleys, the houses, the faces. "Farewell, you stinking beast," I murmured, "but don't worry. I'll be back. And then I'll be worse than death."
The road to the station wasn't a path; it was a battlefield. Not with weapons, but with smells, sounds, and faces. London presented me with its farewell parade: misery, noise, and filth. And I trudged through the middle, swaying, laughing, as if I were its king—a king of broken glass and vomit.
The first people we met were the beggars. They squatted by the roadside, wrapped in rags that had more fleas than threads. Hands outstretched, eyes empty, mouths open, uttering more curses than prayers. One called out, "Fogg! Give us some of your madness!" I stopped, reached into my pocket, pulled out a piece of stale bread, bit off a piece, chewed, and spat the rest onto his hand. "There, my friend. A meal from my kitchen: half lie, half vomit. Tastes like the world." He cursed, the others laughed, and I moved on.
Passepartout walked beside me, tense and nervous. He tried to keep his gaze forward, as if trying to close his eyes to the misery. "Sir, please... we mustn't waste any time."
"Time," I yelled, "is a bad joke told by the clock. Do you see these faces? Each one is a calendar page that no one ever hangs up. These people are true time—rotten, forgotten, discarded."
We passed the market. Merchants were shouting their hearts out to pass off rotten apples as fresh and junk as gold. One yelled, "Come here! Come here! London's finest goods!" I laughed in his face. "Your finest goods are the stench that hangs here. Package it, sell it, and you'll be a rich man." He tried to slap me, but Passepartout dragged me on.
A few men were leaning against a wall, dirty hats pulled low over their faces, pipes in their mouths. They grinned when they saw me. "Well, Fogg," said the tallest one, "we'll bet you five pounds that you won't even make it to Paris."
I stepped closer, looked into his eyes, so close that he could smell my breath—a mixture of whiskey, blood, and anger. "Better bet ten, my friend. Paris is just the first glass. After that, there are ninety-nine more. And I'll drink them all."
They laughed, booed, and threw coins at me. One hit my ear, I picked it up, kissed it, and pocketed it. "Thank you. A lucky charm. Bought with scorn—the most honest currency in town."
We moved on. A group of children followed us, screaming, shouting, "The madman! The madman!" I turned around, bowed, and spread my arms. "That's right! I'm the madman. But better mad on the streets than dead in bed." The children screamed louder, one threw an apple in my face. I bit into it and spat half of it back onto the ground. "Tastes like hope—sweet until you realize it's worm-eaten."
Carriages pressed through the alleys, horses snorted, wagon wheels splashed mud. A driver yelled at me, and I yelled back. "Drive faster, you dog! Maybe you'll escape your own stench."
Passepartout dragged me away, desperate, his face a mask of shame. "Sir, please stop! You're only making enemies."
I laughed, loudly, hoarsely, full of defiance. "Enemies? A man without enemies is dead. I need them. Every taunt, every curse, every stone they throw at me—that's my fuel. Without it, I can't even get to the train station."
And so we trudged on, through the stinking, screaming belly of London, on our way to the hell of smoke and iron called the station.
The road to the station was clogged with carts, carriages, and people—a traffic jam of noise, sweat, and stench. Horses stamped and snorted, their flanks glistening with wetness, their eyes rolling white, as if they all shared the same nightmare: born to pull, to toil, to perish, and no one says thank you.
We squeezed through the crowd, and I saw one of the animals stumble. It was a large brown horse, muscles like ropes, but emaciated, as if the city itself had sucked its blood. The driver lashed out with his whip, and the horse choked, bucked, and then it came: a gush, yellow, foaming, steaming, right in the middle of the street. The stench immediately filled the air—acid, leftover food, bile. The horse vomited, the crowd groaned, shrank back.
I stopped, tore my hat off, and bowed deeply. "Bravo!" I shouted. "Finally, someone who speaks the London language!"
People stared at me, disgusted and horrified. The coachman cursed: "Fuck off, you madman!"
I stepped closer and pointed at the steaming pile. "See? That's the truth. Not a politician, not a priest, not a poet—just a horse who can't take it anymore, and he tells it like it is: This city eats you until you're nothing, and in the end, you spit back."
Passepartout tugged on my sleeve desperately. "Sir, please, let's move on."
I laughed, broadly, mockingly. "No, my boy. We're learning here. Vomiting is the most honest language known to man. A confession without words, a sermon without a pulpit. If you vomit, you're not lying. No one can lie while vomiting."
A few people laughed uncertainly, one shouted: “Fogg, you’re crazy!”
"Right," I yelled back. "Crazy enough to puke in the world's face when it dumps its shit on my plate again!"
The horse swayed, its knees weak, its flanks trembling. I looked into its eyes, and for a moment I felt like we were brothers. Two animals, overloaded, beaten, more honest in their choking than in their silence. I placed my hand on my chest, making a gesture as if swearing. "My friend, I promise you: I'll vomit for both of us. You stay here, I'll go. But I'll take your vomit with me, like a banner. I'll hold it high for 80 days."
The driver raised his whip again. I jumped forward, grabbed his wrist, and squeezed. "Leave him alone, you bastard. He's already given more than you've ever had." The guy looked at me, trembled, pulled himself away, muttered something about "madman," and pulled the horse on.
Passepartout stared at me, horrified, stunned. "Sir... you're preaching about vomit."
I grinned, wiping my mouth as if I'd just vomited myself. "Of course. Because vomit is the only democracy. It makes everyone equal: rich, poor, kings, beggars. When your stomach gives up, you're nothing more than flesh that can no longer keep silent."
The crowd dispersed, but the stench remained. I stepped into the middle of it, the steam rising from my boots, and I laughed. "That's what truth smells like, my boy. Remember that. Not like roses, not like incense, but like bile and horse saliva."
And then we continued on to the train station, which was already wheezing in the distance as if it was about to vomit.
The station wasn't a building—it was a belly. A stinking, sweating belly of iron, coal, and people, devouring everything that came near. Even in the distance, you could hear the hiss of the steam engines, snorting like overheated dragons, ready to devour their passengers. Thick smoke billowed from the chimneys, settling like a gray blanket over the chaos, and the smell of burnt oil and spilled beer hung so heavy in the air that I could almost drink it.
We pushed through the crowd, and every step was a shove, a curse, an elbow in the ribs. Women pulled their children away as I passed; men looked at me, grinned, or shook their heads. One shouted, "There he is! The idiot with the bet!" Another, "Bet he won't even make it out of the hall!" Laughter. Mockery. I bowed, snatched my hat, and yelled, "Thank you! Your doubts are my fare!"
Passepartout walked close behind me, his head bowed as if he were about to slip through the floor. "Sir, please be quiet. You're making everything worse."
"Quiet?" I cried. "This isn't a library. This is hell, and in hell you have to scream or you'll burn to death."
We reached the tracks. The train stood there like a black monster, spewing smoke from every pore. Its breath was hot, smelly, and metallic. I stepped closer, placed my hand against the cold iron skin, and whispered, "Brother. We both drink from the same bottle."
Merchants shouted their wares into the air: newspapers, sandwiches, cheap apples. One held out a brochure to me: "Travel comfortably and safely with the Great Western!" I snatched it from his hand, spat on it, and shouted: "Comfortable is death, certain is the grave! I want the opposite!" I threw the brochure in his face, and the crowd laughed.
A group of young men, neatly dressed and wearing hats too expensive for their brains, laughed loudly at me. "So that's him? Phileas Fogg, the drunkard? God help us, he won't even get on the train before he falls over!"
I turned to them, grinning broadly, yesterday's blood still on my lip. "You sit in your clubs, drink your tea, and think you're alive. But you're already dead, gentlemen—you just don't know it yet. But I—I'm alive. I'm alive so loudly that even the devil has to cover his ears."
They booed and shouted "Madman!" but I enjoyed it. Every shout, every insult was like a drop of liquor that made me stronger.
A pastor approached me, his face stern, his tone preachy. "My son, this is foolishness. Drinking and swearing won't get you around the world. Only discipline, order, faith—"
I interrupted him, laughing in his face. "Faith? You priests believe in a God you've never seen. I believe in the cat, and he punches me in the face every morning. That's more proof than you've ever had." The crowd roared, the priest retreated, clutching the Bible tighter to his chest, as if it could save him.
Passepartout grabbed my arm. "Sir, please. We need to get on the train."
"In a minute," I said, "but first..." I raised my arms, spun around, and pointed at the crowd. "Hear me, London! This is your temple: smoke, noise, stench. You pray here every day as you take your trains, your carts, your luggage. But I tell you: This is not heaven. This is hell. And I am your new priest!"
The crowd erupted—laughter, ridicule, curses. I bathed in it like a warm bath of hate.
Then I finally climbed into the car, staggering, laughing, my heart pounding. The station continued to roar behind me, an orchestra of rage and smoke. I knew the train would soon depart. And with it began the intoxication greater than any a bottle had ever promised.
The station was a cauldron, but I was the cook. Steam, smoke, curses—everything was bubbling, and in the middle of it all I stood with my hat askew on my face and a bottle in my hand that I had stolen somewhere along the way.
There they appeared, like the rats they were: faces from the pubs that had cheered me onto the tables yesterday and simultaneously knocked my teeth in. Men with eyes like coins, women with voices like rusty saws, guys with too much courage and too little brains. They didn't come to say goodbye—they came to laugh at me.
"There he is!" shouted one of them, a dockworker whose fist I could still feel against my skull. "The great Phileas Fogg! The messiah of booze! Want to bet he won't even reach Dover?"
Laughter. Cheers. Whistles. A woman with a crooked smile yelled, "Come back, if you survive Bombay, darling, you'll get a kiss!"
A bottle flew through the air, bounced next to me, shattered, the smell of cheap gin mingling with the smoke. A coin clinked against my shoe. Then another. Then more. They weren't just throwing scorn, they were throwing alms, as if they were the judges of my downfall.
I bent down and picked up a coin—dirty, sticky from the floor. I held it up for everyone to see, and my voice cut through the noise like a rusty knife: "Look! Your mockery has brought me luck. This coin is worth more than all the pounds you'll ever stuff into your queen's pockets. Why? Because it's born of hate. And hate is the truest love known to mankind."
A murmur went through the crowd, half laughter, half agreement, half "he's crazy." I kissed the coin, put it in my pocket, and tapped it. "This is my talisman. If I travel around the world, it'll be with your contempt in my pocket. And believe me—it keeps you warmer than any damn blanket."
Passepartout tugged at my sleeve, whispering, "Sir, please... we need to get in."
"Get in? Not yet. First I have to say goodbye to my city."
I stood on a crate and spread my arms. "Hear me, you drunkards, you whores, you hypocrites! You raised me, you beat me, you spat me out. But now your bastard is going out into the world. Not for fame, not for money, not for honor. I only want one thing: to insult the world until it knows me. If I come back, I'll drink you all under the table. And if I don't come back, at least you'll know that one of you had the courage to die loudly."
The crowd went wild. Some cheered, some booed, some screamed my name, others spat on the ground. It was music. Dirty, wrong, loud music—but mine.
I jumped off the box, grabbed Passepartout's arm, laughed, my heart pounding, my head throbbing. "This is how a man bids farewell to his city. Not with flowers, not with songs, but with curses and mockery."
And as the train whistle blared and the smoke enveloped us, I knew: London had thrown me out into the world like a drunk being thrown out of a pub. That's exactly how it should be.
The station pub was right next to the tracks, a smoky cavern where the floor was sticky like your tongue after too much gin. The windows were blind with grime, and every breath tasted of coal dust and spilled beer. I pushed open the door as if I were entering the confessional one last time, only here the priest wore an apron and forgave everything as long as you paid.
"One bottle," I shouted, even before I reached the counter. "The cheapest, the toughest, the fastest."
The proprietor, a bald man with eyes like broken buttons, placed a brown broth in front of me that smelled of lighter fluid. I lifted it up, toasted the guests, and yelled, "To London, the old whore! May she vomit until I come back!"
A few passengers laughed, others grimaced. Passepartout crept up next to me and whispered, "Sir, please, no more. The train is leaving soon."
"That's exactly why," I growled. "You don't go on a trip around the world sober. That would be like going to war without bullets."
I raised the bottle and took a long, burning swig that ripped through my throat and set my lungs on fire. It wasn't enjoyable. It was a blow, a punch to the heart, and that was exactly what I needed.
At the next table sat two dealers, fine suits, shining watches, faces as smooth as freshly polished silver. They looked at me, whispering, giggling. One leaned forward. "Excuse me, sir. You're that Fogg, aren't you? The drunk who thinks he can circumnavigate the world."
I grinned and wiped my mouth with my sleeve. "Right. And you are? The corpses who are still walking?"
Laughter erupted in the room. The merchant blushed and brandished his watch. "You'll fail. Travel requires planning, discipline, and sobriety."
I slammed the bottle onto the table, splashing the contents. "Sobriety? That's the state of the dead. Only corpses are truly sober. But I want to live, and living means drinking, stumbling, and cursing until your bones break."
Then a pastor who had been sitting in the back, Bible next to his glass of water, intervened. He stood up and came over, his face stern as a coffin lid. "My son," he began, "your way is foolishness. Without measure, without humility, without God, you will perish."
I laughed right in his face, loudly, filthily. "Humility? Moderation? God? Listen, Father, you're a sober corpse. A man who's already dead, but was too cowardly to realize it. Your God is just a hangover without alcohol. But I drink with the devil, and at least he keeps his promises."
The crowd roared, a few clapped, others shook their heads in horror. The priest blushed, clenched his fists, swallowed, and sat back down.
I raised the bottle and toasted him. "To you, Father! May your skies be empty and your water rot!"
Passepartout groaned and grabbed my arm. "Sir, please, the train—"
I downed the rest of the bottle and set it down with a crash that made the counter creak. "Now I'm ready," I said, my grin wider than any pulpit. "The world can come. And if it swallows me, it'll swallow itself."
I staggered out, the steam from the locomotives already in my nose, the roar of the crowd at my back, the whistle shrill as if hell itself were calling.
The train's whistle cut through the station like the scream of a madman finally being heard. Steam spewed from the chimneys, white and gray, a poisonous fog that swallowed everything—faces, voices, even the last doubts. People hurried about, suitcases clattered, children cried, merchants shouted, police whistled. It was a chaos of a thousand sounds, and I stood in the middle of it, swaying, laughing, with a bottle in one hand and my hat in the other.
“Monsieur,” gasped Passepartout, “we have to get in!”
"We don't have to do anything," I yelled, "except die. But not today. Today we're leaving!"
We pushed through the crowd and climbed into the train. The ground was already vibrating, as if the monster were waking beneath us. I leaned out the window, the smoke enveloping me, the taste of coal and rust on my tongue. People stood on the platform, some cheering, most laughing, some spitting.
“Fogg!” one yelled, “you’re a fool!”
I raised the bottle and toasted him. "Right! But I'm a fool who's driving—and you stay here, in your stinking pit!"
The whistle blew again, and the train lurched forward, slowly and heavily, like a drunken giant who won't get up. The wheels screeched, the tracks sang, and the entire station shook. People waved, shouted, and laughed—and I laughed back, my laughter mingling with the roar of the engine.
"Farewell, London!" I roared, my voice tearing through the smoke. "You old whore, you mother of my disasters, you stinking corpse—I'm leaving you! But I'll come back, and when I come back, I'll laugh in your face, louder, dirtier, more honest than ever!"
The city responded with its chorus: whistles, jeers, laughter, a few "So long, Fogg!", a few "Die on the way!" – and I bathed in it, like a king who owns nothing but his ruin.
The train gained speed, the platform slipped away, faces blurred, smoke swallowed everything. I felt the rhythm of the wheels, that "clack-clack, clack-clack," like a heartbeat of iron. My head pounded, my stomach churned, but my heart raced as if I were young, new, immortal.
I was hanging half out the window, the wind whipping my face, and I screamed, laughed, and cursed, all at once. "It starts here, you bastards! Eighty days! Eighty nights! I'll drink you all, I'll drink the whole world!"
The smoke settled over my face like a blanket, burning my eyes, scratching my throat. I coughed, spat, and laughed again. Behind us, London disappeared into the haze as if it had never existed—just a dream of dirt, blood, and vomit.
I saw Passepartout sitting next to me, pale, silent, his hands folded as if praying. I patted him on the shoulder. "Don't pray, my boy. The train is our prayer. The clatter of the tracks is the rosary, and I am the priest. Today the Mass of Madness begins."
He looked at me, desperate, but he said nothing.
And so the train sped off, into the night, into the smoke, into hell. I leaned back, drank the last sip from the bottle, and my laughter echoed across the tracks, louder than any whistle, louder than any clock.
The drinking race had begun.
 
The first stop: Paris in the fog
The train squealed into the Paris station as if it were about to vomit. Iron screamed, smoke devoured the air, and the crowd stampeded out like cattle finally let out of the stable. I staggered along, my bones raw, my skull a single drumbeat, my heart fluttering like a moth in a bottle. Passepartout held me by the arm as if he could still hold me upright, yet he himself was so pale he looked as if he'd been boiled on the train.
“Paris,” he murmured, almost reverently.
"Paris," I repeated, laughing hoarsely. "The city of love? Bullshit. The city of rotten lips. Everything here smells of perfume to cover up the stench of corpses."
We stepped out onto the square. Fog hung over the streets, thick as milk, except it smelled of coal. Horse-drawn carts crowded together, coachmen shouted, prostitutes laughed, merchants offered bread that looked like bricks. And I stood there, arms outstretched, as if I wanted to embrace the entire city, only to spit in its face.
"Look at me!" I yelled, and a few heads turned. "A man from London who wants to insult the world—and Paris is the first victim. Your walls are crooked, your streets stink, your language sounds like a drunk trying to clear his throat. And you call it art!"
A few passersby laughed, others cursed, a woman shouted, "Sale Anglais!" – dirty Englishman. I bowed and tipped my hat. "Thank you, Madame. Finally, a compliment."
Passepartout hissed: “Sir, please, we must remain calm.”
"Quiet?" I screamed. "Nothing is quiet in this city. Here, even the dirt dances, here, even the wine screams, and the sidewalks laugh when you vomit on them. I want to be loud, louder than everyone else. If Paris can hear me, then the world can hear me."
We walked through the streets, the fog clinging to my skin, seeping into my lungs. I inhaled it, coughed, and laughed. "Every city is just another face of the same whore, Passepartout. London, Paris, whatever. They wear different makeup, different clothes, but underneath they're the same: hungry, dirty, full of teeth."
Passepartout looked at me, his eyes tired and worried. "And yet you're here, Monsieur. You could have stayed. Why travel when everything's the same?"
I stopped and turned to him, my grin crooked, bloody from a lip that still hadn't healed. "Because sameness is boring. I don't want to see what's different. I want to see how equal everything is in misery. And I want to scream it in their faces until the last mask breaks."
A cart rumbled by, horses pulling, a wheel creaking like a dying animal. The coachman roared, the whip cracked. I raised my fist and shouted: "That's right, Paris! Whip your horses, whip your people, whip yourself! You're nothing more than another stable in the zoo of the world."
People stopped, stared, laughed, and cursed. An old man spat at my feet. I stepped right into the middle of it, grinning: "Thank you, old friend. Your mockery is my welcome drink."
And so my Paris began. No triumph, no respect, no applause. Only fog, stench, ridicule, and my laughter mingling with the horses' brays.
It took less than an hour for me to find the first bar. In Paris, you don't have to search – the bars smell you from afar, like hyenas smell a carcass. The fog outside gave way to smoke inside, so thick that the patrons' faces looked like they were wearing masks of soot. A few candles flickered, the tables were sticky, and behind the bar stood a waiter with eyes like dead fish.
"Wine," I growled, barely landing on the chair. "The cheapest. Red as blood, cheap as a whore's kiss."
The fishy-eyed waiter placed a carafe in front of me that looked like it had already buried a hundred tomcats. I poured, drank, and felt the cheap red wine burning my throat. "Voilà," I murmured, "that's what France tastes like: sweet at first, then sour, then you vomit it all back up."
Two women sat down next to me, their lips smeared red, their eyes glassy, ​​their voices screeching. "An Englishman!" one exclaimed, and the other giggled, "Perhaps a gentleman?"
I laughed so loudly that a few guests turned around. "Gentleman? Did you take the wrong door? I'm no gentleman. I'm the drunk on two legs, the prophet of hangovers. And I tell you: Paris is just London with perfume."
Laughter, whistles, a few insults. Someone shouted, "Sale Anglais!" I raised my glass, drank, and gave the middle finger. "Thank you! I finally recognize the hospitality of this country."
The whores giggled and placed their hands on my arm, but I pushed them away. "Not today, girls. Today I'm going to fuck Paris myself, and you'd just get in the way."
Passepartout stood behind me, nervous, sweating, trying to calm me down with his hands. "Sir, please, we should just eat, then move on."
"Food?" I poured myself another cup. "People eat to forget they're dying. But I drink to remember."
The fish-eyed waiter returned and cleared his throat. "Sir, you're making too much noise. The guests are complaining."
I stared at him, raised my glass, and poured the rest directly onto his apron. "Voilà, a little piece of England for you."
He gasped, his eyes flickering. "Pig!" He reached for my arm, trying to grab me.
I stood up, the chair crashed back, and my fist hit him faster than he could blink. He staggered back, slamming into the wall, red wine dripping from his apron like blood. A scream rippled through the room; the guests stared, some clapped, others screamed.
"Look!" I yelled, bottle in hand. "This is Paris! A bunch of writers, drunks, whores, all acting. But if you wet them with truth, they look like what they are: dirty, lying, and cheap!"
A glass flew past my head. I laughed, raised the bottle, and swung it, ready for the next blow. Passepartout jumped in, begging: "Sir, please! We must go!"
"Leave?" I laughed, pouring the rest of the bottle into my mouth, the wine burning, flowing, dripping down my chin. "We won't leave until Paris knows I'm here!"
The crowd roared, their voices rose, and I bathed in it like a lake of noise. Paris, I thought, you're a cheap mirror. And I'm going to show you how ugly you really are.
Paris at night wasn't a dream of lights and love—it was a giant belly full of gas, waiting to burst. The fog still hung in the alleys, mingling with the smoke from the lanterns and the cries of the merchants trying to get rid of their last rotten apples. I staggered through the middle, bottle in hand, hat askew, laughing so loudly that the very houses shook.
Passepartout walked beside me, nervous, as if afraid the city would swallow him whole. "Sir, please, we should go to a hotel, a room, somewhere—"
"Hotel?" I spat on the street. "A hotel is just a grave with curtains. I'd rather sleep in the dirt—it's more honest."
We passed a corner where three prostitutes stood, skirts hiked up, lips gaudy, eyes empty. One of them called out, "Hey, Englishman! Are you looking for love?"
I laughed, stepped closer, leaned forward, and looked deep into her eyes. "Love? Girl, you don't sell love, you sell time. And time is the cheapest poison in this city." I kissed her forehead, turned around, and walked on. She cursed after me, her friends screamed.
A few kids tried to steal my bag. I grabbed one by the collar and lifted him up until he was flopping like a fish. "Are you trying to steal my booze, kid? Trust me, it's heavier than you can carry." I dropped him, and he ran away, with the others right after him.
Then we came across a few young men with beards that looked like they'd been glued on yesterday—wannabe revolutionaries. They were shouting about liberty, equality, and fraternity, and waving their fists in the air. I stopped, listened for a moment, and then laughed in their faces.
"Freedom? You scream freedom while ignoring your own hunger. Equality? You're not even the same size, you damn idiots. Brotherhood? You'd bite each other's throats out if someone threw you a piece of bread."
They screamed back, one tried to grab me, but I spat in his eyes and pushed him into the dirt. "There goes your revolution—always starts with spit and ends with blood."
Passepartout was pale, desperate, and pulled me away. "Sir, you're provoking the entire district!"
"Exactly," I grinned, "I'm the only tourist who doesn't photograph Paris, but insults it. I'm the postcard from hell."
We continued through the alleys, and everywhere we saw the same shit: pickpockets, prostitutes, artists painting pictures with sooty fingers that looked like a drunk had vomited on the canvas. One man held his work up to my nose: a gray blotch with red lines. "Modern art!" he exclaimed.
I laughed in his face. "It's not art, it's the rest of your meal. But at least it's honest."
The man tried to hit me, but his hands were too weak. I kept walking, stumbling, laughing, clutching the bottle tightly.
"Paris," I murmured, "you're just London's mirror. Same misery, different accent. Your alleys stink like ours, your people vomit like ours, your dogs shit like ours. But you pretend you're more beautiful. You're a whore with perfume. And I—I'm your first customer to tell you to your face."
Passepartout remained silent. He knew my words were dangerous, but he also knew it was pointless to stop me. I was a train without brakes, a drunk without a break.
And so we marched on, right through the heart of Paris, leaving curses, laughter, and the stench of my breath everywhere.
We found the café because it found us. Paris is like that: if you don't seek peace, it pushes you into the middle of the noise. A small café on the boulevard, brightly lit, full of voices, full of smoke. Men in top hats and coats, smelling like a damp dictionary, sat there, talking, writing, acting important. Poets, journalists, philosophers—the whole gang of those who juggle words while others die in the dirt.
Passepartout tried to pull me past, but I pushed open the door. "A glass!" I yelled, and I was in. Heads turned, eyes sparkled, a wave of contempt and curiosity rolled towards me. I loved it.
The waiter brought me a glass of red wine that tasted better than anything London had ever spit out. I drank deeply, the city's blood running down my throat, and I knew: this is it.
Across from me sat a thin man with a beard that was too well-groomed, to be honest. He had a newspaper in front of him, a notebook beside him, and when I slammed my cup down on the table, he looked at me. A look sharp as a knife that had never seen blood.
“Monsieur,” he said, his voice smooth, his French too soft for my taste, “are you English?”
"I'm a drunk," I replied. "Everything else is decoration."
A murmur went through the room, laughter, a few whistles. The bearded man didn't bat an eyelid. "English people are rude. But sometimes interesting, too. Why are you here?"
I grinned. "To insult Paris. And because the train stops here."
He raised his eyebrows. "Insult? Paris is the city of freedom, beauty, and art. We are the heart of Europe. What can you possibly say that doesn't sound ridiculous?"
I took another sip and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. "Beauty? Your beauty is makeup on a corpse. Freedom? You sell it cheaper than your wine. Art? Your art is just vomit in frames. I say: Paris is a brothel that writes its own poems."
The café fell silent. Everyone stared at us. The bearded man smiled coldly. "You're a barbarian."
"Thank you," I said. "At least a barbarian has teeth. You intellectuals only have words, and they starve faster than dogs."
He stood up, his gaze full of anger, his voice loud. "Sir, you are a disgrace to your country."
I laughed, put down my cup, and stepped closer. "My country is a disgrace to me. We're even."
A murmur went through the crowd, tense faces, flickering eyes. The bearded man raised his glass as if to toast. "Then we drink to your stupidity."
I nodded, raised my glass, pretended to toast, and threw the contents right in his face. The red wine ran down his beard and waistcoat, looking like blood, and he gasped as if I'd slit his throat.
The café erupted in shouts. Some laughed, others screamed, chairs crashed, the waiter called for the police. The bearded man staggered, his newspaper falling to the floor, his notes stained with wine. I stepped close to him and whispered, "There's your freedom, Paris. Wet, cold, and red. This is exactly how it will always end."
Passepartout tugged at my arm, begging: “Monsieur, please, we must go!”
I grinned, broadly, bloodily, my eyes burning. "Not yet. First, I want them to know I was here." I raised my arms, yelling into the room: "London spat me out, Paris swallowed me—but I swear, you'll vomit me up again. And when you do, you'll know: Fogg was right."
Then Passepartout grabbed me by the collar and pulled me out, while the crowd roared. Behind us, glasses clinked, screams echoed, and Paris had received its first sermon.
Paris at night was a frenzy, a stinking, sweating organism that never wanted to sleep. Lights burned in the windows, music blared from dives, and the streets were packed with figures who looked like they'd stumbled straight out of a bad dream. And that's exactly where I wanted to be.
We found a bar that smelled more of hell than pleasure. A band played off-key but loudly, violins screeched, trumpets blared, and people danced as if they were going to die tomorrow—which was probably true. The floor was sticky, the air was thick with smoke, and the wine flowed faster than the waiters could refill it.
I stormed in, spread my arms, and shouted, "Paris! I'm your new prophet—and my Bible is the bottle!" Laughter, cheers, a few boos. I didn't care. I ordered a carafe, then another, then three. The red wine flowed like blood, and I drank like I was drowning.
A group of dancers whirled across the stage, skirts fluttering, legs flashing. Men clapped, women giggled, and I stood up, swayed, tipped my cup, and roared, "Beauty lies not in your legs, you fools, but in the decay that comes when your legs can no longer dance!"
Some laughed, others whistled, a woman threw her shoe at my head. I put it on like a crown and shouted: "Look, Paris has crowned me with her filth!"
Passepartout held his hands over his face and murmured: “Mon Dieu, c'est la fin.”
I climbed onto the table, danced among the glasses, knocked a few over, wine splashed, guests cursed. "Listen to me!" I yelled. "Your city isn't a goddess, it's a rat with perfume. You dance, you drink, you fuck—and in the morning you're all lying in the same filth. That's precisely where beauty lies: in decline, not in ascendance."
A few men approached, angry, their fists clenched. "Get down, Englishman!" One grabbed my leg. I kicked him, he fell back. Laughter, chaos. Someone called the police.
I raised my glass, poured the rest into the crowd, and shouted, "To the beauty of decay! To the dance of the rats! To Paris, which is only beautiful when it's dying!"
Then the hands came, many hands. They grabbed me, pulled, yanked, and I flew from the table, landing hard on the floor. The barman screamed, two men carried me to the door, and the eviction was so harsh that I almost vomited on the street.
Passepartout helped me up, his eyes filled with despair. "Sir, you're ruining everything!"
I laughed, spat blood on the floor, and wiped my mouth. "No, my boy. I'm not ruining anything. I'm just revealing what's already broken."
The music continued to boom behind us, laughter, shouts, and I staggered into the Parisian night, arms outstretched as if I had just achieved the greatest victory.
The night drained me like an old whore with nothing left to give but her breath, which smelled of coal dust and cold grease. I staggered through the alleys, my shirt torn, my trousers wet with wine, the blood around my mouth dried like a bad memory. Passepartout was behind me, exhausted, cursing, but still by my side—like a dog that won't leave its mad master, no matter how many stones it eats.
The alley we turned into was narrower, darker, damper. Rats scurried across the ground, fat as cats, with eyes that glowed like little helllights. Trash lay everywhere: bowls, old shoes, paper that had crumbled to mush in the rain. I stopped, turned around, and laughed. "Voilà, Paris! Here is your true cathedral. No Notre-Dame, no Arc de Triomphe. Just this: garbage, rats, and the stench of your truth."
I wanted to take another step, but my body said no. My legs gave way, and I fell forward, landing in the dirt. The impact was hard, but more honest than any bed. I lay there, my cheek in the trash, my nose full of dust and rot.
Passepartout called out, "Sir!" He knelt beside me and tried to pull me up. But I fought him off, laughing hoarsely. "Let me stay, boy. Here… it's better here. The ground doesn't lie. It takes you as you are. And it tells you: you are dust, you will become dust. Everything else is theater."
I turned my head and looked a rat straight in the eyes. "Well, little sister. You and I – we're made of the same filth. You eat, I drink. In the end, we'll both lie here, and no one will write a song about it."
The rat hissed and disappeared. I laughed, then coughed; blood and mucus mingled, dripping into the garbage. "You see, Passepartout? That's the truth. Not in churches, not in palaces. Here. In the dung, in the dust, in the garbage. If you want to understand the world, you have to kiss it with your cheek in the dirt."
A few Parisians stood at the end of the alley, laughing and pointing. "Regarde! Le fou Anglais! Il dort dans la poubelle!" – Look, the crazy Englishman is sleeping in the trash. They laughed, spat, one threw a bowl at me. I raised my hand as if in greeting. "Thank you! Your mockery is my pillow."
Passepartout spread his coat over me, the gesture so desperate it was almost touching. "Sir, you must get up. You cannot remain lying here."
"Why not?" I murmured, my eyes half-closed. "Here, for the first time, I feel honest. No glass, no noise, no stage. Just dirt. And dirt knows no lies."
The voices of the Parisians faded, the rats scurried on, the fog settled like a blanket. My body felt heavy, my head pounded, but my heart beat—slowly, irregularly, but it beat. I thought: Maybe this is the best place in the world. Maybe this is the only place a man like me belongs.
Then it got dark, and the truth smelled of garbage.
The morning didn't come like a friend, it came like a thief. It stole the last of my sleep, opened my eyelids, and pressed the sun into my face like a dirty coin. I was still lying in the alley, my cheek in the trash, Passepartout's coat over me, soaked, heavy, stinking. Rats scurried over my feet, water dripped somewhere, and the stench of old wine, urine, and ash clung to my nose.
I opened my eyes and saw the sky between the buildings—a gray-blue slit that looked as if the city itself were giving me the middle finger. I coughed, spat out phlegm and blood, and slowly sat up. Every bone screamed, my skull felt like an anvil, and my stomach spun like a wheel without a stop.
Passepartout sat next to me, his eyes red, his expression tired. I could see he'd been awake all night. "Sir," he said quietly, "you must get up. We can't stay here."
I laughed, rough, hoarse, almost voiceless. "Why not? Paris showed me his true face. It looks like a rat's ass, and I kissed it."
He sighed, helped me up, and I swayed, leaning against the wall. "Paris," I murmured, "you are not a city of love. You are a brothel with poems on the wall. Your lips taste of red wine and blood, and your heart is just a hole into which coins are thrown."
We dragged ourselves through the streets, and people stared at me, laughing, whispering. I saw their faces, their mocking eyes, and I grinned back. "Yes, laugh! Your laughter is my fuel. I take it with me like others take bread or water."
At the station, we bought tickets—or rather, Passepartout did, while I sat on a bench, my legs trembling, my throat dry. I pulled out the coin someone had tossed me in London, turned it in my fingers, and kissed it. "My lucky charm. Born of mockery, fed by hatred. It takes me further than all your French wine."
The southbound train was waiting, puffing, spewing smoke, and I knew: time to leave Paris behind. No farewell, no sentimentality, just one last curse.
I stepped to the window as the train started moving and shouted out, "Paris! You stink like a whore after three days of work! I'll never come back, except to spit in your face one more time!"
The people on the platform looked up, some laughed, some shook their heads, a few spat. I grinned, raised the bottle, which was still half full, and toasted them.
The train jolted, started moving, and slowly Paris disappeared in the smoke, the fog, the stench. I leaned back, closed my eyes, and murmured, "That was just the prelude. The world is waiting. And I still have so much to offend."
Passepartout sighed and put his hands over his face. But he said nothing.
And I laughed. Laughed until the smoke filled my throat and the tracks beneath me sang like a drunken choir.
 
Through France's villages: drunk on rails
The train rattled off as if it had a toothache. The wheels pounded on the rails, the compartment vibrated, and the smoke from the locomotive trailed behind us, thick, acrid, a gray trail of dirt. Passepartout sat opposite me, nervous, pale, with a look that said:Mon Dieu, the madness is just beginning.
I, on the other hand, was hanging half out the window, hat in the wind, bottle in hand. The landscape passed by, fields, forests, small villages, and I grinned as if it had all been arranged for me—a parade of ridiculousness.
"France!" I roared, my voice soaring over the fields. "Your fields vomit wheat that reeks of poverty! Your cows look like they gave up before they were even born!"
A few farmers turned around, looked up, one raised his fist, another shouted something incomprehensible back. I laughed, coughed, the wind blew smoke and dust into my face. "Even your trees look like they'd rather be firewood in London than stand here and endure you!"
Passepartout tugged at my sleeve, panicking: "Sir, please, pull yourself in! You'll fall out!"
I turned to him and grinned. "If I fall, at least I'll land more honestly than these fields. This is all a cemetery, my boy. A cemetery with green wallpaper."
The train rattled over a bridge, a river flowing below us, dirty, sluggish, and full of garbage. I spread my arms and yelled: "There! France's mirror! A river that looks like a vomited thought!"
My fellow passengers in the compartment turned to me: an elderly couple, a fat merchant with a gold chain, a soldier in uniform. They stared at me, some indignantly, some disgustedly. The merchant muttered, "My God, that Englishman..."
I raised the bottle and toasted them, the wine sloshing around. "English, French, Germans—all the same rabble. We drink, we curse, we die. The only difference is in the language of the stench."
The train passed a small village. Children stood along the tracks, waving. I raised my hand, waved back, and shouted, "Go home, you snot-nosed bastards! Your village is just a dung heap with a chimney!"
Laughter from a few fellow passengers, indignant murmurs from others. The children jumped, screamed, one threw a stone that narrowly missed the window. I laughed so loudly my throat burned.
Passepartout pressed his hands to his face. "My God, I'm dying of shame."
I patted him on the shoulder and grinned. "No, my boy. You'll die of sobriety. But don't worry—the journey is long, and eventually you'll realize: shame is just a hangover without alcohol."
The train continued racing through the countryside, and I knew: France had received its first curse from me, and it was only the beginning.
The compartment was a cage, nothing more. Sticky wood, upholstery that had more lice than fabric, and a smell that consisted of sweat, cold tobacco, and fear. Outside, the landscape rushed by, but inside we were all locked up like animals waiting for the slaughter.
Opposite me was the elderly couple: the woman with a face like a crumpled handkerchief, the man with eyes so empty, as if he had long since traded his life for peace and quiet. Next to them was a merchant, fat, a gold chain across his stomach, a sheaf of papers in his hand, as if he were trying to do the math and end up in the black. Next to him was the soldier, young, prim, in a uniform that still smelled of freshly ironed lies. He held his back so straight, as if he had a cane in it.
I grinned and spread my arms. "Voilà, my company! A cemetery, a bag of money, and a murderer in uniform. I couldn't have chosen better."
The old woman shrugged her shoulders as if she were suddenly cold. The old man cleared his throat. The merchant snarled, "Sir, have you no manners?"
"Manners?" I laughed. "Manners are the suit fear wears when it doesn't want to be seen naked. I don't have any, and that's my pride."
The soldier glared at me. "Respect the army, sir. We defend this country."
I took a drag on my cigarette, blowing the smoke directly into his face. "You're not defending anything. You march because someone tells you to march. You kill because someone orders you to kill. You're just dolls with shiny buttons."
He clenched his fists, but the merchant placed his hand on his arm. "No, no. That Englishman is just a drunk."
"Wrong," I said, leaning back, legs wide, hat low. "I'm not a drunk. I'm the truth speaking from a bottle. And the truth stinks—like this compartment."
The old woman whispered: “My God, how terrible…”
I laughed, poured the last of the wine from the bottle into my glass, and toasted her. "Don't worry, Madame. Hell is even worse. But at least they serve the wine cold there."
Passepartout stared out the window, pretending he didn't belong with me. Poor devils—he knew he belonged, whether he wanted to or not.
The merchant cleared his throat loudly, as if trying to erase my words. "We want peace, Monsieur. We travel to relax, not to be insulted."
I laughed so loudly that the train itself paused for a moment. "Relax? On the train? My friend, a compartment is just a moving cage. We're rats walking on rails. And you, Mr. Händler, are the fattest of them all."
A few passengers in the next compartment turned around at the noise and peered in curiously. I grinned at them, raised my glass, and thought: If I'm going to prison, at least I'll have an audience.
The wheels pounded beneath us like a heart that's consumed too much caffeine. The compartment rocked, creaked, and stank. I pulled a new bottle from my coat as if it had sneaked into my pocket. Cheap red wine, still warm from my body. I ripped the cork out with my teeth, spat it onto the floor, and the old couple flinched as if I'd fired a gun.
"Voilà," I said, raising the bottle. "The true roadmap. No ticket, no passport, no God. Just this. Liquid courage, liquid truth, liquid death."
I took a deep swig, which scratched my throat, and passed the bottle on. "Help yourselves, ladies and gentlemen. Let's share the ruin."
The old couple shook their heads in horror. The merchant waved his hand away as if he'd smelled dirt. Only the soldier stared at me, his hand twitching, but he didn't grab me.
"No?" I grinned. "Of course not. You're not drinking with me. You want to stay clean while sitting in this filth. But I tell you: cleanliness is just the uniform of death."
The soldier clenched his fists. "Enough, sir. You insult France and its army."
I laughed, coughed, and took another sip. "France's army? You fight wars you never understand, for kings who never fight. You march over corpses you don't even know, and when you come back, they thank you while you die in the dirt. You are heroes, yes—heroes begging for recognition."
The soldier's face turned red. "You're a pig."
"No," I said, downing the rest of my drink, "I'll be honest. Pigs eat quietly. I eat loudly."
The merchant leaned forward, his voice sharp as a needle. "Sir, if you continue to make noise, I'll call the conductor."
I grinned, tucked the bottle under my arm like a baby. "Call him, Monsieur Moneybag. The conductor is just a cop in a cheap uniform. I've taken better beatings from worse people."
A few passengers from the next compartment peered through the door, as excited as children at a puppet show. I raised my bottle and toasted them. "See? This is the real show! A compartment, a few prisoners, an idiot with a bottle. And you're all paying to see it."
The old couple finally stood up, bowed hastily, muttered "excuse us," and fled to another compartment. I laughed after them, loudly, filthily, my voice vibrating through the walls.
The soldier tried to jump up, but the merchant held him back. "No. He's drunk."
I grinned, put the bottle to my lips, and whispered, "Drunk? No. Enlightened. Drunk is just another word for honest."
And the train continued on, rattling and screeching, while I held mass in the compartment – ​​with red wine as the host and mockery as the prayer.
The train braked, squealed, jerked, and suddenly we stopped. A small village lay before us, so small it looked as if someone had vomited a few houses on it and said, "Voilà, France." A platform made of crooked boards, a sign that was barely legible, and a handful of people who looked as if they'd waited their entire lives for this moment, only to be disappointed.
I jumped up, bottle still in hand, and staggered to the door. Passepartout called behind me, "Sir, stay seated!" But I was already outside. The air smelled of manure, wood smoke, and boredom. I spread my arms, grinned, and shouted, "Bonjour, you dunghills with a bell tower!"
The people on the platform froze, then started laughing, cursing, and shouting incoherently. An old farmer in a hat growled, "Qu'est-ce que c'est que ça?" I stepped closer, looked him in the eye, and said, "An Englishman showing you that your village is nothing more than a wart on the ass of France."
Laughter, angry murmurs, children shrieking, a woman crossing herself. I took a sip, wiped my mouth, and yelled, "Your wine is piss-warm, your bread is as hard as your heads, and your cows look like they've given up hope before you!"
Then the first stones flew. Small, but honest. One hit my shoulder, I laughed, and spread my arms even wider. "Thank you! Finally, honest art! Better than any damn poem in Paris!"
Passepartout ran out, grabbed my arm, and tugged like a madman. "Sir, please, you're killing us! Get back on the train!"
The villagers screamed and kept throwing: peels, apples, stones. One shouted, "Sale Anglais! Return to you!" I laughed, knelt down, picked up a stone, kissed it, and held it up. "I'll take your gift! England gave me scorn, Paris gave me red wine, and you give me stones. I'll build my palace out of them!"
The conductor came running up, his face red with rage. "Sir, get back in the car immediately, or I'll leave you here!"
"Are you leaving me here?" I laughed in his face. "Friend, that would be murder. No one survives more than ten minutes in this church-steeple-topped cemetery."
Passepartout dragged me onto the train, the crowd roared, stones pelted the carriage walls. I fell back into the compartment, still laughing, the bottle clutched tightly to me. "You see, Passepartout? This is the truth of travel. No respect, no welcome. Just curses, stones, and stench. This is exactly what I was looking for."
Outside, the locomotive whistled, and the train started moving again. The villagers shouted after us as if they were exorcising a demon. I toasted them through the window, yelling, "Goodbye, you damned peasants! If you're lucky, I'll puke all over you on the road on the way back!"
Then the village disappeared in smoke, and I laughed until my stomach hurt.
The train moved on, rattling over tracks that eroded the land like old scars. I sat back in the compartment, bottle in hand, head leaning against the window. Outside, fields passed by, forests, small houses that looked as if children had glued them together from dirt and boards. Everything flashed by, blurred in the fog, and I grinned as I spoke against the glass as if it were my confessional.
"Look," I murmured, loud enough for everyone in the compartment to hear. "This is travel: a moving graveyard. Graves with roofs, fields covered with bones, rivers that do nothing but carry the filth from A to B. And we, we sit here like worms who think we're pilots."
The merchant groaned and rolled his eyes. "My God, stop it already."
"God?" I laughed, coughed, and took a sip. "God isn't riding this train, my friend. He's too smart for that. If he exists, he's sitting in a bar somewhere, laughing at us. But we're riding. Always straight ahead, always in circles, because all roads lead back to the grave."
The old woman who remained pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. "You're talking like a madman."
"Finally," I said, "someone who listens. Madness is just reason speaking too loudly. And believe me: the world only hears when you shout."
I pointed to the landscape outside. "There! A farmer plowing his field. He thinks he's feeding his family. But he's only feeding the soil that will one day swallow him up. There! A river glittering like silver. But it's just a mirror showing you how ugly you are. And there – the forests. Dark, silent. As if they were waiting for you to come so they could swallow you whole."
Passepartout stared at his hands, whispering a prayer. I patted him on the shoulder. "Pray, my boy. But don't pray for salvation. Pray that you can bear the truth."
The soldier growled. "You're polluting everything. This country, these people, this train."
"No," I said, grinning. "I'm not dirtying anything. I'm just taking off the paint. It's already rotten underneath. You call it home. I call it the morgue."
My fellow passengers shrank away from me as if I were a disease. I leaned back in my seat, clutching the bottle tightly to my chest, and muttered, "Traveling isn't about seeing new things. Traveling is about louder contempt for the old."
Outside, the land continued to pass by, silent, indifferent, unfazed by my curses. And I laughed, quietly, hoarsely, as if I knew a secret no one wanted to hear.
The compartment was no longer a compartment. It was an arena. Every glance, every twitch a spark, and I was the bastard who kept stoking the fire. The wine had set my head on fire, and my tongue was a knife no one could put back in its sheath.
The elderly couple sat cramped in the corner, the woman whispering prayers, the man shaking so hard his cane rattled. I grinned and leaned forward. "Go ahead and pray, old lady. But don't forget: God doesn't travel second class. He sits up front in the dining car, swigging champagne."
The woman gasped, crossed herself, the man tried to say something, but only a croak came out. Finally, he grabbed his wife by the arm, both of them rose and stumbled out as if the train itself were on fire. I laughed after them, loudly, filthily: "Au revoir! Say hello to hello for me if it catches you first!"
The merchant remained behind, his face red, the veins in his neck bulging. He clutched his hat as if it were his last vestige of dignity. "Sir, you are a disgrace. Englishmen like you are ruining our country."
I reached out, grabbed the hat, and ripped it off his head. "This? This is what you call dignity? A piece of cloth with dust on it?" And before he could react, I threw the thing out the window. It fluttered away, eaten away by the wind, and the merchant screamed as if I'd ripped his heart out.
"There!" I cried. "Now your hat belongs to the landscape. Perhaps it will make it more beautiful."
The merchant jumped up, his face purple, his fists clenched. "Bastard!"
I raised the bottle like a weapon. "Come on, moneybag. Strike. Show us all that your gold can buy blood."
The soldier jumped in, his hand on his saber. "Enough! You're taking it too far."
I laughed in his face, the smoke from my cigarette directly into his eyes. "You want to slash me? Go ahead. But remember – every drop of me is worth more than your entire war."
The door opened, and the conductor stormed in, his face sweating, his voice stern. "Messieurs! Stop immediately, or I'll have you all thrown out!"
Passepartout jumped up, raising his hands in a placating gesture. "Monsieur is... ill. A little sick. It's just the wine."
"Just the wine?" I laughed, my voice echoing off the walls. "Wine is the doctor, the only one who still makes house calls. And I'm his prophet!"
The conductor stomped over to me, grabbed my arm, and pulled me back onto my seat. "Quiet, or you'll be kicked off at the next station."
I grinned and let myself fall, clutching the bottle tightly to my chest. "All right, all right. But if I fly, you'll all still be laughing when you hear my crash."
The merchant sat down, pale and trembling. The soldier growled but let go. Passepartout wiped the sweat from his brow and murmured, "My God... that was close."
I laughed quietly, turning the bottle in my hands, watching the rails whizz by outside. "Close? No, my boy. This is just the prelude. Let's wait until the world really starts to hate me."
The sun slowly burned behind the fields, and the sky took on the color of an old, bloody tablecloth: red, black, orange, all mixed together. The train rattled on, tirelessly, as if trying to drive the night before it. The compartment had become emptier—the old couple had long since fled, the merchant had fallen silent in resentment, the soldier with a stony expression in the corner, and Passepartout beside me, pale as a candle about to go out.
I crouched by the window, my head half out, the wind hitting my face, the smoke from the locomotive clinging to my skin like a second skin of soot. I drank the rest of the bottle, draining it in one gulp, and when it was empty, I held it up, shaking it as if it were a bell. "Do you hear that?" I yelled. "That's the amen of the day!"
The rails hammered beneath us,click-click, click-click, a steady rhythm that almost rocked me. I grinned broadly, my eyes burning. "The tracks," I murmured, "are the scars of the earth. Every stretch a cut, every station a bandage. And us? We are the lice dancing on the wound."
The soldier turned away, muttering something about "crazy." The merchant stared out the window as if he wanted to be adopted by the landscape. Passepartout held his hands over his face, whispering prayers that were drowned out by the noise.
I began to sing. First quietly, then louder, an old drinking song I half invented, half pulled from memory. The words stumbled, the melody screamed, but it was music—my music. I sang of whores, of bars, of lying clocks, of drunken gods. And between the lines, I cursed, spat, laughed.
"Don't sing," hissed the merchant, but I sang louder. "Shut up," growled the soldier, but I sang even louder, until my voice fought against the rattling, as if trying to drown out the train itself.
Passepartout grabbed my arm and whispered: “Sir, please, the people…”
"The people?" I grinned, my breath reeking of red wine. "The people are just extras. I'm the main actor. And the stage runs on rails."
Night fell, slowly, heavily, like a blanket no one wanted to wash anymore. Stars flickered, but faintly, tiredly, barely visible through the smoke. The train ran on, unstoppable, and for a moment I felt—not sober, never sober—but lucid. Lucid in the midst of madness.
I leaned back, clutching the empty bottle in my arms like a lover you don't want to let go. "Bonne nuit," I murmured, half laughing, half whispering. "Bonne nuit, France. Tomorrow I'll insult you more."
Then I closed my eyes, and sleep came, stinking, staggering, but sound. Outside, the rails continued to sing, and the world sped away while I dreamed in my drunken stupor.
 
