
​The Religion of Almost Made It
A Covenant for Lost Souls
Ralph Clayton

Copyright © 2026 Ralph Clayton

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Deluxe edition.

For the people I used as medicine.
And for the people who used me back.
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The worst punishment is waking up as yourself.
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Prologue
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Rock Bottom Is a Subscription Service

The first thing I feel is my phone vibrating like a dying insect under my ass.

Not a sexy vibration. Not the kind that says, hey champion, somebody misses you. More like, hey idiot, the world has more invoices and it found your number again.

I open one eye. The room looks like it got searched by bored cops. Not actual cops. Worse. Time. Time searched it. Took the valuable things and left the trash on display like an art exhibit called Look At This Man.

My mouth tastes like metal and cheap sugar. Like I kissed a coin. Like I licked the inside of a radiator. My tongue feels swollen, and my throat is scratchy, as if I spent the whole night arguing with smoke and losing.

I try to sit up and the universe gives me a warning shot. A sharp pain behind my eyes, clean and precise, like somebody flicked a lighter inside my skull. I freeze. This is