 
 
 
Across the English Channel on an empty stomach
The port of Calais stank like an open latrine someone had decorated with dead fish. Seagulls screeched, so loudly and greedily as if they were the true owners of the sky. Sailors yelled, ropes snapped, wood creaked, and amidst the crush of sacks, crates, and sweat, I trudged in like a man who knew: This is where the next fall begins.
Passepartout walked beside me, his face pale, his hands nervous. He held my bag as if it were Noah's Ark, and he was the only idiot who still believed the flood was coming.
I spread my arms, inhaled the stench deeply, coughed, and laughed. "Voilà, the sea! The biggest puddle in the world, full of drowned promises and forgotten dreams. A stinking mirror that no one voluntarily looks into. And yet they call it freedom."
A few sailors stopped and looked at me, grinning, their teeth like old nails. One shouted, "What does the Englishman want here? Drinking or sailing?"
"Both," I yelled back. "But first I have to offend the sea before I trust it."
They laughed, spat, one gave me the middle finger. I took off my hat and bowed deeply. "Thank you for your hospitality. France is truly consistent: first stones in the villages, now curses at the harbor. You know how to welcome a man."
Passepartout hissed, “Sir, please, we should go aboard, not cause any more trouble.”
I grabbed his arm and pointed to the ships moored gloomily in the harbor. "Do you see them, my boy? Floating coffins with sails of hope. Everyone who sets sail from here thinks they're going somewhere. But in reality, they're all going to the grave. Only the direction changes."
A sailor heard this, laughed loudly, and slapped his thighs. "Listen to the Englishman! He's calling our ship a coffin!"
I stepped closer, looked him in the eyes, and grinned. "Right. But what does it matter? At least the coffin is moving while you're still alive. That's more than the earth will ever do for you."
He wanted to punch me, but his friends held him back. One of them pushed a bottle of rum toward me, rough, sticky, and smelly. "Here, Englishman. Drink and shut up."
I took the bottle, took a long sip, and wiped my mouth. "Shut up? The sea itself doesn't have a mouth. It roars, it vomits, it eats. And I—I roar along with it."
The seagulls screeched louder, as if they understood. I spread my arms and staggered forward a bit, the planks creaking beneath my boots. "Listen, you bastards!" I screamed to the waves. "I'm Phileas Fogg, and I haven't come to admire you. I've come to spit you out, just as you'll spit you out. That's our deal: You take me, I'll take you. And in the end, we'll puke in each other's faces!"
A few passersby stopped and stared at me, some laughed, others spat. I took another sip and toasted them all.
Passepartout sighed and tugged on my sleeve. "Sir... the ship is about to depart. Please, no more drama."
I grinned and pointed at the railing. "Theater? This isn't theater, my boy. This is the rehearsal. The real play begins on the water."
And so we climbed aboard—me swaying, laughing, bottle in hand, Passepartout pale as a ghost. Behind us, the harbor screamed, before us lay the sea, dark, greedy, impatient.
The ship was already rocking in the harbor like a drunk trying to stay on his feet but long since lost. Wood creaked, ropes creaked, the planks stank of salt, rum, and vomit. I set foot on the deck, swaying, grinning, as if I were stepping onto a stage built just for me.
The sailors immediately sized me up. Hard faces, skin tanned like old leather, eyes that had seen more storms than church windows. One, a bear of a man with a beard down to his belly, approached, spat, and growled: "What do we have here? An Englishman with too much talk?"
I raised the bottle and toasted him. "Not too much, friend. Just enough to remind you that your ship is just a floating coffin."
Laughter. A few slapped their thighs, others cursed. The bearded man yelled, "Watch out, little lord, or we'll throw you overboard before the anchor's even raised."
I approached, staggering, but my gaze steady. "You can throw me if you like. But if you do, you'll still hear me laughing when the waves consume me. And believe me—the sea is laughing too."
The men roared, one handed me a mug brimming with rum. "Then drink, Englishman, and show that you're more than just a big mouth."
I gulped the stuff down, burned my throat, coughed, and laughed. "Better! Finally, a potion that knows it's meant to kill."
The sailors laughed and toasted me, but I heard the venom in their voices. They wanted to see me fall, stumble, drown. One gave me a gentle shove, just for fun, but my foot slipped and I staggered toward the railing. The water was already yawning below, black and stinking.
Passepartout shouted, "Sir!" and grabbed my coat, pulling me back. I fell, crashing onto the planks, the bottle shattering, rum running down the wood like blood.
Laughter. Whistles. Someone shouted: "There he lies, the great world traveler! Down before we even set sail!"
I scrambled to my feet, swaying, arms outstretched, hair ruffled by the wind, mouth full of blood from the impact. "Exactly!" I yelled. "That's how it should be! Every great man lies in the dirt before he flies. And I promise you: I don't fly sober!"
A murmur went through the rows. Some grinned, some shook their heads. The bearded man patted me on the shoulder so hard I almost fell over again. "You're crazy, Englishman. But maybe I like crazy people."
“Then drink with me,” I growled, “and we’ll both puke in the ocean’s face.”
And so we stood on deck, the ship still in port, but the night already filled with wind and salt. I, an Englishman with too much wine in my stomach, and they, sailors with too much salt in their blood. It wasn't a friendship. It was a pact: we would outlive each other—or drown together.
The anchor rattled, the ship groaned like an old man being forced to dance once more. Sails stretched, ropes creaked, and slowly the boat edged out into the English Channel, that gray scum that separated England from France like an open scar.
The wind bit my face, salty, cold, merciless. Seagulls screeched, swooping down, greedily like rats with wings. Below us, the waves lapped, dark, sluggish, yet so hungry, as if they were just waiting for one of us to lose our footing.
I hung from the railing, hat in one hand, bottle in the other. My body swayed, but my voice was clear, roaring, hoarse, a curse against both shores at once.
"Do you hear me, England?" I shouted westward. "You old island of mold and hypocrisy! I left you like a man leaves his wife, who's smelled of vinegar for years!"
Laughter from the sailors, jeers from a few passengers. I turned and pointed east, where France was disappearing into the fog. "And you, France! You're nothing but a whore who drinks perfume to cover the stench of her own legs! I tasted your wine, and it tastes like vomit with a label!"
A few Frenchmen on board protested loudly, shouting "Salaud!" and "Fils de pute!" I bowed broadly, mockingly, and shouted, "Thank you for the music! I don't need an orchestra when I have you."
Passepartout pulled my sleeve, begging: "Sir, please, calm down! We're making enemies."
I shook him off, grinning, my hair disheveled, my eyes burning. "Enemies? I don't want friends. Friends are lies in human form. Enemies are honest. They hate you, and you know why."
The waves grew higher, the ship began to pitch. Water splashed over the railing, salty, bitter, cold. I laughed, spread my arms, and shouted into the sea: "Come on, canal! Show what you've got! Eat me if you're brave enough. But I warn you—I taste of rum and regret, and not even an ocean can handle that!"
The sailors roared, one shouted, "That Englishman is crazy!" Another, "No, he's drunk!" I grinned, spat into the water, and yelled, "Both! And that's exactly why I'll outlive you all."
The ship continued pounding into the gray expanse, and I knew: This was no gentleman's crossing. It was a flying wooden brothel, with me as the preacher and the sea as the listener.
And the sea listened, silent, growling, ready to present the bill later.
The waves came not like friends, but like thugs. First gently, then harder, then so hard that the entire ship ground like teeth in sleep. The deck rose and fell as if it had decided to be a dance floor for the devil.
At first I laughed. "Ha! That's all? A little rocking? London bars dance harder than that!" I raised the bottle and drank, but after just the third sip, I felt my stomach churning. A cramp ran through my belly, my throat tightened, and then—it was over.
I rushed to the railing, leaned out, and my body shot out everything I'd ever loved. Red wine, bread, liquor, spit, blood—an orchestra of juices that rushed straight into the sea. The seagulls swooped screeching onto the waves, as if they'd been waiting for my confession.
I hung there, panting, sweating, my face wet, my hair plastered to my face. And then I started to laugh. A deep, hoarse, dirty laugh. "Look!" I roared, my voice ragged by the wind. "The sea doesn't want me! It only wants my stomach!"
The sailors roared, some laughed, one slapped me on the back so hard I almost went overboard again. "The sea eats everything, Englishman! You too, someday!"
“Maybe,” I gasped, “but I’ll eat back!” And again I vomited, this time only bile, bitter, burning, honest.
Passepartout hung beside me. Pale as a sheet, his eyes glazed over, his lips blue. He clung to a rope, vomiting quietly, desperately, so pitifully that even the rats would have felt sorry for him.
“Monsieur,” he choked, “we are dying here.”
I put my arm around his shoulder, both of us soaking wet from the spray and our own misery. "Dying? No. This is just the prelude. Dying comes later, in Bombay or San Francisco. This... this is just a cleansing."
Then I leaned forward again, spat into the sea, laughed, gasped, and said: "This is the most honest way to travel: empty in the stomach, full in the head, and the sea as witness."
The wind howled, the waves crashed against the hull, and I hung from the railing like a priest at an altar, preaching with vomit instead of psalms.
The English Channel shook us like an innkeeper throwing out his last guests. Every jolt of the waves stabbed me in the stomach, every movement of the ship was a blow to my skull. I hung over the railing, half human, half ghost, mouth open, stomach empty, and yet something still came up—air, phlegm, curses.
Passepartout lay beside me, clinging to a rope, silently choking, his eyes begging for mercy, but the sea offered none. "My God," he gasped, "I can't go on."
I laughed, coughed, and spat into the water. "That's the truth, my boy! Traveling isn't a walk in the park. Traveling is about throwing out everything you think you are. See? Your stomach tells you the truth. No lies, no politeness. Just vomit. And vomit never lies."
A few passengers stood further back, watching, some holding cloths over their faces. One exclaimed in disgust: "Disgusting! Have you no decency?"
I wiped my mouth, grinning until my lips were bloody because I'd torn them while choking. "Decency? The sea knows no decency. It eats ships, it eats men, it eats children. And when it's full, it spits them back out. I'm just doing what it does."
The sailors laughed, one yelled: "The Englishman is right! The sea is just a drunken god!"
I raised my arms, staggering, and spat over the railing once more. "Right! A God who never sobers up. A God who makes his believers choke until they're nothing more than empty sacks. And we—we pray by vomiting!"
A few laughed, others cursed, some turned away in disgust. But I continued preaching, my voice hoarse, my stomach burning. "Listen! You think traveling means seeing countries, encountering cultures, marveling at art and beauty. Bullshit! Traveling means watching your own body fail. Traveling means emptying yourself until nothing remains but the naked bastard that you truly are."
Passepartout groaned, choked, and shook his head. "You're crazy, Monsieur."
I laughed, spat again, and wiped my mouth with my sleeve. "Crazy? Maybe. But here, at the edge of the railing, with the sea below us, there are only two kinds of people: those who lie—and those who puke. And I swear to you, the pukes are the honest ones."
The wind whipped my face, the salt burned my eyes, but I grinned. My voice was weak, but still there, defiant, full of venom. "The sea wants my body, but it only gets my stomach. Everything else is mine. And if I survive it, I'll spit it back."
And so I hung there, above the waves, a prophet of vomiting, while the ship pounded on and the sea laughed.
Seasickness didn't leave me alone, but it didn't silence me either. I staggered into the cabin, my mouth still salty, my knees weak, my head full of rum and wind. A few of the fine gentlemen were sitting there, neatly dressed, with handkerchiefs over their noses, as if they could block out the stench of the world.
A lady with a hat as big as a parasol grimaced when she saw me. "Mon dieu," she breathed, "that Englishman is a disgrace."
I grinned, wiping my mouth with my sleeve, which still bore the marks of my last choking. "Shame? Madame, you're on a ship. Everyone here is a disgrace—to the land they left behind. We're just refugees lying to ourselves."
A gentleman in a suit, tie perfect, voice like a judge: "Sir, your behavior is unacceptable. We demand that you moderate your behavior."
"Moderation?" I laughed, a hoarse, scratchy laugh. "Moderation is the pajamas of the soul. You want quiet, clean, polite? Then you should have stayed at home, in your stuffy salons. This is the sea! The sea doesn't give a shit about your manners!"
A few passengers nodded, others shook their heads indignantly. The lady in the hat fanned herself as if she could wave me away. "You're repulsive."
I stepped closer, leaning in so low that she could smell my breath, a mixture of red wine, salt, and vomit. "Repulsive? Madam, I'm the most honest thing on this boat. I'm no gentleman. I'm a vomiter. And vomit doesn't lie."
An indignant murmur arose. One of the men jumped up, waving his fist. "You're a pig!"
"No," I growled, "I'm alive. Pigs are silent when they're being eaten. But I scream until the sky itself is deaf."
They tried to grab me. Two men approached me, the woman screamed. Passepartout jumped in, arms raised. "Sirs, please! My master is... ill, very ill! It's just the wine, just the canal!"
"Ailing?" I laughed, tearing myself free, my eyes burning. "Yes, I'm sick. Sick of your damned sobriety! You're all corpses who forgot to lie still. I see it in your eyes: dead, but upright. Sober corpses, that's what you are!"
One of the men grabbed me, trying to wrestle me to the ground, but an officer came in, his cap askew, his voice sharp. "Enough! One more word, Englishman, and we'll tie you up to the shore."
I grinned, bleeding from the lip I'd torn again. "Tie me up if you want. But I swear to you: Even tied up, I'll live louder than all of you combined."
The cabin was boiling, voices were shouting, curses were flying. Passepartout pulled me out, stumbling, panting. "Sir, you're killing us! Please, be quiet!"
I wiped the blood from my mouth and grinned. "Hush? No, my boy. Hush is death. And we're far from dead."
Dawn was breaking as the ship finally crept into the harbor. Gray, tired, with a belly full of suffering. The deck was sticky with rum, salt, and vomit—mine, Passepartout's, half the crew's. Seagulls screeched, the planks creaked, and somewhere a sailor coughed so deeply it sounded like he was spitting out his lungs.
I dragged myself to the railing, pale as a ghost, my coat wet, my face caked with salt and blood. My stomach was empty, my head heavy, my legs wobbled like rotten wood. But in my eyes burned a spark—small, defiant, indestructible.
Passepartout staggered beside me, barely able to stand, his lips blue, his hands shaking. "Sir... I'm dying," he murmured.
I laughed, hoarse and ragged, my throat sore. "No, my boy. We're not dying. We live harder than anyone else. The sea wanted to eat us, but it only got our stomachs."
The gangplank was laid, people streamed out, some cursing, some grateful to have solid ground beneath their feet. I stumbled down, almost fell, caught myself on a rope, and spat again, dry, bitter, empty. Then I stood up, spread my arms, and screamed:
"Look, France! I have conquered the English Channel! Not with strength, not with courage, but with vomit! The sea wanted me, but it only got my filth. And I tell you: That was my first victory on this voyage!"
People stared at me—some laughed, others spat, a few shouted "Sale Anglais!" I grinned in their faces, my voice rising louder: "Just laugh! Ridicule is my applause, and I don't need any other."
Passepartout tried to pull me away, whispering: “Sir, please, we must move on…”
I raised my fist, trembling but elevated. "Yes, go on! Paris awaits. Wine, whores, broken promises! If the sea can't beat me, no city on this damned earth can!"
Then I staggered forward, into the land, weak, broken, but laughing—and my laughter echoed louder than any seagull cry over the harbor.
 
Paris: Wine, whores and broken promises
Paris didn't welcome us with music or the sweet scent of croissants, as postcard liars always claim. No – Paris smelled of piss-warm fog, horse manure on the cobblestones, and too much perfume, which only made the stench louder. The streets steamed, carts rattled, merchants shouted, and over everything hung this gray haze that was more reminiscent of burnt rags than romance.
I staggered out of the carriage, took a deep breath, coughed, laughed, and spat. "Voilà, the heart of France," I yelled, "a theater full of excrement, and everyone here is an actor. One sells cheese, another sells their ass, and everyone pretends it's art."
A few passersby stopped, stared at me, whispered. A woman pulled her child away as if I had the plague. An old man raised his stick and hissed, "Sale Anglais!" – dirty Englishman.
I bowed deeply, hat in hand, my face crooked with a grin. "Thank you, sir. Finally, someone honest."
Passepartout tried to pull me by the arm, his face red with shame. "Sir, please be quiet. We are in my homeland. There are rules here."
"Rules?" I laughed so loudly that even the horses shied. "Your Paris has only one rule: Lies more beautifully than London. But underneath the paint, you stink just as much."
We pushed through the crowd. Everywhere: taverns, stalls, faces that were indifferent or mocking. Paris wasn't a lover; Paris was a greedy landlady who emptied your pockets with a smile.
I stopped in the middle of the street, spread my arms, and turned around. "Look at me!" I cried. "Phileas Fogg, world traveler, suffragette, gutter philosopher! I'm here to insult your city—and believe me, I don't even have to try. It's already insulting itself."
A few people laughed, others booed, one threw a piece of bread at my head. I picked it up, bit into it, chewed, and spat it out. "Just like your life: dry, bland, and full of crumbs that get stuck in your throat."
Passepartout murmured: “My God, I am ashamed.”
I patted him on the shoulder and grinned broadly, my lips cracked with red wine. "No shame, my boy. Shame is just a hangover without booze. Paris is proof: the world's a stage, and I'm the only one who doesn't pretend to know my lines."
And that's how Paris began for me: not with splendor, not with love, but with mockery, dust, and the laughter of a man who knew that even the most beautiful cities are, in the end, just other faces of the same whore.
It took less than five minutes for me to find the first tavern. Paris is covered in them, like a dog full of fleas. The door opens, smoke pours out, voices come in—the entire misery of France condensed into a single room. Men with hands blackened by work, women with lips red like wounds, and everywhere glasses emptied faster than they were washed.
I pushed open the door, staggered inside as if I were the new messiah, and the guests turned around, staring. I spread my arms, grinned broadly, my teeth stained with red wine, and shouted, "Bonsoir, Paris! I'm here to drink your wine and insult your illusions!"
A few laughed, a few booed, most just shook their heads. Passepartout whispered behind me, "Sir, please... be discreet."
"Inconspicuous?" I slammed my fist on the counter. "I'm an Englishman, my boy. We're never inconspicuous. We stink just by being silent."
The waiter came over, a thin man wearing an apron, his face tired, his eyes cold. "Sir, what would you like?"
"Wine," I growled. "The cheapest you have. Red, dirty, honest."
He brought me a carafe that looked like it had been waiting for someone for weeks. I poured, drank, and my tongue burned. "Voilà," I murmured. "That's what France tastes like: sweet in the first sip, bitter in the second, and you end up vomiting it all over the street."
The men at the next table heard this and one nudged the other. "An Englishman insulting our country!"
I grinned and turned to them. "No, my friend. I'm not insulting your country. I'm insulting the lie you pour yourselves every night."
The waiter crossed his arms. "Sir, please—don't disturb us. The guests want peace and quiet."
I laughed and put my glass down on the bar, so hard it clinked. "Quiet? Quiet is just another name for death. You want to die before you're dead? Then drink water. But I—I want to live. And living means drinking, cursing, screaming until the ceiling collapses."
The guests murmured, a few clapped, others cursed. The waiter blushed and grabbed my arm. "Sir, I must ask you—"
My fist was faster. It hit him in the jaw, and he fell back, crashing against the wall. Wine splashed, glasses clinked. A scream rippled through the tavern, chairs tipped over, voices shouted at each other.
"Voilà!" I yelled, raising the carafe. "The first toast in Paris! To the lies we drink and the truth we vomit!"
A glass flew just past my head, I laughed, took another sip, and chaos raged around me.
The initial commotion had barely died down when the next chapter of my misery pushed through the door: three women who looked like a painting forgotten in the rain. Their lips were bright, their clothes too tight, their voices too shrill. They laughed when they saw me—an Englishman, half drunk, half bloody, completely lost. To them, I wasn't a man; I was dinner with legs.
The first one sat down next to me, stroking my sleeve with fingers that smelled more of work than skin. "Sir, perhaps you're looking for a little... company?"
I grinned, showing my wine-stained teeth. "Compagnie? Girl, I'm not looking for comfort. I'm looking for a city that's honest. But until I find that, maybe your smile will be enough."
They laughed and giggled, one sat on my lap and whispered in my ear: “Paris is honest, Monsieur—honestly expensive.”
I reached into my pocket, pulled out a few coins, and clinked them on the table. "Voilà! Golden lies. Buy yourself bread, wine, or a better dream." Then I scattered the coins around as if I were a king, and the crowd pounced on them like rats on garbage.
The women kissed me, held me tight, their lips sticky, sweet, and empty. I laughed, pushed them away, and staggered to my feet, the decanter still in my hand. "Paris doesn't sell bodies, you idiots. Paris sells illusions. And illusions cost more than anything else. The body perishes, but the lie—that remains. And that's what you pay for, night after night."
A few men roared, others shouted. One yelled, "Shut up, Englishman!" I turned to him, poured the last of my wine down my throat, and spat on the floor. "Shut up? I've never been silent for the truth. And tonight I won't start."
The whores continued to giggle, whispering that I promised them more than I could ever keep. I nodded, grinned, and threw my hands in the air. "Promises? Promises are just coins without value. I break them faster than I speak them. And that's exactly what makes me honest. A broken promise is still more honest than a beautiful lie."
Passepartout stood petrified beside me, his hands shaking. "Sir, please... we must go. You're ruining yourself."
I laughed, pushed away one of the women who was holding me, and shouted into the tavern: "I'm not ruining myself, you idiots. I'm just showing you that you're already ruined. Paris is a brothel that sells contracts—and I'm the only one who reads the receipt."
The laughter, the curses, the yelling swelled, and I bathed in it like a dog that loves the rain.
We stumbled out of the tavern, Passepartout half-pushed, half-pulled, and landed in one of those Parisian cafés that pretend to be temples of reason, but are actually just better bars with more expensive crockery. Inside, they were squatting: men with beards longer than their thoughts, journalists with notebooks, glazed-eyed poets who thought they could save the world with three verses.
I sat down right in the middle without asking, slammed my fist on the table, and shouted, "A glass of wine, and hurry, before I start writing poetry here." The murmuring started immediately, like a gust of wind through a cornfield. The waiter brought me the wine, I drank, wiped my mouth, and grinned.
A thin man with a well-groomed beard and eyes that believed too much in themselves stood up. "Sir," he said, "you're behaving like a barbarian."
I laughed, leaned back, and took a drag on my cigarette. "Finally, someone who listens. Barbarian? Thank you. That's a compliment. Barbarians build cities, while philosophers only write about them."
A few laughed, others grumbled. The bearded man glared at me. "Paris is the city of art, of love, of revolution. We are the heart of Europe."
I stood up, glass in hand, swaying, but my voice cut through the smoke. "Art? Your art is just expensive excrement. Love? Your love is rented out by the hour in the alleys out there. Revolution? Your heart doesn't beat for freedom, but for the next round of applause at the café."
There was an indignant murmur, a few shouted "Scandale!" The bearded man stepped closer, his face red. "Sir, you're a fool."
I grinned, leaned toward him, and whispered loudly enough for everyone to hear: "Fool, yes, but at least honest. You're kings on paper thrones."
So I reached for my glass and poured the rest into his face. The red wine ran down his beard, looking like blood. He gasped, the crowd screamed, chairs crashed, the waiter called the police.
I spread my arms, laughed out loud, my voice shrill. "Voilà, Paris! Your philosopher is bathing in red wine, and suddenly he looks more honest than ever."
Passepartout grabbed me by the collar and pulled me toward the door. "Sir, please, we have to leave, right now!"
I let myself be pulled, turned around as I walked out, and yelled: "Your poetry stinks! Your art vomits! Your love lies! But at least you have good wine to drown it all in!"
The door slammed behind us, the café continued to roar, and I laughed while Paris screamed at me from behind.
The night in Paris wasn't a promise, it was a curse. The streets steamed, music blared from every doorway, as if the city itself were trying to mask its own stench. Lights flickered, faces blurred, and I staggered through it like a king without a crown, wielding an empty bottle instead.
We stumbled into a dance hall, packed with bodies moving like caged animals. Violins screeched, trumpets blared, the air a mixture of smoke, sweat, and cheap perfume. I pushed my way into the middle, downed the last of the wine I'd found somewhere, and yelled, "Voilà! Paris is dancing on its own grave!"
The crowd turned to me, half amused, half pissed off. A woman with feathers in her hair laughed and shouted, "The Englishman is crazy!" I bowed, staggering, my hat low, and replied, "Crazy? No, Mademoiselle. Just sober enough to see your masks."
I climbed onto a table, kicked over glasses, wine splashed, bread flew, someone cursed. I spread my arms and preached: "Look at you! You dance because you're afraid to stand still. You sing because you're afraid to remain silent. You drink because you know you're already dead. But here, tonight, you are beautiful—not because of your faces, but because of your decay. Beauty lies not in the ascent, but in the fall!"
A few clapped, others screamed. A man threw a piece of bread at me, hitting me on the shoulder. I grabbed it, bit into it, spat it out, and yelled: "Exactly! Bread that tastes like dust. Paris sells hope in loaves, but you're just chewing your own promises!"
Passepartout stood below, his hands over his face, muttering: “My God, he’s killing us…”
The music stopped for a moment because the musicians themselves burst out laughing. I danced on the table, swaying, almost missing my step, but caught myself and shouted: "To decay, my friends! To the rats who are more honest than you! To Paris, beautiful when it dies!"
Then hands grabbed me, many of them, hard ones. The landlord, two waiters, a few customers. They pulled me down, I crashed to the floor, glasses shattered, red wine flowed like blood across the floorboards. "Get him out!" someone yelled.
I laughed, spat blood, and wiped my mouth. "Finally! A fair expulsion. Better than any applause."
And then they dragged me out, threw me onto the street like a sack of trash. The door slammed, and the music started again, as if I'd never been there.
Passepartout helped me up, his eyes full of shame and fear. "Sir, please... we have to stop. You're ruining everything."
I grinned, staggered, felt the blood in my mouth and the wine in my head. "No, my boy. I'm not ruining anything. I'm just showing that Paris has long been ruined. And this is the most beautiful dance I've ever seen."
The city had spat me out like a licked-off piece of bone. We stumbled through alleys where the moon lay only a dim smudge on damp pavement. The noise of the dance hall faded, the music became a distant echo, and all that remained was the breath of Paris—musty, cold, full of decay.
I staggered, my legs heavy, my head a hammer that struck again and again. Every corner smelled of urine, every wall of mold. Shadows moved, rats scurried, and the few figures we encountered looked as if they were already half dead, just waiting for confirmation.
Then my body gave up. Just like that. My legs buckled, and I crashed to the ground, into the dirt. Hands that wouldn't hold me, arms that couldn't carry anything anymore. I laughed until I was hoarse, my forehead on the pavement, which was so cold it seemed more sincere than any glass of wine.
Passepartout knelt beside me, desperate, his voice trembling. "Sir, please... you must get up. You cannot lie here."
I raised my head, my lips bloody, my eyes glassy, ​​and grinned. "Why not? Here, in the filth, I'm truly welcome in Paris for the first time. No drama, no lies. Just garbage, rats, and broken promises. Just like me."
I groped in my pocket, finding nothing but empty coins, empty pockets, empty promises. I laughed, choking on my breath, and muttered, "You see, you bastards? Your whores wanted money, I gave them lies. Your philosophers wanted truth, I gave them wine. Your city wanted respect, I gave it vomit. And you know what? That was my most honest business."
A few men walked by, saw me, and laughed. One shouted, "Le fou Anglais! That crazy Englishman is sleeping in the garbage!" They threw me an apple, rotten, half-mushy. I grabbed it, bit into it, chewed, spat out the remains, and laughed after them. "Exactly! That's what Paris tastes like: sweet on the outside, rotten at the core."
Passepartout placed his coat over me and whispered, “You can’t go on like this.”
"Yes," I murmured, my voice shaky, "exactly. It's the only thing that makes sense. Everyone here sells illusions—I break them. And if I end up in the dirt, at least I'll do it honestly."
I rolled onto my back, staring up at the sky, which looked as if it were too drunk to be lucid. "Broken promises," I whispered, "are the only currency Paris accepts."
Then I closed my eyes, laughed again, quietly, scratchily, and the darkness settled over me like another coat of dirt.
Morning came like a slap in the face. No gentle sun, no friendly sky—just a gray haze that scratched at my bones and the sound of horses' hooves thundering too close to my head. I woke up in the dirt, my cheek sticky with my own blood and red wine, Passepartout's coat half over me, half in the mud.
The alley smelled of vomit and stale smoke, urine and stale bread. Rats scurried over my arm as if I were already part of the garbage. I swatted them away, straightened up, staggered, and laughed hoarsely. "Paris, you old liar... you wanted to bury me, but I'm still alive. And that's your biggest mistake."
Passepartout stood beside him, pale, his eyes tired, but still there. "Sir, please... we must move on. The train is heading south."
I staggered out onto the street, the morning traffic already beginning to roll. Merchants shouted, carts rumbled, children begged. I spread my arms, turned, and grinned at the first passerby, who eyed me with disgust. "Look! Fogg is leaving Paris, leaving behind nothing but broken promises and a puddle of red wine! Your city is a brothel that deceives itself, and I'm the customer who doesn't pay."
A few laughed, others booed, one spat at my feet. I nodded, raising my hand as if in blessing. "Thank you. That's exactly what I mean: honesty in spit. Better than your fake love songs."
Passepartout tugged on my sleeve, urging me toward the station. "Sir, enough. Paris is behind us."
"Paris is never behind us," I murmured, my eyes half-closed, my head still pounding. "Paris remains in the blood, in the dirt, in the stench. But you know what? That's good. Because it reminds me that promises are worthless." I reached into my pocket, pulled out the empty bottle I hadn't finished the night before, and held it up like a holy relic. "But bottles don't lie. They're honest, to the last drop."
We reached the station, the smoke, the shouting merchants, the hiss of the locomotive. I staggered onto the stairs and turned back toward the city.
"Goodbye, Paris! You whore, you actress, you puke pit with powder on your face! I'm leaving you, but your stench travels with me. And that's your only gift."
Then I boarded the train, puffing south. And as it started moving, I laughed—roughly, torn, but genuinely. Because I knew: The world was full of cities like Paris. And I still had so many to offend.
 
The Brawl in the Brothel
The brothel smelled not of lust, but of death pouring perfume on itself. A sweet and sour stench, a mixture of sweat, wine, powder, and despair. The walls were painted red, but the paint was peeling like old skin. Candles flickered everywhere, giving off more smoke than light, and women stood in the corners, laughing as if they'd long since known that no one would leave here with a victory.
I stepped inside, staggering, my coat covered in dirt, my face scratched by Paris, but my eyes glowing. Passepartout hissed beside me: "Sir, we shouldn't be here. This is no place for you."
"No place for me?" I laughed, spreading my arms. "This is the only place for me! Nowhere is a lie more honest than in a brothel."
A pimp in a vest, a cigar dangling from the corner of his mouth, eyed me as if I were a rotten fish. "Englishman? Money?"
I grinned and tossed a coin onto the table, which clinked louder than it was worth. "Money enough to pay for a bottle. Women? No thanks. I don't want your bodies—I want your wine."
That brought laughter. The women giggled, the men mockingly. One with eyes as black as coal came closer and stroked my chin. "An Englishman who doesn't want a woman? Perhaps you're already dead, Monsieur."
I took the bottle they brought me, drank deeply, wiped my mouth, and yelled, "No, girls! I'm more alive than all of you, precisely because I refuse your merchandise. Your bodies are plays, your faces are masks, and I'm here to tear down the curtain!"
A few of the guests laughed, others cursed. The pimp grimaced and blew smoke in my direction. "Sir, this is no place for sermons."
I sat down, slammed my fist on the table, and the wine sloshed. "Wrong, friend! This is the only place for sermons. Because no one here believes in God except the coins in your pockets. And that's exactly what makes you honest."
Passepartout pressed his hands to his face and murmured: “Mon Dieu…”
I took another sip and grinned, my lips red from the wine. "Bought love? Ha! Love is always bought, whether with money, words, or illusions. But here—at least the price is written on the table."
The women laughed, the men growled, and the air grew thicker, heavier. I knew: Paris hadn't spit me out yet. It wanted to see how far I would go.
And I went further. Much further.
I'd barely taken the first sip when they approached, like moths that don't avoid the fire, but seek it out because they want to burn. Three, four, five women, all with smiles as hollow as an empty cup. They giggled, placed hands on my shoulders, tugged at my coat, whispered in my ear: "Sir, you look strong... Sir, you need warmth... Sir, come with me..."
I laughed broadly, my teeth still red from the wine. "Warmth? Girls, I'm a furnace full of booze. If you go near me, you'll burn. And believe me—I won't put it out."
One with hair like black tar sat on my lap, pressed her lips to my neck. I pushed her away, tipped the rest of the bottle into my mouth, and yelled, "Your bodies are just stage plays! Your faces are masks! And I'm here to tear down the curtain!"
This caused laughter. Some guests even clapped, others cursed. The pimp growled and hissed something in French that sounded like a threat.
I reached into my pocket, pulled out a few coins—a ridiculously small number—and threw them into the air. They clattered to the floor, rolled into corners, and immediately the women rushed after them, kneeling, laughing, fighting.
"Voilà!" I cried, my voice piercing the room. "This is what the truth looks like! Paris doesn't sell bodies, Paris sells illusions! And illusions cost more than flesh, more than skin, more than soul!"
A woman got up, held up a coin, and grinned cynically: "And you, sir? What are you selling?"
I grinned back, my lips full of blood coming from within. "Me? I don't sell anything. I only break things. Promises, faces, cities. I tear apart everything that's put in front of me. That's my business."
Passepartout stood beside him, pale, sweating, as if he were about to faint. "Sir... please, we should go. You're playing with fire."
I turned to him, raising the bottle like a weapon. "Fire? I am the fire! All they offer here is smoke. And smoke disappears when the suff wind blows."
The women giggled, the men cursed, and I knew it wouldn't be long before the curtain really fell.
The air in the brothel was so thick you could cut it, and I had the knife in my throat. The women were still laughing, their laughter sticky like honey, but danger was already growling behind the walls. A few punters had pushed their cards and glasses aside and were staring at me, eyes full of venom. Expensive suits, rings on their fingers, faces that looked as if they'd never even lain in the dirt.
I grinned, raised my glass, and toasted them. "Voilà! The fine clientele. Men who think they're buying love, but they're only buying a little time until their cocks get tired again."
A murmur went through the room, voices grew louder. The pimp blew out smoke, his eyes narrowed. "Englishman... you're already more trouble than you're worth."
I laughed, took a sip, wine dripping down my chin. "Worth? I'm priceless, friend. I'm the truth no one here wants to hear. You there!" I pointed at the punters who were slowly rising. "You're sober corpses. You pay to feel alive, but you're already dead. Dead in sight, dead in heart, dead in your pants. Your coins clink louder than your heartbeat."
A few women giggled nervously, one of the suitors growled and clenched his fists. "Salaud! Englishman, shut your mouth or I'll shut it."
I spread my arms, swayed, and laughed. "Go ahead, friend! But remember: Even if you break my mouth, my blood will speak more truthfully than your lies."
Passepartout hissed, begging quietly: “Monsieur, please, don’t…”
But I couldn't be stopped. I stepped forward and knocked a glass off the table, shattering it with a clatter. "You're all buying theater here, and I tell you: the curtain's torn. Your lust is a joke, your love a lie, and this entire brothel is nothing but a graveyard with music."
That was enough. Chairs slammed back, men stood up, and the pimp growled something in French that even a deaf person would have understood as a threat.
The mood changed, the laughter died down, and I knew: the next scene would not be played with words.
It was that one moment when everyone held their breath. The air was still, only the crackle of a candle, the faint squeak of a chair as someone stood up. I held my glass in my hand, heavy, half-empty, red wine sloshing like blood in the cup. The pimp stood there, a cigar in the corner of his mouth, his eyes like knives, and the punters in the background were already growling like dogs about to bite.
I grinned, raised the glass, pretended to drink—and then hurled it across the room. It shattered against the wall behind the barman, splashing wine and broken glass, and the first scream echoed through the brothel.
"Voilà!" I yelled. "This is the true toast to Paris! No kiss, no poem—just broken glass and red wine in my face!"
The whores screamed, one of the punters jumped up and rushed at me. I dodged, staggering, laughed, grabbed the bottle from my table, and swung it like a club. It crashed against his arm, he roared, stumbled, and fell over a chair.
Passepartout screamed, “Mon Dieu, Monsieur! No!” – but his voice was drowned out by the chaos.
The barman yelled orders, sailor-like figures from the shadows—pimps' assistants—stormed forward. Fists flew, chairs crashed, a table tipped over. I was in the middle of it all, staggering, laughing, bottle in hand like a priest with his cross.
"Come on!" I screamed. "Your lies are weaker than my fist!"
A blow hit me on the cheek, stars exploding in my skull. I spat blood, grinned, and shouted: "Thank you! Finally, some honest arguments!"
The crowd roared, the brothel hall shook. Wine, sweat, blood, screams—an orchestra of filth. And I was the conductor, leading the chaos to a crescendo.
Passepartout tried to pull me away, was pushed himself, stumbled, and fell. I saw him, I laughed, I yelled: "Stand up, boy! Paris wants to see us dance, and we dance with our fists!"
And the first fist hit me so hard that I almost fell over. But I stood, staggering, laughing—a man who had found his crown in his downfall.
The brothel transformed into a battlefield. The violins fell silent, the candles tipped out, and instead of music and laughter, there were only screams, blows, and the splintering of wood. A chair flew over my head, crashed into the wall, and shards of glass crunched under my boots.
I staggered forward, the bottle still in my hand, swung it, and hit one of the punters on the temple. He fell like a sack of flour, blood and red wine mingling on the floor, indistinguishable, honest. Another came from the side, I felt his fist in my ribs, gasped, laughed, and spat blood on his shirt collar. "Voilà! Truth in red!"
Passepartout stumbled in the background, tried to help, was himself pushed, hit, and groaned: "Sir, please, we have to get out!" But his voice was drowned out by the hurricane of noise.
The barman yelled orders, two of his thugs grabbed me, I tore myself free, staggered against a table, and it crashed beneath me. Splinters pierced my hand. I laughed, held up my bloody fist, and yelled: "See! That's the only truth you understand—the fist, the blow, the blood! Your words are bullshit, your coins are lies, but the fist—it never lies!"
A few men rushed at me, one tried to twist my arm. I bit his hand, he screamed, I spat out skin and blood, and laughed like an animal.
Women screamed, ran aside, furniture flew, the floor was littered with glasses, coins, wine, and blood. One of the suitors swung, hitting me on the chin, stars exploded in my skull, I staggered, but I didn't fall. I laughed, yelled: "More! Hit me! Every blow is more honest than your entire life!"
The crowd went wild, and for a moment I was the center of attention—not as a gentleman, not as a traveler, but as a prophetic body, preaching with every wound it received.
Passepartout cried, his voice full of despair: “Monsieur, they are killing you!”
I wiped the blood from my lips and grinned broadly, my teeth red. "At least I won't die sober."
And the next fist came – hard, brutal – and I laughed at it.
At some point, the fight no longer tipped in my favor. The bottle had long since broken, my body heavy, my bones tired. Two or three more blows, and my legs would give way. I crashed to the ground, amid the chaos looming above me. Voices screamed, chairs crashed, fists rained down like hail on a rotten roof.
I rolled as best I could, feeling kicks in my back and ribs, one of which hit my head. Stars exploded, a black fog passed before my eyes. My mouth tasted of blood and glass dust, my lips were torn, my hands were covered with shards.
But I laughed. Hoarse, bloody, half-conscious. "Yes... exactly... that's honest!" I yelled, spitting blood that dripped onto the floor in response. "You can break my body, but my booze remains unconquered! Just look... it still flows in my veins, even if you knock out my teeth!"
Another blow struck my face, my head hit the ground, and I almost lost consciousness. But somewhere deep down, I was holding on. Not to life, not to pride—only to that dirty, proud spark that laughed while everything else shattered.
One of the thugs crouched over me, his fists raised. I grinned bloodily at him, panting: "Go on, you bastard. Beat me to the grave. But remember – the grave is more honest than your entire brothel."
He swung, but at that moment someone snatched him away. Passepartout, small, weak, desperate, but with a courage that was both ridiculous and great. "Non! Let him go!" he screamed. "He's already done for!"
A few voices screamed, others laughed, but the fists weren't pounding quite as hard anymore. I lay there, a heap of blood, sweat, red wine, and broken glass—half human, half trash. But my grin remained.
I raised my hand, trembling, bloody, and whispered hoarsely: "You are stronger, yes. But I am louder. And the loudest... never dies."
Then I collapsed, the world blurred, and all that remained was the roar of my own laughter in my skull.
The brothel was still shaking with screams and curses when Passepartout grabbed my arm and dragged me. I hung on him like a wet sack, blood dripping from my mouth, red wine from my jacket, splinters from my hands. Behind us, tables crashed, the whores shrieked, the pimp yelled, and the thugs were still beating someone, just to keep the rhythm going.
"Sir, please, we have to get out!" Passepartout gasped, his voice a crack of fear. He pulled, tugged, stumbled, and I laughed, coughing, half-conscious. "Yes... pull me, boy... pull me like a dog that's bitten too much."
We stumbled through the hallway, past doors behind which the groaning, laughter, and tears continued, as if the chaos in the hall were just another melody in this orchestra of decay. Finally, the door. Passepartout tore it open and dragged me out into the cold night.
The air outside was a slap in the face—cool, damp, with the smell of rain and smoke. I fell to the street, lay in the dirt, coughing, spitting blood, and laughing. "Voilà! Paris wanted to eat me, but I did it: I spat myself out."
Passepartout knelt beside me, despairing, his eyes filled with tears. "You could have died, Monsieur!"
I rolled onto my back, looked at the sky above Paris—gray, dirty, filled with smoke—and grinned. "Die? No. Not yet. Today I lived. Because no one in this brothel lied anymore. Not the women, not the men, not even their fists. Everything was honest. More honest than your philosophers, more honest than your priests."
He tried to pull me up, but I resisted, raising my bloody hand. "No... leave me here for a moment. I want to absorb this filth. It's truer than any sermon."
A few passersby stopped and stared, one spat, a woman laughed shrilly. I waved weakly to them, calling hoarsely, "Thank you, Paris! Thank you for the dance! Your lies have shattered, and your fists have sung!"
Then Passepartout pulled me up again, half carrying, half dragging, away from the hell that still roared behind us. I staggered, weak, covered in blood, but laughing. "Tonight," I gasped, "I won. Because no one believed in illusions anymore when the fists were flying."
And so we left the brothel – I, a bloody prophet in the filth, and my poor servant, who carried me like a fallen king.
 
Through Europe at three per mille
The train snorted like an old dog that would rather be dead but still follows its master. Wheels pounded, smoke billowed, and Europe rushed past the window like a poorly painted panorama: fields, forests, rivers, everything drenched in gray and brown, as if the painter had run out of colors.
I sat in the compartment, legs stretched out, bottle in hand, eyes glazed over but alert. Passepartout sat across from me, pale as a candle that no one lights anymore. He gazed out as if he could make sense of the landscape. I laughed hoarsely.
"Do you see that, boy? Europe." I swirled the bottle, the red wine splashing onto the floor. "Fields, villages, rivers—all the same cemetery, just with different flags on it. They call it countries, I call it graves with colorful lids."
Outside, a village slid by, houses crooked, roofs leaning, smoke rising from chimneys that looked like diseased fingers. I banged my fist against the window, yelling out: "Hey, you peasants! Do you know where you are? In France, in Germany, in Italy? No—you're in the dirt, just like me. Only your dialect is different."
A few passengers in the next compartment turned around, whispered, and looked at me through the glass door. I grinned at them, raised the bottle, toasted, and drank. "Europe!" I yelled, "a single continent full of fake songs and real graves!"
Passepartout retreated to the corner, his hands covering his face. "Sir, please, people can hear you..."
"Let them hear!" I slammed my fist against my chest, the wine spilling over. "I am the voice they don't want to hear. I say: Europe is a theater, and everyone plays the same role—only the flag on the costume changes."
The train crossed a bridge; beneath us flowed a river, brown, sluggish, and stinking. I spat against the window, the red of my mouth mingling with the gray outside. "There! A river! They call it the Rhine, the Danube, the Seine—it doesn't matter! It's all the same: a running sewer carrying the dead and dreams to the sea."
A few fellow passengers in the compartment grumbled, one coughed indignantly, a woman fanned herself as if she could dispel my stench. I laughed, raised the bottle, and toasted everyone. "You want romance? Go to Paris. You want truth? Look out the window: Europe is a graveyard of rails, and we are the worms walking on them."
Passepartout whispered, “My God… it is only the beginning.”
I nodded, grinned broadly, and my voice echoed through the compartment: "Exactly. The beginning of the end. And I'll drink to both!"
The compartment was packed with people pretending to be traveling, but in fact they were just sitting there, waiting to die. A fat woman with a basket full of bread that already smelled of mold. A skinny guy with glasses, bent over a book as if it contained the truth he would never find. A merchant, belly like a barrel, rings on his fingers, sweating just from sitting. And somewhere in between, a German couple, the woman stern, the man with a face like a fist in his sleep.
I grinned, raised my bottle, and toasted them all. "Voilà, Europe in miniature! A bunch of mouths talking, eating, or praying, and no one ever understood that the train was only going in one direction: to the grave."
The merchant hissed. "Sir, we want peace."
I laughed, took a sip, and let the wine run down my chin. "Quiet? You want quiet? Then lie down in the coffin, my friend. It's the only place where there's truly silence."
The German woman next to him hissed: "The impudence! You're English, aren't you?"
I grinned, showing my red wine teeth. "English, French, German, Italian—all the same filth, just seasoned differently. Your language is just an accent of lies."
A few passengers murmured indignantly. The man with the book looked up and shook his head; the woman with the bread clutched her basket tighter, as if I might steal her crust.
The merchant half rose, his hands shaking with anger. "You're drunk!"
I laughed, shaking the bottle, which was still half full. "Drunk? Yes. But at least honest. You sober people lie with every breath. Your contracts, your prayers, your marriages—all smoke and mirrors. Only drunkenness tells the truth, and it sounds like this: You're dead, and you don't know it."
Passepartout buried his face in his hands and whispered: “Mon Dieu, he’ll turn them all against us…”
I stood up, swaying, but my voice filled the compartment like thunder. "Europe is a brothel with flags on the door! You pay, you laugh, you fuck, you die. And I—I'm the only one who tells you to your face that the wallpaper stinks."
The woman screamed, the merchant tried to hit me, but the train jerked, he stumbled, and my laughter was louder than his curse.
It was as if the train had assembled a small theater group just so I could perform my play. There he sat, the priest, dressed in black, with a face as stern as a tombstone. Next to him sat a saleswoman, her skirt full of patches, her eyes full of greed for the next deal. And at the window, a young student, his hair too long, his eyes too devout, his notebook on his knees—ready to absorb every word that seemed wise to him.
I grinned, sat down opposite them, took a deep drink and began the mass:
"Voilà! The holy triad of Europe: the beggar of God, the seller of death, and the parrot of the future."
The priest raised his hand, stern and defensive. "Monsieur, calm down. You're speaking blasphemy."
I laughed and spat on the floor, just next to his shoe. "God? If he exists, he's sitting in a bar in Marseille laughing at you. And you, my friend, are just his beggar, walking around with your hat while the world has long since burned."
An indignant murmur, the merchant pressed her lips together. "That's disrespectful."
I turned to her, examined the basket of cloths, spices, and junk. "And you, Madame—you're worse. You don't sell hope like that one; you sell death in installments. A piece of bread that goes bad. A piece of cloth that tears. A smile that's worthless. Your business is only dying in small portions."
Her eyes flashed; she was about to respond, but I was already turning to the youngest. The student, who was staring into my face with his mouth open, as if he were about to jot down a revelation. I laughed, wiping the wine from my chin. "And you, little friend, you are the parrot. You babble what others have taught you. Your books are cages, and you flutter in them without ever flying. You think you can understand the world—but all you ever become is an echo."
The boy blushed and clutched the notebook as if I'd spit into his heart. "You're crazy," he whispered.
"No," I growled, "I'm sober enough to see you as you are. Beggars, traders, parrots. Europe in three bodies."
Passepartout trembled beside me, whispering, “Sir, you are destroying everything.”
I grinned, tipped the bottle to my lips, drank, and let the rest drip onto the floor. "No, my boy. I'm not destroying anything. I'm just revealing that it's been in ruins for a long time."
And the compartment was silent, heavy, full of looks that wanted to kill more than words ever could.
The silence in the compartment didn't last long. Doors slammed, boots trampled, and then he arrived – the conductor. Uniform too tight, cap askew, a face that looked like it had been left in a drawer. Behind him was a ticket inspector, just as gray, with just as dead-eyed. They nodded curtly, as if they were priests giving the final blessing.
“Billets, s’il vous plaît.”
The woman immediately rummaged around, as did the merchant, the priest nodded piously, the student hastily threw his notebook aside and searched his pockets. Everything was in order, everything was neat, everything was as the world wanted it.
Then they came to me.
I grinned, leaned back, took a sip, and let the bottle rest between my knees. "Tickets? No tickets, my friend. I've already paid—with vomit, blood, and red wine. More than your entire damn system is ever worth."
The conductor frowned, stern but uncertain. "Sir, the ticket."
I raised the bottle like a holy chalice and toasted him. "Here. My ticket. Liquid, red, honest. Every sip takes me further than your ridiculous scraps of paper."
The ticket inspector stepped forward and growled: “Show your ticket, otherwise you will have to leave the train at the next station.”
I laughed, loud enough to make the whole compartment spin. "Leave? You want to throw me out? You're the corpse painters of the railways! Your job isn't to take us anywhere, but to keep us in the car until we forget we're long dead."
A few fellow passengers whispered, some laughed quietly, others just shook their heads. The conductor blushed and stepped closer. "Sir, for the last time!"
Passepartout jumped up, pale, his hands shaking. "Here, please! The ticket! He's... ill, you understand? An Englishman, a little... sick."
He pressed the paper into the conductor's hand, who examined it with a glance and grumbled. The inspector glared at me once more, then they moved on, their uniforms crackling with insulted dignity.
I laughed after them, coughed, and spat blood and red wine onto the floor. "There you see! Two gravediggers in uniform. Europe builds graves, and the conductors just check that everyone has paid for their place."
The woman crossed herself, the priest murmured a prayer, the merchant snorted. I grinned, tilted my head back, and whispered, "And me? I'm riding without a ticket. Because death hasn't claimed me yet."
The train rattled on, tirelessly, as if it wanted to tear the earth itself apart. Outside, Europe passed by: rivers, fields, forests, cities, all blurred in the haze of smoke. I hung at the window, my forehead against the cold glass, the bottle in my hand, my voice so hoarse it sounded like rust.
"Look out," I grumbled, loud enough for the entire compartment to hear. "There! A river. You call it the Rhine, the Danube, the Moldau—it doesn't matter. They're all just running sewers carrying the filth of your cities to the sea. Water that stinks of coins and blood you've long forgotten."
A few heads turned away, a woman pulled her scarf tighter over her shoulders. I laughed, drank, and wiped my mouth with my sleeve.
"And there, do you see the forests?" I raised my arm, pointing into the darkness of the trees that lay like a black carpet over the hills. "You call them nature, romance, home. I say: mass graves just waiting to swallow you up. Every tree a coffin lid, every root a noose around your neck."
A cry, an indignant murmur, the priest opened the Bible as if he could smash me with paper. I laughed, my voice a scratchy knife.
"You travel to see beauty. But beauty doesn't exist. There is only decay in various costumes. Rivers in blue, forests in green, cities in gray—all dances of death in colorful clothes."
The student with the notebook muttered: “This is madness…”
I turned to him, grinning, my teeth red from the wine. "No, boy. That's the truth in drunkenness. Traveling doesn't mean seeing new things. Traveling means learning the same shit everywhere—just with a different accent."
A few laughed nervously, others cursed, and the woman with the basket began to cry. Passepartout sat still, his hands over his face, as if he wanted to disappear.
I raised the bottle, shook it, and the last drops spilled out. "To Europe!" I cried. "To your flags, your borders, your illusions! All just colorful sheets over the same corpses."
Then I drank the rest, leaned back, and my laughter vibrated with the rattling of the wheels, as if we both—I and the train—were prophets of the same doom.
The train shook like a drunken dog, and eventually, it shook me too. I stood up, wanting to go to the next car, maybe open another bottle, maybe just inhale the smoke. My legs took two steps, then three, then they gave way. The corridor spun, the walls swayed, and I crashed into the woodwork like a sack full of glass.
The bottle broke, the remaining wine ran across the floor, mingling with the dirt already there. I laughed, spat out blood, and lay there, stretched out, my face on the cold boards.
The doors opened. Passengers came, saw me, opened their eyes wide, then took small steps. No one helped. They stepped over me, lifted their skirts, and pulled up their suitcases as if I were just another obstacle on the track. An old man poked me with his cane, muttering something about "horrible." A woman jumped aside in disgust.
And I laughed, choking, bloody, my voice vibrating in the aisle. "See? That's exactly Europe! One person lies on the ground, and the others step over him. That's how you travel! That's how you live! That's how you die!"
A child stopped for a moment, staring at me as if I were a monster from his nightmares. I grinned at him, bloody teeth, and whispered, "Run, you little bastard. Run before you realize you're going to end up like this."
Passepartout was the only one who leaned toward me. Pale, sweating, his hands shaking. "Sir... please... you must get up. You're driving us to the grave."
I clung to him, still laughing, coughing, blood dripping onto his shirt. "The grave's already there, my boy. We're just doing a victory lap before we fall in."
He tugged, dragged, and half-lifted me, while the crowd swarmed around us like dirt on the side of the road. And I grinned, my voice hoarse but loud: "Exactly so, Europe! Nice image of you: You march on while the suff prophet lies in the dirt and tells you what you are."
Then I collapsed again, the world blurred, and the rattling of the rails sounded like laughter, pressing me deeper into the ground.
Morning came with a jolt, as if the train itself had decided to slap me in the face. My eyes burned, my head pounded, my tongue was a dried-up rag. I lay half on the bench, half on the floor, Passepartout beside me, his coat wrapped around me, his face gray with worry.
The sun blazed through the window, but it didn't make anything more beautiful. Europe looked in the morning like Europe did in the evening: fields, smoke, faces expecting nothing. The train thundered through villages that were barely distinguishable from one another.
I slowly sat up, coughed, and spat out blood left over from last night. Then I laughed—rough, scratchy, but genuine. "I'm still alive. Damn it, I'm still alive."
Passepartout stared at me, his eyes full of tiredness. "Sir, you should be ashamed of yourself. Those people... all night..."
"Shame?" I shook my head, reached for the next bottle someone had left behind—empty, no matter. I raised it like a goblet. "Shame is for the dead, my boy. And I'm not dead yet. I'm a gutter philosopher, and my sermon won't end until the last bottle is gone."
The priest in the compartment hissed, the woman with the basket spat in my direction, the student turned away. I grinned at them, bloody lips, eyes full of madness. "Yes, hate me! Hate me so much that you'll never forget what I told you. Your flags are rags, your prayers are lies, your travels are just an escape from the mirror."
The train thundered on, rails hammered, and outside the horizon loomed, a faint line of hope that looked like a scar.
I laughed, laid my head back, and murmured, "I'm not finished yet. Vienna is waiting. Schnapps is waiting. And I—I still have a lot to insult."
Passepartout sighed and closed his eyes, as if trying to block out the world. But I grinned, bloody, defiant, and the rattling of the rails was my applause.
 
Vienna, schnapps and sad pianos
The train wheezed into Vienna station like a dying dog, ready to bark one last time. Steam rose, acrid and damp, the air smelled of coal, cold rain, and that sweet mustiness that only cities that think they're bigger than they are have. Voices shouted, wheels squeaked, and everywhere men milled around in uniforms with so much gold on their buttons that you'd think they were suffocating.
I stepped out of the car, staggering, my legs heavy, the bottle empty, my head full. Passepartout was behind me, pale, frightened, clutching his bag as if his life depended on it.
I spread my arms, grinned bloodily, and my voice boomed across the platform: "Voilà, Vienna! A palace built on corpses, decorated with sugar and lies! Your city smells of perfume, but underneath it's rotting like any basement."
A few travelers turned around, whispering, and a soldier gave me a look that seemed to want to kill. I laughed and spat on the ground, red with wine and blood.
Passepartout hissed: “Sir, please… we should keep quiet.”
"Quiet?" I laughed louder, spreading my arms even wider. "Quiet is for cemeteries, my boy. And Vienna is nothing but a cemetery with musical accompaniment. If I'm going to die here, then I'll die with a glass in my hand and a curse on my lips."
I stumbled down the steps and out onto the street. Horse-drawn carriages, vendors, beggars—everything mingled in a chaos of noise and stench. An accordion player in the corner squeezed out a mournful melody, and I grinned, shouting, "Even your music sounds like it has a rope around its neck!"
People stared, some laughed, some booed. I waved to them and staggered on down the alleys.
"Schnaps!" I yelled. "Where's the damn schnapps? If Vienna wants to greet me, please don't greet me with music, but with a burning glass!"
Passepartout sighed and pressed his lips together. "My God... he'll put us both in the grave."
I laughed, my breath steaming in the cold. "Yes, my boy. But in Vienna, at least you warm yourself up with a drink before going down."
And so my Vienna began – not with waltzes, not with elegance, but with a curse at the train station and the thirst of a man who knew: This city has nothing that he hadn't already destroyed.
The city shone out there with its facades, but I knew immediately where I belonged: not in the golden halls, not in the coffee houses with waiters in tails, but in the dive that stank even from the outside. A crooked sign, half fallen off, a window that looked like a blind eye. Perfect.
I pushed open the door, smoke billowing at me, thick as a curtain. Behind it, voices, laughter, and harsh curses. Men sat at tables, drinking clear liquor that smelled of medicine, and stared at me as if I were the next mistake of the evening.
I went straight to the bar and slammed my fist on the wood. "Schnaps," I growled. "The cheapest. I want to feel my tongue burn."
The proprietor, a man with a belly and a face like an old barrel, placed a glass in front of me, filled with clear liquor. I downed it immediately, without breathing. It burned, it bit, it stung—and it was the first honest beer Vienna had given me.
I laughed and wiped my mouth. "Voilà! Finally, something that doesn't pretend to be art. Your liquor doesn't lie. It says: I'm going to burn, and if you can't handle it, then die."
A few guests laughed, others shook their heads. One murmured, "An Englishman... of course."
I turned around, grinning broadly. "Yes! An Englishman! And I tell you: your Viennese soul is nothing but sugarcoated sadness. You waltz while you cry. You smile while you drown. Your entire city is a toilet that smells of rosewater."
A murmur went through the tavern, a few hands clenched into fists, someone stood up, about to say something, but I raised my glass, knocked back another, and yelled: "To Vienna! A city that needs so much music because it can't stand its own stench!"
Passepartout stood next to me, his head bowed, whispering: “Mon Dieu, he’s killing us…”
I grinned, spread my arms, and my voice echoed in the smoky room: "Then let them try! But only after the next glass."
In the corner stood an out-of-tune piano, looking as if it had been rescued from a burning house and then forgotten to put out the fire. A man with greasy hair sat in front of it, his fingers gliding weakly over the keys, while a violinist beside him tormented what remained of his soul. It sounded like a funeral march for a dog no one wanted to bury.
I laughed out loud, slamming my fist on the bar so that the glasses shattered. "Voilà! That's Vienna, isn't it? Music that sounds like it's begging for forgiveness for even existing."
The musicians looked up, their eyes filled with anger, their fingers trembling on their instruments. The pianist growled: "Sir, this is art. You don't understand anything about it."
I staggered over to them, glass in hand, grinning broadly, my breath filled with liquor. "Art? That's not art. That's wine crying. That's liquor already regretting its distillation. You're not playing music, you're playing excuses."
A few guests laughed, others cursed, one shouted: “Shut up, English!”
I leaned over the pianist, so close he could smell my breath. "Your fingers dance, yes. But they dance like corpse fingers pulled by strings. Your piano is just a coffin with keys."
He jumped up, swatted his hands away from the piano, his eyes burning. "Get out of here! You're insulting Vienna!"
I laughed, took a deep sip, and tipped the rest of the glass onto the keys. It didn't hiss, but it sounded like a curse. "Voilà, now it sounds more honest. Now it's music that at least has some fire."
The violinist grabbed my arm, I pulled away, and pushed him back. He stumbled, crashing into a table. Glasses shattered, and guests screamed.
Passepartout jumped in, desperate. "Sir, please! No more fighting!"
But I grinned, broadly, bloodily, my voice blaring: "This isn't a fight, my boy. This is a concert! And I'm the conductor!"
I staggered to the piano, which still sounded pitiful, as if it itself felt sorry for the keys. The pianist stood beside me, his hands clenched into fists, his face red with rage. But I pressed myself onto the stool, laughing, the bottle in one hand, the other hand heavy as lead on the keys.
"Voilà!" I cried, my voice echoing through the smoky dive. "Now the true master is playing! Not Schubert, not Mozart, not your dead waltz emperor – but Phileas Fogg, gutter philosopher and suffragette prophet!"
I pounded my fingers on the keys, randomly, hard, hammering until the piano howled like a beaten dog. Dissonances echoed, off-key and dirty, and I laughed while the guests booed. "Do you hear that? That's Vienna, the way it sounds when you wipe the powder off its face!"
One of the guests shouted: “Stop it, English!”
I leaned forward, spat blood and red wine between the keys, and pounded even louder. "No! You want music? You'll get truth! No waltz, no sweet dreams, just a bare fist on the damn keys!"
The guests roared, chairs slid, fists clenched. The pianist grabbed my shoulder, trying to pull me off my stool. I turned to him, grinning, my breath heavy with liquor. "Your instrument sings sadder than your wife when you can't pay. And me? I'll finally teach him what it means to live."
I slammed both arms against the keyboard, a sound like a knife slashing through my ear, loud, dirty, and cruel. A few guests laughed, one even clapped, but most screamed, cursed, and tried to grab me.
Passepartout stood in the corner, pale, desperate, murmuring: “Mon Dieu… it is the end.”
I lifted the bottle and tipped it half over my face, half into the piano, where the drops trickled stickily between the strings. "Voilà!" I yelled. "Now it finally sounds like what Vienna is really like: drunk, dirty, full of wrong notes."
Then I laughed, my hands bloody from the splinters of the keys, and my laughter was louder than any chord the old thing had ever produced.
The piano was still howling when I stood up, staggering, sweating, bloody, my hands full of splinters, my throat full of liquor. I spread my arms like a priest before his damned congregation. Everyone stared at me—the landlord, the musicians, the guests, even the whores in the corner who usually smiled over everything.
I laughed, loudly, raspily, with blood in my teeth. "You want music? You want Vienna? Good. Listen, you bastards. Vienna thinks the world is a waltz. One, two, three. One, two, three. But in truth, we're dancing on graves. Your pianos are just coffin lids with ivory. Your violins don't sing—they whine because they know no one's listening."
A murmur went through the room, someone shouted: “Shut up, Englishman!” – but I continued speaking, my voice ever louder, ever sharper.
"Your emperor, your pomp, your facades—all sugar sprinkled over shit. You drink liquor because you can't bear the truth. You waltz because you need to drown the sobs of your own souls. And you call that culture? I call it burial by installments!"
The guests roared, some jumped up, chairs crashed, the landlord screamed. The pianist tried to attack me, but I raised the bottle and brandished it like a weapon. "Come on! Hit me! Every blow is more honest than your damned songs!"
A few laughed nervously, some clenched their fists. But no one came closer. They just stared, as if afraid of a madman who had already gone too far to slow down.
I stepped to the center of the room, swaying, the bottle raised. "Vienna is not a dream, Vienna is a grave with golden pillars! You dance, you sing, you drink—but all you really do is die. And I tell you: That's beautiful! Because it's honest. Because at least death doesn't tell lies."
I downed the rest of the bottle, dropped it, heard it shatter, and my laughter echoed louder than any piano that had ever played in this damn city.
It was as if the dive itself had decided to silence me. After my screams, after the shattering of glass, the music suddenly started again. Not loud, not wild—just a pianist venturing back to the keys and a violin playing a thin, melancholy song. No words, no show. Just that damned melody, which sounded as if it itself were drowning in the darkness.
I stood in the middle of the room, swaying, my fists bloody, my mouth full of red wine and blood, and suddenly I couldn't laugh. Not even swear. The sounds crept into my skull, settled on my heart, and for a moment everything was silent.
I looked around—men holding their glasses, women with tired eyes, faces that looked like graves with their breath. And the music settled over them like a blanket of dust. Vienna. Everything was Vienna. A funeral march pretending to be a dance.
My breath caught, my throat tight. I wanted to scream, I wanted to throw a bottle, but only a sound came out, hoarse, weak, almost like a sob. I pressed my hand to the table, my fingers trembling. For a damned moment... I was silent.
Passepartout stared at me, his eyes wide. "Sir...?" he whispered, as if afraid I would break.
I rubbed my eyes, feeling the moisture—whether sweat, blood, or tears, I didn't know. Then I blindly reached for the glass that was next to me, tipped it down, coughed, spat, and the laughter returned—weak at first, then louder, desperate.
"Voilà!" I yelled, my voice breaking. "Even your music can't save me. It only makes everything worse. It shows me what I've known for a long time: that we're all already in the hole, and the lid is called melody."
The guests stared, some silently, others with anger in their eyes. The pianist continued playing, the violin wept. But I laughed again, my grin bloody, my eyes empty.
"Schnaps!" I cried, banging on the table. "More schnapps before I hang myself on your sadness!"
And Vienna continued playing, so sad that even death would have ordered another glass.
The morning came cold, gray, and quiet. Vienna lay there like an old man after a long night: made up, but empty-eyed. The rain had washed the streets, but the stench remained – piss in the gutters, smoke over the rooftops, the smell of bread that tasted of poverty.
I staggered out of the dive, my coat torn, my hands covered in splinters, my lips split. My breath steamed in the cold, thick with liquor, thick with blood. Passepartout was behind me, his face ashen, his steps hesitant, as if he'd rather leave me there.
I stopped in the middle of the street, spread my arms, and screamed at the gray sky: "Voilà, Vienna! You golden whore with a sad song! I've drunk you dry, I've mocked your music, and you know what? You're nothing more than a piano that only plays funeral marches!"
A few passersby stopped, stared at me, whispered. A man spat at my feet, a woman made the sign of the cross. I laughed, hoarse and ragged, my voice scratching in my throat like glass.
"You act like you're the capital of the world," I continued, "but all you are is a waltz-time cemetery. Your facades shine, but behind them lies the same filth as everywhere else. Your music lulls you to sleep, while the earth already craves your bones."
Passepartout pulled my arm, whispering desperately: “Sir, please… the train, we have to go…”
I let myself be pulled, staggering on, each step heavy, but my grin remained. At the station, I turned around once, my eyes red, my throat sore.
"Goodbye, Vienna!" I roared. "You didn't break me. Your schnapps didn't kill me, your music didn't save me. I'm leaving, and I'm taking your misery with me—in my liver, in my head, in my damned laughter!"
Then I boarded the train, bloody, stinking, staggering—a king without a kingdom, but with enough poison in his soul to curse the nearest city. Budapest was waiting. And I laughed, while the wheels beneath me already pounded the next beat.
 
Budapest: Blood in the dive bar
The train rolled in like a dying animal, consisting only of smoke and stench. Budapest lay before me—not a palace, not a dream, but a patchwork of gray walls, crooked roofs, and faces that looked as if they had long since invented vomiting. The station smelled of horse manure, cheap grease, and the breath of people who had never drunk anything but cheap liquor.
I stepped out of the carriage, staggering, my bones heavy, my throat raw, my head full of leftover wine. Passepartout trudged behind me, his face so pale he looked like a ghost. I spread my arms, his voice booming through the chaos:
"Voilà! Budapest – a pigsty with a crown on it! A village disguised as a capital! You have mud in the streets and dreams in the basement, and you think you're Europe. Ha!"
People turned around, whispered, spat, one shouted something in Hungarian that sounded like a curse. I grinned, bowed deeply as if I were on stage, and spat red wine onto the cobblestones.
"Look at me!" I yelled. "Phileas Fogg, the man who speaks your misery louder than you ever dare! Your city is a grave disguised as a pub—and that's exactly why I love it."
Passepartout grabbed my sleeve, pulling desperately. "Sir, please... no talking, not again."
I shook him off and staggered further into the streets, past merchants, beggars, and soldiers. Everywhere stank of cabbage, smoke, and cheap dreams drowned in liquor. And I laughed, broadly, bloodily, my voice echoing:
"Schnaps! Where's the schnapps? If Budapest wants to welcome me, it won't be with palaces, not with marches, but with a glass that burns like the truth!"
And so I walked, staggering, into the alleys, into the heart of the city, which was waiting for only one thing: to beat me, to drink me, to break me.
The alleys of Budapest led me where I belonged: into a hole that pretended to be a bar. A sign hung crookedly above the door, half-rotted, the letters barely legible. The entrance stank of stale smoke, urine, and cheap cabbage. I pushed open the door, and the dive welcomed me with a slap in the face.
Inside: heat, haze, voices. Men with faces like stones, women with lips that had lost their faith, and liquor everywhere. Glasses clinked, bottles dripped, the floor stuck under their boots. A barman with a belly like a barrel and eyes as empty as a grave looked me over as if I were the next fight he'd have to clean up.
I staggered to the bar and slammed my fist down, making the glasses bounce. "Schnaps!" I yelled. "The cheapest, the strongest, the most honest. If it burns, that's enough."
The barman placed a glass in front of me without a word. Clear liquid that stank just to look at it. I downed it in one gulp, my throat burning like a bonfire, and I laughed, my voice scratchy: "Voilà! Budapest at least has the decency to want to kill you on sight."
A few guests laughed, others grumbled. One spat on the floor, muttering something about "damned Englishmen." I turned around, grinned, and spread my arms. "Yes, I'm English! But I tell you: London lies, Paris lies, Vienna lies—and you here? You have the truth in your glass. You're filth, but you admit it."
The men stared, one growled, the women giggled nervously. I took the next glass, downed it, and felt the world spin. "More!" I screamed. "More, until even my lies are drunk!"
Passepartout pulled my sleeve and whispered, “Sir, please, they are dangerous.”
I pushed him away, my eyes burning. "Dangerous? Ha! Life itself is dangerous, my boy. At least they have the balls to serve it in liquor."
And that's exactly when I saw them: in the corner, three men, rough, dirty, laughing, passing around a joint. The smoke curled sweetly and heavy, unlike the smoke from cigars or pipes. I laughed, broadly, and shouted across the room: "Voilà! Now things are getting interesting—liquor for the body, smoke for the brain. Budapest, you old witch, you know how to greet me!"
The men grinned and beckoned me over, and I knew the next step led deeper. And I took it with joy.
I stumbled over to the three guys in the corner, their faces red from booze, their fingers black from dirt, their eyes glassy like old windows. They grinned broadly, holding the joint like a treasure passed from hand to hand. The smoke hung thickly over the table, sweet, heavy, strange, as if someone had mixed sugar into the air, only to burn it right back up.
"Monsieur Englishman!" one of them slurred, grinning, a tooth missing. "Try it. It's better than your liquor."
I laughed, bloody, and reached for the butt, which glowed like a cheeky little sun. "Better than liquor? Ha! Nothing's better than liquor. But I'm a fair bastard." I took a deep drag, too deep, and immediately my lungs burned as if I'd swallowed a handful of coal. I coughed, wheezed, tears welled up in my eyes. The men laughed, patted me on the back, one yelled, "Englishmen die from grass!"
I straightened up, coughed again, spat phlegm and red wine onto the floor, and grinned broadly. "Dying? Ha! I'm not dying. I'm just tasting death in a new package."
They handed me the joint again, and I took another drag, shorter this time, letting the smoke swirl around inside me. My head felt lighter, my legs softer, the world blurred. I laughed, my voice hoarse but loud: "Voilà! You smoke the world soft while it eats you hard. You think that's freedom? No. It's just another rope around the same neck."
One of the men blinked and grinned. "And your liquor? What's that?"
I leaned forward, my eyes red, my breath a mixture of alcohol and smoke. "Liquor, weed, opium, powder—all the same. Different labels for the same death. You just choose whether to laugh, cry, or vomit before you fall into the ground."
Passepartout stood in the background, horrified, his hands shaking. "Sir, this is madness!"
I grinned broadly, my teeth red. "Madness? No. This is philosophy in the dirt. We drink, we smoke, we lie – and we know it's going to eat us. But at least we're looking into the animal's mouth while sticking out our tongues."
The men roared with laughter, one slapped me on the shoulder, almost in a friendly way. I coughed again, deeply, painfully, and spat half my life onto the floor. Then I took another sip of schnapps, immediately afterward, and yelled, "To Budapest! Here they smoke until even death gets dizzy!"
The smoke hung heavy in the room, the liquor burned my throat, and I felt like a king who'd built his kingdom on broken pieces. I stood swaying between the tables, toasting the guests, my voice ringing: "Budapest! A city at least honest enough to welcome its guests right there in the dirt!"
Then someone stood up. A bear of a man, arms like beams, face red as raw meat, his mustache dripping with beer. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and growled: "Englishman. You talk too much. In Budapest, we drink—we don't gossip."
The entire restaurant fell silent for a moment. Eyes turned to us, the proprietor paused, even the women in the corner fell silent. Passepartout nervously tugged on my sleeve, whispering in panic, "Sir, please, we should go..."
I laughed, harshly, bloodily, wiping my lips with my sleeve. "Leave? No, my boy. The dance is just beginning." I took a step forward, glass still in hand, looking the colossus straight in the eyes. "You say I talk too much? That's good. Because your silence stinks worse than my breath. You're just a carcass waiting to die, tall, strong, but dead in your eyes. You don't drink to live—you drink to forget that you're long gone."
A cry of laughter, others cursed. The man growled, clenched his fists. "I'll break your mouth, Englishman."
I grinned broadly, covered in red wine. "Then do it. Your fist is more honest than any of your words."
The first fist came like an iron hammer, hitting me in the cheek. Stars exploded, I staggered, spat blood on the floor—and laughed. "Voilà! Finally, a discussion that makes sense!"
That was enough. Chairs creaked, other men stood up, voices shouted, hands grabbed bottles. The dive bar came alive, and I knew: Now came the part I was born for.
The dive exploded like a powder keg that had been burning for too long. Chairs tipped, tables crashed, glass shattered. Fists flew through the smoke, bottles flew like missiles, voices screamed in every language, and somewhere someone was still playing an out-of-tune accordion, as if to accompany the noise.
The bear from before grabbed me by the collar and pulled me up, but I slammed the glass in my hand against his skull. It shattered, blood mixed with schnapps, and he staggered back, bellowing like an animal. I laughed and spat red wine and blood in his face. "Voilà! Your head sounds better than any damn piano in Vienna!"
Another lunged at me, punching me in the stomach. I writhed, choking, but my fist found his chin. He fell with a crash, and the table next to him went down with him. Liquor flowed across the floor, burning in the candle flames, and for a moment the whole room smelled of fire.
Passepartout screamed somewhere behind me, trying to drag me away, but someone pushed him to the ground. He rolled away, his eyes filled with panic. "Sir! They're killing us!"
I laughed, staggered, picked up a half-empty bottle, and yelled: "Look here, you dogs! Blood is more honest than your songs! Your fists speak clearer than all your talk! This—this is the only truth there is!"
A punch hit me on the temple, the world spun, I stumbled, and crashed into the bar. The barman yelled, bottles fell, glass shattered, but I got back up, staggering, laughing, my face covered in blood.
"Yes!" I screamed. "That's it, Budapest! That's your song: broken bottles, broken noses, broken dreams! And I'll dance to it until I drop!"
The crowd was roaring, and I was right in the middle of it—no gentleman, no traveler, just a drunkard with a sermon in his mouth and blood on his hands.
At some point, I was no longer the dancer, but the ground itself. The blows came from all sides, like thunder, like iron, like stones. I staggered, fell, crawled, got up again, only to fall again. Blood ran into my eyes, into my mouth, dripped onto the wood, where it mixed with liquor and spit. The smoke hung thick, the voices became distant, as if I were already halfway underground.
I grabbed an empty bottle and slammed it against the floor, but my arm was weak, my body heavy. I fell to my knees, gasping for air, laughing hoarsely, spitting blood. "Yeah... just hit me... you're doing it more honestly than the world ever has."
The faces blurred, shadow upon shadow, and in the corner I saw the men smoking their joints again. The smoke wafted toward me, sweet, sticky, and for a moment I thought it would carry me. I reached out, grasped at nothing, coughed, and wheezed.
"All drugs," I murmured, my voice weak but razor-sharp. "Liquor, weed, opium, gunpowder, women, lies... all just labels for the same death." I giggled, spat out a tooth, and it clattered onto the wood. "And the worst poison... is life itself. Bitterer, harder, more honest than anything you can smoke or drink."
The crowd continued to roar, bottles flew, fists crashed, but I lay there, half unconscious, half still laughing. Passepartout knelt beside me, screaming something I couldn't understand. I saw only his face—pale, desperate, his eyes full of fear.
I raised my hand, bloody and shaking, and placed it on his shoulder, grinning vacantly. "Don't worry, kid... I'm not dying... not yet. I'm too drunk to die."
Then I collapsed, my head on the floor, my ear filled with a mixture of blood and liquor. And I was still laughing, even if it was just a wheeze.
Morning came like a slap in the face with a wet rag. The dive stank of stale smoke, vomit, and blood already turning brown. The patrons lay scattered like corpses, some snoring, some groaning, one with his head on the table as if he would never wake up again. The bottles were empty, the chairs broken, and somewhere a fly was still playing its own concert on a pool of blood.
Passepartout leaned over me, his hands shaking, his face ashen. "Sir... please... we have to get out. Immediately."
I opened my eyes, saw him through a fog of pain and smoke. My body felt like a pile of stones, my mouth full of iron. I spat, a gush of blood, mucus, and red wine splashing onto the floor. Then I laughed, croaky but genuine. "Voilà... Budapest at least gave me something Paris and Vienna couldn't: blood in my mouth, which doesn't even have to be mine."
Passepartout helped me up, pulled my arm over his shoulder, and dragged me through the debris of the night. I staggered, every step a mockery, my shirt torn, my face smashed, my hands covered in splinters. But I laughed, laughed like someone who had won.
"Look!" I yelled, even though hardly anyone was still awake. "This is victory! Not gold, not glory, not love—only blood on the tongue and the memory of a night that was honest!"
A few men raised their heads and stared at me, some laughed wearily, one spat on the floor. I waved to them and continued staggering toward the door.
Outside, the light greeted us, bright, brutal, merciless. The city steamed from the night's rain, the alleys smelled of coal and decay. I raised my arms, bloody rags, and screamed: "Goodbye, Budapest! You beat me, you got me drunk, you almost ate me—and that's precisely why you're more honest than all those other bastard cities!"
Passepartout dragged me further, toward the station, toward the train. I grinned, bloody teeth, glassy eyes, and murmured, "Budapest, you witch... I'll never forget you. Your blood burns better than your liquor."
And then I stumbled on, laughing, into the morning that already smelled of the next catastrophe.
 
By train heading east, but nobody knows where
The Budapest train station was a stinking pit, filled with smoke, sweat, and screams. I was little more than a bundle of blood, dirt, and booze, still standing upright, but not for long. Passepartout dragged me across the pavement as if I were a sack of bones that needed to be quickly thrown onto the train before it completely fell apart.
People backed away when they saw me. A few stared in disgust, a woman made the sign of the cross, a child pointed and laughed shrilly. I grinned, spat a stream of red onto the tracks, and yelled, "Voilà, the journey east! A rolling grave, and we're sitting in the front row!"
We stumbled into the carriage; the air was stuffy, filled with sweat, coal, and cheap bread. Farmers with faces like dirt, merchants with bags full of trash they called treasure, soldiers in uniform whose eyes had already seen more than they could ever bear. Everyone stared at us as if we were ghosts who'd gotten lost on the wrong train.
I laughed, broadly, bloodily, and slumped onto the bench. "Don't look like that, you bastards. I'm just a prophet passing through. A prophet with booze in my veins and blood in my mouth."
Passepartout sat down next to me, his head bowed, his hands in his lap, as if he wanted to be invisible. "Sir, please... be quiet. We simply must... move on."
I grabbed the bottle I'd brought with me from Budapest, ripped the cork out with my teeth, and spat it onto the floor. "Hush? Ha! You stay silent in a coffin, but as long as I'm still breathing, I'll talk. This train is nothing more than a hearse with rails, and we're all the passengers."
A few farmers looked away, the merchant pulled his bag closer, the soldiers glared at me. I grinned at them, bottle raised. "Welcome to the rolling grave, my friends. Next stop: nowhere."
Then I took a deep drink, and the train started moving as if it had understood that my words were its only announcement.
The train rattled, smoke seeped through every crack, and the faces around me were a parade of doom. I looked at them one by one, sipped from the bottle, felt the liquor burn my throat, and laughed, loud enough for everyone to know I was talking to them.
There were the farmers—faces like dirt, brown, cracked, without light. Hands that looked like roots, eroded by work. They stared dully at the ground, as if there were more hope there than in the window. "Pilgrims into nowhere," I cried, "you're going nowhere. You take your filth with you, your hunger, your stench—and in the end, you end up back in the same swamp from which you came."
A muffled, rumbling murmur. One of them spat on the ground, looking at me like a dog that would rather bite than bark.
Next to them sat merchants, with bags, boxes, and baskets. They held them as if they were their hearts. I laughed and pointed the bottle at them. "And you! Merchants of nothing. You think you deal in gold, but everything you sell is rotten. Bread that goes moldy. Fabric that tears. Words that stink. You're the gravediggers who still demand coins for the shovel."
The fat man with the hat frowned and muttered something that sounded like murderous intent.
Then there were the soldiers—stiff, with clattering boots and impassive faces. Their eyes stared right through me, cold as iron. I raised my glass, toasting them. "And you are the uniformed pallbearers. You accompany death, but you dance along as if it were a ball. You think you're fighting for countries, but in truth, you're only fighting for the next shovelful of earth that's thrown over you."
One of them twitched, his fist clenched, but he remained silent. For now.
At the very back, a few gypsies, their faces full of lines, had already seen more roads than I could ever walk. They looked at me, not hostilely, more like someone who knows that someone else is also a vagabond, only on rails instead of roads. I grinned at them and raised the bottle. "You're the only ones who are at least honest: always on the move, never at home. You've understood that the destination is nothing. Drinking on the way is everything."
A quiet laugh from there, a nod. At least one person in the car knew I was right.
But the mood changed. The farmers grumbled, the traders growled, the soldiers glared, and I laughed even louder, my voice a fist against their calm.
"Look at you!" I yelled. "A whole carload of pilgrims heading for nowhere. Everyone thinks they're going somewhere, but you don't even know that the train has long since become a coffin, and you're just the corpses still breathing."
The wagon rocked, the wood creaked, and I felt like a preacher in a mobile chapel of death. I stood up, bottle in hand, swayed between the pews, bumped into knees and baskets, and stepped on someone's foot. Voices grew louder, but I drowned them out with my laughter.
"Look at you!" I cried, my voice scratching through the smoke. "You think this is a journey? This is a funeral procession! A coffin on rails, pulled by a steam locomotive that stinks more than death itself."
I raised the bottle, drank, and wiped my mouth with my sleeve, the blood from my lips mingling with the liquor. "Each of you thinks you're going somewhere. East, to work, to hope. But in truth..." I tapped the bottle against the wooden wall. "In truth, you're all going into the hole. Tracks that lead straight into the earth."
The peasants stared at me with empty eyes, the merchant grumbled, the soldier clenched his fists. I laughed, staggered on, and almost knocked over a woman's child, who cried out in horror. "Yes, hold her tight, Madame! So the little one doesn't realize too soon that it's already in the coffin!"
Passepartout grabbed my arm, his voice a whisper of panic: "Sir, please sit down. You're driving us all crazy."
I tore myself away, grinning broadly and bloodily. "Mad? No! I'm sober enough to see. You're the mad ones—driving without knowing where you're going. You sit still while the wheels carry you into the abyss. And I—I'm just the fool screaming so you'll hear!"
I raised the bottle, toasted the whole car, swayed, and poured the rest down my throat, feeling it burn. Then I hurled the empty bottle against the wall; it shattered, shards flew, and the crowd screamed.
"Voilà!" I roared, my voice echoing. "This is your ticket! Splinters, blood, and noise. Welcome to the East!"
The carriage roared, voices screamed, someone called for the conductor, the soldier half-stood up. But I laughed, staggered back onto the bench, and spread my arms as if I were the king of this moving coffin.
And my laughter was louder than the rattling of the wheels.
The train rattled deeper into the darkness, and eventually, no one knew where it was going. The signs at the small stations rushed by, dirty and illegible. The people in the car whispered, asking each other questions in Hungarian, German, Slavic, in dialects that even death couldn't understand. Maps were brought out, crumpled, covered in lines that confused more than they explained.
I laughed, my head against the window, my voice thundering through the carriage. "See? You're all sitting on a train and no one knows where you're going! Welcome to life, you idiots! A ticket with no destination, a suitcase full of filth, and at the end you step off—right into the ground."
The peasants grumbled, one banged his fist against the bench. The dealer ranted, shaking his cards as if they might give him an answer. The soldier glared at me, his hand on his belt, and the woman with the child pulled it closer to her.
"You're looking for signs, for timetables," I continued, swaying, my eyes red, my hands bloody from the broken glass. "But there are no signs, no timetables. Only tracks leading into the darkness. And you're too cowardly to admit it. You're driving blind, and I'm the only one saying out loud that we're all long lost."
An old woman with scarves around her head shrieked and spat at my feet. "You damned Englishman! Shut your mouth!"
I leaned toward her, grinning with red teeth. "Shut up? Ha! Our mouths are the only thing we have left, as long as they still have teeth. You'll soon be silent too, Grandma—and the train will still keep moving."
A murmur, voices full of hatred, one stood up as if he wanted to hit me, but he sat down again, perhaps out of fear, perhaps out of tiredness.
Passepartout trembled beside me, whispering, "Sir, please, we are going to die here."
I laughed, broadly and hoarsely. "Of course, my boy. But that's the joke: We're all dying, only I say it louder. And this train is proof. No destination, no stop—just rattling into the void."
And outside the steppe rushed by, endless, bare, as if the world itself had been forgotten.
The soldier couldn't stand it anymore. A man with shoulders like stone, his uniform dirty but neatly buttoned, his saber at his side. His eyes were cold, gray-blue, as if they had already seen too many dead people. He slowly rose, his boots thumping hard against the floor, and the air in the compartment immediately became heavier.
"Enough, Englishman," he growled in a voice that was more command than speech. "One more word against this country, against this voyage—and I'll silence you."
I grinned, spat blood onto the ground, my lips cracked. "Voilà! The first to show courage. But you know, my friend... you're just a uniformed pallbearer. Your uniform is a shroud with buttons, your saber just a spade you use to bury your brothers."
A scream rippled through the car. The soldier turned around, clenched his fists. "Shut up!" he yelled.
I staggered to my feet and stood facing him, so close that I could smell his breath—of tobacco, of old meat. I grinned, my voice hoarse but loud: "You're not a warrior. You're just a gravedigger with medals. Your heart doesn't beat for a country, it beats for the abyss. And the abyss has long since devoured you."
He swung, his fist clenched, his face red. A murmur went through the wagon, women screamed, a child cried. The farmers held their breath, the merchant ducked.
Passepartout jumped up and stood between us, his arms raised, his voice pleading: "Please! No! No fighting, not here!"
The soldier trembled, his fist just in front of my face, the veins in my neck like ropes. I grinned wider, let my arms hang, and offered him my cheek. "Hit me. Hit the Englishman, and maybe for a moment you'll feel alive."
The tension crackled as if the entire car were on fire. But then he growled, pulled back his fist, and roughly shoved me in the chest, sending me staggering back onto the bench. "You're not worth it," he snarled.
I laughed, hoarse, bloody. "Not worth it? Ha! I'm the only echo you'll ever have."
The crowd murmured, the atmosphere effervesced. The train rattled on, and I laughed louder than the train.
The liquor had long since pushed me into the basement, but the smoke from Budapest still hung in my lungs. Everything was spinning—the rattling of the wheels, the swaying of the walls, the trembling in my bones. I lay half on the bench, half in the aisle, my eyes open, but the world distorted like a cheap mirror in a fairground booth.
The faces around me transformed. No more farmers, no more traders, no more soldiers—only skulls. Empty eye sockets, jaws that chattered as if they were laughing at me. The soldier's uniform hung on bones, the priest from the other compartment was a skeleton with a Bible, the child on its mother's lap a small skull with baby teeth.
I laughed, hoarse, bloody, my voice echoing in the car like a curse. "See? That's exactly what you are! Skulls on rails! We're already dead, we're just going to ride together a bit longer so death doesn't have to laugh alone."
A few stepped back in horror, others cursed, one made the sign of the cross. I saw only bones moving. I raised my hand, bloody and covered in splinters, and toasted them as if I were their priest. "You are my congregation, and I preach: The train is hell, the tracks are the rope, and your ticket is nothing but a final piece of paper in the grave."
Passepartout knelt beside me, his face pale, his hands shaking. "Sir... you're hallucinating. Please, don't drink any more."
I grabbed him by the collar, pulled him close to my face, my eyes glassy, ​​my breath thick with alcohol. "Not hallucinating, my boy. I see the truth. You're already dead too—you just don't realize it. Your heart is beating, but it's only beating to keep you running a few more steps before you fall over."
He tore himself away, tears in his eyes, murmuring: “Mon Dieu…”
I sank back, laughed, spat blood, and saw the skulls still around me. They grinned, nodded, as if they understood me. And I continued preaching, rasping but loud: "We are brothers in death, my friends! Let's drink, smoke, fuck, and fight—because that's the only thing that makes the coffin hesitate!"
Then I collapsed, half-conscious, and the rattling of the wheels sounded like the drumming of skeletons.
Morning came like a fist of light. I opened my eyes, my eyelids heavy, my head a single gong. The car smelled of cold sweat, vomit, and cheap bread. The faces that had been skulls the night before were now just people again—but hardly any better. Tired, pale, empty.
I sat up, feeling the crunch of the shards of glass under my boots, which still lay in the corridor from the last throw. My mouth tasted of iron, my shirt was stiff with blood. Passepartout sat beside me, half asleep, half awake, his gaze lost.
I turned my head to the window. Outside, the steppe stretched by—endless, bare, a gray-green carpet on which nothing grew but silence. No cities, no villages, only a horizon that looked like a scar that never healed.
I laughed hoarsely, rapping my fist against the glass. "Voilà... this is the East. No destination, no end, only loss. Those who travel here don't travel to live. They travel to leave behind everything they've already lost."
A farmer in the compartment looked at me, his eyes tired, but he remained silent. The soldier just growled. I grinned, teeth bleeding, and continued: "In the West, they still lie to themselves about their dreams. In the East? There's nothing there. No dream, no promise. Only emptiness. And that's more honest than any palace."
Passepartout whispered faintly: “Monsieur… we should be silent.”
I laid my head back, my eyes half-closed, my voice a croak. "No, my boy. Silence is for the dead. And we're only going to find out how dead we already are."
The train thundered on, the wheels pounding, and my laughter mingled with the rhythm, a damned echo that reverberated across the steppe.
 
Odessa, port full of misery
The train gasped its last gasp, and Odessa lay before us like a burst-open carcass by the sea. No elegance, no welcome, just filth. The stench hit us before we even left the station: fish that had been lying in the sun for days, tar that hung sticky in the air, sweat from men who looked like living carcasses, and the sweet scent of cheap liquor, which here was worth more blood than water.
I stepped out, staggering, my bones aching, my mouth full of iron. I spread my arms, laughed croakily, my voice flying over the crooked cobblestone street. "Voilà! Odessa! A hole they call a harbor! Here the world spits out its rats and then calls it a seafaring place."
Passepartout held his coat over his face and coughed, his eyes watering from the stench. "Mon Dieu, Monsieur... it stinks worse than Budapest."
"Ha!" I reached for a bottle I'd found somewhere, tipped it halfway down, and wiped my mouth. "That's the smell of truth, my boy. The harbor isn't a gateway to the world—it's the toilet the world pisses into."
The quay was a nightmare. Sailors staggered, their faces sunburned and ravaged by alcohol. Women leaned in doorways, their eyes empty, their lips chapped, with no hope of a deal that would pay more than the next illness. Children rummaged through the garbage, their faces gray as ash, and no one looked at them.
I grinned broadly, my teeth red with blood from the last fight. "See, you pigs? This is the port, this is the truth! Palaces lie, markets lie, churches lie – but the port doesn't. The port will tell you right away that you're just dirt that floats until it sinks."
A few sailors turned around, heard me, and cursed. One spat on the ground, looking at me with eyes that had already seen too much. Passepartout nervously tugged on my sleeve. "Sir, please, just let us pass..."
I laughed, pushed him away, and spread my arms even wider. "Walk through? No, my boy. I want Odessa to see me. I want this city to know that Phileas Fogg has arrived—and that he stinks louder than the whole damned harbor combined."
And so I stumbled on, right into the alleys, where misery no longer even tried to hide.
The alleys of Odessa weren't streets, they were open wounds. Mud and feces mixed with rainwater, dogs tugged at fish remains that looked like gray carcasses. People walked everywhere with bowed heads, sunken faces, blackened teeth, and empty eyes. It was as if the city itself had decided to stop breathing and just start stinking.
I staggered through, my coat dragging in the dirt, my boots sticking to the mud. Passepartout pressed himself against the wall, trying to become invisible. But I laughed, raised my arms, and my voice rang through the alley: "Voilà! Odessa—a grave washed up on the sea! You're not living, you're just rotting, and you call it everyday life."
An old man, bent like a question mark, spat on the ground in front of me and cursed something in Russian. I stepped closer, grinning in his face, my teeth red. "Yes, you old bastard, go ahead and spit. Your saliva is more honest than the lies of this city."
A few children stood barefoot in the dirt, their ribs visible like skeletons under skin. They stared at me, one laughing shrilly, the other reaching for my coat. I reached into my pocket, tossed him a coin, which sank into the mud, and yelled, "There, kid! Dig it up! That's what Odessa is—digging for handouts that immediately disappear back into the dirt."
The women at the doors giggled, but without joy, only like shadows of a memory. One called out to me, her voice rough, her eyes dead. I grinned, staggered toward her, and held out my bloody face. "Your smile is as empty as your belly, girl. And yet—it's more honest than anything Paris could ever sell."
People began to murmur, their gazes grew harder, and a few men stepped out of the shadows. Passepartout hissed in panic: "Sir, please, they're going to kill us..."
I raised my arms wide, my laughter hoarse, my voice a mockery over the streets. "Let them! I'd rather die in Odessa, where at least misery doesn't lie, than in Vienna with waltzes or in Paris with perfume!"
The voices grew louder, a few punches against walls, threatening footsteps. And I knew: the city was listening. Odessa was breathing me in—and perhaps about to spit me out again.
The alley spat me out, and I found the place where I belonged: a harborside dive, half plank, half mold, with a sign that looked more like a tombstone than an invitation. The entrance was so low that you had to bend down, as if you were a sinner crawling into hell.
Inside: smoke, voices, stench. Sailors with faces torn by the wind and battered by rum. Smugglers whose eyes twitched as if they were facing the gallows every night. Women who had more shadows than bodies, their smiles as hollow as the bottles on the tables.
I staggered to the bar, slamming my fist on the wet wood so that the glasses bounced. "Schnaps!" I yelled. "No wine, no excuses—give me that stuff, it burns my throat like a damn sea."
The barman, a blockhead with eyes like wet stones, placed a glass in front of me. Clear, sharp, brutal. I downed it immediately, without air, and laughed as my throat burned. "Voilà! Odessa welcomes you by killing you right away—that's more honest than Vienna could ever be."
The sailors stared at me, one laughing hoarsely, another growling. I turned to them, spreading my arms, glass in hand. "You pigs! You think you're men of the sea. But the sea just eats you up and spits back your bones. You're not heroes—you're just wet dogs drowning in a puddle."
A murmur went through the room, chairs creaked, fists clenched. Passepartout hissed, "Sir, please be quiet..."
I slammed the glass on the counter, shattering it and spilling liquor over my hand. I raised my fist, bloody and wet, my voice blaring: "The sea is nothing but God's garbage dump! All your blood, all your sweat, all your death—the sea consumes it and doesn't say a word. And you? You worship it like children kissing a rat."
Laughter, curses, one of them jumped up, but a comrade held him back. I laughed, louder, my voice a storm. "Come on! Beat me like the waves! I'm ready. Odessa has already shown me that truth isn't spoken here—it's drunk, beaten, and bled."
The barman yelled something in Russian, the air grew thicker, more dangerous. I grinned broadly, my teeth red, and knew: the first blow wasn't far off.
It didn't take a minute for one of the sailors to stand up. A colossus, his beard covered in salt, his hands like shovels. His eyes were glassy from the liquor, but the hatred in them was sharp as a knife. He came toward me, slowly, heavily, every step a clap of thunder on the planks.
"English dog," he growled, the R in his mouth rolling like a storm. "You're laughing at the sea? You're laughing at us?"
I grinned, bloody, my lips chapped, my voice a croak. "Laugh? No, friend. I spit. Because you're not men. You're wet dogs who bark when the waves kick you. And in the end, you drown like rats in a barrel."
A scream rippled through the dive. Tables tipped, chairs slid, the whores screamed, the candles flickered. A second sailor jumped to his feet, his face as red as a raw steak. "Bastard! We'll beat you to death!"
Passepartout clung to my arm, desperate. "Sir, please! Not again! They'll tear us to pieces!"
I pushed him away, swaying, spreading my arms, glass still in hand. "Come on! I've danced with Vienna, bled with Budapest—now it's your turn! Your fists are more honest than your songs, and I'm here to taste the truth."
The first blow came like a storm, a fist to the face that sent stars through my skull. I staggered back, spitting blood, grinning, and yelling: "Voilà! Finally, arguments that make sense!"
Then the next bottle flew, shattered against the wall, and the dive bar tore apart like a ship in a storm. Sailors rushed at me, the landlord yelled, women screamed—and I laughed, bloody, staggering, my arms wide open as if to embrace the whole fight.
The dive burst apart like a rotten barrel. Chairs creaked, tables tipped, bottles flew through the air. One of the sailors ripped a fishing net from the wall and threw it over me, but I flailed with both arms, got tangled up, and laughed, my voice hoarse: "Voilà! Catch me like a dead fish—but I stink louder than your entire damn sea!"
A punch struck my ribs, I doubled over, coughed, and spat blood, but I struck back, my hand heavy, my fingers sticky from the liquor. I caught another sailor's jaw, heard the crack, saw him stagger. A scream, laughter, then a chair crashed onto my back. Wood splintered, pain blazed, I roared, "Yes! Hit me, you dogs! Your fists are more honest than your singing!"
Passepartout screamed, his voice almost drowned out. "Sir! We have to get out! They're going to kill you!" But he couldn't get to me, was pushed back himself, a plaything among the raging bodies.
The barman roared, threw a mug, which shattered on my head, beer running down my hair, sticky and warm. I wiped my face, grinned, my teeth red, and preached as fists rained down on me: "Listen! This is truth! Not your lies, not your flags—just blood, sweat, and splinters in your mouth! Chaos is more honest than peace, because peace is just a word, but chaos breaks your bones!"
A knife flashed in a sailor's hand. He rushed at me, eyes wild, teeth bared. I laughed, spreading my arms, staggering, covered in blood. "Come! Stab me! Finish this! But remember – your knife doesn't lie. It speaks more clearly than your God."
He swung, but in the heat of the moment, he stumbled, was rammed into another, the knife clattering across the floor. Screams, blood, a hurricane of violence. I continued to laugh, my body bruised, my voice ragged, but loud enough for everyone to hear.
"Odessa! Port of misery! This is your song—shards, fists, blood! And I'll dance to it until I drop!"
And that's exactly what I did.
The dive bar spat me out like a piece of meat chewed too long. I staggered through the door, my face bloody, my hands shaking, my coat a torn sheet covered in shards and liquor. Behind me, the chaos still raged: screams, blows, curses in a language I didn't understand—but I understood the melody: rage, blood, misery.
I stumbled to the quay, where the sea lay black, a stinking carpet of seaweed, garbage, and fish carcasses. Seagulls screeched, munching on scraps that looked like human fingers. I laughed until I was hoarse, slumped onto the rocks, my skull pounding, my ribs burning. I spat blood into the water, watched it instantly disappear, as if the sea had greedily swallowed it.
"Voilà," I murmured, my voice shaky but loud enough for the waves to hear. "The sea is more honest than any city. It devours everything—your ships, your dreams, your corpses—and gives nothing back except salt."
I lay back on the cold stone, the sky gray, the water dark. "The sea is the biggest mouth of all. It swallows without question. It forgives nothing, it promises nothing. It takes and takes until nothing remains."
Passepartout knelt beside me, his hands shaking. "Sir, you're bleeding to death... please, we need to get help..."
I laughed, bloody, my voice a rasp. "Help? The sea laughs at help. You can scream, you can pray, but when the waves come, you're just meat in salt."
A seagull landed close to me, staring at me with greedy eyes, as if it were about to peck at my skull. I grinned at it and whispered, "Just you wait, you bastard. You'll get my head when the booze runs out."
Then I closed my eyes, felt the cold of the stones, heard the rattling of the ships in the harbor, and the endless, indifferent breathing of the sea. And I knew: It was more honest than any person I had ever met.
The morning in Odessa wasn't a beginning, but just another stain on a dirty map. Fog hung over the harbor, heavy as a shroud, and the stench of rotten fish still lingered in the air. The city looked as if it had wept all night and decided to do the same the next day.
Passepartout pulled me up, my legs barely giving way, my body a single bloody rag. He groaned, cursing quietly in French as he half-dragged, half-carried me over cobblestones that had seen more blood than rainwater.
I laughed, hoarsely, with a hole where a tooth had once been. "Voilà, Odessa! You gave me nothing but booze in my stomach, blood in my mouth, and the stench of misery in my nose. But that's enough. More than Paris, more than Vienna, more than Budapest. At least you didn't lie."
A few sailors squatted on the quay, staring at us, their eyes tired, their hands shaking. A woman with disheveled hair laughed shrilly when she saw me stagger, shouted something that sounded like a curse, and spat in my direction. I grinned, broadly, bloodily. "Thank you, girl! Your spit is more honest than any prayer."
We arrived at the ship that would take us further, a rusty belly rocking in the harbor like a dying whale. I stopped, swayed, and looked at the planks that looked like rotten wood that had long since known no god.
"The sea is calling," I croaked, my voice a cut. "And Odessa is saying goodbye not with flowers, but with blood. So it shall be."
Passepartout pulled me on, desperate, exhausted. I grinned, my lips chapped, and raised my arms as far as my wounds allowed. "Goodbye, Odessa! Port full of misery, full of rats, full of lies so honest they're no longer lies. I drank you, I bled you—and you didn't disappoint me."
Then I climbed aboard, staggering, the ship groaning, and the sea waiting, black, vast, relentless.
 
In the belly of the Black Sea
The ship lay there like a rusty carcass that had forgotten how to sink. The planks were already rotting in the harbor, the sails hung like sagging lungs, and even the seagulls seemed disgusted, keeping their distance, squawking only from afar. A few sailors, faces of leather and salt, pulled nets and ropes as if mending their own graves.
Passepartout held his nose and coughed, his eyes filled with fear. "Mon Dieu, Monsieur... that... that floats?"
I laughed, croaking, my lips chapped, my teeth bloody. "Floating? Ha! That's not a ship, my boy. It's a floating coffin. And we're the cargo that forgot it's dead."
We trudged across the creaking wood, which groaned beneath our boots like a dying dog. Rats scurried across the ropes, their eyes glowing like small torches in the shadows. The stench of tar, fish, and old sweat burned our nostrils.
I grabbed a bottle I'd found somewhere—no one asked, no one was surprised. I ripped the cork out with my teeth, spat it overboard, and raised the bottle like a chalice. "Voilà! To the Black Sea! To the belly of the monster that will swallow us whenever it wants!"
A few sailors looked at me, shook their heads, one muttered something in Russian that sounded like "crazy." I grinned, took a deep sip, and let the liquor run down my chin. "Your ship is dirt, your sea is death, and I—I'm the only one here who can celebrate that."
Passepartout tugged on my sleeve and whispered, “Sir, please… behave yourself.”
I pushed him away, staggered, spread my arms, and held the bottle high. "Manners? Manners are for Earth, where people pretend to be alive. At sea, there's no manners. Only waves that swallow you and fists that eat you. Welcome to the belly of the Black Sea!"
Then I continued drinking while the bell rang and the ship broke away—into the gray, into the mouth of the monster.
The ship crawled out of the harbor, slowly, groaning, as if reconsidering every meter. The sky was gray as ash, the water murky, and the entire Black Sea smelled of salt, fish, and rotten dreams. Every step on deck was sticky with tar and dirt, and the planks creaked as if they were about to give way.
The passengers, a miserable heap, sat or lay in corners, pale from the rocking before the wind had even picked up speed. A child cried, a merchant groaned, a woman prayed, and somewhere in the corner, someone vomited into a bucket that already stank.
I laughed, swigged schnapps down my throat, my throat burning, and I roared across the planks: "Voilà! This is your judge, your king, your god! Not your emperor, not your priest, not your flags – the sea! It devours everyone equally. It wipes out the emperor like a whore, the merchant like a child. And the only thing it leaves behind is salt."
A sailor looked at me, his eyes narrowed. "You're laughing now, Englishman. Wait until the storm comes."
I grinned, spat into the water lapping against the side of the ship. "Storm? Ha! I am the storm, my friend. The storm with a liver made of booze. Your sea may swallow me, but I'll laugh as I go down."
Passepartout leaned against the railing, pale, his hands pressed to his stomach. "My God... I can't stand this."
I patted him on the shoulder, too hard, almost making him fall. "Hold on, boy! The sea is just testing you. If you survive, you'll be stronger. If not, at least you'll be honestly dead."
The ship rocked, the planks creaked, and the sea grinned at us—all of us, indifferent, like a judge who needs no witnesses.
We'd barely been out for a few hours when the sea began to show its teeth—not as a storm, not as a wall of waves, but quietly, evenly, that damned up and down that turns your stomach like it's a bucket full of vomit.
The passengers fell one after the other. One hung over the railing, vomiting into the water, the sea seemingly swallowing it greedily. Another lay on the bottom, pale as chalk, his eyes rolling back. A woman held the bucket, but soon she was pouring it in herself, while her child cried, as if it already knew this wasn't a game.
I stood in the middle, bottle in hand, rocking with the ship, not because of seasickness, but because the liquor was making me stagger. I laughed, yelled, my voice masking the choking: "Voilà! At least you're giving something back to the sea! Eating, drinking, vomiting—it's the eternal cycle! You think you're traveling, but you're just suppliers for Poseidon's stomach."
A few sailors laughed, one yelled "There!" and patted me on the back. Others glared at me, annoyed, tired.
Then came the moment I cherished: Passepartout, my poor little servant, clung to the railing, his face green, his eyes filled with tears. "My God... I'm dying!" he rasped, and then it came—a splash, right into the water, right in the face of the Black Sea.
I laughed so loudly that the seagulls flew up. I grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him, while he half-doubled over. "Die? Ha! You're the most honest of us all, my boy. You're giving back to the sea what you never got to keep. That's more truth than all the priests and merchants can squander."
He groaned, wiped his mouth, and almost fell over, and I held him with one hand, raising the bottle with the other. "Drink!" I cried. "Drink against the vomit, drink against the fear, drink against the sea. Only those who drink can laugh when they fall."
He waved me off, shaking his head as he continued to choke. I drank in his place, letting the liquor run down my chest, the salt mingling with blood, sweat, and vomit. I spread my arms, staggering, laughing into the gray. "Look, you poor dogs! The sea takes everything from you, even your stomach. But me—it won't take me until the last drop has dried up."
And the Black Sea remained silent while the people continued to vomit.
The sun had long since disappeared, the sea remained gray, and the ship now stank worse than a slaughterhouse. Vomit, sweat, tar, old beer—everything mingled into a mess that even the wind couldn't carry away. I stood at the railing, bottle in hand, red eyes, ragged laughter.
A few sailors passed by, faces like leather, teeth yellow, hands covered in scars. They gave me looks that bore more cuts than knives. One deliberately nudged me in the shoulder, spat on the ground, and muttered, "English... swine."
I grinned, wiping my mouth with my sleeve. "Pig? Ha! At least you're honest. You're worse. You're rats in hats. You walk across a sinking ship, pretending to be men, but in truth you're just the vermin of the sea."
A murmur, voices grew louder, fists clenched. One drew his knife, the blade blunt but sharp enough to smell blood. He growled, "Say another word and I'll cut out your tongue."
Passepartout stared in horror, his hands shaking. "Sir, please... shut up!"
I laughed, stepped closer, so close I could taste the salt on his breath. "The tongue? Ha! Go on, cut it out. But then you'll have to take my throat with you, because words like mine don't come from flesh, but from misery—and you can't kill that."
The sailors pressed closer, voices shouted, hands grabbed my arms. A push, and I staggered against the railing, the sea grinning blackly beneath me.
And at that very moment the sky opened.
A roar, a blow, the wind came like a fist. The first waves piled up, the ship groaned as if it were breaking apart. The rain pelted down, salty and hard, the knife's blade flashed in the stormlight—and then all threats vanished in the chaos.
"Storm!" someone yelled. "Hold the ropes!"
The sailors let go of me and ran to the masts. The ship groaned, the planks screamed. I staggered, laughed, my voice rising into the wind: "Voilà! Even the sea wants to beat me—finally, an opponent bigger than your little knives!"
And the storm began to swallow us.
The Black Sea tore off its mask. No more gray rocking, no more lazy smacking against the side of the ship – now it howled, now it roared, now it bared its teeth. Waves like walls crashed down on us, crashing over the deck, sweeping away everything that wasn't tied down. The sky was a single black wound from which rain fell like knives.
The ship groaned as if it were about to tear apart. Planks splintered, ropes snapped, men screamed, their voices drowned in the wind. One was caught by the wave, disappeared overboard, a scream, then nothing. No farewell, no grave, only water.
I stood in the middle of the deck, bottle in hand, staggering, wet to the bone, and laughed. "Voilà! Look at it! That's your god! The sea takes what it wants – and you're just flesh, swimming until it sinks!"
A sailor grabbed onto me and yelled in my ear: “Englishman, shut up, help secure the sails!”
I pushed him away, my laughter a rattle through the thunder. "Sails? Ha! No sail can keep the sea's mouth shut. You can tie it, you can pray—it'll still eat you. Your work is just a waste of time with ropes!"
Passepartout clung to the railing, pale, soaked, his eyes wide with panic. "Sir! You're killing us both!"
I spread my arms, the sea lashing my face, salty, bitter, brutal. "Die? Ha! We're already dead, my boy! This is just the dance in the belly of the monster before it spits out its bones!"
Lightning ripped open the sky, the ship shook as if the devil himself had pulled on it. Water splashed across the deck, I was thrown, crashed against a plank, laughed, and spat blood and rain. "Yes! Hit me, you bastard! Hit me until there's nothing left! Your anger is more honest than any lie on land!"
The men ran, screamed, and prayed. But I stood there, staggering, soaking wet, a bottle in my fist, preaching to the waves as if I were their prophet.
"The sea doesn't lie! It takes! And that's more than your cities have ever learned!"
And the Black Sea roared back.
At some point, the storm was no longer outside, but inside my head. Every thunder echoed through my ribs, every wave crashed in my stomach. I stumbled into the cabin, a hole in the belly of the ship that stank of wet wood, mold, and cold sweat.
I threw myself into the bunk, which looked more like a coffin than a bed. The ship rocked as if it were about to rip open its belly, and every jolt knocked the air out of my lungs. Water dripped from the ceiling, cold and salty, as if the walls themselves were about to drown me.
I closed my eyes – and the sea came in. Not in drops, not in splashes. In images. I saw faces rising from the waves, skulls with open mouths, arms reaching for me, cold, slippery, unstoppable. I heard voices, not a prayer, not a song – only gurgles, screams, the last breaths of drowning people.
I laughed weakly, coughed up blood, and spat it onto the boards. "Voilà... there you are, you bastards. You've been waiting, haven't you? For me to finally fall, for me to finally be quiet."
The water crept into my head, the voices screamed louder, pulling at my legs as if they wanted to pull me down, deeper, deeper. I grabbed the empty bottle and threw it against the wall. It shattered, but the sea just laughed back.
Passepartout was there, somewhere beside me, his voice panicking: “Sir, you must hold on… you… you’re dying!”
I turned my head, my eyes half-closed, my laughter a rasp. "Die? No. Not yet. The sea wants me, yes... but not today. Today it only wants to taste me."
I placed my hand on the wet floor, felt the ship groan, and murmured, almost tenderly: "The sea is more honest than the earth. The earth deceives you with houses and gardens. The sea devours you without excuse. This is the only contract that makes sense."
Then I collapsed, half unconscious, half laughing, while the waves outside continued to rage and, in my dreams, were already swallowing my body.
Morning came like a knife of gray light. The ship still rocked, but no longer like a madman—more like an old drunkard too exhausted to raise his fists. The storm had receded, not defeated, just sated.
I crawled onto the deck, my legs shaking, my shirt clinging wetly to my skin. The salt had eaten into every crack, my lips were chapped, my eyes burned like fire. I leaned against the railing, spat blood into the sea, and laughed hoarsely.
"Voilà," I wheezed, "we survived the mouth. But not because we were strong. Only because it wasn't hungry enough yet."
The sailors worked in silence, faces pale, eyes empty. One had a bandaged arm, another limped. No one spoke of the storm. They all looked as if they had seen hell and decided to say nothing about it.
Passepartout stood in the corner, pale, exhausted, but alive. He looked at me, his eyes full of fear and exhaustion. "Sir... we should have died."
I grinned, my teeth red, my breath salty. "We always die, my boy. Only today has death forgotten us. Tomorrow, perhaps not."
The wind blew cold, the sea lay black and still, as if it were still laughing in its belly above us. I raised my arms, shaky but loud: "To the Black Sea! The only grave honest enough not to paint you!"
And my laughter echoed across the water until it sank into silence.
 
Constantinople: a hangover between minarets
The ship spewed us into the harbor of Constantinople, and I swore the Black Sea was still laughing behind me. The harbor was a chaos of voices, screams, carts, camels, and stench—fish, blood, shit, sweat, burnt flesh. Above everything rose the minarets, slender and pointed, as if they were trying to sew the sky itself shut so that no more light could escape.
I stood on the plank, my legs wobbly, my head throbbing, and the cat gnawed at my skull like rats on a carcass. I spread my arms, my voice hoarse but loud: "Voilà! Constantinople! The gateway between East and West, between lies and lies. Your needles pierce the sky, but underneath, the same filth rots as everywhere else."
Passepartout tugged at my sleeve, his eyes pleading: “Sir, please… behave, we are no longer in Europe…”
I laughed, bloody, reached into my coat, and pulled out the piece of cold, fatty pork I'd brought with me from Odessa. Half rancid, half hard, but still edible. I bit into it, fat dripping down my lips, the salt mingling with my blood.
A few men, turbans on their heads, stared at me, their eyes wide, then narrowed, their faces dark. I grinned at them, stuffing the pork further into my mouth. "Look! The Englishman is eating pork right before your damned eyes. Your God can take me if he wants—but he has to be faster than my hunger."
A cry went through the crowd, one shouted something that sounded like a curse, another spat on the ground. Women pulled their children away, men clenched their fists.
I chewed slowly, spat a piece of fat onto the planks, my voice a growl: "Your prayer may sound beautiful, but my pig growls louder. And I swear, it's more honest than any heaven you worship."
Passepartout trembled, his face white. "Sir, please, they're killing us..."
I grinned, wiped the grease from my chin, and laughed so loudly that even the seagulls at the harbor fell silent. "Let them try. A hangover in my stomach, a pig in my mouth, and liquor in my liver—I'm ready for their god. But I swear, he'll choke on me."
And so my Constantinople began: with pork, mockery, and a hangover that screamed louder than any prayer from the minaret.
We stumbled into the bowels of the city. The alleys of Constantinople were a labyrinth of stench and color—spices burning like fire in the air, smoke billowing from every corner, sweat steaming on the stones. The hangover pounded my skull, every step was like a hammer blow, but I laughed nonetheless, croaking, full of mockery.
The bazaars were a madhouse. Merchants shouted their wares as if they had to drown out the heavens themselves. Mountains of spices piled up, red, yellow, and black, like small graveyards of dust. Furs, cloths, fruit—everything lay in the heat, as if just waiting to rot.
An old merchant, with a chest-length beard, waved dates at me, his smile crooked, his hands greasy. "Good, good, very good, Monsieur!" he cried in broken French. "Everything fresh, everything strong!"
I approached, my eyes bloody, my jaw full of pork scraps I was still chewing. I grinned in his face so he could smell the stench of my breath and yelled, "Fresh? Strong? You're nothing more than a preacher in sheep's clothing! Your spices are nothing but perfume for the rot that lies beneath. You don't sell food—you sell excuses so people can stop smelling the stench of their own poverty!"
A murmur went through the crowd. The merchant snarled and slammed his hand on his stall. "Englishman! Pig! Get out!"
I laughed, spread my arms, my voice blaring through the alley: "Out? Ha! I'm not going anywhere! I'm here to rip off your masks! You call it a bazaar—I call it a graveyard, where the goods die and you sell the corpses!"
Passepartout tugged desperately at my sleeve, his voice barely audible in the noise: “Sir, please… they’re going to lynch us!”
I pushed him away, almost taking his footing, and grabbed a handful of spices from the stand. I threw them into the air, the red dust settled on my skin, my sweat burned, and I laughed as if I were on fire. "Voilà! Your magic, your pride, your gold—all dust in the wind! Your truth lies in the dirt, not in these colors!"
The merchants shouted, the crowd pressed closer, the alley became narrower, more threatening. But I grinned, my teeth red from the meat and wine, and my cat screamed louder than everyone else combined.
The heat of the bazaars ate away at my skin, the noise pounded my skull, and my stomach wanted to vomit everything up—pork, liquor, blood, memories. I staggered into a side alley that smelled of stale water and burnt remains and found what I was looking for: a tavern.
The building was a hole, barely more than four walls, a roof that hung so crooked it looked as if it were about to collapse on top of people's heads. Inside, it was dark, stuffy, full of men whose faces looked as if they had already lost everything and gained nothing. The smell of smoke and sweat hung over everything, but the best part: raki.
I slammed open the door, stumbled to the counter, and slammed my fist on the sticky wood. "Faster! Raki, enough to finally quiet my head."
The barman, a bony man with eyes that could see nothing but the nearest coin, placed a glass in front of me. Clear liquid that burned just looking at it. I downed it immediately, without breathing, and my throat screamed while my stomach rebelled. The hangover nearly ripped my head off, but the raki soothed the pain like fire.
I laughed, bloody, sweating, and yelled, "Voilà! A hangover is more honest than a prayer! It shows you what you really are—filth with a throbbing skull, flesh that wants to forget but can't. No prayer in the world makes you as honest as a morning full of vomit!"
A few men turned around, murmuring, one laughed harshly, another spat contemptuously on the ground. Passepartout sat down next to me, his head in his hands, whispering, "Sir, you're making us all look ridiculous."
I slapped him hard on the back, almost knocking him off his stool. "Ridiculous? Ha! We're the only ones who even know there's nothing to laugh about! A hangover is a mirror—and every mirror shows you a monster. I..."—I raised my glass—"I drink to toast the monster."
The barman placed a carafe in front of me without a word. I downed the next glass, my head exploded, my eyes watered, my body screamed—and I grinned because it was honest.
"You pray in mosques, you pray in churches," I slurred, "but the only altar that makes sense is a bar with the bottles on it. Amen in a drunken mood, brothers."
The men laughed, some rapped on the table, others clenched their fists. The cat was a hammer, but the raki was the nail, and I was the plank that could be split.
The carafe was half empty, my skull half-broken, and the tavern now smelled like my own grave: sweat, smoke, vomit, and sweet raki. I staggered out into the alley, the sun burning like nails on my head, and the cat singing louder than the birds.
Just then, a group of men passed by—fresh from the mosque, their foreheads still wet from prayer, their lips murmuring softly. They looked as if they held the truth in their hands, clean, clear, unshakable. And me? I stood there with a belly full of pork and a liver full of liquor.
I grinned, broadly, bloodily, and yelled: "Voilà! There they are, the dancers of God! You bow, you kneel, you murmur—but that's nothing but a dance for a god who long ago suffocated in a bar!"
The men stopped, their eyes narrowed, their faces dark. One clenched his fists, another rolled up his sleeves. The crowd in the street fell silent, children ran aside, women pulled their shawls tighter.
I staggered closer, my breath stank of raki, my voice a scratchy knife. "You kneel five times a day – I drink five bottles. Your prayers empty you, my intoxication fills me. Which of us is more honest?"
One of the believers spat on the ground in front of me, his voice like thunder: “Pig!”
I laughed, raised my hands as if preaching. "Yes! Pig, heretic, bastard—call me what you will. But listen carefully: your God speaks through songs, mine speaks through vomit. And believe me, vomit doesn't lie."
A murmur went through the crowd. A few shouted, one grabbed a stick. Passepartout grabbed my arm and hissed in panic: "Sir! We have to leave! Immediately!"
I tore myself away, staggering, my teeth red, my grin wide. "No! Today, Constantinople will hear that a hangover is more honest than any prayer. You pray to forget the pain—I drink to hear it. And that makes me more real than your minarets."
The men moved closer, their voices growing louder, more threatening. And I knew: the next blow wouldn't be schnapps, but a fist.
The first blow came swiftly. One of the men swung his stick, hitting me in the shoulder, and I staggered back, laughing hoarsely, blood in my mouth. "Voilà! Your religion finally has a hand—and it strikes more honestly than any prayer!"
The crowd roared, shouts, screams, curses in a language that sounded like stones scraping against iron. A second man grabbed me by the collar, his eyes full of hatred. I spat red wine and pork fat in his face, yelling, "Your God won't save you, my friend—but your stick might!"
Then it broke out. Fists cracked, sticks whizzed, bottles flew. I laughed, staggered, and fought back with everything I had. My fist found a face, my forehead rammed into a nose, blood spurted, voices screamed.
Passepartout tried to pull me away, but someone pulled him in. My poor servant stumbled, got punched in the stomach, wheezed, and I heard him whimper: "Monsieur... no... please!"
I shouted back, grabbing a jug and breaking it over a skull: "Come on, boy! Today you'll learn that no god is as honest as a broken bottle!"
The alley was a whirlpool of dust, blood, and screaming. Children shrieked, women screamed, men threw themselves at me as if they were trying to tear down an animal. I laughed, staggered, screamed, my voice scratchy: "You call me a pig, a heretic, a dog—but I tell you: You're just the same! Only I'm saying it out loud!"
A punch hit me in the jaw, stars exploded, I fell against a wall, the pork fell out of my coat and lay in the dust. Someone stepped on it and spat. I laughed until I bled, shouting, "Even in the dirt, it tastes more honest than your heaven!"
Passepartout was thrown beside me, coughing, his face ashen. We both lay in the dust while the crowd raged around us, fists and sticks raining down on us like rain. And I continued to laugh, because every wound was more honest than any damned prayer from the minaret.
At some point the beatings stopped. Perhaps because the men were tired. Perhaps because they thought I was already dead. I lay in the dust of the alley, my face a single red mess, my ribs burning, my fingers trembling as if they were trying to pull away from my hand. Passepartout crouched beside me, coughing, groaning, a miserable heap with eyes gleaming with fear.
The call of the muezzin rose above us. Loud, clear, powerful, like a knife cutting through the air. The voices of the faithful carried the sound, as if they were trying to open the heavens.
I lay there, grinning bloodily, my teeth red, my breath rattling. "Voilà... a beautiful melody... for a dead animal like me."
Passepartout leaned over me, his hands shaking, tears streaming down his face. "Sir... why? Why are you doing this?"
I laughed hoarsely, blood spurting from my mouth as if I were drowning myself. "Because... a hangover is more honest than a prayer... and a punch is more honest than an amen."
The sky above me blurred, the minarets rising into the sky like daggers trying to stab the sky itself. I stared at them, and for a moment I hallucinated how they moved, tilted, like spears aimed directly at my ribcage.
I raised my arms, staggering, laughing, bloody. "Yes! Strike, you needles of heaven! But don't forget—I laugh louder than you could ever pray."
My voice broke, my body slumped. Passepartout screamed, but it was only a distant sound. I heard the muezzin, the dust, the blood in my ears—and it all sounded like a song you can only hear once before falling silent for good.
Morning fell upon Constantinople like a damp cloth pressed across your face. The alleys still steamed with the blood and sweat of the night, and the stench of smoke, animals, and people was so thick it could cut you. I staggered through the dust, Passepartout at my side, dragging me more than supporting me.
My eyes were swollen, my lips chapped, every breath tasted of rust. But my laughter was still there—weak, brittle, but there. "Voilà," I wheezed, "Constantinople has given me a hangover that screams louder than any god."
We walked past the minarets that towered into the sky, proud and rigid. Their cry still echoed in my head, but I grinned, bloody, mocking. "Hangover or prayer... makes no difference. It all ends in the same dust."
A few believers cast glances at us, full of hatred, full of contempt. One spat, a woman pulled her child away. I waved to them, my hand shaking, my voice croaking: "Keep your heaven, I'll take the dust. It tastes more honest."
Passepartout shook his head, tears in his eyes, but he said nothing. Perhaps he had long since understood that my words were merely knives that no one could stop.
We reached the quay where the next ship was waiting, creaking, stinking, ready to carry us further east. I stopped, looked back at the city, its minarets like spears in the sky, and laughed hoarsely.
"Farewell, Constantinople. You gave me nothing but dust in my mouth, blood in my skull, and a song I despised. And yet... you were more honest than London could ever be."
Then I stumbled aboard, the hangover my constant companion, and the sea was already waiting for the next dance.
A preacher and a fist in the face
The road was dusty, the sun hung like a hot nail above our heads. My hangover was still eating my brain, every step was a slap in the face from life itself. Passepartout trotted beside me, pale, beaten, his face so tired, as if he'd long since realized that this journey had no destination.
There he stood. A man in a black habit, a cross around his neck, his eyes glowing as if they had seen something that made them stronger than liquor. He held a bundle of Bibles under his arm and spoke to the passersby, his voice loud, clean, like water dripping through cracks.
"Brothers! Sisters! The Lord is merciful! Receive the Word, find comfort, find salvation!" he cried, distributing the books as if they were loaves of bread. The people took them, some gratefully, others indifferently.
When he saw me—my coat covered in dirt, my face covered in blood, my eyes full of scorn—he approached me, the cross dangling. "My son," he said, "you look as if you are carrying a heavy burden. Take this." He held out a Bible to me, serious, full of compassion.
I stared at him, my lips chapped, then I laughed, so hoarsely that my throat burned. I slammed my fist against the bottle I still had hanging on my belt and yelled, "Voilà! The only Bible I need is a bottle! It's got everything in it—beginning, end, and all the dirty chapters in between!"
A few bystanders laughed nervously, others murmured indignantly. The preacher didn't flinch, his eyes unwavering, his hand outstretched. "The bottle is sin. Only the Word of God will save you."
I approached, my breath stank of raki and pork, my grin bloody. "Rescue? Ha! If your God is so good at saving, why are people dying everywhere like dogs in the dust? Your word is water in a sieve—and at least my bottle is honestly empty."
The preacher stood his ground, but I saw the trembling in his hands. The crowd paused, watched, and whispered. The dust settled over the scene like a gray blanket, and I knew: Here was a battle that wouldn't end with Bible verses.
The man raised the Bible, the sun glittering on the gilt edges as if the book were a weapon. His voice was firm, solemn, like a bell ringing in the dust. "My son," he cried, "your wounds are the marks of sin. Your thirst is not a hunger for liquor—it is a hunger for salvation. Repent, confess, and the Lord will save you. No man is too lost."
The crowd listened, nodded, some murmured an "Amen." Even Passepartout raised his head, his eyes pleading, as if he wanted to believe the words because he himself had long since lost hope in me.
But I laughed, bloody, hoarse, my head pounding, but my mockery was louder. "Salvation?" I rasped, spitting blood into the dust. "Your heaven is nothing more than a tavern without liquor. A room full of people pretending to be happy—but no one has a glass in their hand. What is that but hell with white walls?"
A cry went through the crowd, children were dragged away, women covered their ears. The preacher approached, his eyes burning. "Stop! Heaven is not an inn, it is peace! Without pain, without lies, without death."
I staggered, brandishing the bottle like a scepter, grinning broadly. "Peace? Ha! Peace is just another lie. I tell you, hell is more honest. It's a bazaar with an admission price. Everyone knows what they're getting: fire, pain, screams. No fake smiles, no white robes. Honest filth!"
The men in the crowd murmured, one shouted, "Heretic!" The preacher raised the Bible again, his voice louder, firmer, as if trying to drown me out. "You are blind! The Lord loves you anyway, even in your despair. Put down the bottle, accept the Word, and you will be free!"
I stepped so close to him that I could feel the trembling in his breath, my laughter a knife. "Free? I'm freer than you've ever been, priest. Because I know that everything is nothing—and I drink to celebrate nothingness. Your master is just a bad host who leaves the glasses empty."
The crowd roared, voices shouted, stones were lifted. But I continued to grin, my teeth red, my skull filled with thunder.
The preacher held out the Bible to me as if it were a key that would break my chains. His eyes shone, his voice trembled, the crowd pressed closer as if a miracle were about to occur. Passepartout whispered nervously, "Monsieur... please... just take it, say thank you..."
I grinned bloodily, my teeth red, and roughly ripped the book from the man's hand. The gold still glinted in the light, the paper smelled of printer's ink and dust. I stared at it as if it were a piece of meat—then I laughed hoarsely, loudly, full of venom.
"Voilà! Paper," I croaked, "finally something useful." And then I pressed the Bible against my face, wiping the blood from my nose, the vomit from the corner of my mouth, the sweat from my forehead. Red stains mingled with black ink, the book absorbing it like a sponge.
I held it up, my voice cutting through the air: "Paper is good—for absorbing vomit. There's no better way to use God's Word!"
An outcry. Women screamed, men yelled, children wept. An old man spat at my feet, another raised his fist to heaven. The preacher staggered back, his face pale, his hands shaking. "Blasphemy!" he cried, his voice broken.
I threw the book into the dust, stepped on it, and laughed, my laughter roaring. "Blasphemy? Ha! I call it honesty. Your God is a piece of paper—and paper breaks faster than a throat."
The crowd surged forward, voices grew louder, fists clenched. Passepartout grabbed my arm and pulled, his voice pleading: "Sir, we must leave! Immediately!"
I pulled away, brandishing the bottle in my hand, my grin wide, my eyes red. "No, my boy. Today the prophet won't remain undefeated. Today he'll learn that truth is a fist—not a verse."
And I knew: the next minute would not end with words, but with blood.
The preacher raised his hands to heaven, his voice trembling but not breaking. "Lord! See this lost man, hear his cursing, his insults! Cleanse him from sin, save his soul from damnation!" His words rang like bells in the stifling air, clear, firm, full of fervor.
The crowd murmured, some even knelt as if they were witnessing the end of the world. Women wept, men clenched their fists, children clenched their mothers' legs. It was no longer a bazaar; it was a damned open-air courtroom.
I laughed, my laughter bloody, scratchy, my throat burning, but I screamed louder. "Voilà! Do you hear that? God's clown wants to save me! With words, with psalms, with air! Words! Nothing but damn air!"
The preacher didn't let up, praying louder, shouting verses that meant nothing to me. I swung the bottle like a scepter, my voice thundering against his prayer. "Your master died dead in a bar, priest! I found more truth in a glass of liquor than you found in all your pages of paper! You're no prophet—you're a parrot barking proverbs while the world vomits!"
The crowd roared. Men screamed, one woman shouted "Heretic!" Another spat at me. But no one intervened—not yet. They formed a circle, tense, full of hatred, full of anticipation. As if they were waiting for one of us to finally break.
The preacher approached, Bible raised high, his voice like thunder. "In the name of the Lord, I command you: Be silent!"
I laughed, shouting back, my face red with blood, my throat raw: "Silence? Ha! Silence is for the dead—and I'm still alive! So listen: Your amen is a whisper. My bottle is a scream. And screams beat prayers every time!"
Tension crackled like a thunderstorm above our heads. One of the men in the circle whispered, "He's going to hit the priest." And that's exactly what I wanted.
The preacher stood before me, his cross dangling, his Bible raised, his voice thunderous. "Be silent, sinner! In the name of the Lord!" he cried, and the crowd murmured as if heaven itself were witness.
I grinned, bloodied, staggering, the bottle in my hand as heavy as a hammer. "Voilà... enough psalms, clown. Now comes the only verse I know."
And then I struck.
My fist, the bottle still attached, slammed into his face. A splinter, glass, blood—his head flew back, he staggered, the Bible slipped from his hand, falling into the dust. The crowd screamed, women shrieked, children cried, men yelled.
The preacher stumbled, holding his face, blood trickling between his fingers, red, warm, real. I laughed hoarsely, my voice rising above the chaos: "That's more honest than any amen! A fist doesn't lie, a punch speaks louder than your whole damn Bible!"
The crowd went wild; some wanted to attack me, others held them back, perhaps out of fear, perhaps out of shock. An old man shouted "Heretic!" A woman beat her chest, a boy even clapped until his mother slapped him.
Passepartout was as white as chalk, grabbed my arm, pulled, and pleaded: "Sir, we must leave! They're killing us!"
I shook him off, spread my arms, bloody teeth, my bottle dripping. "Come on! Beat me, stone me, kill me! But remember: My fist made your priest more honest than God ever could."
The preacher slumped to his knees, blood dripping onto the floor, muttering another prayer, weak and broken. I leaned over him, whispering loud enough for everyone to hear: "Your Lord didn't protect you. But my fist did. And that's the only truth that matters."
The crowd stood there, caught between rage and fear, while I grinned bloodily, heart pounding, fist dripping.
The air was thick with voices—prayers, curses, screams. The preacher knelt in the dust, covered in blood, his hands still raised to heaven as if he could grasp something there that was long dead. I staggered back, the blood from his nose clinging to my knuckles, the glass of the bottle shattering in my hand, every breath burning like fire in my lungs.
Passepartout stood beside me, chalk-white, his eyes wide, as if he were standing in hell itself. "Monsieur... please... stop. You're no longer human."
I laughed, croaking, coughing blood from the corner of my mouth. "Not human anymore? Ha! Being human means lying, praying, hoping. I... I've put that behind me. I'm more honest than all of you."
The crowd screamed, some threw stones that landed in the dust next to me. Children wept, women cried for God, men clenched their fists. I staggered, fell to one knee, my hand pressed against my chest as if my heart were about to burst.
I raised my bloody fist, held it high like a banner, my voice rough, broken, but loud enough for all to hear: "Words... save no one. No amen, no psalm, no proverb. Only pain speaks the truth. Pain is the only thing that doesn't lie."
The preacher muttered, his face red, his voice a whisper. I grinned, showing my teeth, red with blood. "You see, priest? Your God didn't protect you. But my fist showed you that you're still alive. You should thank me."
Then I slumped backward, lying in the dust, my vision blurred, the voices muffled, as if through water. The sky above me was burning blue, the minarets jutted into it like spears, and I laughed weakly, a rattle that sounded like a curse.
Passepartout knelt beside me, shaking me, tears streaming down his face. "Sir! You're dying!"
I turned my head, grinned bloodily, and whispered, "Die? No. Not yet. Pain keeps me alive. More than God ever could."
And then I closed my eyes, just for a moment, as the chaos raged around me.
Morning settled over the city like a gray veil. The streets still steamed with the dust and sweat of yesterday's fight, and my bones felt as if I'd been put through a meat grinder. Passepartout half-walked, half-dragged me across the pavement, his eyes reddened, his face blank with fatigue.
People stared at us. Some with hatred, others with fear, a few with that silent respect one pays to the dead. Women pulled their children aside, men spat, one muttered "heretic." I grinned, bloody, more toothless than yesterday, and spat back into the dust.
“Voilà,” I croaked, my voice a scratch in my throat, “one more preacher who knows that God also bleeds.”
Passepartout whispered, "Sir... please, be silent. Otherwise they'll really kill us."
I laughed, croaking, my body swaying like the sea after a storm. "Killing? Ha! Every day is murder. Today we only killed the priest—but his amen still lives in my skull. A nice sound for a hangover."
We moved on, toward the harbor, heading east. Behind us, the minarets rose silently, like daggers that had ceased to stab. I turned around once more, raising my fist, still covered in blood.
"Hear me, you saints!" I cried, my voice breaking but echoing. "Your God bleeds just like you. And if he doesn't bleed, then he's not a god, but just a stone in the dust."
The crowd was silent. Only a dog barked somewhere. I laughed, coughed, blood trickled down my throat. Then I staggered on, the sun at my back, a hangover in my head, the next drink already in my heart.
 
Through the dust of India
India welcomed us not with colorful dreams, but with a slap in the face. The heat wasn't weather, it was an animal—a damned dog that bit your neck and wouldn't let go. The dust lay everywhere, floating in the air, creeping into your eyes, your mouth, your skin. Everything was full of people—crowds, faces, bodies, voices, a single tangle of sweat and misery.
Passepartout wiped the sweat from his forehead, his eyes wide. "Mon Dieu... this is... overwhelming."
I laughed hoarsely, my throat dry as if I'd swallowed sand. "Overwhelming? Ha! India isn't a dream, boy. India is an oven in which humanity is slowly boiling away. And we're just pieces of meat in the dust."
The streets were a complete mess. Merchants shouted their wares, cows stood amidst the chaos, unmoving, as if they were the only saints still willing to endure the filth. Beggars lay in the gutters, their hands outstretched, their eyes empty. Children ran, barefoot, dusty, screaming for coins or water.
I staggered, my shirt was sticking to my skin, my lips were cracking, the hangover pounding in my skull. I spat on the floor, but even my saliva was dry. "Voilà, India. No fairy tales, no gold, no poetry—just dust, sweat, and the slow decay of humanity."
An old man looked at me, his hand outstretched, his face like leather in the sun. I grinned bloodily, pulled out the bottle I still had in my pocket, and held it up as if it were a sacred object. "You have a hundred gods, old man—I only have this one. And I swear, he's the most honest of them all."
Passepartout groaned, his voice weak: “Monsieur, please… don’t say that so loudly…”
I laughed, coughing up dust, my teeth red. "Out loud? I want everyone to hear. India is a grave full of prayers—and I'm here to show you that even the dust has more truth than your gods."
And the sun continued to burn, mercilessly, as if it wanted to prove that I was right.
The dust was omnipresent. It didn't just lie on the streets, it clung to the air, settled into my skin, and ate into every wrinkle. Every breath was a spoonful of dirt. My lips were chapped, my tongue dry, and every sip of liquor tasted like sand poured down my throat.
Passepartout coughed, his eyes watering. "Sir... I can hardly breathe..."
I grinned, bloody, my voice ragged. "Breathe? Ha! You don't breathe here, you eat dust. And that's exactly the truth. Dust is the true god of India—everyone worships it, whether they want to or not. It sticks to your faces, it sits in your throats, it covers your children, your gods, your dreams."
We trudged through a street where everything had the same appearance: dust on the vendors' fruit, dust on the prayer beads, dust on the cows that stood like kings amidst the chaos. Even the temples seemed to be built not of stone, but of dust that would eventually crumble again.
A priest approached us, his forehead painted, his head held high, his eyes proud. He didn't even look at me, only through me. I laughed in his face, showing him my teeth, red with blood and gray with dust. "Your god is just dust of a different color, priest. And when the wind blows, you're nothing more than dirt that flies away."
People nearby murmured, some covering their ears, others staring at me as if I were the devil himself. I spread my arms, staggering, my voice loud, raw, unbridled: "Your dust is more honest than your heaven! For the dust remains. It falls into your mouths, even when you remain silent. It suffocates you, even when you pray. And in the end, you are nothing more than what you have always been: dust in the dust!"
Passepartout nervously tugged on my arm, his voice pleading: “Monsieur… They’re killing us.”
I laughed, coughed, and spat brown phlegm onto the floor. "Maybe. But if I die, at least I'll die honestly—in dust, not in a prayer."
And above us the sun blazed as if it wanted to burn the words into our flesh.
The alleys became narrower, stifling, the dust thicker, as if the city itself had decided to suffocate its own population. We stumbled into a neighborhood that resembled a mass grave more than a street. Bodies lay everywhere—not dead, but not alive either. Children with bloated stomachs, sick people with open wounds, old people whose faces were so dried out they looked like leather masks.
They crawled toward us, stretching out their hands, their voices thin, weak, pleading: “Sahib… Sahib…”
Passepartout froze, his eyes wide and full of pity. "My God... this is... terrible."
I stopped, swayed, grinned, my teeth covered in dust and blood. "Horrible? No, my boy. That's honest. There are no more masks here, no facades, no perfume. Only dust and misery. And that's exactly the truth."
I reached into my pocket and pulled out a few coins, clinking and cold. I threw them into the dust, not into my hands, but right on the ground. The children pounced on them, their thin fingers scratching in the dirt, their faces contorted with hunger.
I laughed, loudly, hoarsely, my voice echoing over the wretched: "Voilà! You pray for gods – I pray for alcohol. You kneel before temples – I kneel before a bottle. And yet… look at you! You are dust, and the dust laughs at you. You can pray, you can beg, you can fight – in the end, you all lie here, in the same filth, with the same empty eyes."
An old man raised his head, his lips trembling, his voice a whisper: “Sin…”
I stepped closer, my eyes red, my grin wide. "Sin? Ha! Your entire city is a sin. Your poverty is more honest than your god. You want coins? Here, take them—but the dust will consume them faster than you."
And indeed: a coin sank into the dirt, disappeared into the brown dust. A child cried because he couldn't find it. I grinned, broadly, bloodily. "There you see: Dust is the only one that truly retains everything."
Passepartout grabbed my arm and pulled me away, tears in his eyes. "Sir, you are cruel..."
I laughed, croaked, and spat out dust. "Cruel? No. I'm honest. The dust tells you the truth, and I'm just its voice."
And the wind rose, blowing the words through the street as if they no longer belonged to me.
The market was a chaos of noise, sweat, and colors that were already crumbling to dust in the sun. Men shouted their wares out—baskets full of fruit rotting in the dirt, mountains of spices like small piles of sand, fabrics that collected more dust than they repelled. Cows strode through the center, majestically, as if they were the kings of this damned arena.
I staggered inside, my throat dry, my head heavy, my eyes glazed over. Passepartout tried to steady me, but I tore myself away, spreading my arms as if I were going to preach to the entire market. "Voilà! A cemetery that sells itself! Your fruit is dust, your spices are dust, your fabrics are dust—you're all dust sellers!"
A merchant, his face brown as leather, wearing a turban and sharp eyes, shouted at me, something I didn't understand. He held up a handful of spices as if he were about to throw them in my face.
I laughed, coughed until I was bloody, and shouted, "What do you want, friend? Are you trying to sell me dust? I already have enough in my lungs, thanks!"
A murmur went through the crowd. People moved closer, some laughing nervously, others spitting on the ground. The merchant stepped forward, furious, his beard quivering. "Infidel!" he shouted in broken English. "Respect!"
I took his handful of spices and rubbed them over my face until my skin burned, red, and dusty. I grinned broadly, my teeth red and yellow. "Respect? Ha! The only respect I have is for the dust. Because it remains long after you've rotted away."
The crowd murmured louder, more threateningly. Children pressed against their mothers, men clenched their fists. Passepartout trembled, whispering: "Sir, we must leave... immediately..."
But I laughed, raised my arms, and cried: "You're all merchants of nothingness! Dust in your pockets, dust in your baskets, dust in your hearts. Better sell me your souls right now—the dust will take them anyway!"
And then I knew: one more word and the market would burst into flames.
I found the liquor stand, a hole between two fruit carts, where a man was selling clear moonshine in clay jugs. His expression was tired, as if he'd long since known that his product killed more people than all the gods combined. I grinned, slammed a few coins on the table, grabbed a jug, ripped off the cap, and gulped the stuff down like it were water.
The alcohol burned like fire in my throat, ripping open my voice, and the dust in it made it grainy, rough, honest. I staggered back, raised the jug, my voice thundering across the market: "Voilà! You have a hundred gods, and each one tells you a different lie. I only have this one!" – I shook the jug – "and it's more honest than all of them put together."
The crowd froze. A few laughed nervously, others muttered, one shouted something that sounded like a curse. An old man raised his arms to the sky, a merchant hissed at me.
I grinned, my teeth red, and screamed, "Your gods promise heaven, gold, salvation. My bottle promises only one thing—intoxication, pain, vomit. And it damn well keeps its word!"
A murmur went through the alley, voices shouted, fists clenched. Women snatched their children away, men grabbed sticks. Passepartout frantically tried to grab my arm. "Sir! They're going to take us to the grave!"
I pushed him away, staggered, spread my arms, dust clinging to my sweat. "Come on! Beat me, stone me, call me a heretic! But remember: your gods will never answer you. But my bottle... it just lied to me? No! It beat me, burned me—and that's more truth than your heaven can ever give!"
A stone flew and hit the ground next to me. The crowd roared. I laughed, raised the jug, spat alcohol into the dust, and yelled, "Here is my sacrifice! Not for your gods, but for the one who consumes everything—dust!"
And the market exploded in voices, anger and dust.
The sun was a hammer, splitting my skull, blow after blow. The liquor ate into my stomach, the dust stuck to my throat, and my legs became weak as rotten wood. I staggered, falling into the middle of the market, my face in the dirt, and the dust tasted bitter, metallic, like a grave full of rusty nails.
The voices around me blurred, becoming a single rumble. I heard women screaming, men cursing, children laughing shrilly. Passepartout was calling my name from somewhere, but it sounded far away, as if coming from a well.
I turned onto my back, the sun burning my face, and suddenly everything was dust. The faces of the merchants dissolved, becoming masks of sand that scattered in the wind. The cows on the street crumbled to bones, the children to shadows. Even the temples in the background swayed as if they were mere piles of dust that would collapse with the next gust of wind.
I laughed, croaking, my mouth full of sand, my eyes burning. "Voilà! Your gods are nothing but dust. Your markets, your temples, your bodies—dust in dust. You pray to the wind that swallows you."
I raised a hand, covered in dirt and blood, and stared at it as if it were a relic. "In the end, nothing remains... nothing but dust in the throat."
Passepartout was suddenly upon me, his face pale, his hands shaking. "Sir, you must get up! You're dying here in the sun!"
I grabbed his collar, pulled him close to me, and whispered bloodily: "Maybe I'll die. But if I do, then in the dust. And that's more honest than any heaven."
Then I laughed, a wheeze that spat out more dust than it took in. Around me, the streets, the people, the sun blurred. Everything was just dust.
Morning came like a rusty nail through my temples. My skull was heavier than any stone, my mouth dry as an ancient tomb. I stood up, or rather, Passepartout pulled me up, while my legs trembled like rotten wood. My face was a mask of dust, blood, and sweat, and I tasted nothing but earth.
The streets of India stretched out before us, full of voices, full of noise, full of people praying, shouting, and trading. But to me, it was just dust. Dust everywhere—on the fruit, on the houses, in people's throats.
I spat, a brown lump landed in the dirt, and I laughed, hoarse, my voice rough as sandpaper. "Voilà... India prays, but the dust prays louder. Dust is the only god who makes everyone equal. Rich, poor, young, old—in the end, you're nothing more than grains in a gust of wind."
Passepartout shook his head, his face full of fear and fatigue. "Sir... if you continue like this, we'll be killed."
I grinned, my teeth red and gray, my eyes burning. "Then at least we'll die honestly. Not in dreams, not in prayer, but in the dust that consumes everything."
We continued walking, the sun burning, people avoiding us, some with curses, some with silent stares. I staggered, but I was still laughing, my cat screamed, and my words stuck like blood in the morning.
"Dust is the true priest," I murmured, "and he speaks with every breath. Amen in the dirt."
And so we left the city, towards Bombay, towards more drinking, more fights, deeper into the heart of the dust.
 
Bombay: the god is drunk
Bombay stank of a life that had long since seen too much of itself. Already at the harbor, the heat hit me in the face like a fist—humid, heavy, with the breath of a thousand bodies. People were milling everywhere: vendors shouting their wares, women with baskets on their heads, children running barefoot in the dirt, cows lying in the middle of the street as if they were kings.
The stench was a cocktail: sweat, fish, sewage, spices, burnt wood, and urine. I inhaled it, coughed, and laughed hoarsely. "Voilà," I croaked, "Bombay is not a temple. Bombay is a maw that devours everything—people, gods, dreams. And we're just the next piece of meat."
Passepartout grimaced and held a cloth over his nose. "My God... it smells worse than Constantinople."
I grabbed my bottle, which was still half full somewhere, ripped off the cork with my teeth, and spat it onto the ground. A dog snatched it, swallowed it, and choked, and I laughed so loudly that passersby turned around. "See, boy? Even the dogs here are drinking!"
I took the first sip, which burned my throat, and wiped my face with my sleeve. "Bombay isn't a place, it's a cat that's learned to walk. And I swear, I'll drink it until it kills me."
A few men in white robes stared at me, their eyes hard, their lips whispering. I grinned at them, showing my blood-red teeth and raised the bottle. "Your god may be holy—mine is drunk. And he's laughing at all of you."
The crowd murmured, women pulled their children away, and Passepartout hissed in panic: “Monsieur, please, hold back…”
I just laughed and staggered deeper into the streets, among cows, vendors, and the endless dust. Bombay had me in its mouth—and I was ready to be chewed up.
Bombay was a cauldron. The streets were boiling, not with water, but with people. Merchants shouted their wares like orders, cows stood motionless in the midst of the hustle and bustle, as if they knew no one had the courage to push them away. Rickshaws rattled, carts tipped over, children ran barefoot through the heat, their faces smeared with sweat and dust.
I staggered through, bottle in hand, shirt clinging to my body, my forehead glistening with alcohol and sun. Passepartout tried not to lose me in the crush, his eyes filled with panic.
A procession came along. Men in colorful cloths, drums, chants, incense sticks that couldn't dispel the stench. At the front, they carried a statue, painted, colorful, with eyes that seemed emptier than any alcohol. The crowd sang, danced, and cheered, as if heaven itself were descending upon this street.
I laughed, loudly, croaking, my voice cutting through the singing. "Voilà! Your god is swaying, he can barely stand! You carry him so he doesn't fall into the muddy water—and you want to tell me he's powerful?"
The drums faltered, some faces turned toward me. An old man raised his hand and shouted something I couldn't understand, but his tone was hate, pure and sharp. Women held their children tighter, men pressed closer.
I stepped into the middle of the procession, nearly bumping into the statue, my bottle raised like a scepter. "Look! Your god can't even walk on his own! Mine here—" I raised the bottle "—has legs like fire. He makes me stagger, yes, but at least he does it honestly. He staggers with me, not on your shoulders!"
A murmur, loud, dangerous. A young man hissed and reached for a stick, but others held him back. Passepartout tugged desperately at my sleeve. "Sir! You'll kill us if you keep going like this!"
I grinned, bloody, my voice a mockery that echoed through the dust: "Perhaps. But I tell you: your God is not a ruler—he is a drunk, and you are the fools who support him."
And Bombay listened, the streets trembled, the crowd was silent for a heartbeat – before the murmuring swelled again like a storm.
I left the procession behind me like a bad joke that received no applause. I stumbled deeper into the alleys, where the stench grew thicker and the voices deeper. And there I found it – the tavern. A hole in the brickwork, little more than four walls and a roof that creaked in the wind, but full of life.
Inside, the air was a riot. Sailors, traders, day laborers, and prostitutes sat huddled together, their faces glistening with sweat and alcohol. It smelled of cheap liquor, acrid smoke, and bodies that hadn't seen water in days. Laughter, screams, curses—everything mingled together, as if Hell itself had descended upon Bombay to get drunk.
I entered, staggering, my shirt soaked with sweat, my teeth red. The men looked up briefly, studied me, then some laughed as if they'd recognized a lost brother. I slammed my fist on the counter, making the mugs crack. "Raki, arak, schnapps, whatever! Give me the strongest poison you have—I want to die with taste!"
The barman placed a glass in front of me, clear and pungent. I downed it immediately, without blinking, and laughed as it burned my throat. "Voilà! Bombay still has a God, and he's in jars!"
I turned to the men who stared at me, some slurring their words, some half-conscious. I raised my glass, my voice thundering over their heads: "Here is your God—he's not lying in the temple, not in the streets. He's lying under the table, vomiting! And you all kneel before him!"
Laughter erupted, filthy, hoarse. Some rapped on the tables, others toasted me. A few, however, grimaced, muttered indignantly, one shook his head as if I had offended heaven.
Passepartout sat down next to me, his face pale, his eyes filled with despair. "Sir... you're driving us to ruin."
I grinned, my teeth gleaming in the lamplight, my lips cracked. "Ruin? My boy, we've been doomed for a long time. Bombay is just proof that even the gods must drink here to forget what they created."
I raised the jug, tipped it, and the barman roared with me—half laughter, half curse, half prayer, but all honest.
The tavern was a stinking belly full of voices, laughter, and fights, and I felt like a king without a crown. Then the door creaked open, and for a moment it fell silent. A man entered—a priest, white cloth, gold embroidery, a face so clean it seemed it had never touched dust.
He entered cautiously, his eyes raised, and the voices in the room grew quieter. Some of the guests bowed their heads, others murmured a few words that sounded like prayers. The priest raised his hand, his voice clear and firm, as if he were the last drop of purity in this stinking hell. "Brothers," he said, "God sees you. You are wasting your lives in drunkenness. Repent, seek purity, find order in your faith!"
The men lowered their eyes, a few nodded, others shifted restlessly on the benches. The innkeeper stared fixedly at the floor, as if frightened.
I laughed, loudly, sharply, a cough full of alcohol. I stood up, staggering, glass in hand. "Voilà! Purity? Order? Your God isn't pure, he's drunk! He's lying out in the dust vomiting up his own prayers, and you're just the waiter holding the bowl."
The crowd murmured, some laughing hoarsely, others gasping indignantly. The priest turned his head toward me, his eyes cold, his face tense. "Blasphemy," he said, "you are lost."
I approached, swaying, grinning broadly, my teeth bleeding. "Lost? Ha! I'm more honest than you've ever been. Your master wavers just like the rest of us. But he has the greatness not to admit it. You're just the servant of a drunken god, priest. And that's the only truth Bombay knows."
A few men shouted, the mood shifted. Fists clenched, chairs shifted, the air crackled like a storm. Passepartout clutched my arm, whispering in panic: "Sir, stop! Enough!"
I shook him off, raised my glass, and my voice rang out over the crowd: "Your God is drunk—and I am his prophet! Cheers, Bombay!"
And I tipped the glass as the crowd exploded.
The glass shattered, and the tavern erupted like a powder keg. One person shouted "Heretic!", another laughed like a madman, and then the first chair flew. Wood splintered, a bottle shattered against the wall, the stench of alcohol and blood mingled, and suddenly it was no longer an inn, but an arena.
The priest raised his arms, about to shout something else, but I was faster. I rushed forward, bottle in fist, and yelled over the noise: "Voilà! Your god is drunk—and I am his prophet!"
My fist slammed into a man's jaw, his teeth scattering like pebbles on the floor. Another grabbed me from behind, I rammed the bottle into his ribs, the glass shattered, blood spurted, and he howled.
The crowd went wild. Bottles flew, tables overturned, fists pounded. Women screamed, men laughed, some prayed as they punched. There was clanging, crashing, and roaring everywhere, as if Bombay itself had decided to tear the world apart in this one bar.
Passepartout stumbled among the bodies, was dragged along, received a blow to the face, fell, and screamed for me. I laughed, staggered, and half-picked him up, spitting out blood myself. "Stand up, boy! This isn't a prayer—this is truth!"
A knife flashed, and I stepped back slightly, feeling the cut on my shoulder, warm and sticky. I hit back, with my fist, with the rest of the bottle, with everything still attached to me. My laughter echoed over the chaos: "See?! Your heaven is a joke—but your booze is real!"
The priest was thrown down, his habit torn, blood on his face. He was still praying, between his fists, between his screams. I bent over him, my eyes bloody, my breath filled with liquor. "Your God is vomiting with us, priest—he's vomiting in Bombay, he's vomiting on this ground. And I swear, he's got more in his belly than you."
Then a chair crashed onto my back, I fell to the floor, laughing, spitting, while the world around me shattered into pieces.
At some point, the tavern spat me out like a rotten piece of meat. I lay in the dust of an alley, my shirt torn, my skin covered in cuts, my mouth full of blood and alcohol. The screams and clanging still emanated from the tavern, but they sounded distant, as if they came from another life.
Above me, the houses loomed like crooked teeth, and between them I saw the sky—flickering, blurred, full of heat. And then it began.
The gods came. Not from the temples, not from dreams—they swayed in my skull, staggering, laughing, staggering like drunks in a bar. Statues of stone, painted, gilded, but in my eyes they swayed, leaning against the walls, holding overflowing jugs. Their faces grinned, their eyes empty, and one belched so loudly that even the heavens trembled.
I laughed, gulping, my head pounding, my ribs burning. "Voilà... the god is drunk. Your statues dance like drunkards, your saints vomit like sailors. And I tell you: if even the gods drink, why the hell should I stay sober?"
Passepartout knelt beside me, his hands trembling, his face pale in shadow. "Sir... you're mad..."
I grabbed his shirt, pulled him close, my teeth red, my breath a cloud of alcohol. "Insane? No. I'm the only one here who's seeing clearly. Your gods are drunk, boy—and I only drink to follow them."
Then I let go of him, slumped back into the dust, my vision blurring. The alleys filled with laughter, not from humans, but from gods dancing over me on unsteady legs.
And I laughed along until my head sank into the pavement and darkness kissed me.
The morning tasted of ash and vomit. The alleys steamed with sewage, the sun rose like a rusty knife on the horizon, and my skull felt as if someone had left a drum inside. Passepartout half pulled me up, half dragged me across the ground, while my coat fluttered behind me like a torn banner.
People stared. Some with fear, others with hatred. Women held back their children, men shook their heads. A few spat on the ground as I passed, and I grinned bloodily, my teeth red as rust.
“Voilà,” I wheezed, “Bombay has shown me that heaven is just a brothel—and God is the last guest to lie completely drunk under the table.”
Passepartout groaned in despair: "Sir, you mustn't say that so loudly... we'll be lynched."
I laughed, a croak that tore open my throat. "Lynch me, boy, hang me on the cows, burn me in the temple—it makes no difference. I only speak the truth, and the truth is always already drunk."
We reached the port, where the next means of transport was waiting, a dirty train that would take us deeper into the country. I stopped for a moment, swaying, and looked back at the city, noisy and stank, a single, seething cauldron of people and lies.
I raised the bottle, empty and dripping, and yelled over the chaos: "Goodbye, Bombay! Your god pukes just like I do—and it's the most honest miracle I've ever seen!"
Then I staggered onto the train, the dust settling in my wounds, and I was still laughing as the rattling began.
 
A night in the opium haze of Calcutta
Calcutta welcomed us like a dirty slap in the face. The air hung heavy, warm, fetid, full of smoke and sewage. Every street was crowded—vendors, cows, beggars, onlookers, all jumbled together like an anthill in which no one knew where they belonged anymore. The stench was an insane cocktail: burnt wood, rotten water, sweat, blood, and spices lingering like perfume over a corpse.
I staggered from the train onto the platform, my head pounding, my lips chapped. I spat on the ground, the red of my mouth mingling with the dust. "Voilà," I croaked, "Calcutta is not a place. Calcutta is an ashtray in which the world beats its lungs out."
Passepartout grimaced and held a cloth over his nose. "My God... this is worse than Bombay."
I laughed hoarsely, my breath filled with liquor and blood. "Worse? Ha! No, my boy. It's more honest. Bombay still pretended there was hope. Calcutta will show you right away that you've been lying in the dirt for a long time."
We stumbled through the crowd, past men sleeping on the ground, women clutching their children to their chests, and whores waiting in the shadows, their eyes as empty as empty glasses. Dogs squatted everywhere, nibbling on bones, and no one chased them away.
I staggered, sweating, my heart pounding. "This isn't a dream, a fairy tale, or the Orient. Calcutta is a grave that forgot to be filled."
Passepartout whispered nervously: “Sir, we must move on quickly…”
I grinned, bloody, my eyes glazed over. "Next? Ha! Drink first. Because only when you're drunk can you endure a city like this."
And so I wasn't looking for temples, not for sights—I was looking for an inn. And the dust led me straight into the belly of an opium house.
The alley was narrow, smelly, and dark. Dogs were chewing from piles of garbage, somewhere someone was singing a song that sounded more like crying, and the stench of decay hung in the air. Then I saw it: a crooked sign, a red light flickering like a dying heartbeat. The entrance yawned like a black maw.
I stumbled inside, Passepartout behind me, shivering like a dog in the rain. Inside, the world was a fog. Thick smoke hung in the air, sweet and heavy, like sugar rotting on the tongue. Mattresses lay on the floor, and on them lay men and women, motionless, groaning, their eyes half-open, half-dead. Hands hung limply, mouths muttered incomprehensible words, bodies tossed in their own shadows.
The landlord—or whatever he was—sat in a corner, with a smile that was more venom than joy. He held a pipe in his hand and handed it to a customer who looked as if he had already forgotten his own face.
I laughed hoarsely, spread my arms, my voice echoing through the smoke: "Voilà! Here are the true churches! No minarets, no bells, no God. Just smoke that fills your lungs until you think heaven is a mattress in the dirt."
A few of the figures twitched, one giggled, a woman moaned softly, as if she'd heard me. Passepartout nervously tugged on my sleeve, his voice panicked: "Sir... we can't stay here. It's dangerous!"
I shook him off, grabbed a pipe that was handed to me, my eyes sparkling in the haze. "Dangerous? Ha! It's dangerous to breathe sober in Calcutta. This... this is just the truth in the smoke."
I sat down on the ground, pipe in hand, and grinned like a prophet in the fog.
The pipe glowed, a red eye in the darkness. The proprietor grinned at me, a tooth stump between lips that smelled of tar. I took the thing, held it in my hand, and smelled the sweet stench that hung in the air like rotten flowers. Passepartout trembled beside me, his voice a whisper: "Monsieur... please... don't do this."
I grinned bloodily, my lips chapped, my eyes burning. "Not do it? Ha! We've been in the dirt for a long time. Now I want to know what the dirt tastes like."
I put my pipe to my mouth and took a deep drag, so deep that the smoke burned my lungs. Sweet, bitter, hot—as if I'd eaten sugar that turned to ash in my throat. The smoke crept into my head, spreading outward, heavy, warm, like a shroud. I coughed, spat, then laughed, my voice a croak.
"Voilà! Opium is like God—it promises you heaven, but only gives you hell with cushions! You lie down, smile, think you're floating—and don't realize you've already been rotting away!"
A few figures in the corner laughed weakly, one murmured something that sounded like agreement. Others just groaned, lost in their own fog.
Passepartout wrung his hands, his eyes filled with fear. "Sir, you're killing yourself!"
I stared at him, my pupils black, my grin wide. "Killing? No, boy. Killing is outside, in the streets, in the dust. In here... here is only the sky made of smoke. And I swear, it's more honest than anything ever prayed."
I took another deep breath, until my head felt heavy, my heart raced, my body dissolved. Around me, the mattresses, the bodies, the faces blurred—and I knew: I had just entered the holy intoxication.
The smoke settled over my eyes like a curtain of dirt and sugar. The walls began to breathe, the ceiling dripped like molten wax, and the mattresses beneath the bodies seemed to flow as if they were made of flesh. Every sound expanded, became an echo, a song, a scream, and my heart pounded like a drum in my throat.
Faces dissolved. The man next to me lost his beard, his skin, his chin—only eyes remained, two black holes staring at me from the fog. A woman in the corner smiled, but her smile was suddenly so wide that it tore her face apart and dissolved into smoke. Hands reached for me, but they disintegrated before they could touch me.
And then the gods came.
They emerged from the smoke, not as kings, not as saints—but as drunkards. Statues of smoke, with jugs in their hands, swaying, laughing, staggering. One staggered, almost fell, was supported by another, and both laughed like madmen. Their faces were masks of smoke, their voices like bottles clanging against each other.
I laughed along, hoarse and bloody, my teeth glowing red in the glow. "Voilà! Look at them! Your gods—they're nothing but smoke with wobbly legs! You pray to statues that have long since sunk into the dirt! I tell you: the only heaven is here—in this stinking fog!"
A few of the bodies on the mattresses raised their heads, murmuring, giggling sounds escaping their throats. One shouted something in a language I didn't understand, but it sounded like a prayer drowned halfway through.
Passepartout stood at the edge, pale, with tears in his eyes. "Sir, you must stop... You're losing yourself!"
I raised my arms, staggering as if I were standing on a pulpit of smoke. "Losing? Ha! I'm finding myself! For only in intoxication does the truth reveal itself—that everything is a lie, everything is dust, everything is smoke! Your gods don't laugh at me—they laugh with me!"
And I laughed, laughed so loudly that the whole room shook – or was it just my skull, which had long since burned in the smoke?
The smoke made every step soft, every movement dragging, as if my very life hung on threads of smoke. I staggered to my feet, swaying through the room, my arms outstretched, like a priest before a congregation of half-dead people.
"Voilà!" I roared, my voice a hoarse thunder, "here they lie, the disciples! Not in churches, not in temples—no! Here, in the dirt, in the smoke, with open mouths and empty eyes. You are more honest than any damned mass."
A man raised his head, his skin brown, his eyes red. He hissed something that sounded like a curse, grabbed his pipe, and brandished it like a weapon. Another sat up, his pupils wide, his face a shadow. "Silence, stranger," he slurred, "you're making the gods angry."
I laughed, croaking, staggering, my breath stank of liquor and smoke. "The gods? Ha! The gods are just as drunk as you! I've seen them staggering and vomiting. I am their prophet—and you are nothing but their mirrors in the dirt!"
The first one threw himself at me, staggering, slowly, but furiously. I caught him, pushed him back, and he crashed onto a mattress, a dull thud, a gasp. The second one hit me in the head with his pipe. I staggered away, but I still felt the blow on my temple, hot, burning.
Passepartout shouted from somewhere: "Sir! Stop! They're killing us!" His voice was panicked, but it sounded far away, as if through water.
I grabbed a bottle lying in the dust next to me, snatched it up, and swung it like a sword. "Come on, bastard! I preach better with broken glass than you with smoke!"
The fight was slow, as if in slow motion. Fists flew, bodies stumbled, someone kicked me, I fell, laughed, rolled in the dirt. Smoke enveloped us, we were shadows fighting in the fog, like ghosts who had forgotten they were already dead.
And in the midst of this chaos, I roared: “Your sky is dust, your god is smoke, and my fist is more honest than all your dreams combined!”
And the room swayed as if it itself wanted to collapse.
The pipe was broken, the bottle empty, my fist covered in blood—and not just mine. The fight had faded away like a bad dream that no one cared about anymore. The other bodies sank back into their mattresses, groaning, laughing, muttering. Only I remained, half standing, half falling, until I finally lay in the dust, my back wet with sweat, my head heavy as a stone.
The smoke settled over me, thick, sweet, like a shroud no one wanted to lift. I breathed it in, deeper and deeper, until it filled my lungs, my heart slowed, my eyes glazed over.
And then the ghosts came.
They crawled out of the smoke, faces without skin, bodies without bones, mere shadows of fog. Their hands reached for me, cold, soft, unstoppable. They didn't whisper, they laughed—a hoarse laugh that sounded like water. I saw them grabbing me, pulling me, dragging me—out, out, not to heaven, not to hell. To the sea.
Waves of smoke crashed over me, pulling me deeper and deeper. I didn't struggle; I laughed, bloody, weak, and whispered: "Voilà... the smoke is more honest than any sky. It doesn't show you salvation—it shows you that you've been rotting for a long time."
Passepartout leaned over me, his hands shaking, his voice full of fear: "Sir! Hold on! You're dying!"
I grabbed his arm, my fingers weak, my vision blurry. "Die? Ha... maybe. But better in the smoke that embraces me than in a sky that never was."
Then I slumped back, the dust clinging to my hair, and the smoke singing me a lullaby of ash.
Morning came like a rusty dagger in my flesh. The sun burned, the dust clung, and the smoke still hung in my hair, my clothes, and my lungs. I staggered out of the hole they called the opium house here and stumbled into the streets of Calcutta, which smelled no better than the mattresses inside.
Passepartout supported me, his face pale, his eyes reddened, as if he himself had breathed the smoke. He coughed, muttering, "Monsieur... we must leave, immediately."
I grinned, bloody, my teeth black with dirt and red wine. "Gone? Ha! You never leave. You only change hell. Today Calcutta, tomorrow some other filth."
People on the street stared. Some held their noses, others whispered. A few children ran after us, laughing, shouting something that sounded like mockery. I laughed back, croaking, my voice hoarse.
"Voilà!" I cried, my arms wide, staggering, "Calcutta didn't lie to me! No masks, no false promises. It showed me that dreams always taste like ash."
Passepartout pulled me on, desperate, panicked, but I dug my feet into the dirt, raising the empty pipe I'd stolen as a souvenir like a scepter. "You can keep your heaven!" I roared. "I smoked it—and it was nothing but dirt in my throat!"
The crowd retreated, men cursed, women pulled their children away. I laughed, staggered, my legs almost gave way.
The next ship was waiting at the harbor, dirty and smelly, like all the ships that had carried me. I looked back, the city behind me, gray, smoky, full of voices. I spat into the dust, my words a final curse: "Farewell, Calcutta. You are the only temple where God was honest—he burned himself."
Then I stumbled aboard, my lungs still full of smoke, my skull burning, my heart reeling—and I laughed because ashes taste more honest than any prayer.
 
 
Fight in the bazaar
Calcutta's bazaar was a mouth full of voices that swallowed you as soon as you set foot inside. People pushed, shoved, and shouted. Merchants barked their prices as if they wanted to slay you with words, while cows stood amidst the chaos, ruminating in peace as if they owned the city. A haze of smoke, sweat, spices, and piss-warm water hung over everything.
I staggered inside, Passepartout at my side, who rolled his eyes after just a few steps. "Mon Dieu, Monsieur... this is hell."
I laughed, hoarsely, my voice scratching like a rusty blade. "Hell? Ha! Hell is quieter. A bazaar is a cemetery that has forgotten how to be quiet. Here, the corpses don't lie underground—they sell you mangoes, fabrics, and lazy dreams."
A merchant pressed a bracelet in my face, gold-colored, as cheap as tin, his smile as greasy as the oil in the pans next door. I stared at him, my eyes glazed over, my breath full of alcohol. "What's that supposed to be? Jewelry? No, my friend. It's just a piece of tin that wishes it were a crown."
The man hissed, spat, and shouted something I couldn't understand. The people around us laughed, murmured, and pressed closer.
I spread my arms, swaying, my grin bloody. "Voilà! A bazaar! A place where everyone's a liar and everyone thinks they have the truth in their pocket. But I tell you: you're nothing more than gravediggers with baskets of shopping!"
The crowd murmured, voices grew louder, more threatening. Passepartout tugged at my sleeve, his eyes filled with panic. "Sir, please... be silent. Just this once..."
I pushed him away, staggering deeper into the chaos, the bottle still in my hand, my voice louder than the dealers. "No, my boy! Silence is for the dead—and everyone here wants to live until they suffocate in the dust!"
And the bazaar opened its teeth, ready to devour me.
The bazaar was bustling from all sides. Stalls like rotten wood, crammed with goods that gleamed in the dust and rotted at the same time. Fruits that smelled sweet and were already infested with flies. Fabrics, colorful but soaked with sweat from a hundred hands. Spices in sacks that looked like small graves, from which colorful ash oozed.
A merchant in a turban shouted something at me, holding out a bowl full of saffron. His fingers were yellow with the powder, his teeth black. "Good! Strong! For Sahib!"
I took a handful and rubbed it on my face, my skin instantly burning. I laughed, my voice scratching over the noise. "Strong? Ha! That's just dust with color! You're nothing but a dust salesman, my friend!"
The people around us laughed, some grumbled, one spat. The merchant roared, waving his arms as if he wanted to curse me.
Another stepped forward and held out a carpet, dirty and torn. "Very cheap, Sahib!"
I grabbed the thing, threw it into the dust, and stomped on it with my boot, tearing the fibers. "Cheap? It's a shroud, and you're just a gravedigger with a shopping cart!"
A cry went through the crowd. Women held back their children, men growled, the merchant leaped forward, tried to grab me, but I staggered back, grinning, my teeth bloody.
"Voilà!" I cried, my arms wide open, the bottle like a scepter. "This is the market! Not a place of trade—a graveyard full of merchants pretending to be alive. Your wares are dead, and you're selling their corpses!"
The voices grew louder, the circle tighter. The heat burned, the dust stuck, and I knew: One more sip of liquor and this place would explode.
Between the stalls, amidst the crowd, I smelled it: cheap booze. A vendor was squatting on a stool, jugs beside him whose contents looked like dirty water but smelled of fire. I staggered toward him, slammed a coin on the table, and grabbed a jug before he could even react.
Passepartout gasped: "Monsieur... not here! Not in front of all these people!"
I grinned, my lips chapped, my teeth red. "Right here, boy. This is the only place where it makes sense."
I lifted the pitcher to my mouth, tipped it halfway down, and the brew burned my throat, settling in my stomach like poison. I coughed, laughed, and raised the pitcher above my head, letting the liquor drip down my arm onto the floor.
"Voilà!" I roared, my voice rising above the merchants' cries. "Your wares are lies—every piece of cloth, every fruit, every pearl! All just dust you dye gold! But my alcohol..."—I shook the jug—"is the only truth! It burns, it beats, it vomits. And that, friends, is more honest than anything you've ever sold!"
The crowd murmured, indignantly, threateningly. A few laughed nervously, others cursed loudly, one man shouted something that sounded like "Heretic!" Children giggled, women hastily pulled them away.
The liquor blazed inside me, my head pounded, my heart raced, and I felt like a king on a throne of dust. I placed the jug on a stall so that it swayed, and laughed: "Look! Your markets are graves, but my bottle is resurrection! It makes the dead alive—and the living dead!"
A stone flew, hitting the ground just next to me. The crowd closed in. Passepartout tugged at my arm in panic, whispering, "Sir, please... we must go... now!"
I pushed him away, staggered, raised the mug, my grin wide. "Leave? Ha! This is just the beginning. A bazaar without a fight is just a cemetery without a wake!"
And then I knew: the next blow would no longer be a word, but a fist.
The merchant whose carpet I had trampled into the dust came forward, his eyes burning, his hands shaking. He yelled words I didn't understand, but the hatred in his voice was clearer than any prayer. He grabbed me by the collar, his breath smelling of sweat and anger.
I grinned, my head shaking, my breath stank of booze. "Voilà! Finally, a deal that makes sense."
Then his fist slammed into my face. Hard, fast, honest. My head flew back, blood splattered on the ground, the crowd cheered, roared, groaned. And I laughed, bloody, spat red into the dust. "Better than any damn merchandise you've ever sold!"
The tumult erupted. Men pushed forward, sticks flew, a stall tipped over, oranges rolled across the floor, children screamed, women ran away. The bazaar transformed into a battlefield in seconds.
Passepartout stumbled, yanking on my arm, but another grabbed him and hurled him back. My servant stumbled into a vegetable stand, carrots flew, and a vendor punched him in the face. Passepartout gasped, staggering, his eyes filled with panic.
I staggered toward the man, punched him with my fist, felt teeth break beneath my hand. A bottle shattered somewhere, the glass cutting into my skin. Screams, curses, the noise grew, the dust rose, and above it all, my laughter, harsh, bloody, insane.
"Voilà!" I yelled, my arms outstretched as fists and stones flew. "Finally, a bazaar where trade is honest—goods for blood, coins for teeth!"
And the crowd went wild, ready to tear me apart.
The bazaar exploded. Screams, curses, the splintering of wood—everything swirled around like a storm of flesh and dust. Merchants threw themselves at me, one with a stick, another with a knife. I laughed, staggered, hit back, felt my fist strike bone, felt blood run warm over my fingers.
A table tipped over, spices flew into the air, red dust settled over us like smoke in hell. I coughed, laughed, and spat blood. "Voilà! This is more honest than all your dealings! No coins, no goods, just fists, just blood—this is the market!"
An ox, led by a rope, broke free and trampled through the crowd, knocking over men who disappeared into the dust. Women screamed, children shrieked, and I was in the middle of it all—staggering, laughing, my bottle clutched like a scepter.
Passepartout stumbled next to me, a man hit him, and he fell to the ground, his voice a whimpering, "Sir... Help!" I pulled him up, laughing, my teeth red: "Stand up, boy! Today you'll learn that a bazaar is more honest than any church!"
A merchant rammed his stick into my stomach. I gasped and spat, but grabbed him, pulled him to the ground, and slammed his head against the planks until he fell silent. Another came with a knife. I caught his arm, the knife slipped through my hand, cutting flesh, and blood spurted. I laughed and yelled: "See?! Even your blades trade more honestly than you—they take, they don't lie!"
The dust thickened, the light disappeared, everything was voices, blood, screams. I staggered, my ribs burned, my heart raced, but I felt like the king of a market where, finally, no price was a lie anymore.
"Your deal was always a lie!" I yelled into the crowd as fists rained down on me. "But today... today every blow is true!"
And I laughed, bloody, madly, while the world crumbled into dust.
The dust settled over the bazaar like a shroud. Screams grew muffled, blows fainter, until everything was just a rasp. I lay among broken stalls, my back wet with my own blood, my face in the dust. My breath rattled, my heart stuttered, and yet I grinned, my lips flushed red.
The world flickered before my eyes. The bazaar was no longer a market—it was a slaughterhouse. The stalls weren't stalls, they were tables filled with corpses. Every merchant, every customer, every beggar was a body, slashed, silent, with open eyes. Blood dripped from the cloths, the spices smelled of iron, the oranges glistened like fresh wounds.
I laughed, hoarse, spitting dust and blood. "Voilà... Trade is just the polite form of murder. You pretend to be selling—but in reality, you're just killing each other, day after day, with coins instead of knives."
Passepartout knelt beside me, his hands shaking, his face ashen. "Sir... you're dying..."
I grabbed his arm, my fingers weak, my vision blurry. "Die? Huh... I was never alive. I was just merchandise... and today... I was sold."
The dust settled deeper, creeping into my throat, into my lungs. Above me, the sun flickered through the gaps in the roofs, as if I were standing in a cathedral of dirt.
And I whispered, barely audibly, but with a grin: “This is the only market that was honest.”
Then I slumped back, half unconscious, half laughing, as the bazaar around me sank into the dust.
The morning hung heavy over Calcutta, as if the city itself had a hangover. The bazaar was a wasteland: broken stalls, scattered spices, fruit crushed in the dust, traces of blood that no one wiped away. Vendors crouched exhausted among the remains of their wares, some with bandaged heads, others with blank expressions, as if they didn't know whether they were still alive or had already been forgotten.
I staggered through, Passepartout holding me halfway upright, while my shirt clung to my chest, covered in dried blood. My face was a mask of dust, my eye half-swollen shut. But I laughed. A croak that startled the children behind me.
"Voilà," I wheezed, "the market has shown me: honest trade is a punch in the face. Everything else is just a receipt for cowards."
A few men stared at me, full of hatred, but no one moved. Women shook their heads, children clung to their mothers. An old man spat into the dust and muttered something that sounded like a curse.
I raised my arms, staggering, bloody, like a priest holding his last mass. "Your trade was never real. Your coins are masks, your goods are lies. But yesterday… yesterday it was true. Every blow, every wound, every scream – that was honest trade. Blood for blood. Amen in the dust!"
Passepartout pulled me away, his voice pleading: "Sir, please... we must move on. Enough is enough."
I grinned, my lips chapped, my voice rough. "It's never enough, boy. But the bazaar paid, and I delivered."
Then I stumbled out, the sun burning, and I was still laughing, while behind me the bazaar slowly came back to life - a cemetery that had forgotten how to be quiet.
 
A damned ship to Hong Kong
The ship lay at the quayside like a rusted carcass that had lain in the water too long. The planks were black with grime, the ropes rotten, and the stench coming from the hatches was a mixture of dead fish, old sweat, and rat piss. Sailors ran around, shouting orders, spitting over the railing, and scratching their scarred arms.
I stopped at the foot of the gangplank, staring at the thing, my eyes bloody, my throat dry. I laughed hoarsely, croaking, my voice cutting through the screaming: "Voilà! A floating toilet pretending to be a ship!"
A few of the passengers cast dark glances at me—traders with soft hands, missionaries with stiff expressions, soldiers with faces like leather. Passepartout sighed, as if he had already realized that the crossing would be worse than any fight.
I stumbled up the plank, bottle already in hand. Before we even cast off, I ripped off the cork and took the first swig, making my throat burn and my eyes water. I wiped my mouth with my sleeve and yelled across the deck, "Safe passage, you bastards! May the sea drink us before the booze runs out!"
A few sailors laughed, others spat, one cursed. A smooth-faced officer eyed me like a troublemaker, but said nothing. I grinned at him, raising the bottle like a scepter. "You have cannons, sails, ropes—I only have this. And I swear, my weapon is the more honest one."
Passepartout nervously tugged on my sleeve and whispered, "Sir, please... at least behave yourself when you take off your clothes."
I laughed, my breath stank of alcohol, my voice a growling mockery: "Behavior? Boy, we're on a ship that looks like a coffin with a mast. Only idiots behave there. I drink—and if the thing sinks, at least I want to drown drunk."
The ropes were released, the ship groaned, the water sloshed against the hull. I raised the bottle, drank, grinned—and spat into the sea. "There, ocean, a taste. You'll swallow me someday, but first I'll piss down your throat."
And so the journey to Hong Kong began – with booze, ridicule and the smell of a floating grave.
The deck was crammed with faces, each a piece of misery in a different package. Traders in clean suits who, after just a few hours, could no longer hide the smell of sweat. Missionaries with Bibles under their arms, acting as if they were on a journey to heaven instead of in a stinking nutshell. Soldiers in threadbare uniforms, their eyes too tired to show any pride. And in between, poor devils—men and women with bare feet, children on their hips, eyes that had long since given up.
I stood in the middle of it all, bottle in hand, my grin wide and bloody. "Voilà! Look at you – the high society, the dregs, and the preachers, all locked in the same sardine can. Wealth, poverty, faith – everything stinks the same when the sea starts gnawing at your entrails."
A missionary turned to me, his forehead wet, his voice strained: "Sir, restrain your tongue. This is a ship, not a... tavern."
I laughed hoarsely, drank, and wiped my mouth with my sleeve. "A ship? Ha! This is a traveling inn with poor service. And you're all guests who haven't yet realized that the innkeeper is the sea—and he doesn't collect in coins, but in corpses."
A merchant grumbled, turned his head away, a soldier growled, and spat on the deck. Only the poor men looked at me, silently, without anger, only with that look that says:He's right, but we don't want to hear it.
Passepartout lowered his head, his voice a whisper. "Sir... you're only making enemies."
I placed my hand on his shoulder, almost tenderly, but my grin remained knife-edged. "Enemies? Boy, on a ship like this, everyone's already an enemy. The sea doesn't make friends. It only makes victims—and I want to be the last one to scream."
A sailor whistled, a child cried, a merchant cursed me. I laughed louder, raising the bottle like a chalice. "Cheers, you poor bastards! To the most beautiful can of sardines in the world!"
And the ship groaned as if it had understood.
The sea lapped against the hull, the ship groaned like an old dog that's been kicked too many times. I sat on an empty crate, bottle in hand, and drank as if I had to drink the damned sea dry before it swallowed me whole. Every sip burned, every sip made the deck a little softer, the faces blurrier, the misery more bearable.
My fellow travelers looked at me, some with disgust, others with envy, most with that silent contempt that cowards keep to themselves. A merchant fanned himself with his hat, a missionary murmured a prayer, a soldier clenched his fists. I grinned, bloody, my breath stank of booze.
"Voilà!" I cried, my voice scratching across the deck, "on the sea, you're all the same. Merchants, priests, soldiers, beggars—all the same filth in the same nutshell. The sea doesn't care about titles; it devours you all with the same gusto."
A murmur rippled across the deck. A few laughed nervously, others shook their heads. The missionary stepped forward, his eyes serious, his voice strained. "Sir, your words offend the Lord."
I laughed hoarsely, drank, and wiped my mouth with my sleeve. "The Lord? Ha! On the sea, the only Lord is the wave—and it doesn't bow down to your psalms."
I stood up, swaying, the bottle in my hand like a scepter. "But I'll tell you one thing, you poor bastards: Only the booze makes the difference. Those who drink know they're lost—and still laugh. Those who pray still believe in salvation—and that's the bigger lie."
A soldier jumped up, trying to grab me, but his comrades held him back. Women pulled their children away, a merchant cursed, Passepartout grabbed my arm, hissing in panic: "Sir! Please, sit down..."
I tore myself away, spread my arms, staggering, laughing. "No! This is my deck, my pulpit, my sea! And I preach only one truth: We are all the same—bones in the belly of a monster. And I drink to show him that I laugh when he eats me."
The wind howled, the sail creaked, the ship rocked – and my laughter echoed across the planks, louder than any prayer.
Down in the belly of the ship, it was worse than any bar, worse than any brothel, worse than any bazaar. The cabins were stuffy boxes, crammed with stinking bodies. Sweat dripped from the walls, rats scampered across the planks, fleas and lice danced like their own chorus. Men coughed, children whimpered, women moaned, and somewhere, someone vomited in a corner, unable to lift their head.
I staggered down the corridor, my head pounding, my eyes burning. Passepartout followed me, pale, his hands nervous. "Sir... down here... it's hell."
I laughed, hoarse, coughed, and spat dust and phlegm onto the ground. "Hell? Ha! No, my boy. Down here, you only see the truth. Here, you see how thin the veneer of civilization is. A little heat, a little stench—and suddenly traders, priests, and soldiers are nothing more than animals lying in the dirt."
A missionary murmured his prayer, his fingers clutching a Bible as if it were a life preserver. I stared at him, grinning, my breath reeking of booze. "Your God won't give you fresh air, priest. Your God sits down here with us, coughing up blood."
A merchant fanned himself with a piece of paper, his face glistening with sweat. I snatched it from his hand, wiped my mouth with it, and laughed. "Voilà! Even paper is more honest here than all of you."
A soldier lay on the bunk, gasping for breath, his uniform wet with sweat. His eyes looked at me, dull and tired. I raised the bottle and grinned. "You're not a soldier anymore, my friend. You're just meat in a can. Welcome to the real war."
The air was so thick it felt like mud in my throat. I staggered back to the corridor, my voice echoing over the heads of the wretched. "Down here, you don't die from swords, you don't die from bullets—you die from the stench. And that's more honest than all the battles in the world."
Passepartout grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the ladder, his eyes filled with panic. "Sir, we have to get out. They can hear us... they hate us."
I laughed, wheezing, the bottle still in my hand. "Let them! Hate is at least a sign that they're still alive."
And the ship groaned as if it agreed with my words.
The sun beat down on the deck like a flamethrower, and the sea was as smooth as a mirror, just waiting to swallow the ship. Sailors toiled, pulling ropes, shouting orders, their bodies brown and scarred, sweat glistening on their muscles. I stood in the middle of it all, bottle in hand, shirt open, my face covered in drunken scars, grinning like a man who'd seen hell.
A sailor, shaved head and with arms as thick as beams, stared at me. "Get lost, Englishman," he growled, "you're just in our way."
I laughed hoarsely, took a sip, and deliberately let the rest drip onto the planks. "In the way? Ha! I'm the only reason this ship's still afloat. Without my laughter, it would have sunk long ago."
The man stepped closer, his fist clenched, his gaze filled with hatred. "One more word, drunk, and I'll throw you overboard."
I raised my arms, staggered, my grin bloody. "Voilà! Finally, someone willing to make a deal – fist versus bottle!"
He hit me. Hard, honest. My lip burst, blood spurted, the crowd of sailors cheered. I laughed, spat red-faced on the ground. "That's more honest than all your orders, you dogs!"
Then I lunged at him, rammed the bottle against his skull, the glass shattered, he staggered, roared. And suddenly the deck was a battlefield.
Ropes flew, fists crashed, chairs became weapons, someone drew a knife, another grabbed a loose plank. Sailors beat me, I hit back, my body staggering, bleeding, but laughing.
"Voilà!" I roared over the chaos, "this is true sailing—blood on the deck! No wind, no course, no stars—just fists, just wounds, just truth!"
Passepartout stumbled among the men, screaming, pleading, getting hit himself, falling, crawling back up. I pulled him to me, my ribs burning, my breath ragged. "Get up, boy! The sea doesn't like cowards!"
The sun blazed, the wood splintered, the sea roared – and the deck was nothing but a dancing ring of blood.
Night came like a blow, and with it the rumbling. The sky opened, black clouds piled up like mountains of corpses, and the wind howled as if it wanted to tear the ship apart. Rain lashed across the deck, salt water shot from all sides, and every beam creaked as if death were already hanging from the mast.
I lay on the planks, my face wet, my body battered by fists and liquor. Around me, sailors ran like startled rats, shouting orders, pulling on ropes, yelling against the storm. The rain washed the blood from my forehead, and I laughed, choking, my teeth red, my breath a gasp.
"Voilà!" I roared into the darkness, my voice half-swallowed by the wind. "The sea is the greatest drinker of all! It drinks ships, men, gods—and laughs as it vomits it all back up!"
A wave thundered across the deck, hurling me against the railing. I spat water, blood, alcohol, and laughed even louder. Passepartout clung to a rope, his eyes wide and panicked. "Sir! Hold on tight or you'll die!"
I clung to the railing, grinning at the black wall of water rolling in again. "Die? Ha! I'd rather die in the mouth of the world's biggest drunk than sober in any bed."
The wave crashed over us, sweeping men away, a scream, a body vanished into the blackness. I saw only foam, heard only crashing. My head pounded, my heart raced, and I screamed into the void: "Drink me, you bastard! Drink me—but know that I'm laughing in your face!"
The wind tore my words to pieces, the rain beat them down, but my laughter remained, bloody, mad, while the ship danced like a dying dog on the sea.
For three days and nights, the storm had chewed us through, spat us out, and swallowed us again. The planks were swollen, the sail torn, the men pale, their voices a cough. And me? I lay between wet ropes, my body a sack of blows, my head a barrel of thunder. But I was still laughing—hoarse, bloody, half dead, half drunk.
When we finally entered Hong Kong harbor, the sun crept over the dark horizon, as if it itself had no desire to be there. The ship groaned one last time, docked, and the passengers scattered like flies, coughing, muttering, silent.
Passepartout pulled me up, supporting me, his shoulders trembling. "Sir... we're still alive."
I grinned, my face caked with salt and blood, my eyes red, my lips chapped. "Voilà... a ship is just a floating coffin. But mine made it to the harbor. Cheers to the carpenter who built it!"
A few sailors gave me dark looks, one spat, another muttered a curse. I raised the empty bottle, still clutching it as if it were my last friend, and yelled, "Hong Kong! I come with an empty jug and a full head—so show me where your poison is!"
The dockside folk stared, shook their heads, some laughed, others cursed. I stumbled down the plank, Passepartout behind me, and the city opened like a maw, just waiting to swallow me.
And I grinned, staggering, bloody, ready for the next rush.
 
 
 
 
Hong Kong: broken bottles, broken hearts
Hong Kong's harbor stank of salt, coal, and sweat. Steamships coughed smoke into the sky, traders shouted, coolies hauled crates, and somewhere seagulls screeched, as if laughing at the misery on the deck. Colonial buildings towered in the background, whitewashed, proud, clean—and directly in front of them, alleys smelled of urine, fish, and despair.
I staggered off the boat, the bottle empty, my head full of storm. Passepartout held me by the arm as if I might otherwise fall into the water, but my eyes were still grinning, bloody, glassy, ​​full of mockery.
"Voilà," I croaked, my voice rough with salt, "Hong Kong is a brothel in a suit. On the outside, clean, freshly powdered, with buttons and ties. But inside... inside, it's full of snot, sperm, and vomit."
A few colonial masters looked at me indignantly, their faces red with anger, but they said nothing. Chinese traders stared briefly, then laughed as if they'd gotten the joke.
I spat in the dust, continued walking, staggering through the alleys where children ran barefoot, women sold cheap rice, and men sat on the ground with tired eyes, pipes between their fingers.
Passepartout sighed in despair: "Sir... please... shut up. We are strangers here. We could be killed."
I grinned, my lips chapped, my breath full of liquor. "Killing? Ha! We're strangers everywhere, boy. And the killing is waiting anyway. Here or there—what does it matter? But until then, I'll drink, and I'll tell the world she's a whore who thinks she's fine perfume."
A British officer snorted and muttered something that sounded like "scum." I laughed, raised the empty bottle, and shook it like a scepter. "Yes, my friend, scum. But scum swims—even in the finest glass of whiskey."
And so I stumbled deeper into the city, which swallowed me like a mouth.
The harbor alley led me directly to where I belonged: into a hole in the brickwork, a light so dim you could smell it rather than see it. The entrance was a crooked door from which voices, laughter, and the clinking of glasses emerged. Inside, it was hot, stuffy, and filled with smoke. The floor was sticky, the air tasted of liquor, sweat, and cheap perfume.
Sailors sat at the tables, their faces burned by sun and alcohol. Merchants who pretended to have business on their minds had long since drowned their wits in a glass. Opium dealers stood in the shadows, their pockets full of dreams that tasted of ash. And amidst them all – women. Cheaply made up, laughing, with eyes that had already seen everything a man has to lose.
I stumbled inside, arms outstretched, the empty bottle still in my hand. "Voilà! So here is the true government of Hong Kong—no palace, no office, no church. Just a dive bar full of dogs who know the bone has long since rotted."
A few sailors laughed and toasted me. A merchant shook his head and muttered, "English... always the same shit." A woman came to me, placed her hand on my chest, her fingers warm, her eyes empty. "Drink first, honey," she breathed, and I laughed, my breath stank of salt and blood.
I slammed coins on the counter and yelled, "The cheapest poison you have—and bring two! One for my servant, so he can finally learn why we live."
Passepartout turned pale and raised his hands defensively. "No, Monsieur... please, not for me."
I laughed louder, grabbed the first glass, and gulped it down until my throat burned. Then I put it back, the wood almost splintering, and I yelled, "Voilà! Here's the only passport you need—a bottle! This will get you further than any damn visa!"
The pub erupted—laughter, curses, whistles. The landlord immediately put another bottle in front of me, as if he knew I would liven up the place.
And I grinned, bloody, ready to start the next fight.
They came like flies to the carcass. Three or four women, painted with colors that ran with sweat, their clothes cheap, their voices sweet and empty. They squatted at my table, one putting her arm around my shoulder, another stroking my chin with her fingers, while their eyes long ago groped for my purse.
“Pretty man,” one breathed, her teeth crooked, “you buy a drink… we make you happy.”
I laughed hoarsely, my breath stank of cheap booze, my lips bloody and chapped. "Voilà! Happiness! You sell happiness like you sell a carpet. But do you know what happiness is? A glass that was already cracked before anyone ever filled it."
One of the women giggled, not understanding a word, but she heard the tone, the laughter, the madness in my voice. Another whispered something to Passepartout, her hand on his arm. He recoiled, the panic in his eyes as bright as a lantern. "No, no, mademoiselle... I'm not... I..."
I slammed my fist on the table, the bottles clinked, the room shuddered. "Love!" I roared, my voice thundering above the noise. "Love is just a shard of glass that cuts your hand if you're foolish enough to hold on. These women know that. They don't sell hearts—they sell wounds. And that's more honest than anything you saints have ever prayed!"
A few sailors laughed, roared, and toasted me. A merchant muttered a curse, and one of the women grimaced as if I had insulted her reflection.
Passepartout whispered, pleading: "Sir, please... stop. We have to get out of here."
I grinned, wide, bloody, my teeth red. "Gone? No, my boy. Here sits the truth, smoking, laughing, with red lips. Hong Kong isn't a city—it's a brothel with a harbor. And I'll drink in it until the glass finally breaks."
And I clinked the next glass against my teeth as if it were a heart I wanted to bite open.
The bar was sticky, the liquor sharp, and the air so thick you could cut it. I sat there like a king without a crown, the bottle in front of me, the whores at my back, and my grin as wide as a cut on my face. The sailors' voices echoed through the room: laughter, curses, stories that all reeked of lies.
A merchant, fat, red-faced, with a ring bigger than his mind, came up beside me and shoved my shoulder. "Move," he growled.
I drank, wiped my mouth with my sleeve, and grinned. "Voilà... a man who believes a ring on his finger is worth more than the blood in his veins."
He stared at me, his eyes small, his lips thin. "You drunk pig."
I laughed, loudly, my voice hoarse, my teeth red. "Drunk? Ha! You're just as drunk—only not on booze, but on your own shit."
A few sailors roared, clinked glasses, and one shouted, "Give him a good one!" That was enough. The fat merchant's glass flew—right into my arm. The liquid splashed, and the glass shattered on the bar.
I jumped up, bottle in hand, my eyes sparkling. "Voilà! Finally, an honest deal: glass for glass!"
I threw back the first glass; it crashed into his forehead, and blood immediately flowed. A sailor grabbed at me, I pushed him back, the wood splintered, voices screamed. The prostitutes shrieked, laughing in unison, and the barman roared, but his voice was drowned out.
Passepartout stood petrified, his face white, his hands helpless. "Sir! Please, not again!"
I laughed, lifted the bottle, and slammed it on the edge of the counter, breaking the neck. Sharp shards glinted in the lamplight. "Too late, my boy. The bottles are broken—and so are your hearts!"
The crowd went wild, ready to tear the place to pieces.
The glass shattered, blood flowed, and the bar was suddenly a battlefield. Chairs crashed, bottles flew, men screamed, women shrieked. A sailor pounded his fist, a merchant reached for a knife, one of the opium dealers pulled out a bamboo stick and swung it like a priest making a cross.
I stood in the middle of it, the bottle clutched in my fist, the neck broken, the shards glinting in the lamplight. Blood dripped from my forehead, my shirt ripped open, my grin as wide as a crack in the sky.
“Voilà!” I roared, my voice piercing the tumult, “your heart is nothing but glass—and glass breaks!”
I shoved the bottle into the first man's stomach. He screamed and doubled over. Another came from the side, his fist punched me in the chin. I staggered, spat blood, and laughed. "Thank you! More sincere than any kiss!"
Passepartout stumbled among the bodies, took a blow, fell to the ground, and crawled back up. "Sir! Please, we're dying here!" His voice was filled with panic, but it was drowned out by the thunder of fists.
A table tipped over, glasses clinked, a prostitute screamed and was thrown to the ground. Men trampled, one broke through the window and fell out onto the street, blood spurting after him.
I raised the bottle, my eyes burning, my laughter cutting like a knife. "You talk about love, about hearts, about loyalty! All lies! Your heart is glass—and glass never lasts. It breaks, it cuts, it makes you bleed. And I'm just the bastard who shows it to you!"
A sailor grabbed me, I rammed my forehead into his face, heard his nose pop. A merchant grabbed my arm, I swung the bottle, and it shattered for good, shards pierced my hand, my blood dripped onto the floor. I laughed, screamed, staggered, while the bar crumbled into dust, broken glass, and voices.
"Voilà!" I roared, my voice louder than the noise. "This is the only honest trade—glass for glass, heart for heart, blood for blood!"
And Hong Kong responded with blows.
The bar spat me out like a piece of meat no one wanted to eat anymore. I stumbled out, blood on my hands, splinters in my skin, my ribs burning. The rain had started, a light drizzle that turned the dust in the alley to mud. Neon lights flickered like eyelids twitching just before sleep.
I leaned against a wall, slid down it, and sat in the dirt. My fingers were cut, every breath was a knife. The light danced before me, blurred, wavering, until it took shape.
Women without faces. Lips that moved without speaking. Hands that reached for me, but were empty. And everywhere – hearts. Not red, not warm, but made of glass. They hung in the air, transparent, brittle. Some shattered, fell to the ground, clinking like shards, cutting into my legs. Others wobbled as if they too were about to burst.
I laughed, bloody laughter, my voice hoarse. "Voilà... every love is a cut on the hand. You pick it up, you hold it tight—and it tears you apart. Every heart is already broken before you touch it."
Passepartout stood over me, pale, desperate, his eyes filled with tears. "Monsieur... please... you must get up. You're bleeding to death."
I raised my bloody hand, the light reflecting off the shards embedded in my skin. "See, boy? I have the truth in my fist. Glass that cuts—more honest than any promise."
The eyeless faces laughed, silently, while hearts shattered above me. I sank deeper into the dirt, my body heavy, my breath ragged, and whispered, "Love is not a song. Love is a splinter that remains."
And then I hung my head as the rain washed the shards from my fingers.
The morning smelled of the harbor—salt, fish, rot, and cold smoke. The alleys were wet from the rain that had washed over the city during the night, and the mud clung to my boots as if trying to hold me down. I staggered through the chaos, my shirt torn, my hands covered in crusts of blood and dirt.
Passepartout walked beside me, silent, his face gray as the clouds, his eyes full of fatigue. He carried my bag because I could barely walk anymore, and looked at me as if hoping for a miracle that would never come.
The usual hellish chorus reigned at the harbor: sailors screamed, crates were dragged, seagulls screeched, merchants haggled, as if no one had noticed that the night had left a trail of blood and broken glass.
I stopped, staggered, spat red into the dirt, and laughed, hoarse, my voice more cough than tone. "Voilà... Hong Kong showed me: Nothing lasts. Not glass, not heart, not people. Everything breaks, everything shatters—and that's the only truth."
A sailor laughed, a merchant spat, a whore shook her head. No one objected.
Passepartout whispered, "Sir... please, we must move on. Shanghai is waiting."
I raised my bloody hand, still bearing a splinter, as if to display it like a holy relic. "Shanghai, London, hell—what does it matter? We're just bottles that will eventually break. But as long as they clink, I'll drink."
Then I stumbled on along the harbor, my laughter mingling with the screeching of the seagulls as Hong Kong disappeared into the haze behind me.
 
Chasing the last drop in Shanghai
The ship docked like a tired dog that'd taken too many blows. The planks creaked, the ropes almost snapped, and the port of Shanghai lay before me like an open mouth full of voices. Dirty alleys, smoke from a hundred fires, the stench of fish, sweat, piss-warm water. Merchants shouted, coolies hauled, children ran barefoot, dogs chewed each other's throats.
I staggered down the gangplank, my head pounding, my lips chapped, my hands bruised. Passepartout held my arm, his eyes filled with worry, as if he were guiding a ghost.
I spat in the dust, my laughter scratching like a rusty saw. "Voilà... Shanghai is an empty barrel. It stinks of beer, but there's nothing left to drink. A city that smells of booze, yet only sells thirst."
A few sailors laughed, one yelled something at me I couldn't understand. A merchant looked at me as if he'd seen a thousand Englishmen arrive here and all end up the same—in the dirt.
I staggered deeper into the city, through alleys that stank of sewage and burnt rice, between faces that promised nothing but hunger.
Passepartout whispered in panic, "Sir, we should stay calm. Shanghai is dangerous."
I grinned, my teeth bloody, my eyes burning. "Dangerous? Ha! Dangerous is a glass without a drop. Dangerous is the thirst that consumes you until only your tongue remains. Shanghai is not a place—Shanghai is a desert disguised as a city."
The crowd around us roared, voices that sounded like bargaining, cursing, and fighting. I spread my arms, staggering, my grin wide. "So come on, Shanghai—show me where you hid your last drop. I want to find it, drink it, and laugh in your face when you're empty."
And the city swallowed me like a thirsty man who already knew that the glass had long since broken.
The streets of Shanghai were a labyrinth of noise and dust, and I stumbled through them like a dog tracking a scent. My throat was dry, my stomach empty, my head pounding. All I wanted was a drop—any drop.
The first tavern was located in a side alley, a hole in the brickwork; outside, it smelled of mold and urine. I stepped inside, the patrons' gazes glued to me like flies to a wound. I slammed coins on the counter, croaking, "Schnaps, friend. The cheapest one that won't kill you instantly."
The innkeeper looked at me, his eyes tired, his head shaking slowly. "Not one more drop."
I laughed, bloody, my throat burning with anger. "Not a drop? Then you're dead, and your shop will be nothing more than a coffin with tables."
I staggered back to the street, Passepartout at my side, his voice pleading: "Monsieur... we should just keep going."
But I didn't leave. I found the nearest tavern, a wooden shack from which voices emerged. I stormed inside, the same scene, the same stench, the same empty barrels. "Not another drop," said the second innkeeper, and his tone was not sad, but final.
I yelled so loudly that the guests jumped up and the children outside ran away screaming: "Then this city will be dead before the wind can bury it!"
The third tavern was no better. The fourth landlord waved me off before I could even open my mouth. Every step through this city was a slap in the face, every "no" a mockery.
I staggered through the noise, my throat cracked, my laughter shaky. "Shanghai, you whore! You smell of liquor, but you don't have any. You're a brothel without women, a cemetery without corpses, a barrel without a drop!"
Passepartout lowered his head and murmured, “Mon Dieu… he’s going mad.”
And I laughed, loudly, madly, because madness was the only thing left.
The alleys grew narrower, the air stifling, and my thirst burned like fire. Every breath felt like sand in my throat, every step a curse. Then I saw them—three vendors in a corner, their stalls little more than crates full of filth. One had murky bottles, sealed with scraps of cloth. The liquid inside was brown, like sewage.
I staggered toward him, my voice scratching like sandpaper. "Voilà... finally, a man who knows what life means. How much does your poison cost?"
The merchant grinned, his gaping teeth smelling of rot. "For a Sahib... cheap."
Passepartout hissed: “Sir, not even dogs drink that.”
I laughed, snatched the bottle from his hand, tore off the rag, sniffed, and the stench hit me in the face like a slap from a rag made of piss. But I gulped it down.
It was as if I'd swallowed fire and dirt at once. My throat burned, my stomach churned, and before I could finish, I vomited into the dust. Thin, yellow, red—everything came up. The crowd around me laughed, screamed, and spat.
I wiped my mouth with my sleeve, my lips bloody, my grin wide. "Ha! Even poison is more honest than thirst. Poison tells you right away that you're dying. Thirst... that makes you think you're still alive."
Another merchant held out a bottle to me, even more cloudy, even more putrid. "Another one, Sahib?" His voice was a mockery.
I took it, lifted it up, and the contents sloshed like rotten blood. "Yes! Because every drop is proof that you're still breathing—and so am I!"
I drank, puked again, laughed, almost fell over, but I stood, spat, and screamed: "Shanghai! If that's your last drop, I'll drink it from your veins!"
Passepartout held his head and murmured desperately: “Mon Dieu… he’s going to kill us both.”
I laughed, coughed, spat out blood and dirt, and my eyes sparkled in the dust.
I left the merchants behind, my mouth full of vomit and bitterness, my stomach burning like an oven. I staggered deeper into the city, and suddenly Shanghai opened like a whore's mouth in neon light. The entertainment district—lanterns glowing like fever dreams, music from off-key instruments, laughter, shouting, the clinking of coins, and the groans of losers.
Whores stood in doorways, their faces painted like masks that were already cracking. Gamblers squatted in smoky rooms, their hands trembling over cards, dice, and coins. Opium smoke wafted through the alleys, sweet and heavy, like rotting sugar. And everywhere were bottles, glasses, and jugs—but all empty, all already drunk.
I laughed, staggered into the middle, my arms outstretched, my face bloody, my shirt torn. "Voilà! A paradise for idiots! You want to dream, play, fuck – I just want a drop. A single, honest drop!"
A player yelled something and threw his cards into the dirt. A whore giggled and whispered in Passepartout's ear, but he pushed her away, his face filled with fear. "Sir, we have to get out of here! You're crazy!"
I grinned, my teeth red, my breath a storm of liquor and bile. "Crazy? Ha! Crazy is believing in dreams when your throat is dry. I don't want a dream, no cards, no woman. I want a drop—and if it's swimming in the blood of one of those bastards, I'll drink that too."
The lights flickered, the music changed, voices grew louder. A few men approached, their eyes hard, their hands clenched into fists. Passepartout trembled, tugging at my sleeve. "Sir, please..."
I pushed him away, spread my arms, my laughter echoing across the square. "Come on, Shanghai! Hide your last drop! I'll hunt it down, I'll find it—and I'll drink it, even if it rots in your hearts!"
And the night around me began to shake, like a glass about to break.
The crowd was dense, the smoke heavy, and my throat burned for more. A barman, fat and wearing a stained apron, roughly pushed me back. "No drink for you. Get out!"
I laughed, my voice a hoarse rasp, my eyes bloody. "No drink? Then you're already dead, friend. Your shop is just a coffin with lights."
He grabbed my arm. I rammed my fist into his face, hard, honest. His head flew back, and he crashed against the bar. A glass fell, shattered, and the room was suddenly a storm.
Players jumped up, chairs crashed, dice rolled across the floor. A drunk threw a bottle at my head; it shattered, blood ran down my forehead, and I laughed, spitting red blood. "Voilà! The last drop is mine—even if it comes from your blood!"
A scarred man reached for me, I pushed him against the table, cards flew, coins clattered to the floor. Another came from behind, his blow caught me in the ribs, I gasped, but grabbed a shard and rammed it into his arm. His scream was music, honest, raw.
Passepartout cried, his voice desperate: "Sir, stop! You're going to put us both in the grave!"
I grinned, my face a mask of blood, sweat, and dirt. "To the grave? Ha! Better to rot in a drunken stupor than to die of thirst!"
The fight escalated. Chairs became weapons, bottles became knives, screams became prayers. Men stamped, women screamed, and I stood in the middle of it, staggering, laughing, arms outstretched.
"Shanghai!" I yelled, "you're empty! But if you don't have a drop left, then I'll drink you myself—your streets, your people, your blood!"
And the city raged with me as if it itself were a piece of glass shattering into pieces.
The night spat me out as the bars had spat me out—a wreck, staggering, bloody, stinking of sweat, smoke, and vomit. I stumbled through the alleys, past lanterns that flickered like tired eyes, until I landed at the harbor. The quay was wet, the wood rotten, and the sea breathed heavily against the planks as if it wanted to take me away.
I sat down in the dirt, my back against a box, my hands sore, my lips chapped. My throat was dry, as if it had never known moisture. The wind smelled of salt, but that was no consolation.
And then I saw it.
Before me, on the waves, lay a sea of ​​alcohol. It shimmered amber, sparkled, and sloshed. Bottles floated like buoys, jugs like ships, entire waves of liquor rising and falling. I laughed, bloody laughter, my eyes glazed over. "Voilà... finally. An ocean full of drops."
I reached out into the void, my fingers clawing at nothing. The sea retreated, slowly, mockingly, each drop seeming farther away the closer I got.
"No!" I screamed, my voice hoarse and broken. "Come back! I am your prophet! I am your damned believer!"
But the sea laughed, its foam looked like shards of glass, and each shard cut into my heart.
I slumped, my head against the box, my voice a whisper: "There is no last drop... there is only thirst. Thirst that consumes you until you yourself are empty."
Passepartout stood over me, his face pale, his hands helpless. "Sir... please... we have to get out of here."
I grinned weakly, my teeth bleeding. "Gone? Ha. Where to? Thirst is everywhere, boy. Even the sea is just a lie that makes us die of thirst."
Then I laughed, a wheeze that faded into the night, while the water remained black and empty.
Morning dawned gray and damp over Shanghai. The city stank of ash and fish, of cold smoke and vomit. Merchants pushed their carts through the alleys, children ran barefoot through the dirt, dogs sniffed at pools of blood left over from the night.
I staggered back from the quay, my shirt torn, my hands covered in scrapes, my eyes red. My head throbbed, my tongue stuck, thirst burned like a knife in my throat. Passepartout supported me, his shoulders weak under my weight, his face pale as chalk.
"Sir... we must move on," he murmured, his voice shaky. "Yokohama is waiting."
I laughed, a cough that was more blood than joy. "Further? Ha! Where will you go when thirst consumes your soul?" I stopped, staggered, looked at the city staring at me with hundreds of eyes of filth and misery.
"Voilà!" I roared, my arms outstretched, my grin wide. "Shanghai taught me: He who chases has already lost! You chase gold, love, fame—and find only dust. I chased a drop—and found only my own vomit."
A few merchants stared, women pulled their children away, a dog barked. No one objected.
I spat on the ground, my saliva red, and laughed. "So be it! Hunting is the biggest lie. Only thirst remains—and it laughs last."
Passepartout pulled me on, laboriously, his gaze empty, as if he'd long known I was pulling him into the abyss. I let myself be led, swaying, my body heavy, my head light.
And so we left Shanghai, the city full of empty barrels, and behind us only my laughter echoed, sounding like a broken bottle.
 
The rain of Yokohama tastes like vomit
The sky hung low over the harbor, gray, heavy, as if it itself had a hangover. Rain fell in torrents, not clear, not fresh, but yellowish, stinking, full of dust that it washed from the roofs. It collected in rivulets that ran through the alleys like piss and splashed into puddles where rats drowned.
The ship groaned as it docked, and I stumbled off the gangplank like a man forgotten by death. My boots sank immediately into the mud, my coat clung to my skin, and the rain ran down my forehead, salty and bitter, as if the sky itself had drunk and was now vomiting it all back up.
I spat into the nearest puddle, laughing hoarsely, my breath stank of liquor and old blood. "Voilà... Yokohama pretends rain can wash – but it only tastes like vomit. A city in the rain is nothing but a drunk who thinks he's clean just because he sweated."
Passepartout pulled up his collar, his face contorted, his voice a whisper: "Mon Dieu... I already hate this place."
I grinned, my lips chapped, my teeth red. "Hate? No, boy. Hate is too much honor. This place is a bucket the sky vomited into. And we're the idiots who step in it."
On the quayside, merchants squatted under tarpaulins, their wares soaked, fruit already rotting in the rain. Children ran barefoot through the mud, laughing, while their mothers sat in the dirt with their hands over their faces. A few sailors were already fighting in the rain, their voices rumbling like the heavens themselves.
I raised my arms, swaying, wet to the bone, my laughter echoing through the thunder. "Yokohama! Your rain is more honest than your people—it shows that everything that glitters ends up tasting like vomit!"
And the city responded with a gurgling of gutters and the stench of vomit.
The streets of Yokohama were nothing but veins of rainwater, carrying dirt, blood, and garbage with it. Every puddle stank, every gutter gurgled, as if the city were trying to drink its own vomit back up. Merchants stood under tarps, their faces filled with anger, their voices shrill. "Too wet! Too dirty!" they cried, but their wares still rotted—rice mushy, fish stinking, fabrics heavy with water.
Children ran barefoot through the mud, laughing, slapping their feet, splashing the muck on everything they could reach. Women squatted at the edge, their hair wet, their clothes damp, staring at the ground as if hoping the rain would make them invisible.
I staggered through the stream, water splashing against my legs, my coat sticking to my feet, my shoes squelching. Passepartout stumbled behind me, his face contorted, his eyes filled with disgust.
I laughed, my throat burning, my voice rumbling through the rain: "Voilà! Don't you idiots see? You think the rain will clean you! You let yourself get wet and think the dirt is gone! But it only sticks deeper! Purity is a lie, and this rain is proof of it!"
A merchant hissed something I didn't understand and spat at my feet. I grinned, showing my teeth, which glistened red. "You want to be clean? Drink a puddle, friend—and then tell me how clean your stomach feels afterward!"
Children giggled, one threw mud at me. I caught the load on my face, slowly wiped it off, licked a bit, spat it out, and laughed even louder. "Voilà! Yokohama – your rain tastes like vomit, and yet everyone drinks it because they think it's a blessing!"
Passepartout hissed in panic: “Sir… you’re getting us into trouble.”
I staggered on, my arms outstretched, my head in the rain. "Difficulty? Ha! Difficulty is standing sober in this mess. The rain drinks more than I do—and it's vomiting down on all of us."
And I laughed as the sky continued to vomit.
The rain had soaked me to the bone, my shirt clung to me like a shroud, and my boots squelched with every step. So I looked for what I was always looking for: a hole where the world would momentarily cease to bite.
The tavern found me, not the other way around. A wooden shack, the roof leaking, the interior dark and dank like a damp pit. I pushed open the door, water dripped from my hair onto the floor, and the stench of rice wine hit me—sweet, warm, stale, like the odor of a man who's lain in the dirt too long.
Inside, men squatted on low benches, their faces swollen, their hands on steaming bowls. The innkeeper, a man with sunken cheeks, wordlessly placed a bowl before me, the liquid yellowish and lukewarm.
I grinned, my lips chapped, my breath stank of liquor and rain. I lifted the bowl, sniffed, and grimaced. "Voilà... your sake is nothing more than warm vomit in a cup."
A few of the men looked up, their eyes narrowed, their hands tightening around their bowls. The innkeeper growled something I didn't understand, but his expression was clear: he wanted me thrown out, or dead.
I laughed, sloshed the contents down my throat, felt it rising up my throat, churning my stomach. I slammed the bowl on the counter, nearly breaking it, and yelled, "Voilà! I'll drink your vomit cup and laugh about it! Because even your filth is more honest than the rain outside!"
A murmur went through the room, one spat, another cursed. Passepartout lowered his head, tugged on my sleeve, and whispered, "Sir, please... not here..."
I pushed him away, my grin bloody, my teeth red. "Not here? Ha! Right here. Here, the city vomits in bowls—and people drink it like it's wine. I've rarely seen honest trade."
The mood shifted, the murmuring grew louder, more threatening. And I knew: one more sentence and the tavern would explode.
The tavern was buzzing, voices boomed, the air stank of rice wine and damp bodies. In one corner, men sat around a low table, dice clacked, cards stuck to wet fingers, coins glimmered faintly in the lamplight. The winners' laughter was sharp, the losers' cursing was muffled; everything sounded like a prayer to a god who had long since gone deaf.
I staggered over to them, soaking wet, my hair dripping onto the floor. "Voilà," I croaked, my voice rough as sandpaper, "You're playing for luck here? Ha! It's like polishing vomit—it's still dirt."
One grinned, held out dice, his eyes narrowed. "Play, foreigner?"
I sat down, reached for the dice, and felt the sweat and rain on my fingers. Passepartout whispered frantically behind me: "Sir, don't... please..." But I didn't hear him.
I threw. Two ones. Laughter, ridicule, coins drifted away from me. I threw again. Lost again. More laughter. My throat burned, my head throbbed.
"Voilà!" I yelled, jumping up, the table tipping, the dice flying into the dirt. "Luck is always already drunk before it rolls the dice! You think it's sober, but no—it staggers, pukes, and laughs in your face!"
The men jumped up, clenching their hands into fists. One grabbed me by the collar and spat in my face. Passepartout stumbled forward, trying to hold me back. "Sir, enough! You're going to send us to the grave!"
I pushed him away, laughing until I was bloody sick, my breath reeking of sake. "To the grave? Ha! Luck has been digging our holes for a long time. Every throw is just another shovelful of dirt on your heads!"
The crowd screamed, chairs crashed, fists flew. The rain drummed against the walls outside as if it wanted to join in the fun.
And Yokohama tipped over with me into the next storm.
The table was overturned, the dice in the mud, and the tavern was suddenly a cage full of voices and fists. A man punched me in the face, my head flew back, blood splattered on the floor. I laughed, spat red, and rammed my forehead into his chin, causing him to fall, gasping.
Then the room burst apart. Men rushed out, others after them, and suddenly we were fighting in the rain, right in the alley. The sky continued to pour, the puddles turned into pools, and every blow sprayed water and blood in all directions.
A merchant ripped my coat off my body, and I punched him in the stomach. Another grabbed me by the throat. I grabbed a shard from the curb and dragged it across his skin, making him scream. Men wrestled in the mud, women shrieked, children cheered as if it were a celebration.
Passepartout stumbled among the bodies, took a blow, fell, and got back up, his voice a panicked whine: "Sir! Please! You're dying here!"
I staggered, my lips bloody, my grin wide. "Voilà! This is more honest than any mass! No coins, no cards—just fists, just rain, just dirt!"
A sailor lunged at me, we both fell into a puddle, the water swallowed us, and I surfaced, spluttering, blood and mud on my face. I roared, my voice louder than thunder: "Yokohama, your rain doesn't wash anything—it just spreads the shit more evenly!"
The crowd roared, bottles flew, sticks crashed. I stood, swaying, the shard in my hand, my laughter a croak. Every blow, every fall, every bounce was music. A dirty, honest symphony of vomit, rain, and blood.
And I danced in it, like a king on a throne of puddles.
At some point the fists stopped, not because the men were tired, but because the rain had washed them all away. I lay in the mud, my body heavy, my face half submerged in water. Blood mixed with rain, dirt, and vomit—a cocktail that crept right into my nose. Every breath tasted of rust, earth, and acid.
Above me the sky, black-gray, the clouds bulging and heavy, as if they themselves had drunk too much. The rain slapped against my face, pounding like blows, until my head pounded. I laughed, a hoarse gurgle that was more blood than voice.
And then I saw it.
The rain itself vomited. It didn't fall—it erupted, as if the sky were tearing the entire world to pieces. Every puddle was a pool of stomach acid, every gutter a vomit eating its way through the alleys. Houses bent as if they had stomachaches, the entire city choked and choked until it almost burst.
I raised my arms, weak, wet, bloody, my hands shaking. "Voilà... Rain is just the vomit of the sky. And we're all sitting down there with our mouths open."
Passepartout leaned over me, his hair dripping, his eyes full of fear. "Sir, you're dying! You must get up!"
I grabbed his sleeve, my fingers slipping, sliding over the wet fabric. "Die? Ha! We all vomited long ago. Heaven spat us out, and now we lie here—wet, dirty, smelly."
I laughed, wheezed, and spat blood into the rain, which immediately washed it away. "And you know what? It's more honest this way. Better than all those lies about purity."
Then I sank back, my skull in the mud, the rain drumming on, incessantly, like a drunken god who couldn't stop choking.
The morning smelled no different from the night: of salt, vomit, and mold. The streets of Yokohama steamed, puddles lay on the pavement like greasy mirrors, and the merchants rolled up their wet tarps as if they could pretend nothing had happened.
I dragged myself through the alleys, every step a smacking sound, my coat heavy with rain, my face covered in dried blood. Passepartout was beside me, silent, his eyes tired, as if he'd long since lost everything.
I spat into a puddle, my saliva red, and laughed hoarsely, my voice brittle like an old bottle. "Voilà... Yokohama showed me: Even the sky drinks. And when it can't anymore, it pukes down on us."
A few men looked at me, their faces blank, others coughed, shrugging their shoulders. Children laughed somewhere, their feet splashing in the dirt, while women shouted after them.
Passepartout sighed and whispered, "Sir, we must leave. The Pacific awaits."
I grinned, my breath stank of sake, my eyes burning. "The Pacific? Ha! Another drunk just waiting to devour us. But at least he's honest—he'll get us all drunk the same."
I staggered on, the harbor basin before me, the ships steaming, ready for the next hell. Behind me, Yokohama dripped into the morning, wet, stinking, more sincere than any prayer.
And I laughed because the sky was overflowing and no one dared to rebuke it.
 
 
Across the Pacific like a dying dog
The rain still clung to my bones, my boots slapped with every step as I staggered up the gangplank. The ship before me stank like a stable full of wet dogs. Planks soggy with water, ropes so rotten they looked more like worms than ropes. Sailors with faces like leather spat into the sea, cursed, coughed, as they loaded crates already soaking wet in the rain.
I stopped, half-turned back toward the harbor, my laughter a croaking cough. "Voilà! A ship is just a dog kennel floating on the water. And we're the mutts they lock up inside until they drown."
A few passengers looked over at me indignantly—traders in clean vests, women with children clutched tightly. One muttered something about a "mad Englishman." I grinned bloodily, my teeth red, my eyes glazed over. "Yeah, crazy. But at least I'm barking before the ocean drowns me."
Passepartout tugged at my sleeve, his voice a whisper of panic. "Sir... please... hold back. One more word and we'll be thrown overboard."
I pushed him away, swaying on, my footsteps echoing across the wet planks. "Overboard? Ha! Sooner or later, we all end up there. The only difference is whether you fall sober or drunk."
I tipped the rest of a bottle I'd picked up somewhere straight down my throat, spat into the ocean, and laughed. "There, Pacific! Your first taste. But if you swallow me, you'll choke."
The steamer's horn blared, the ropes flew loose, the ship lurched, and Yokohama slowly disappeared behind a gray wall of rain. I stood at the railing, wet, stinking, half-dead—feeling like a dog that'd been led out to drown.
The Pacific Ocean stretched out like an endless sheet of lead. No green, no shore, just gray water and gray sky, merging into one another as if the world had vomited its colors. The waves weren't a crown of foam, no poetry—they were lazy tongues licking the ship, as if testing whether we were yet soft enough to be swallowed.
The passengers quickly collapsed. By the second day, they were already hanging over the railing, vomiting their entrails into the sea, or lying in the stuffy cabins, gasping, pale, as if the ocean had sucked their blood dry. Children cried, women prayed, men cursed, but nothing helped.
I stood on deck, bottle in hand, shirt open, wind in my face, and laughed hoarsely. "Voilà! The Pacific is nothing but a bar without walls. A single bar that stretches to the horizon. You vomit, you pray, you cry – and the landlord is the sea, which doesn't want your coins, only your corpses."
A merchant next to me groaned, his face green, holding his stomach. "You're disgusting," he muttered.
I grinned, my lips chapped, my teeth red. "Disgusting? Ha! I'm just being honest. The ocean is your god, and it gives out nothing but salt. Drink this if you want to live. And if you die—at least you'll know it hasn't betrayed you."
Passepartout stood beside me, pale, his stomach empty, his eyes filled with fear. "Sir... I can't bear this."
I placed my hand on his shoulder, almost gently, my gaze directed toward the gray horizon. "Then get used to it, boy. The Pacific isn't a sea. It's a never-ending rush. And we're the dogs drowning in it."
The ship groaned, the wind whistled, and I raised the bottle to the sky as if challenging it. "Cheers, Pacific! I'll drink to you—and I swear, my booze is more honest than your thirst."
The third day smelled of must and sweat. The barrels on board were half full of stale water that tasted more of rust and rats than life. The cook poured out broth that made your stomach churn just by looking at it. And the alcohol—the holy alcohol—was rationed, as if he were a king choosing his subjects.
I squatted on a crate, my throat dry, my head heavy, my hands shaking. Passepartout handed me a cup of water. I drank, immediately spat it out, coughed, laughed, my teeth bloody. "Voilà! This isn't water. This is ocean piss collected in a barrel."
A few passengers looked over at me, their faces drawn, their lips chapped. One murmured, "Be glad there's anything at all."
I stood up, staggering, the bottle in my hand, which was almost empty. My voice scratched across the deck like a rusty knife. "Not a drop for the dog, but chains for everyone! You sit here, trapped in this floating kennel, and think thirst will make you good. But I tell you: a dog will bite if it doesn't get a drink."
A sailor snorted and spat. "Shut up, Englishman, or we'll tie you up."
I grinned, my breath stank, my eyes sparkled. "Tie me up, yes! But don't forget: even chained, the dog will bark until it screams its throat bleeds."
Passepartout whispered, trembling: “Monsieur… please, save your strength.”
I took the last sip from my bottle and held it up, empty, like a skeleton. "This is more honest than all of you put together. Empty! No promises, no lies. Just glass that says: You're damned."
The crowd stared, murmured, some laughed nervously, others clenched their fists. I threw the bottle overboard, watched it disappear into the gray, and yelled, "Do you hear that, Pacific? I'm the dog you're letting starve. But I'll eat your waves before you drown me!"
The sea struck back, a torrent of salt water splashed over the railing, burning my eyes, and I laughed, bloody, like an animal that knew it was already dead.
The nights smelled of decay. In the cabins, the passengers lay like carcasses, piled on top of each other, each breath a gasp. Men coughed blood, women cradled feverish children, and the floor was damp with sweat, vomit, and water dripping through the cracks.
I stumbled through, my head throbbing, my lips chapped. A woman prayed, her hands around a rosary, while her child cried beside her, thin, powerless, as if it knew no one would hear it. An old man lay on the bunk, his eyes open, his mouth half-closed, dead, and no one cared.
Passepartout pressed a cloth to his nose and whispered, his eyes filled with horror: "Mon Dieu... this is not a ship. This is a mass grave."
I laughed, hoarse, my voice a croak that cut through the stuffy air. "Voilà! We're cattle, the ocean is already sorting us out. Every cough, every vomit, every damn tear—the sea is already taking stock before it eats us."
A missionary stared at me, Bible in hand, his face desperate. "Don't you have faith, sir?"
I spat on the ground, where it mixed with the dirt. "Faith? Ha! The only God here is thirst, and he doesn't write psalms. He just writes in your throats until they burst."
A trader groaned, holding his stomach, muttering, “I just want to go to San Francisco.”
I grinned, my eyes burning. "San Francisco? You'll puke into the Pacific, and it'll swallow you before you even see the Golden Gate."
The air was thicker than the smoke in any dive bar. I staggered back onto the deck, my laughter echoing like a cough. "We're not passengers. We're corpses on the payroll. And the sea collects interest."
Passepartout followed me, pale, as if he were about to collapse onto his own bunk. I raised my arms to the wind, grinning broadly. "Voilà! We're still sailing—but we're long dead."
It started with a jug. A sailor had hidden it under his jacket, a remnant of alcohol, barely more than a finger's width. Another saw it, grabbed it, and tore it open. Suddenly, the deck was a cage full of dogs.
Fists flew, voices roared, men fell over each other. The ship rocked, ropes snapped, rain slapped against wood and skin. One screamed, one laughed, one bled. And I stood in the middle of it all, my eyes red, my hands shaking, my laughter louder than the storm.
I grabbed the jug, snatched it toward me, drank the rest, felt it burn my throat. Men threw themselves at me, I hit back, my fist broke teeth, my head cracked against a chin, my blood mingled with rain.
"Voilà!" I roared, my voice rising above the noise. "A dog bites when you let it starve—and I bite better than all of you!"
A sailor rammed his knee into my stomach. I gasped, laughed, grabbed him by the collar, and hurled him against the railing. Another came with a rope and hit me. I grabbed a broken bottle and ripped it across his skin.
Passepartout screamed, his face full of panic, his hands outstretched: "Sir! They're killing themselves!"
I staggered, my chest wet with blood, my teeth glistening red. "No, boy! I'm finally alive! Every blow, every wound, every drop—honest trade is worth all the gold in the world!"
The deck shook beneath my feet, men fell, screams echoed, the ocean slapped against the planks. I stood, swaying, the shard in my hand, my laughter a rumble deeper than thunder.
"Come here, you bastards! I'm the dog, and I'll bite until the Pacific Ocean itself howls!"
And the deck was a slaughterhouse, and I was its butcher.
The sky ripped open, black as a burnt belly. The wind howled as if it had teeth, and the waves rose like walls, ready to crash down on us at any moment. The ship groaned, creaked, and shook; the sails tore, ropes whipped through the air like snakes. Men shouted orders, others simply screamed because they knew they were lost.
I lay on the planks, the rain pounding down on me like fists. Blood trickled from a wound on my forehead, mingling with the water rushing across the deck. I inhaled the rain, coughed, spat, laughed.
"Voilà!" I roared into the darkness, my voice shattering in the wind. "I'm dying like a dog—and the sea is my master!"
A wave broke over us, swept two men away. They screamed, were swallowed, their voices smothered in the foam. I laughed, my body trembled, my ribs burned, my hands clung to a piece of rope that hung over me like a noose.
Passepartout clung to the railing, his eyes wide, filled with madness. "Sir! Hold on tight! Please!"
I grinned, my face a mask of rain and blood. "Hold on? Ha! The dog won't hold on—he'll bite until he drowns!"
Another wave thundered, the ship tilted, wood splintered, water splashed over us. I gasped, coughed, and screamed into the darkness: "Drink me, Pacific! Swallow me down! But I swear to you—I'll bark in your mouth before I drown!"
The wind howled, the ship rocked, and I laughed, half dead, half alive, while the sea, like a master, put the leash around my neck.
Morning came not with sunshine, but with a gray silence worse than the roar of the night. The sea lay smooth, as if it had forgotten that it had almost swallowed us. The sky hung heavy, overcast, and the ship was a wreck, groaning with every breath.
The men crawled across the deck like survivors of a massacre. Their faces pale, their eyes empty, their voices barely above a whisper. Two bodies were missing, swallowed by the Pacific, without a grave, without a name. One sailor prayed, another laughed hysterically, one lay in the dirt, unmoving.
I dragged myself to the railing, my hands sore, my ribs burning, my face a mosaic of blood and salt. I spat into the sea, a red stain on the gray surface, and laughed hoarsely, a cough that tasted more of death than life.
"Voilà," I croaked, my voice shaky, "the dog is still alive. But only to continue to be beaten."
Passepartout stood behind me, his eyes sunken, his body weak. He said nothing more. No pleading, no protest, just a silence that was worse than any words.
I grinned, my teeth bloody, my eyes glassy. "The sea is not an enemy. It's a master. It beats you, doesn't feed you, and yet you follow it. Because it's the only one who still pays attention to you."
The wind was light, the sails hung like tattered flags, and the ship drifted slowly onward, out toward America. I raised my arms, staggering, my voice a whisper: "San Francisco... prepare your bottle. The dog is coming."
And I laughed, a hoarse bark that echoed across the smooth sea like the echo of a dying animal.
 
San Francisco: Whiskey, revolvers and a touch of madness
The Pacific had spit me out like a bone, and San Francisco stood there like a mouth full of teeth, ready to crush me again. The harbor was in a roar. Ships leaned crookedly against the quayside, sailors screamed, gold prospectors squabbled over sacks of dust, preachers bellowed their psalms, while beside them whores lifted their skirts and laughed. The whole place smelled of coal, sweat, cheap tobacco—and, above all, whiskey.
I staggered across the planks, my boots slipping in the dirt, my head pounding. Passepartout stumbled behind me, pale, his eyes long since empty. I saw the crowd, the chaos, the confusion—and laughed, my grin bloody, my voice a croak.
"Voilà!" I yelled, my arms wide open. "San Francisco is a dream drowned in whiskey. Every man here thinks he's rich, but he wakes up vomiting in the dirt. Every woman thinks she's selling love, but he's only selling a few drops of sweat. Every preacher thinks he has God in his sack, but all he has is a Bible that stinks like a spittoon."
A gold prospector spat, yelling something at me. I grinned and spat back, my saliva red. "Shut your mouth, friend. Your gold is just dust, and your life is just a bet with booze."
Passepartout whispered desperately, "Sir... please... hold back. We haven't even arrived yet."
I laughed louder, my teeth glinting in the dirt. "Ha! I've arrived, boy. San Francisco isn't a city—it's a saloon without walls. And I swear, I'll drink it all dry."
The crowd roared, voices rose, a preacher called for order, a whore laughed, a sailor roared. And I stood in the middle of it, dripping wet, bloody, staggering—ready to take the first sip of this city.
The street spat me out, right in front of the swinging doors of a saloon that looked so rickety it would collapse if one loud fart were enough. Inside, life—or what one thought was life—oozed. Smoke hung from the ceiling like a cloud of burnt paper, the piano clanged askew, gunshots rang out somewhere in the distance, and the laughter was so sharp it ripped your skin.
I stepped inside, my boots squelching on the planks, my shirt hanging open, my hair plastered to my head. The guests looked up briefly, stared, and turned away again, as if they knew I was just another madman spewed out by the sea.
I slammed coins on the counter, my grin wide, my teeth red. "Whiskey. And not a fancy bottle, you bastard—the cheapest thing even a pig wouldn't drink."
The bartender, a guy with a scar across his forehead, placed a glass in front of me that contained more dirt than liquid. I gulped it down, felt it burn my throat, and laughed, my voice a cough.
"Voilà! This isn't whiskey—this is a punch in the face. More honest than anything you're selling out there!"
A gold prospector next to me grumbled, his beard covered in saliva, his hands covered in dirt. "Shut up, stranger."
I turned to him, my eyes glazed over, my breath reeking of booze. "Stranger? We're all strangers here. Only the whiskey is native. You think you're drinking—but in reality, it's drinking you. And you're laughing because you're too stupid to realize it."
A few men laughed, a few cursed. One reached for his revolver, just to threaten, not yet to shoot. The piano stopped tinkling for a moment, as if it knew what was coming.
Passepartout pushed himself to my side, his face gray, his voice a whisper: “Monsieur… please…”
I grinned, broadly, bloodily, raising my glass. "Cheers, San Francisco! You're a barrel of madness, and I'm the dog who drinks it dry."
And the piano started again, louder, faster, as if it wanted to drown out the bang of the first bullet.
The saloon was a battlefield of opposites. In one corner sat a preacher, his Bible on his knees, his lips murmuring psalms as if trying to drown out God. Two men listened to him, sweating, nodding, their faces so serious it seemed as if heaven could be reached directly above the dirty tables.
And just a few steps away stood the whores, half-naked, with lips that glistened like fresh wounds, with clothes that were little more than fabric. They laughed, pulling at the men whose hands had long since decided whom they would follow.
I saw it all, sipped my glass, my grin bloody, my eyes glazed over. "Voilà... San Francisco in one room. Saints and whores, side by side. And I tell you – they're twins. Both want your money, neither will heal you. One sells heaven, the other sells hell, and in the end, they both end up in the same gutter."
The preacher paused, his voice breaking, and looked at me, his eyes blazing. "Blasphemy!" he cried, his voice trembling. "You are the devil himself!"
I laughed hoarsely, my head falling back, my breath stank of whiskey. "Devil? Ha! The devil is just a bartender who never refills your glass when you need it."
The whores giggled, one blew me a kiss, another spun around, her dress clinging to her skin as if it were about to crumble from sweat. "Honey," she breathed, "you speak like someone who's already paid both ends."
I slammed my fist on the table, making the glasses bounce. "Yes! I paid for both – heaven and hell! And you know what I got? A bottomless glass."
A few men laughed, roared, others spat, the preacher raised the Bible as if he wanted to smash it in my face. Passepartout held his hands over his face and whispered: "Mon Dieu... we die here."
I raised my glass, my teeth flashing red. "No, boy. Nobody dies here. It's just drinking, praying, and fucking—all in the same breath."
And the saloon roared as if it had understood that God and sin had long been sitting at the same bar.
The whiskey flowed, the air was heavy with smoke, and the piano tinkled faster, as if trying to drown out the tension. Two prospectors at the bar snarled at each other, their faces red, their hands on the butts of their guns. One with a beard like a rope, the other with eyes that had already lost everything.
“The gold is mine, bastard!” shouted the first one, his spit flying through the smoke.
“Liar!” yelled the second, his fingers twitching on the trigger.
The saloon fell silent. Only the dripping of spilled whiskey could be heard.
I stood between them, swaying, bottle in hand, my grin as wide as a slash. "Voilà! San Francisco shows you its true gods: whiskey and lead. And you worship both like children who haven't yet realized their altar is built of dirt."
The bearded prospector growled: “Shut your mouth, Englishman, or you’ll be the first to fall into the mud.”
I laughed, my breath stank of booze. Then I tipped the rest of my bottle over both of their heads, the whiskey running down their beards and dripping onto their shirts. "There! Whiskey for one, whiskey for the other. Now all we need is a shot to complete the evening."
The crowd cheered, a few men shouted, one yelled, “Go on, shoot, damn it!”
The revolvers flashed. One fired, shattering the glass behind the counter, and splinters rained down on the floor. The other fired, his bullet tearing through the air, hitting the doorframe, splintering wood.
Panic broke out. Men jumped up, tables tipped over, bottles shattered. The prostitutes screamed, laughing simultaneously as if they were part of the performance. The preacher yelled a prayer, raised his Bible as if it were a shield against lead.
Passepartout clung to my arm, his voice a hoarse whisper: “Sir, please, we have to get out!”
I shook him off, spread my arms, my laughter echoing through the noise. "No, boy! This is America—here, every shot is an amen, and every drop of whiskey is a sermon!"
And the revolvers continued to sing their song, sharp, deadly, more honest than any prayer.
The saloon walls trembled as if they themselves were afraid. Bullets whizzed through the air, hitting glass, mirrors, and beams. Shrapnel flew, blood spurted, men screamed. The piano fell silent, the pianist crawled under his stool as chaos raged.
I stood in the middle of it all, swaying, my shirt covered in whiskey and sweat, my hands empty, my laughter louder than the gunshots. "Voilà!" I roared, my voice cutting through the noise, "Whiskey and lead—the only truths in America!"
A man collapsed to the ground with a hole in his throat, wheezing as his blood trickled across the floorboards. Another screamed, clutching his hand, which was only half there. The whores shrieked, cowered, and laughed hysterically, as if drunk on death.
I grabbed a chair leg and slammed it against the first man who rushed at me. His teeth flew across the floor like pearls. A second man came, I grabbed his hand with the gun, bent it back, and the shot hit the ceiling, dust raining down.
Passepartout crouched beside me, his hands shaking, his voice a whine: "Sir! We have to get out, immediately!"
I pushed him away, my eyes glazed over, my grin bloody. "Out? Ha! It's more honest in here than out! No coins, no lies decide here – only bullets and whiskey!"
A prospector fired, the bullet ripped past my ear, I felt the hot whir, laughed even louder, my heart racing. I screamed over the crash, my arms outstretched: "Come here, you bastards! If America is a dream, then it's made of glass and powder—and I'll drink it dry!"
And the lead sang on, a choir without mercy.
The shots still echoed in my head as I stumbled through the swinging doors. Outside, the air was cold, but it smelled of smoke and blood, just like inside. I staggered into the alley, my head pounding, my ears ringing as if someone had lined my skull with iron. Every sound was just an echo.
The rain had eased, but the streets glistened in the moonlight like wet tongues. The dirt shimmered as if it were breathing. The walls of the houses contracted and expanded again, like lungs laughing at me. Every shadow grinned, every drop on the gutter sounded like a mockery.
I leaned against a wall, slid slowly down, and sat down in the mud. My shirt was wet, my blood was sticky, my fingers trembled. Passepartout was nowhere to be seen; maybe he had hidden away, maybe he was long dead. I didn't care.
"Voilà..." I whispered, my breath ragged, "even the streets breathe here. They laugh. They know we're just bones waiting to be crushed."
My vision blurred. The cobblestones undulated as if they were water. Figures stepped out of the shadows, faceless, only eyes burning like hot coals. I heard them whispering, but they said nothing—only the whispering of madness that smelled of whiskey.
I reached into the air as if I could grab a bottle, but my hand grasped only emptiness. I laughed, my chin slumping to my chest. "Madness... is just whiskey that no longer quenches thirst."
The alley breathed heavily, and I breathed with it until we were one—a single lung full of filth.
The morning settled over San Francisco like a gray sack. The streets still steamed with the night's blood and rain, and the smoke from a hundred chimneys stank of coal, sweat, and old whiskey. Men lay drunk in doorways, their faces blue from fights, their pockets empty. Women stumbled home with smeared makeup, laughing hoarsely, coughing. And somewhere, a preacher prayed, his voice thin, as if he himself knew that God had long since moved on.
I dragged myself through the mud, my boots heavy, my shirt a rag, my eyes red as hot coals. Passepartout walked beside me, silent, his face gray, as if he had lost everything he had ever believed in.
I stopped, spat blood into the gutter, my laughter a croak. "Voilà... San Francisco showed me: Even freedom stinks of liquor and gunpowder. You scream for gold, for the future, for dreams—but all you have is a glass full of dirt and a bullet in your stomach."
A few men looked over at me, too tired to object. A whore laughed and blew me a kiss that was more mockery than enticement.
Passepartout whispered, "Sir... we must move on. Nevada is waiting."
I grinned, my teeth bloody, my breath stank of smoke and residual alcohol. "Nevada... ha! Another desert full of lies. But I'll go there. I'll go anywhere. Because the dog will run as long as he's being beaten."
And I staggered on through the steamy streets, my laughter echoing between the wooden houses as if it were a gunshot that never stopped.
 
A fistfight in the Nevada saloon
The sun hung in the sky like a glowing nail, and Nevada stretched out like an endless, dusty graveyard. No trees, no water, just steppe, sand, and the wind that had ground the people's faces like sandpaper. The town, if you could even call it that, was nothing more than a collection of shacks, held together by nails, prayers, and the stench of cheap booze.
I trudged through the street, my boots kicking up little clouds of dust that immediately crept back up my throat. My shirt clung to my body, my lips were chapped, and my eyes burned from the dust and the booze. Passepartout trudged behind me, pale, his shoulders slumped, as if he'd given up long ago.
A few men stood around, leaning against the walls, their faces blank, their hands on bottles that were almost empty. Women crouched in the shadows, their clothes in rags, their eyes dull. Children ran barefoot across the street, throwing stones, laughing, as if they already knew there was nothing to be gained here but dust.
I stopped and spat into the sand, my grin broad, my voice a croak. "Voilà... Nevada isn't a place. It's an ashtray the gods forgot. Every drag they take spits more filth into here. And we're the butts they crush."
An old man leaning against a barrel coughed dryly and laughed bitterly, as if he understood. Another spat on the ground and muttered, "Englishmen... talk too much."
I raised my arms, my body swaying, my breath stank of old whiskey. "Talk? Ha! Nobody talks here. Here you eat dust, vomit it up, and call it life. Welcome to the ashtray of the world!"
Passepartout grabbed my arm, his voice tired, almost broken. "Sir... please, let's just keep going."
I laughed, my head thrown back, my teeth red. "Go on? Boy, there's no going on here. Nevada is the end of the story—and the only melody they know here is the clink of a glass and the sound of a fist."
And so I trudged deeper into the dust, ready for the next drink and the next blow.
The Nevada saloon wasn't a house; it was a coughing fit of wood and dust. Boards that gaped like bad teeth, doors that rattled in the wind, and a roof with more holes than a sieve. But inside—that's where the filth lived.
I pushed open the swinging doors, and the stench hit me in the face like a wet fist: whiskey, sweat, tobacco, old blood. The piano clanged in the corner, a discordant wail accompanied by the scraping of the gamblers' boots. Men squatted at the tables, their eyes red, their hands shaking over cards and dice. Whores leaned against the walls, their clothes torn, their laughter hoarse, as they lurked for the losers' pockets.
I staggered to the bar, my boots squelching on the sticky floor. The bartender, a man with a face like dried leather, stared at me unblinkingly. I slapped coins down on the counter, my grin wide, my teeth red.
"Whiskey," I croaked, "and if you give me anything fancy, I'll smash your head in. Give me what will blind you."
The bartender placed a glass in front of me, cloudy and smelly, and I gulped it down, my throat burning and my stomach cramping. I laughed, my head falling back, my voice a cough filled with blood.
"Voilà! This isn't whiskey—it's fire in a glass. More honest than anything ever spoken outside."
A card player looked up, his gaze cold, his voice harsh. "Shut up, stranger. Some of us like to lose in peace."
I turned to him, my grin sharpening, my eyes glazed over. "Losing in peace? Ha! Nevada knows no peace. You always lose here—whether with cards, money, or your face."
A murmur went through the room, the first glances became sharper, hands wandered to belts and bottles. Passepartout lowered his head and whispered: "Monsieur... we should keep quiet."
I laughed louder, raising my glass, which was still half full. "Silence is for the dead. And dead people don't drink."
Cards slapped on the tables, dice rolled, coins clinked—all in a dull melody of misery. The whores laughed along, shrill and hollow, while their hands slid over shoulders like thieves, ready to pluck the last bit of dust from the players' pockets.
I stood at the bar, glass in hand, my head full of fire, my breath stank of cheap whiskey. I looked around, saw the men, saw the women, and laughed, my grin as wide as an open wound.
"Voilà!" I yelled, my voice scratching over the din. "Love, gold, happiness—all the same filth in different glasses. You drink it, you worship it, you fuck it—and in the end, you vomit it back into the sand!"
The players looked up, their eyes narrowed, their hands frozen. One, wearing a hat as crooked as his face, growled, "Don't talk like that, stranger. Everyone here has their own beliefs."
I tipped the rest of my glass down and placed it hard on the counter, shattering it. "Faith? Ha! You believe in gold, she believes in pussy, and that preacher outside believes in heaven. All the same poison, just bottled differently. You think it's different—but when it ferments in your stomachs, it stinks the same."
A whore giggled, but her gaze was sharp as a blade. "Mister, you talk like someone who's already lost everything."
I grinned, my teeth bleeding. "Everything? No, darling. I still have my fist. And it's more honest than any card or dress."
A murmur went through the room. Dice stopped rolling, cards remained in place. Hands clenched, gazes hardened. Passepartout lowered his head and whispered in a trembling voice: "Sir... it's getting bad."
I laughed, my head falling back, my throat vibrating from the booze. "Bad? No, boy. It's bad when you stay silent here. I'm talking because I know words are like fists."
And I waited until the first one hit me.
The guy with the crooked hat had had enough. His hand shot up, faster than my laughter, and his fist slammed into my face. My head flew back, my teeth clenched my tongue, and blood splattered against the counter.
For a moment, everything was silent – ​​then I laughed. Loudly, hoarsely, bloodily. I wiped the red from my chin and spat on the floor, my grin as wide as a slash.
"Voilà!" I roared, my voice cracking in the smoke. "Honest business – fist against face!"
The player stared at me, his eyes cold, his fingers already on the cards again. But I stepped forward, my fist back, and struck. His nose popped, blood spurted, he fell off his chair, and the entire deck collapsed like a house of cards.
The crowd went wild. Chairs crashed, bottles flew, screams mingled with laughter. Someone shouted, "Here we go!" and the saloon was a bubbling cauldron.
I stood swaying, blood pouring from my lip, my hands clenched, my laughter louder than the piano, which continued to tinkle as if it were drunk itself. Passepartout stumbled beside me, his voice a panicked whine: "Monsieur! For God's sake!"
I turned to him, my eyes glazed over, my breath full of booze. "No God here, boy. Only fists. And they're more honest than any prayer."
The player got back up, staggering, his face red, his gaze full of hatred. I spread my arms, my voice a roar: "Come on, bastard! One more hit! I'll pay with blood and laughter!"
And the fist came, and I laughed as chaos descended upon us.
The first punch was just the spark. Now the entire saloon was ablaze like a powder keg. Men jumped to their feet, chairs crashed, bottles flew through the smoke, and the dice that had just been rolling across the table mingled with blood and teeth on the floor.
I stood in the middle of it, staggering, my shirt torn, my lips bloody, my laugh a hoarse bark. A player rushed at me, I rammed my forehead into his face, heard his nose pop. Another came from the side, I grabbed the whiskey bottle from the bar, smashed it against his skull, the glass splashed, and he fell.
"Voilà!" I roared, my voice rising above the piano, which was still tinkling stubbornly. "Nevada preaches with his fists, and that's more honest than any Bible!"
A whore screamed, ducked, and laughed at the same time, as if she knew that this place only stayed alive with blood. The bartender reached for a gun, but a gambler ripped it from his hands and shot into the ceiling, shrapnel raining down on us.
Passepartout stumbled between the bodies, writhed under a blow, fell to the ground, crawled back up, his voice a panicked whimper: "Monsieur! Please, stop!"
I laughed, spat blood, swung my fist, hit someone, it didn't matter. "Stop? Ha! This is more honest than any deal, any sermon, any gold. A punch tells you the truth—that you're dirt, just like me!"
A table tipped over, men fell, one kicked me in the ribs, I gasped, laughed, and spat red blood. I stood up again, swaying, spreading my arms, my eyes burning. "Come on, you dogs! Nevada has only one language—and it's spoken with bones!"
And the bones spoke, loudly, sharply, until the saloon trembled like a heart in its final stupor.
They grabbed me like a sack of dirt, two hands on my arms, a fist in my back, and threw me out the swinging doors. I flew into the dust, landing hard, my face in the sand, my teeth covered in blood and dirt. Behind me, the saloon roared on, screams, laughter, the splintering of wood—a mass of madness whose priest I had been.
The sky over Nevada was black and endless, dotted with stars that sparkled as if they were laughing at me. My chest heaved, every breath a knife, every cough an earthquake. I lay there like a dog kicked out of a bar, laughing hoarsely, my face in the dirt.
And then came the hallucination.
The stars moved. Slowly, inexorably. They clenched, becoming a fist, enormous, cosmic, tightening above me. I saw them clearly, saw the fingers of light closing, saw the knuckle hanging above me like a mountain.
"Voilà..." I whispered, blood running from my mouth, my lips chapped, "the universe has a fist. And it always hits you in the face."
Passepartout knelt beside me, desperate, his hands shaking, his voice broken: "Sir, you must get up... you're dying!"
I grabbed his shoulder, my eyes glazed over, my grin bloody. "Die? Ha! We've been beaten long ago, boy. Every blow is just a reminder that we're alive."
Then I laughed, a cough that suffocated in the dust as the fist continued to hover in the sky, ready to hit me again.
The morning came dry and harsh, without rain, without comfort. Only dust hanging in the air like a curse. The road from Nevada was empty except for a few men lying drunk in the sand and a dog gnawing on a bone that might once have been human.
I pulled myself up, my ribs burning, my face swollen, my lips chapped. Every step hurt, my boots filled with dust, as if the earth wanted to swallow me back up. Passepartout walked beside me, silent, his gaze blank, his body bent as if Nevada had broken his back.
I stopped, spat blood into the dirt, my laughter a croak that broke the silence. "Voilà... Nevada showed me: He who talks, lies – he who hits, tells the truth. Words are just dust, but a fist sticks."
An old man on the porch of a wooden house laughed dryly, coughing as if spitting out sand. A whore peered out the door, her eyes tired and hopeless. No one objected.
I raised my arms, swaying, my shirt torn, my breath filled with whiskey and blood. "That's the Bible of Nevada, kid: no commandments, no prayers—just fists. And they're more honest than any damn God."
Passepartout closed his eyes and murmured, “My God… when will this end?”
I grinned, my teeth red, my eyes burning. "It never stops. We're dogs, and dogs will bark as long as you hit them."
And so I staggered on, out of Nevada, into the desert, where the sand was hotter than any bullet and thirst laughed louder than any church.
 
Through the desert, burned and thirsty
Nevada was left behind like an empty cup from which everyone had already vomited. The desert stretched out before me—endless, flat, a sea of ​​sand and rock, so still that even the wind was silent. No trees, no shade, just the sun burning like a devil who'd run out of patience.
I trudged out, my boots heavy, the dust creeping into my throat, gnawing at my teeth. My shirt hung in tatters, my face was burned, and my eyes red as if they themselves were dried out. Passepartout followed me, silent, his head bowed, as if he had already realized that this path wouldn't lead to the goal, but only deeper into madness.
The sun beat down on us, the sand shimmered, the air stagnant, as if it had forgotten that it was meant to be breathed. Every step was an insult, every breath a cut.
I laughed hoarsely, my voice shaky, my mouth dry as wood. "Voilà... the desert is more honest than any city. It takes everything from you and promises nothing. No gold, no women, no prayers. Only sun, dust—and the thirst that rips your heart from your ribs."
A vulture circled above us, large, black, silent. Passepartout looked up and murmured, his voice soft: "Sir... even the animals are waiting."
I spat into the sand, a red stain that immediately disappeared. "Let them wait. I'm not a corpse, not yet. I'm a dog who keeps running, even when he can't find any more water. And if I fall, at least the vultures will laugh at a good drink."
The horizon trembled in the heat, as if mocking us, as if it were a mirror that could never be reached. I staggered on, swaying, my shadow short and hard on the ground.
And so began my march through hell – without a bottle, without consolation, with only the sun as my executioner.
The sun pinned me down like a beetle to a chalkboard. Every step was heavy, every breath a cut through my throat. My mouth was a desert within a desert, my tongue swelled like a piece of rotten meat no one wanted anymore.
The waterskin Passepartout was carrying was empty. I snatched it from his hands, shook it, but not a drop came out. Only hot air laughing at me. I hurled it into the sand, laughing hoarsely, my head flickering like a broken light.
"Voilà!" I yelled into the shimmering void, my voice hoarse, my throat filled with dust. "Not a drop for the dog—just sand in its mouth!"
I grabbed the ground, stuffed a handful of sand into my mouth, chewed, and felt it grind down my teeth and tear my lips. I spat, blood dripping into the dust, instantly disappearing as if it had never existed.
Passepartout stared at me, his eyes wide, his voice a whisper full of fear. "Sir... please... stop..."
I staggered on, my head a furnace, my thoughts flickering, burning, bursting. Voices echoed within me, laughter, screams, as if the desert itself were speaking to me. Every stone grinned, every shadow laughed, every breath of wind whispered to me: "Drink... if you can."
I laughed back, my lips bloody, my breath hoarse. "I drink dust, I drink heat, I drink my own sweat. Voilà! I'm a dog without a bowl, and I bark until my throat bursts!"
The sun stung my eyes, my skin burned, my legs wobbled. I staggered, stumbled, fell into the sand, got up again, laughed, spat, and stumbled on.
And the thirst sang within me, louder than any song ever written by man.
The heat wove veils before my eyes, the horizon shook, shattering like glass shattering into dust. Figures emerged from the shimmering air, thin, tall, built of sand and light. They walked beside me, behind me, in front of me—shadows that cast no shadows, faces without eyes, mouths that laughed without making a sound.
I stopped, staggering, my body burning, my breath labored. "Voilà... there they are. The ghosts waiting for dogs like me. Sons of the desert who drink nothing, eat nothing, only laugh because we're dying while they're already dead."
One of the figures raised his hand and pointed upwards, to the sky, where the sun hung like a burning eye. I grinned, my saliva dry, my laughter a croak. "If there is a God, then he lies buried here—dry, like the rest of us. No water, no blessing, only dust in his sacred ribs."
Passepartout stumbled beside me, his eyes flickering, muttering something, perhaps a prayer, perhaps just madness. "Sir... we must move on... we must..."
I grabbed him by the collar, pulled him toward me, my voice roaring over the silence: "Further? Ha! There is no further. The desert is the end of all maps, all paths, all gods. Here, even the dead laugh, because they know you're coming."
The ghosts danced, their bodies dissolved in the wind, only the dust remained, swirling, settling on my skin, clinging to my wounds. I stretched out my arms, staggering, my grin wide, my eyes empty.
"Voilà! Come to me, you bastards! I am your brother! I am the dog who doesn't die, but barks until even heaven hears him!"
But the sky was silent, and the spirits disintegrated, leaving me alone with my thirst.
My legs gave way, as if the desert had long since devoured them. I fell face first into the sand, the dust filling my mouth and nose, stinging my tongue raw. I tasted glass as if I'd swallowed a thousand shards. My lips burst, my blood mingled with the sand, and even that was immediately sucked away, as if the earth thirsted for my last vestiges.
I tried to get up, but my body laughed at me. My muscles wouldn't respond, my arms were heavy as stones, my chest a knot of heat and pain. I rolled onto my back, staring at the sun that hung above me like a judge who wouldn't pass sentence because he already knew I was guilty.
Passepartout knelt beside me, his face burned, his eyes desperate. He shook me, shouting: "Sir! Get up! You must not die here!"
I laughed hoarsely, my breath coming in gasps, my voice scratching like a rusty knife. "Dying? Ha! We've been dead for a long time. We're just shadows still moving."
My fingers dug into the sand, I lifted a handful, let it fall slowly back, and watched the wind take it. "Voilà... Thirst is the only god who never forgives. He takes, he takes, he takes—and he laughs when you beg him."
I coughed, spat dryly, no more saliva, only dust. My eyes rolled back, stars danced across the sky, even though the sun was still burning.
Passepartout wept, real tears that evaporated as soon as they left his cheeks. He grabbed me by the shoulders, tugging as if he could pull me from the mouth of the desert.
I grinned, bloody, my head sinking back into the sand. "Pull me, boy. But thirst pulls stronger."
And I laughed, a rattle that sounded more like the grave than life.
The heat shimmered, the sand trembled, and suddenly they appeared—first like a mirage, then with hooves, dust, and voices. A small caravan, men with scarves around their heads, camels laden with water, skins full of water at their sides.
Passepartout threw up his arms, his voice breaking: "Help! Please! Water!"
The strangers stopped, their eyes dark, their faces like stone. One dismounted, came to me, knelt, and handed me a skin. The water dripped, glistening, cool. Thirst screamed in my throat, my whole body begged.
I reached for it, my fingers trembling. I lifted the hose and smelled it—fresh, clear, clean. I laughed hoarsely, my head falling back, my grin wide as an open wound.
"Voilà... water. You think that's life? Ha! Water is just the mockery of alcohol. A broth for cowards who lack the courage to burn."
And I tipped the hose, let the water run into my mouth—and immediately spat it back into the sand. It hissed and disappeared, as if the earth itself had laughed.
The men stared at me, their faces hard and unintelligible. One muttered something, another slapped his forehead as if he were looking at the world's biggest idiot. Passepartout fell to his knees before me, his hands begging: "Sir! Drink! Please!"
I wiped my mouth, my lips chapped, my blood dripping. "No, boy. No water for me. If I die, it'll be with fire in my throat, not with that cowardly drop."
The caravan moved on, its camels swaying, dust swirling, and soon only the heat remained, shimmering above the horizon.
Passepartout burst into tears, his body shaking. I laughed, weakly, hoarsely, a wheeze that was barely a voice. "You see, boy? Even life is denied if you spurn it. But at least my thirst remains faithful."
And I sank back into the sand as the sun burned my face.
The sun slowly set, and the desert breathed heavily. No wind, no sound, only a trembling in the air, as if it had been screaming all day and had now gone hoarse. Then came the night, cold as a blade placed at your throat without warning.
I lay in the sand, my body sore, my skin burned, and yet I was still freezing. The cold crept into my bones, biting where the sun had just burned. My fingers trembled, my lips continued to crack, and my breath rose as smoke into the darkness.
Above me were the stars—thousands, ten thousand, millions. They didn't sparkle like small hopes, no. They stung, burned, and bored into my eyes like glowing needles. Each star was a bottle, bright, seductive, unattainable. I stretched my arms up, grasping into the void, my fingers clawing at nothing.
"Voilà..." I croaked, my voice weak, "the night is a hangover that never ends. Every star is a drop, and none falls into my mouth. The sky is a bar that's just for looking at."
Passepartout sat beside me, huddled, his eyes glistening with moisture. He murmured a prayer, his voice soft and shaky. I laughed hoarsely, my head sinking back into the sand. "Are you praying? Ha! Heaven is laughing at you, boy. Don't you see? Even the stars are drunk—they stagger, they stumble, they fall eventually. But they won't let us drink."
A jackal howled in the distance, its sound carrying through the cold emptiness. I responded, my laugh a wheeze, a cough, a bark. "Voilà! I'm a dog too. A dog that barks at the sky—and no one pays back."
The night continued to bite, and the stars stung until my eyes burned. I closed them, and I still saw the bottles.
Morning came not with light, but with a cry from the sun, which fell again without mercy upon the world. The sky was bare, empty, merciless, and the desert stretched out like a shroud that no one wanted to lift.
I pulled myself up, my body cracking, my lips chapped, my blood dried up, my skin burned. Passepartout helped me, his hands shaking, his eyes hollow, as if the night had made him older than any year before.
We trudged on, every step a mockery, every breath a cut through my throat. My tongue stuck like a piece of leather, my thoughts shimmered, and yet I laughed, hoarse, bloody, my grin wide.
"Voilà... the desert has shown me: Nothing quenches thirst – except the grave. Water lies, alcohol leaves you, but the grave... it keeps its promise."
A few vultures circled above us, waiting, patient, confident. Passepartout murmured, "Sir... please, be quiet. Just go."
I grinned and spat a red rag into the sand, which immediately disappeared. "Silence? Ha! The desert is already silent enough. I speak because there's no one else left. And when I fall into the grave, it will be with my lips open—laughing that thirst got me first."
The horizon shimmered, showing me mirages of bottles, barrels, and streams of liquor. I reached out, grasped at nothing, laughed, and staggered on.
And so we did not leave the desert – the desert left us, leaving us to run like dogs that had long since been declared carcasses.
 
New York: Vomit on Broadway
New York Harbor steamed like a boiling cauldron. Ships docked, spewing people from their stinking bellies—immigrants with empty pockets, businessmen with full stomachs, sailors with faces like crumpled maps. Steam engines whistled, horses neighed, carts rumbled over wet planks, and the air was a constant scream of coal, salt, sweat, and cheap cigars.
I stumbled off the plank, my boots in the dirt, my head pounding from the Pacific and the desert, my lips chapped, my eyes glazed over. Passepartout trudged behind me, his back bent as if he were carrying all of hell on his shoulders.
The city rose before me—a chaos of bricks, chimneys, flags, billboards, and smoke hanging over everything like a blanket. Crowds pushed, shouted, and shoved as if they wanted to devour each other just to make room.
I spat into the harbor basin, my grin bloody, my laughter hoarse. "Voilà... New York is a belly that eats everything—and vomits it all back up. You come with dreams, and the city vomits you back up as corpses. You come with gold, and it vomits you back up poor. You come with love, and it vomits you back up with syphilis."
A police officer looked at me, examined my torn suit, my wobbly legs, and quickly turned away. A merchant shouted, a child shrieked, a woman laughed hysterically, and the dirt beneath my boots stank of rats and old beer.
Passepartout sighed, his voice tired and broken: “Monsieur… we should never have come here.”
I grinned, my eyes burning. "Yes, boy. Right here. Because if the world is a stomach, then I want to be right in the middle of it when it pukes."
And I laughed while the city bared its teeth.
Broadway stretched before me like an open wound—wide, greedy, full of noise. Horse-drawn carts rolled in serpentine lines, their wheels splashing dirt and rainwater on anything that came too close. The houses towered high, their windows filled with garish lights that flickered more than they shone. Signs everywhere, advertisements everywhere, voices everywhere, shouting:Buy! Come! Believe!
Crowds of people shoved, pushed, and shoved as if they were a single, undulating creature. Businessmen with top hats already dented by the rain. Newspaper boys shouting until their voices broke. Women in fine dresses who smelled as if they'd drowned themselves in perfume, and beside them, whores laughing, their lips smeared, their breath smelling of cheap gin.
I staggered through the middle, my coat in tatters, my shoes heavy with mud. Passepartout stumbled beside me, his eyes filled with fear, as if he had already realized that this city would swallow us both.
I stopped and spat on the wet cobblestones, my grin bloody, my voice a hoarse roar. "Voilà! This isn't a dream. This is a stomach full of bile. You call it progress, I call it digestion. Everything that glitters here gets swallowed, chewed, and in the end, New York just spews vomit onto its own streets."
A newspaper boy shrieked, "Scandal at City Hall!" and I laughed so loudly that he cursed and ran away. A fine lady held the handkerchief to her nose as my stench reached her. I bowed, staggering, my eyes full of mockery. "Welcome to your heaven, Madame—doesn't it smell wonderful?"
Passepartout tugged on my sleeve, his voice thin and broken: "Monsieur... please... we must leave."
I shook him off, spread my arms, my head in the rain, my breath full of booze. "No, boy! Broadway is the greatest bar in the world. And I swear, I'll drink it dry, even if it only gives out bile."
And I laughed as the crowds stared at me as if I were the biggest ghost on their shining stage.
Broadway pushed me like a wave into the nearest bar. A door so crooked it barely hung in the frame, and behind it a room that stank of everything the city had to offer: whiskey, sweat, piss, cigar smoke, vomit. The floor was sticky, the air so thick you could chew it.
I staggered inside, my boots squelching on the wood. Businessmen in suits stood at the bar, their ties loose, their eyes glazed over. Next to them were crooks with hats pulled low over their faces, cards in their hands, dice in their pockets, ready to swindle anyone who had a few coins left. And in the corner, the whores laughed, their lips smeared, their laughter shrill, as their hands grabbed at the pockets of the losers.
I slammed coins on the counter, my grin wide, my voice raspy like a scream in the fog. "Whiskey! And no fine swill, you hear? Give me the one that's already been through a barrel and two livers three times."
The bartender, a man with eyes like dead fish, placed a glass in front of me. I gulped it down, my throat burned, my stomach churned, and I laughed until I was hoarse, my head fell back, my breath stank of fire.
"Voilà! This is New York in a glass. Dirty, burning, honest. Broadway doesn't lead to fame—it leads to the toilet. And you all like to dunk your heads in until you forget who you are."
A businessman looked at me, his face red, his beard wet with sweat. "You're a pig," he growled.
I grinned and spat on the ground, where it mixed with the dirt. "Yes. But an honest pig. You there, with your top hats—you puke just like me. Only your puke smells like perfume."
The whores screamed, laughed, one blew me a kiss. One of the crooks laughed harshly and slammed his fist on the table. But Passepartout stood beside me, pale, his eyes wide, his voice barely above a whisper: "Monsieur... You'll drag us all to the grave."
I raised my glass, empty, and shook it, my laughter sharp as glass. "To the grave? Ha! In New York, everyone is buried—and Broadway is the graveyard."
And I ordered the next drink.
The whiskey still burned inside me, but it was too weak to compete with the desert dust, the port smoke, and the stench of the city. My stomach was spinning like a broken wheel, my head was pounding, and the air in the bar was almost suffocating. So I stumbled out, back onto Broadway, into the fray.
The street roared—horse-drawn carts, screams, snatches of music, the laughter of the rich, the whimpers of the poor. Cups everywhere, bottles everywhere, faces already half-covered in their own vomit. Men squatted by the gutters, spitting as they tried to keep drinking. Women held up their skirts, vomited in the shadows, and immediately resumed laughing. Even children, just old enough to taste the city's filth, staggered with bottles in their hands.
I stopped in the middle of the street, the crowds flowing around me like a river. I raised my arms, my grin bloody, my head reeling.
And then it all came flooding back. Everything. The whiskey, the dust, the heat, the thirst. I bent over, my body cramped, and I vomited. Yellow, red, black—a whole world of filth poured onto the cobblestones. The crowd stared, shrank back, some laughed, some screamed, some even spat.
I wiped my mouth with my sleeve and raised my head, my laughter a rattle that cut through the noise. "Voilà! This is the real America—puke on Broadway! Here ends your dream, here lies your glory, here swims your freedom—in a puddle of bile and filth!"
A few laughed, roared, others yelled, one spat at me, a woman screamed. Passepartout held his head, his voice a whimpering whisper: "My God... he's killing us."
I grinned broadly, my teeth red, my eyes empty. "No, boy. I bring the truth. And anyone who's been drinking long enough will vomit the truth."
And Broadway smelled of bile, whiskey, and death—more honest than any anthem.
The crowd had gathered around me, voices shouting, faces glaring, fists clenched. A banker with a belly like a barrel stepped forward, his top hat askew, his gaze filled with disgust. "Vermin!" he cried, "that sort of thing doesn't belong here!"
I wiped blood and vomit from my mouth, grinned broadly, my voice hoarse: "Voilà! You call me vermin? That's what you are, banker—a fat worm that eats through gold and still smells like shit."
The roar grew louder, and a whore standing by the roadside gave me a look, sweet and poisonous. "Honey," she hissed, "you're worse than us."
I laughed, my breath stank of bile and whiskey. "Worse? No. More honest! You sell yourselves for a few coins, the bankers sell you for contracts, and the politicians sell you for lies. It's all the same business—only I give it away for free."
A man in a fine suit, his face stern, his collar stiff, stepped forward and roared: "Enough! I'm a senator, and I—"
My fist hit him square in the face before he could finish. Blood spurted, he stumbled back, fell over the curb, and the crowd screamed.
Then the first bottle flew. It crashed against my arm, shards cutting into my skin. I laughed, spat blood, and yelled: "Voilà! An honest conversation on Broadway—with fists, glass, and vomit!"
Then there were crashes from all sides. Fists, sticks, chairs from a bar. Men were hitting, women were screaming, children were cheering. I threw myself into the middle of it, my hands full of broken glass, my teeth in the flesh of a man who was trying to wrestle me to the ground.
Passepartout screamed, his voice torn: "Sir! They're killing us!"
I laughed, staggered, punched, spat, and yelled, "No, boy! They're killing the lie! Broadway shows its true face—and it's bloody, stinking, and honest!"
And the street turned into an arena where the dream of America lay in the dirt – trampled on by shoes, soiled with vomit and blood.
The fists rained down on me like a hailstorm. One hit my temple, a second tore my lip, a third made stars dance before my eyes. Then they grabbed me, pushed, pulled, and I fell backward into the gutter. The water, the dirt, and the vomit of the night sloshed over my face, mixing with my blood.
I tried to get up, but my body laughed at me. I rolled onto my side, gasping, and spewing blood and bile into the gutter. The crowd continued to roar above me, but I could only hear it dimly, as if I were underwater.
The city breathed. I swear. Broadway leaned over me, the buildings swayed as if they had stomachs, the windows grinned like mouths. I felt the cobblestones choking me, as if New York had decided to spit me out.
"Voilà..." I wheezed, my voice barely more than a croak. "New York isn't a place—it's a stomach. And we... we are the leftovers. Vomit on the pavement that no one wipes away."
Passepartout knelt beside me, trembling, tears in his eyes. "Sir, please... we have to go... they're going to kill you..."
I grabbed his arm, my grip weak, my eyes glazed over. "Gone? Ha! There's no gone. This city... it's digesting us, boy. And when it's done, it'll vomit us back up."
I laughed, coughing bloodily, the dirt running down my throat. The stars above the rooftops shimmered, but all I saw were bottles turning their backs on me.
The gutter was cold, wet, and smelly. And yet more honest than any palace.
The morning fell heavily over New York, gray, damp, and fetid. The streets steamed from the rain that had fallen during the night, and the pavement shone like fresh vomit. Everywhere lay bodies—sailors, bankers, whores, crooks—curled up in doorways, on steps, in the gutter. Horses snorted, carts rumbled, and newsboys shouted their headlines about politics and scandals as they trampled over the sleeping people.
I pulled myself up, my ribs burning, my face a mask of blood, sweat, and dirt. Broadway stretched out before me like a stage no one was performing on anymore because everyone had already puked. Passepartout stood beside me, pale, his eyes tired, his shoulders slumped like a dog that's already given up.
I spat into the gutter, which smelled of bile, and wiped my mouth, my laughter a croak that echoed through the alley. "Voilà... America's freedom? A Broadway full of vomit. Nobody preaches about freedom here—everyone screams for their next drink and then pukes it right back out into the street."
A woman in a torn dress looked at me, laughing hysterically as she lifted her skirt to pee in the gutter. A man in a suit stumbled by, tipped his hat to me as if I were a king, and then vomited right in front of my boots.
I spread my arms, staggering, my grin bloody. "See? This is your democracy! Everyone's the same when they vomit. Banker, whore, beggar—all the same old shit."
Passepartout lowered his head and murmured, "Mon Dieu... we must move on. Away from here."
I nodded, my eyes blank, my breath heavy. "Further, yes. But where to? Chicago, maybe—at least it smells like gunpowder there instead of vomit."
And I laughed as I staggered down Broadway, amid vomit, blood, and false dreams that had long since fallen into the gutter.
 
 
 
 
 
Chicago: Backyard shooting
The train screamed its way into Chicago station as if it were afraid of the city itself. Steam enveloped the platform, smoke stung the eyes, the whistle of locomotives, the bellow of conductors, the roar of a thousand footsteps were everywhere. Workers in dirty shirts pushed carts, merchants yelled their prices, beggars crawled between boots. The air stank of coal, blood, and metal—a mixture that burned the lungs.
I stepped onto the platform, staggering, my suit torn, my face still swollen from Broadway. Passepartout stumbled behind me, his gaze empty, as if he no longer had eyes, just two holes filled with fatigue.
Chicago rose before me, a sea of ​​chimneys, backyards, dirt, and noise. No glamour, no dreams, just houses that looked like gun chambers—every window a barrel just waiting to be fired.
I laughed, my voice hoarse, my breath full of booze. "Voilà! Chicago is a gun that never stops firing. There are no conversations here, only triggers. Every step is a bullet, every look a shot. Welcome to the city where even the wind tastes of lead."
A man in a hat bumped into me, cursed, and I spat in his face. He pulled out his knife, but a police officer yelled from the side and swatted his hand away, as if it were a daily ritual. No one cared.
Passepartout grabbed my arm and whispered, his voice full of fear: "Sir... please, no foolishness. Not here."
I grinned, my teeth red, my eyes glassy. "Not here? Boy—Chicago is stupidity itself. One shot after another, and in the end, all that's left is the echo."
And I stepped out into the streets, into the barrel of a gun that was called Chicago.
Chicago stank of burnt wood and old grease. I trudged through the narrow streets, past backyards that looked more like mass graves than places where people lived. Piles of garbage piled up, mattresses infested with fleas lay against the walls like corpses, and the stench of piss hung so thick in the air that even the wind couldn't carry it away.
Children played there, barefoot in the dirt, their hands black with soot. But they weren't playing with sticks or tires—they held wooden replica guns, went "BANG!" and laughed when one fell as if it were dead. One even had a real revolver, too big for his fingers, and fired into the air. The bullet cracked, the dogs barked, the children cheered.
I stopped, my grin bloody, my voice a croak. "Voilà... here they learn to shoot before they can walk. Chicago doesn't give children lullabies—they get a bang right in their ears so they know where they belong."
An old man crouched against the wall, dragging on a cigarette that was already more ash than ember. He coughed and laughed dryly. "The only survivors here are those who shoot, stranger. Those who talk die."
Passepartout pulled up his collar, his face ashen. "Mon Dieu... this is worse than New York."
I spat in the dust, my laughter echoing between the walls. "Worse? No, kid. Honest. New York will vomit you up – Chicago will shoot you straight in the gut. No detours, no lies. Just lead."
The children screamed, kept shooting, one fell theatrically, sticking his tongue out, while the others laughed at him. I raised my arms as if to bless them. "Voilà! My little brothers! You've got it. Words are junk, bullets are the language of the future."
And the backyard echoed with the sound of the gunshots as if it were the organ of a church where Chicago himself was preaching.
The pub I found was more of a hole in the wall than a tavern. A sign hung crookedly above the door, the letters barely legible, as if even the paint was afraid of this place. I pushed open the door, and the stench hit me: whiskey, sweat, gunpowder. A mixture more honest than any sermon.
Inside sat men with faces like gravestones. Scars, beards, eyes that had seen too many nights. They played cards at sticky tables, dice rolled, coins clinked—but not for long before someone put their hand on a gun. Because here, every win was just a second away from a bullet.
I staggered to the bar, my boots leaving bloody marks from Broadway. The bartender, a bull with arms like tree trunks, wordlessly put down a bottle. I grinned, my lips parted, my voice hoarse: "Voilà. Finally, an honest bartender. No questions, no small talk—just poison in a glass."
I downed what he gave me, felt the fire in my throat, laughed, and spat a red drop back into the glass. Then I turned to the room, raising the bottle like a torch. "Listen, you dogs! No coins are used here—it's lead! Your cards are just excuses, your dice are just pretexts. In the end, the only thing that matters is whose gun is faster."
A murmur went through the group. One man laughed harshly, another spat on the floor. A third, his hat pulled low over his face, placed his hand on his holster. Passepartout tugged on my sleeve, his voice trembling: "Sir... please... shut up."
I pushed him away, my grin wide, my teeth bloody. "No, kid. I never keep my mouth shut. Not in Chicago. Because here, the only people who speak are those who shoot—and I want to be heard."
The silence in the room was heavy, only the clicking of cards and the dripping of whiskey. And I knew the explosion wasn't far away.
Cards flew across the table, coins clinked, dice rolled. I stood by, bottle in hand, grinning broadly, my breath filled with whiskey and blood.
"Voilà!" I croaked, my voice cutting through the smoke. "You think you're playing for luck? You're playing for dirt. Cards are lies on paper, dice are just bones that death spat out long ago. And you think you're winning? Ha! You're already losing while you're sitting down."
A player with a face like a worn coffin lid raised his head, his eyes cold, his hand on his gun. "Englishman, you talk too much."
I stepped closer, leaning over the table, my saliva dripping between the cards. "And you don't play enough, bastard. Your wife is cheating on you, your whiskey is water, and your luck is lying dead in the gutter."
The chairs scraped, men stood up, hands slipping to their belts. Passepartout trembled beside me, whispering, "Sir, please... They're killing us all."
Then the man pulled out the revolver, shiny, cold, heavy, the click echoed through the room.
I spread my arms and laughed, my head in the smoke, my teeth red. "Voilà! Finally, someone is speaking honestly! Your words are rubbish, your cards are just masks – but the bullet is clear. The bullet never lies."
The bartender ducked, the piano in the corner fell silent, the room held its breath.
I took a step forward, bottle raised, my eyes glassy, ​​my grin wide. "Come on, bastard! Preach your truth to me with the barrel. I'll listen to you better than any damn priest."
And the revolver glittered in the dim light, ready to speak the language of Chicago.
The first shot came like thunder, tearing everything apart. The bullet pierced the wall behind me, wood splintered, and dust flew. Immediately, other guns answered, and the air vibrated with bangs, shots, and screams.
I tumbled across the table, bottle in hand, and smashed it against the skull of the first bastard who aimed at me. Glass, blood, scream. I grabbed his revolver, pulled it toward me, and fired blindly into the fray. A man screamed, fell, his cards scattering through the air like dead birds.
"Voilà!" I roared, my laugh a cough full of blood. "Chicago prays with lead—and the amen is always fatal!"
Bullets whizzed, glasses shattered, the piano in the corner took a bullet right in the middle of the keys and fell silent with a screech. Whores screamed, one laughed hysterically, threw a chair into the fire licking from an overturned lamp. The entire room burned like a demented altar.
A fat guy rushed at me, his face full of hatred, his gun flashing. I rolled to the side, pulled the trigger, and the bullet tore open his shoulder. Blood spurted, he fell against the bar, whiskey barrels tipped over, and liquid flowed across the floor, mingling with the blood and dirt.
Passepartout ducked under a table, his voice a panicked whine: "Sir! They're killing us! They're killing us all!"
I crawled across the boards, my fingers sticking, my lungs burning. I grinned, my eyes glazed over, my breath ragged. "No, boy! I'll bring us all back to life! Every shot is a prayer, every hit a miracle. Voilà—the only religion that still works!"
And I laughed as the shots continued to ring out until the whole saloon was just a scream of fire, blood, and lead.
The saloon door slammed open, someone hurled me out, a kick followed, and I flew into the middle of the backyard. I landed in the garbage, among old crates, torn mattresses, and rats scattering screeching. The floor was wet with rain, blood, and whiskey, and I smelled how it all combined to create a single, putrid mess.
But the backyard wasn't an escape—it was just a second arena. Two men came after me, guns in hand, their faces filled with rage. I scrambled to my feet, staggering, my hands covered in dirt, my head pounding.
A shot rang out, the bullet slamming into a wall, shattering stone. I threw myself to the side, grabbed a broken bottle, and shoved it into the first man's face. Blood spurted, he screamed, stumbled, and fell into a pile of trash. The second man pulled the trigger, bullets whizzing past me.
I laughed, spat blood, my voice hoarse, loudly: "Voilà! Backyards are more honest than churches! No psalms, no lies—just gunshots, dirt, and bones cracking in the trash!"
A dog barked, a siren wailed somewhere, voices screamed in the street, but in here the world was just lead.
Passepartout stumbled through the door behind me, his face pale, his hands shaking. "Sir! You're dying!"
I grinned, my breath full of fire, my teeth bloody. "Die? Ha! Here? Nobody dies in Chicago—here you get shot. There's a difference!"
The bullets sang, the backyard vibrated, and I staggered through the middle like a priest who had finally found his mass.
Morning devoured the night, but Chicago remained the same: gray, stinking, full of smoke and voices. The streets steamed from the rain, and the smell of coal, blood, and burnt wood hung between the chimneys. The saloon behind me was nothing but a black hole, burned out, empty, and in the backyard lay the remnants of the night—men who never got up.
I staggered through the streets, my ribs aching, my lips chapped, my hands covered in scabs. Every step burned, but I laughed, my grin wide, my breath ragged.
"Voilà... Chicago showed me: words are worthless—only bullets count. A shot replaces any conversation, and the echo is more honest than any answer."
A newspaper boy ran past me, shouting headlines about politics and wealth. I grabbed his arm and pulled him toward me, my breath stank of blood and whiskey. "Scream louder, boy! But when your paper runs out, all that's left is the crack of a gun. That's the truth!" He tore himself away, cursed, and ran away.
Passepartout walked beside me, pale, his eyes empty, as if he hadn't seen anything that promised life in a long time. "Sir... I'm afraid. America is killing us."
I spat into the gutter, my laughter echoing between the houses. "No, boy. America doesn't kill anyone. America just gives you the gun—you do the rest yourself."
The city creaked, coughed, and trembled. And I trudged on, out of Chicago, toward the Atlantic, my body a wreck, my head a storm, my heart a dog that still barked.
 
A final rush in the belly of the Atlantic
New York Harbor stank of coal, salt, and old sweat as I stumbled up the gangplank. The ship before me was a black colossus, a floating coffin with smokestacks vomiting filth into the sky. Sailors ran across the deck, their faces hard, their voices harsh. Passengers pressed behind me: fine folks with suitcases, children screaming, women praying, men already sweating like pigs on their way to the slaughter.
I stopped in the middle of the plank, swaying, my teeth red from the last drink, my lips chapped. I saw the sea, lying there, gray and fat, as if just waiting to swallow us all. I grinned, broadly, bloodily, and raised my arms.
"Voilà!" I croaked, my voice cutting through the noise. "The Atlantic is the last bar—and we're the flies in the glass! We kick, we scream, we drink until the landlord hits us!"
A sailor stared at me, his gaze hard. "Shut your mouth, Englishman, or the Atlantic will take you faster than you think."
I laughed, spat into the water, my saliva red, and shouted, "Let him! But he'll choke. I'm not a guest, I'm the last booze he'll ever drink!"
Passepartout pressed himself close to me, his hands shaking, his voice whispering: "Monsieur... please, be quiet. We're lucky they're taking us at all."
I grabbed him by the collar, my eyes glazed over, my breath reeking of booze. "Happiness? Ha! Happiness has long since sunk. We're not going to London, boy—we're going to the belly of the sea, and there we'll drink to the death."
The steamer's siren blared, the ropes flew, the ship lurched, and New York slowly disappeared behind a gray wall of smoke. I stood at the railing, laughing into the wind, and the Atlantic grinned back.
The first night on the Atlantic was black as a burnt mirror. No moon, no stars, only the endless nothingness above us, and the endless roar of the sea below. The ship groaned as if it itself already regretted having embarked on this voyage.
The passengers sat huddled in the saloons, pale, their voices quiet, filled with fear. Children wept, women prayed, men stared into their glasses as if they might find answers there. Everyone listened to the creaking of the planks, the crashing of the waves, the whistling of the wind, and everyone knew: This was no safe way home. This was a game of dice with the Atlantic, and it always cheated.
I sat in the middle, bottle in hand, grinning broadly, eyes empty, breath full of fire. "Voilà!" I cried, my voice a croak that cut through the silence. "You're afraid? Ha! The ocean is only a host, and it pours generously. You pray to your god—I drink to the Atlantic, for it's the only one still listening!"
A fat businessman snarled: "You're sick, sir! The sea is our enemy!"
I laughed and spat on the floor, my saliva red. "Enemy? No. Enemies lie. The Atlantic is honest—it tells you to your face: I'll eat you. And that makes it better than any banker, any preacher, any whore."
Passepartout sat next to me, silent, his face gray, his hands clasped as if in prayer. I slapped his hands apart, my laughter hoarse. "Don't pray, boy. Drink! That's the only thing that keeps you warm when the waves catch you cold."
The passengers moved away from me, whispering, looking away, as if I were the plague myself. I raised the bottle, drank deeply, my head fell back, my breath ragged.
"Voilà... the Atlantic is drinking us all. But I'm drinking faster. Let's see which of us pukes first."
And my laughter echoed through the black belly of the night, louder than any prayer.
By the third evening, I had the sailors in my pocket. Not with coins, not with promises—just with bottles. They came like dogs when they smell a bone, and I gave them what they wanted: rum, gin, anything that could be found somewhere in the dark corners of the ship.
We crouched in the belly of the steamer, among crates, barrels, and engine oil. The light was dim, the air thick, the floor sticky. One was singing, one was laughing, one was vomiting, and I stood in the middle of it all, swaying, my grin wide, my arms outstretched, as if I were their damned priest.
"Voilà!" I roared, my voice echoing between the iron walls. "The Atlantic is drinking us all—but I'm drinking faster! It thinks it's swallowing us like breadcrumbs—but we're the bottles clogging its throat!"
The sailors roared, downed their glasses, poured the rest over their heads, and laughed like mad. One hit the wall so hard the steel rattled, another fell backward, laughing with a broken nose.
Passepartout stood in the corner, his face pale, his hands in front of his face, as if trying to tear himself away from the world. "Mon Dieu... it's the devil preaching here."
I laughed, raised the bottle, my eyes glazed over, my breath heavy. "The devil? Ha! The devil is just the waiter who refills. And the Atlantic is the bar that never closes!"
One of the sailors drew his pistol and fired into the air. The shot rang out, the echo mingling with the roar. Bottles shattered, rum flowed across the floor, and we crawled on all fours, licking it from the cracks like animals.
I tipped forward, clinking my glass against a sailor's, blood and alcohol running from my mouth. "Voilà, brothers! We'll drink until the ocean itself is drunk! And then it'll vomit us back onto dry land!"
And the darkness laughed with us until the ship itself seemed to rock, not just from the waves, but from the booze in its bowels.
The sailors' drunkenness still echoed in my head as I staggered through the cabins. The stench inside was worse than any bar I'd ever seen: vomit, sweat, rot, seawater seeping through the cracks. Men lay in their bunks, pale, gasping, their eyes rolled back. Women held their feverish, crying children, their little mouths open as if they wanted to drink air that didn't exist.
I stepped between them, my boots slapping on the damp ground, my laugh a harsh bark. "Voilà! Look at you—we're just bottles being emptied by the ocean. First, it fills us with fear, then shakes us until we overflow, and finally, it throws us empty into the sand."
A man with sunken cheeks stared at me, whispering in a shaky voice: “Shut up… please…”
I crouched down next to him, my face close to his, my breath stank of rum and blood. "Silence? Ha! The sea is never silent. It roars, it screams, it laughs at you. And you pray? For whom? For God? For a little water? For hope? All lies! The only god here is thirst, and it eats you from the inside."
A woman began to cry, her face in shadow, her child coughing until blood dripped from its little lip. Passepartout knelt beside her, trying to help, his eyes full of pity. He looked at me, pleading: "Sir! Don't you have a heart?"
I grinned, my laugh hoarse, my teeth red. "Heart? The Atlantic has already spat out my heart. All that remains is a liver that's still drinking."
A preacher murmured a prayer, his voice trembling, his cross hanging crooked. I approached him, tore the cross from his chest, and held it up. "Voilà! Your God has drowned. Your cross is just wood that will soon drift in the waves. And the Atlantic laughs because it swallows more believers than any church."
And I staggered on, laughing at the sick, at the dead, at those who were still trembling – a priest without faith, with a bottle as a Bible.
Night fell upon us like a sack of stones, and the Atlantic decided to change the rules. The wind screamed, the waves rose like black walls, enclosing the ship on all sides. Thunder rolled, lightning ripped open the sky, and every drop of rain was like a bullet hitting you in the face.
The ship creaked, tilted, and shook. Passengers screamed, women clung to their children, men prayed while vomiting in the same breath. Sailors ran across the deck like ghosts, their voices drowned in the storm, their ropes snapping, their faces pale.
And me? I stood in the middle of it, barefoot in the water, arms outstretched, shirt flapping, hair sticking to my skin, my face dripping with blood, rain, and rum. I laughed, my grin wide, my voice a hoarse roar against the storm.
"Voilà! One last sip! The sea is the host, and it pours for free! No coins, no bottles—just waves that'll knock your teeth out of your mouth!"
A wave crashed across the deck, sweeping two men away, their screams instantly disappearing, as if the sea had swallowed them whole without even a chew. I spat water, laughed, my breath ragged. "Ha! There! The bartender's thirsty! And you're just the free round!"
Passepartout clung to the railing, his eyes wide with panic. "Sir! We're dying!"
I reached for him, pulled his face toward me, and yelled through the rain: "Die? We're already dead, boy! The Atlantic has already swallowed us—we're just dancing in its belly!"
The mast cracked, splintered, and fell with a crash. Men screamed, the storm howled, the sea raged. And I stood there, amidst the chaos, my laughter louder than the thunder, my body swaying like the ship itself.
"Cheers, Atlantic! If you want to drink me – drink me now!"
And the sky opened, the sea answered with a wave big enough to swallow everything.
The deck collapsed beneath my feet, water rushed over everything, and I staggered down a flight of stairs, stumbling deeper and deeper until I landed in the belly of the steamer. The engine room was a hell of iron and fire. Pistons pounded, steam hissed, oil dripped, the entire ship shook like a body in a fever.
I slipped on the wet ground, hitting the ground hard, feeling my skull burn. Above me, the pipes screeched, the iron groaned, and the flames of the furnaces cast shadows like teeth closing.
I laughed, gasped, and spat out black water and blood. "Voilà... this is the belly of the ocean. In here, it's eating us, bit by bit, like a dog cracking a bone."
I looked around – dripping everywhere, every shadow grinning. A puddle shimmered in the corner, but it wasn't oil. It was whiskey. Dark, foaming, flickering. I crawled toward it, my hands sticky, my eyes glassy, ​​my throat burning. I drank greedily, felt the fire, heard the laughter.
And there it was. The Atlantic. Not outside, not above me—here, right next to me. It was a shadow with eyes like bottles, his hands made of water, his teeth like foam. He raised a glass, grinned, and toasted me.
"Voilà..." I whispered, my voice a croak, "the sea is my mirror. And it breaks with me."
Passepartout stumbled into the room, his eyes wide, his face filled with panic. "Sir! Come out! You're suffocating!"
I saw him, barely saw him. To me, he was just another shadow in this iron bar. I raised my hand, my glass invisible, my grin wide. "Cheers, boy! Cheers, Atlantic! We'll drink until no one breathes."
And the pounding of the engines turned into laughter, the hissing of the steam into a toast, as I drank with my own mirror.
The morning dawned cold and gray, as if the night had sucked all the blood from the world. The sea was still, too still, smooth as a mirror that had seen too much. The ship floated heavily on the waves, battered, groaning, but not yet dead.
The passengers crawled out of their cabins like ghosts. Their faces pale, their eyes empty, their lips chapped. Some murmured prayers, others simply stared into the void as if they had long since lost their lives in the water. Sailors dragged bodies onto the deck, wrapped them in sheets, and threw them wordlessly overboard. Every impact with the waves was a final toast.
I stood at the railing, my body a wreck, my ribs aching, my skin burning, my eyes red as hot coals. I spat into the sea, my saliva bloody, and laughed, hoarse, ragged, half-choked.
"Voilà... the Atlantic didn't kill me. It just drank along with me."
Passepartout stood beside me, his face gray, his hands shaking. He said nothing, only his gaze was blank, as if he had long since left.
I raised my arms, my body swaying, my grin wide, my breath stank of oil, smoke, and residual alcohol. "He drinks like I drink. He takes like I take. We're brothers, the Atlantic and I—two dogs at the bar, waiting to see who'll pass out first."
The wind blew coldly across my wounds, the sun broke dully through the clouds, as if even it had drunk too much last night. The ship set course again, London waiting somewhere beyond the gray horizon.
I laughed, my cough mingling with the sound of the sea. "Not yet, bastard. Not yet."
And the sea was silent, as if it had had enough of my words – for now.
 
Return to London: nothing learned, everything lost
The steam train rolled into London station, and the fog was still the same. Thick, gray, heavy like a dirty cloak hanging over the city. Bells tolled somewhere, dully, swallowed by the smoke from the chimneys. Horse-drawn carts rumbled, men cursed, women hurried by, and everything stank of coal, piss, and rain.
I stumbled off the train, my boots in the mud, my suit a torn ghost, my face covered in scars, my lips torn. I laughed hoarsely, my breath stank of salt, oil, and the lingering odor of Atlantic whiskey.
"Voilà... London is still the same gutter. Only I stink worse."
Passepartout trudged behind me, his gaze blank, his shoulders hunched, his body almost broken. He looked around, his eyes filled with despair. "Monsieur... we're back. Finally."
I spat into the fog, a red blur that immediately disappeared. "Back? Ha! I'm not back. I went around the circle, boy—and the circle is just a tightening rope."
People stared at us, some shying away, others holding their noses. I grinned, my teeth bloody, my eyes glazed over. "See, you bastards? I've seen the world. Looks like London, smells like London, pukes like London. Same toilet everywhere, just different wallpaper."
A coachman yelled for me, I yelled back, my voice breaking. Passepartout closed his eyes and murmured, "My God... it never ends."
I laughed, swayed, spread my arms, the rain pelting down on me. "No, boy. It never ends. London is just the beginning disguised as an end. And I'm the dog who's returned—only dirtier, only thirstier."
And the fog swallowed my laughter, just as it swallows everything.
The Reform Club still stood as if nothing had happened. The same heavy doors, the same smell of cigars, leather, and false dignity. Inside, they sat as always: the gentlemen. Their suits were clean, their voices quiet, their faces smooth as freshly cleaned cups. They played cards, they read newspapers, they sipped their sherry—as if they had no idea that the world outside was vomiting, burning, and shooting.
I pushed open the door and staggered inside, my boots leaving a trail of dirt and blood. Heads turned, eyes widened. One almost dropped his glass, another grimaced as if he'd smelled a carcass.
I laughed, hoarse, bloody, my breath full of booze. "Voilà! I've seen the world—and it's a complete toilet! You sit here as if there were rules, as if there were order. But outside? Outside, there's only whiskey, blood, and vomit. This is the real Earth, gentlemen!"
An old gentleman raised his eyebrows, his voice cold: “Sir… you are in a pitiful state.”
I stepped closer, my grin wide, my eyes empty. "Pathetic? No. I'm honest. More honest than all your suits, your watches, your damned bets. I've drunk with sailors, puked on Broadway, fought in Nevada, and drunk with the Atlantic. All you've done is shuffle cards and smoke cigars."
Whispers echoed through the room. One person coughed, another half-stood up but quickly sat down again. Passepartout remained at the door, his head bowed, as if ashamed that he was still accompanying me.
I spread my arms, swaying, my laughter echoing against the wood paneling. "Voilà, gentlemen! Here's your globetrotter! And I tell you: The world is a toilet, and London is the damn toilet bowl."
Silence. Only the crackling of the fire. And my laughter, echoing through the halls as if the club itself had swallowed it.
The gentlemen stared at me as if I were a ghost they hadn't ordered. Cards lay half-dealt on the table, cigars smoldered, and no one moved. I stumbled further inside, banging my fist on a table so that the glasses shook.
"Well? Where are the damn books, the lists, the clocks?" I yelled, my voice hoarse, my face red. "Where's my damn winnings? I've run around the world, drunk, fought, puked, and I want to see my stake!"
A fat man with pork-like cheeks cleared his throat, his voice cautious: "Mister Fogg... the deadline has passed. The bet... it's no longer valid."
I laughed, loudly, sharply, and spat blood onto the carpet. "The bet was shit! I lost before I even started! It was never about money, never about fame—it was just an excuse to drink until the world ran out of water!"
A murmur went through the room. An elderly man tapped his fingers on the edge of the table, his gaze stern, his voice cold: "Sir, you are disgraceful."
I staggered closer, my breath thick with stench, my eyes glassy. "Shameful? Ha! Shameful is sitting here while outside the world is burning, vomiting, dying. You didn't see anything! You were playing cards while I lay in the dirt, drinking with death!"
I punched myself in the chest, gasped, my grin wide as a slash. "Voilà! I've lost the world. But at least I lost it while drunk. More honest than winning it."
Passepartout stood at the door, his face in shadow. He said nothing—he knew no words could change anything.
And the club was silent, the gentlemen stared, and I laughed, my laughter echoing through the hall like a knife.
I stood in the middle of the club, among all the polished chairs, the tables covered with cards, and the faces that looked as if they'd never felt a fist. My body swayed, my voice was hoarse, my hands covered in dirt. But my tongue—it was sharper than any blade I'd ever seen.
I raised the glass I'd snatched from somewhere, empty, my grin bloody. "Listen to me, you cardboard cutouts! Gold, fame, women, God—it's all a scam! You play cards, you pray, you pay for pussy, you count coins. But it's all the same shit in different boxes. Only the bottle tells you the truth!"
A few gentlemen shifted restlessly in their chairs, one whispered something in his neighbor's ear, as if to make sure he wasn't just imagining it. Another struggled to regain his composure, raised his chin, but his hands were shaking.
I laughed, my breath stank of booze and vomit. "Yeah, just look. I've drunk with kings and whores, with preachers and murderers. And you know what I've learned? They all lie! Everyone, damn it, everyone! Only the bottle doesn't lie. It burns, it bites, it fucks you, and it tells you to your face:You are dirt.“
A young gentleman dared to open his mouth. "This is... disgusting."
I turned to him, staggering, my eyes glazed over, my finger trembling, pointing at him. "Detestable? No, boy. Detestable is your life. You'll never vomit on Broadway, never drink with the Atlantic, never taste the desert in your mouth. You'll sit here, shuffle cards, die, and no one will even know you lived."
I hit my forehead with the glass, shattering it. My blood dripped onto the carpet. I laughed, my head thrown back. "Voilà! I won nothing, learned nothing, lost everything—but at least I drank! And that, gentlemen, is more honest than your entire lives."
Silence. Only my wheezing and the crackling of the fire.
The club door slammed behind me, and the rain fell into my face like a bucket of dirt. London was black and wet, the fog hung heavy, the streets glistened like wet rats. Horse-drawn carts rumbled by, wheels splashing cold water on my torn suit, and passersby looked at me like I was a leper. Some laughed, others spat, most simply stepped aside, as if I were just another piece of trash on the pavement.
I staggered through the rain, my boots heavy, my breath a ragged gasp, my hands shaking. The streetlights flickered, casting long shadows that moved like ghosts following me. My knees buckled, and I fell into the gutter, my face splashing in mud and rainwater. I tasted dirt, blood, vomit, and laughed hoarsely because it was all the same.
The rain ran into my eyes, mixed with blood, and I stared at the sky, which looked like a dirty sheet someone had thrown over the city.
"Voilà..." I whispered, my voice barely above a croak, "I'm just a dog who's come back. Boneless, masterless. Just a dog who's barked around the world once—and no one listened."
Passepartout knelt beside me, his face gray, his hands on my shoulders. "Sir... please... you're dying..."
I grinned, my breath heavy, my teeth red. "Dying? Ha! I've been dying since the first glass. The rest was just the intoxication in between."
The rain continued to splatter, London roared, and I lay there in the dirt, laughing until my laughter drowned in a cough.
And the city kicked me with its wheels, its boots, its rain – as if it wanted to spit me out again.
I dragged myself on, my legs heavy as stones, until I found a door, half-rotted, the wood blackened by rain. No sign, no name, just a crooked crack from which warm, rotten smoke billowed. I pushed it open, stumbled inside—and there it was: the dive.
Inside, it was dark; the stench of beer, sweat, and cheap gin hung thick in the air. A few figures squatted at the tables, hunched over, silent, with faces like rotten apples. No one spoke, no one looked up. It was the perfect place to die without anyone asking who you were.
I threw coins on the counter, my grin empty, my teeth bloody. The barman, a gaunt man with eyes like rats, placed a bottle in front of me. I took it, drank deeply, greedily, until my throat burned and my stomach screamed. Then I laughed, laughed so loudly that the few figures flinched.
I raised the bottle and looked into the glass I'd poured myself. My face stared back at me, distorted, bloody, my eyes hollow, my skin gray. I toasted my reflection. "Voilà... the trip around the world was just a detour to the next bottle. I could have just stayed here. London, Paris, New York, Bombay—all the same glass. All the same poison."
I drank again, sipping until the bottle was half empty. My reflection laughed back, mocked me, bared its teeth. I slammed the glass on the table, shattering it; blood dripped from my hand. "You bastard!" I screamed at my own face. "You've lost everything—and the only thing you've kept is your thirst."
None of the other guests moved. They knew I was just another ghost taking his last drink.
I continued to laugh, a hoarse, brittle bark, and the echo in the bottle laughed with me.
The morning crept over London like an old dog, tired, smelly, gray. The rain hadn't stopped; it had just decided to fall more thinly, finer, meaner. The streets glistened wetly, horses trudged through the mud, merchants brayed, carts rumbled, and the fog still hung over the city like a dirty sheet.
I crawled out of the dive, my legs barely giving way, my back crooked, my breath a rattling rasp. My suit was nothing but a pile of rags, my face a map of scars and scabs. The few coins I had were gone, my head felt heavy, and my throat burned after the next drink.
Passepartout shuffled behind me, his face pale, his eyes empty. He said nothing, just a shadow, still moving because he didn't know how to stand still.
I stopped in the middle of the street, raised my head, and let the rain run into my gaping mouth. It tasted of dirt, soot, and sewage. I grinned, spat, and my laughter was a croak that barely sounded like laughter anymore.
“Voilà… learned nothing, lost everything – but at least we got drunk.”
A coachman cursed, drove past me, and splashed mud in my face. A woman dragged her child away as if I were the plague. I grinned after them, my eyes red, my breath heavy.
London didn't see me. London didn't hear me. London stepped over me like an old newspaper in the gutter. And that was okay. Because I had seen the world—and it was just a mirror of this city, full of filth, full of vomit, full of lies.
I laughed one last time, my voice breaking, my cough eating away at the echo. Then I staggered on, a dog without bones, without a master, without a destination.
And the fog swallowed me as always.
 
The bet doesn’t matter – only the bottle counts
The dive was almost empty, only the smell of old beer, cold smoke, and male vomit lingered in the air. A few figures dozed at the tables, heads on their arms, hands still on their glasses, as if afraid they might be stolen in their sleep.
I sat at the bar, alone with my bottle. The wood was sticky, my shirt wet, my breath heavy. I turned the bottle in my hands as if it were a globe and laughed hoarsely.
"Voilà... all just stopovers on the way to the next glass. Paris, Bombay, Hong Kong, Broadway, Chicago, the Atlantic—all bars with different wallpaper patterns. Different dives, different whores, different stench. But always the same bottle at the end."
I drank deeply, wiped my mouth with my sleeve, and saw my reflection in the glass. A wreck, a dog, a ghost. I grinned at him, my teeth red. "You've been everywhere. And you've never lied."
A sailor in the corner coughed, a whore giggled, an old man slept with his mouth open. No one listened to me, no one wanted to listen. And that was okay. Because I wasn't talking to them—I was talking to the bar, to the bottle, to the echo of my own voice.
"The world is big, you say. The world is beautiful. The world is rich. Ha! The world is a toilet, and I once lifted the lid. All I found was booze and filth. And the only thing that kept me upright was the next glass."
I raised the bottle and toasted the emptiness. "Voilà, my trip around the world. A dog that peed in every corner – and found the same stench everywhere."
And I laughed until the bottle itself laughed along.
I rested my elbow on the bar, bottle firmly in hand, my head heavy as an anvil. The barman listlessly wiped a dirty cloth over wood that had long since given up. I laughed, a hoarse croak that crawled through the dive like a rat.
"The gentlemen..." I murmured, my eyes half-closed, "with their suits, their clean fingers, their damned cards. The bet, yes, their big bet. Eighty-four days, eighty days, a hundred—who cares? All theater, all lies."
I raised the bottle, toasting my own reflection in the greasy glass. "The bet was never real. Never. It was just an excuse. A piece of paper with numbers, a pretext to go out and drink until the world itself falls over drunk."
An old man at the end of the bar looked up briefly, snorted, laughed dryly, and coughed almost to death. "Drinking... that's the only bet anyone can win."
I grinned, broadly, bloodily. "Voilà! Finally, someone who gets it. The bet was shit. I lost before I even started. But losing just means I won, which is what really matters."
The bartender growled and poured me another glass without saying a word. I drank deeply, until my throat burned, and slammed the bottle on the counter, almost breaking it.
"They wanted numbers, I wanted fire. They wanted glory, I wanted excitement. They wanted a gentleman—I came back a dog."
And I laughed, my head thrown back, my laughter echoing off the black walls until it sounded like the whole world was laughing at their damn bet.
I turned away from the bar, bottle raised high, swaying, my laughter croaking like a rusty gate. The dive smelled of sweat, old smoke, and vomit, the tables were sticky, the figures inside were mere shadows: sailors with broken faces, whores with lips like smeared paint, bums who were more bone than flesh.
I raised my glass, which was half full, and shouted, "Voilà! Here's to you, dogs, you last guests! The fine gentlemen are playing cards at the club while you sit here—in the real world, in the bar that never closes."
A few heads lifted, one laughed hoarsely, a woman giggled, a sailor clinked his glass against the table.
"The world is a bar," I continued, my voice rising, my breath reeking of booze, "and we're the last guests no one wants. No barman looks after us anymore, no waiter wipes our tables. We sit in the dirt, we drink the last thing left—and that, my brothers and sisters, is more honest than any damn palace."
I swayed, drank, spat, and wiped my mouth with my sleeve. "To Paris, where the wine stank! To Bombay, where the gods vomited! To New York, where Broadway tasted of bile! To Chicago, where bullets sang amen! To the Atlantic, which drank with us!"
A roar of cheers rippled through the room, glasses clinked, voices roared. Someone yelled, "Cheers, you crazy man!" A whore shouted, "Go on, darling!"
I grinned, my face a wreck, my eyes glassy. "Yes! Cheers! To us, the ones nobody wants! We're the last drunks, the last dogs, the last ones still laughing while the whole world pukes."
I tilted the glass, laughed, my laughter echoing between the black walls until it sounded as if the entire dive was collapsing.
The voices in the background faded, or I simply couldn't hear them anymore. Only the bottle remained. It stood before me like an old lover, dark, cold, full of the one thing that had never betrayed me. I reached for it, held it tight, stroked the neck like skin, pressed my forehead against it as if I wanted to kiss it.
"Voilà..." I whispered, my voice shaky, "you are more loyal than any human. More honest than any god. The world lies, women lie, gentlemen lie—but you? You burn, you bite, and you tell me to my face: I'll take everything from you. And damn it, I love you for it."
I lifted it, drank deeply, the whiskey flowed like fire down my throat, my stomach churned, my heart pounded like a mad drummer. I laughed, coughed, kissed the neck of the bottle. "You're the only one left. Bombay, Hong Kong, Broadway, Chicago—all gone. But you? You were always there. You're my passport, my ship, my ticket, my damn home."
A whore next to me giggled and whispered, "He's crazy." A sailor just nodded, drank, and muttered, "The bottle never lies."
I grinned, my head heavy, my breath foul. "Yes! She understands me! She doesn't lie, she doesn't keep promises, she wants nothing but my bones. And that, friends, is more than any god has ever given."
I clutched the bottle to my chest like a child who won't let go of a toy. "Voilà... you are my heart. And when I die, I want to drown in you."
And I laughed, while the glass vibrated in my hand, as if the bottle itself was laughing with me.
The chair beneath me creaked, wobbled, and I toppled over. The bottle slipped halfway from my hand, but I didn't let go. I fell sideways onto the floor, amidst the dirt: puddles of beer, vomit, old cigarette butts, a pile of shards digging into my skin. I lay there like a dog, the bottle clutched to my chest, my breath rattling, my laughter a cough.
The ceiling spun above me, swayed, sank, and went dark. And then I saw her.
The bet. Not as a piece of paper, not as a number in a book, but as a figure. Thin, pale, in a gentleman's suit, his face smooth, his eyes hollow. He stood over me, smiling mockingly, and in his hand he held no watch—he held an hourglass, and the sand had stopped running.
"Voilà..." I whispered, my head heavy, my eyes glazed over. "There you are. The damn bet."
The figure laughed, dryly, silently, a twitch of the lips that hurt more than any blow. I tried to push myself up, fell back again, my blood seeping into the ground. "You bastard... you were never real. You were just a lie, an excuse, a bad joke."
The bet bent down, her face close, cold. She whispered—or I only heard it in my head:“You lost, Fogg.”
I laughed, coughed, blood trickling from the corner of my mouth. "Lost? Ha! I've always lost. Since the first glass. But you know what? I also won—you, my bottle."
I lifted her weakly, kissed her neck, my eyes half-closed. The figure of the bet recoiled, laughing silently, dissolving into the smoke, the stench, my drunkenness.
And I lay there, half dead, half drunk, and the bottle was the only thing that was still warm.
I was still lying on the ground, my face in the dirt, my body numb. The stench of beer and vomit crept into my nose, but I couldn't smell anything else—I only smelled the bottle, which I clutched to my chest as if it were a still-beating heart.
My lips moved, barely above a whisper, but my words echoed in my skull like thunder. "Voilà... the bottle was always the prize. Not the money, not the fame, not the damn bet. Just you."
I turned the bottle, watched the last drop slosh inside, golden, dark, like the last piece of truth the world had left me. I laughed hoarsely, coughed, and spat out blood and phlegm. "And I won him long ago. From the first sip. The rest... was just theater."
A sailor toppled over from the table, still snoring. A prostitute pulled at my jacket to search my pockets, found nothing, laughed, and left me lying there. The innkeeper just glanced at me, shook his head, as if he'd seen a hundred others like me.
I grinned, my teeth red, my breath faint. "Gentlemen in the club... you thought it was about time. But time is a drunk who always falls over. I've found the truth—and it was in the bottle."
I lifted it up, my arm shaking, drank the last sip, let my tongue glide over the rim until not a drop remained. Then I kissed the empty neck and closed my eyes. "Voilà. Victory."
And the dirt beneath me felt more honest than any damn parquet floor in the club.
 
Morning came as it always does in London: gray, wet, cold. The fog lay thick between the houses, rain dripped from the roofs, horse-drawn carts rumbled over pavement that stank of piss and soot. The city yawned, coughed, and lived as if nothing had happened.
I crawled out of the dive, the door creaked behind me, and the barman didn't look after me. My boots dragged through the dirt, my coat hung on me like a shroud. My face was a blur of scars, scabs, and blood. I still held the empty bottle in my hand, like a crutch, like a flag, like the only proof that I had ever existed.
People looked at me and then looked away again. A woman pulled her child aside, a coachman cursed, a dog barked and backed away. I grinned, my teeth red, my breath a rattling rasp.
I stopped, in the middle of the rain, and raised the bottle, empty but as heavy as the world. My voice was barely more than a croak, but it cut through the noise of the street:
"Voilà... the bet doesn't matter. Only the bottle counts. Always."
Passepartout stood a few feet away, his face gray, his eyes empty. He said nothing more—he couldn't say anything more.
I spat blood into the gutter, laughed hoarsely, my body swayed, my legs gave way. But I held the bottle aloft as if it were the only crown I had left.
And London swallowed me again, as it swallows everyone else – with rain, fog and indifference.
A gutter philosopher laughs last
The London night was as black as a smoky chimney, the fog consuming every light. I dragged myself through narrow alleys, rain dripping from the gutters, rats scurrying over my boots as if they were escorting me to the grave. My body was a wreck, my head an empty vat, my breath smelled of blood and cheap liquor.
Then I saw it: a door, half-torn down, the wood rotten, a yellow light behind it that glowed more like a fever than a lamp. I pushed it open, it creaked, and the air hit me—thick, greasy, heavy.
Inside sat the last figures of the night. A sailor with only one eye, a bum crying into his hands, two whores whose laughter sounded like rusty nails. The bartender behind the counter stared at me as if he already knew I wouldn't pay.
I staggered inside, my boots slapping in the dirt, my lips splitting, my grin wide. I raised my arms, my voice a croak that cut through the smoke.
“Voilà… here every journey ends – between shards and shadows.”
No one answered. They just looked at me, silent, tired, like dead people who hadn't yet realized they were already dead.
I laughed, bloody, gasped, grabbed a bottle that was on the counter and held it up like a flag that no one wanted to see anymore.
"This is my last port. And damn, it stinks just as much as the first."
And I drank, deeply, until the world shook again.
I stood swaying in the middle of the dive, the bottle in my hand like a scepter, my eyes glassy, ​​my shirt in tatters. The other patrons raised their heads, not out of interest, but because my babbling was louder than their own misery.
I grinned, my voice a harsh croak. "Voilà... you're looking for truth? Ha! Truth lies in the dirt under the table. Where the broken glass bleeds and the vomit steams. Not in your books, not in your churches, not in your bankers' pockets. Only down there, in the stench, does the truth creep around."
A sailor coughed, then laughed briefly, a sound half-cough, half-madness. One of the whores giggled, her teeth black, her eyes tired.
I swirled the bottle, whiskey sloshing over my fingers and dripping onto the floor. "You want answers? Don't ask God, don't ask kings—ask the bottle. It'll tell you straight:You are nothing. You were never anything. And soon you'll be nothing more than a mouthful of memory in a stranger's mouth.“
I drank, spat, and wiped my mouth on my sleeve. "Look at me! A gentleman, ha! A dog who's seen the world—and the world has pissed in his mouth. And me? I drank it all. All of it, every drop."
The barman shook his head, silently polishing a glass that would never be clean again. No one objected. No one had to.
I raised the bottle, swaying, my voice louder, my grin bloodier. "Voilà, my sermon! Truth in the dirt, comfort in drunkenness, and a grave that stinks of beer. You won't get any more, there's no more!"
And I laughed, my laughter shattering like glass in the stuffy air.
I leaned on the table, the bottle in my hand like a gavel, and my laughter thundered through the room, hoarse, brittle, but loud enough that the walls laughed along.
"Voilà!" I screamed, my voice cutting through the smoke, "Kings, bankers, priests, whores—all the same trash! You talk about power, about money, about love, about God. Ha! All dogs! Every single one! And me?" I pounded my chest with my fist, felt my ribs crack. "I'm just their loudest bark!"
A sailor roared, threw his mug against the wall, and whiskey ran down like warm rain. One of the whores clapped her hands, giggling like a child who'd eaten too much sugar.
I staggered a few steps, my shadow swaying with me, large and ragged on the walls. "The world is not a palace, not a church, not a club. The world is a damn kennel. And we bite each other until nothing but bones remain."
A bum who had been asleep until then raised his head, his eyes red, his voice shaky. "And you, stranger? Who are you in the kennel?"
I laughed, spat on the floor, my saliva bloody. "Me? I'm the bastard no one can control. I'm the dog who barked around the world once – and no one shut him up."
The bar was silent for a moment, except for the sound of the bottle dripping onto the floor. Then they all laughed—hoarsely, tiredly, out of tune. But they laughed.
And my laughter drowned them out, louder, harder, as if I wanted to prove that the echo belonged to me.
The dive blurred before my eyes. The smoke grew thicker, the voices muffled, the shadows on the walls moved like animals. I blinked, raised the bottle—and suddenly, someone was sitting next to me.
A man dressed in black, face pale as bone dust, eyes dark as a bottomless well. No aura, no radiance, no angel. Only silence. He grinned crookedly, placed a cup before him without anyone having served it to him.
I laughed hoarsely, my breath ragged. "Voilà... there you are, bastard. I've smelled you since we opened the first bottle in Paris."
Death nodded and raised his glass. "You were loud, Fogg. Loud dogs can be heard until the end."
I toasted him, drank deeply, the liquid burning like fire. "So? Did you like it? Bombay, Broadway, Chicago, Atlantic? I danced, I puked, I drank. All for you, right?"
Death laughed softly, a sound like crunching snow. "Anything for you, Fogg. I was just waiting until you couldn't laugh anymore."
I slammed the bottle down on the table, shattering it. Blood ran down my hand. "Ha! You're waiting in vain, bastard. I'll laugh until the end. Even if filth is dripping from my mouth, I'll laugh in your face."
We clinked glasses against each other, and the echo rang like a bell. Death drank, I drank, and we laughed together, deep, raw, until the other guests fell silent and just stared at us as if they had seen Hell itself propose a toast.
"Voilà..." I gasped, my eyes glazed over, my lips bloody, "we're brothers. You take, I drink. And in the end, we both laugh."
And Death nodded as if it were the most sincere prayer he had ever heard.
The floor beneath me shook, or maybe it was my head that had finally given up. I wanted to take another sip, to raise the bottle, but my fingers were numb, my arm weak. The chair tipped, creaked, and I flew.
I crashed to the ground, right in the gutter of the dive bar. Puddles of beer, vomit, broken glass, cigarette butts—everything mingled with my blood, which immediately began dripping from my nose. I tasted iron, dirt, bitterness.
But I didn't let go of the bottle. I pressed it to my chest as if it were the only heart still beating.
The figures around me laughed, but quietly, uncertainly. A whore giggled, a sailor cursed, the innkeeper just shook his head. No one helped me up. No one dared to take the bottle away from me.
I grinned, my lips parted, my voice a whisper that barely found its way out of my throat:
“Voilà… philosophy ends in the gutter.”
A drop of blood fell to the floor, mingling with all the dirt, and I laughed, weakly but genuinely. A dog barking in the dirt, and the echo is more honest than any sermon.
I lay in the dirt, semi-conscious, but my mouth remained open. A wheeze, a bark, a laugh—everything mingled. My ribs cracked with every breath, my lungs filled with smoke, my throat filled with blood. But from my throat still came that sound: hoarse, sharp, outrageous.
The dive fell silent. The whores stopped giggling, the sailors held their glasses, the barman put the cloth aside. Even the rain outside seemed to pause for a moment. Everyone listened to my laughter, which sounded more like death than life.
"Ha... ha... ha... voilà..." I croaked, my eyes half-open, my gaze empty yet mocking. "You thought you were still alive? You've been dead for a long time. Only I... only I'm still laughing."
A bum started giggling nervously, a sailor let out a throaty howl, and suddenly they were all laughing. Not because it was funny—but because they were afraid I was right. Their laughter was fake, broken, but mine… mine was real.
I lifted the bottle as best I could, my arm shaking, my fingers weak. "Voilà... the final amen... sounds like a burp."
Then I laughed again, laughed until my body trembled, until my voice broke, until only a hoarse wheeze remained.
And they were all silent. Only my laughter hung in the air, an echo that refused to die.
The ground was cold, wet, and sticky, but I could barely feel anything anymore. My body was empty, my limbs heavy, my heart only beating because it was too stupid to stop. The bottle in my hand was empty, but I held on to it as if it were the only truth I had left.
The guests stared at me. The sailor with the glass, the whores with smeared smiles, the innkeeper with his tired eyes. No one moved, no one dared to touch me. I was no longer a man, just a shadow who had laughed too loudly.
I raised my head one last time, my lips bloody, my breath rattling. My voice came out like a whisper, barely audible, yet it cut through the room:
“Voilà… a gutter philosopher laughs last – and the echo remains.”
Then my head fell back, the bottle slipped halfway from my hand, clinking softly, and the smoke of the dive swallowed me.
Whether I died or simply fell asleep, no one knew. Some later said they could still hear my laughter. Others swore the rain outside sounded like it was giggling.
But the dive remained silent, and London continued to breathe, indifferent, cold.
And somewhere, in a corner, a laugh still echoed.
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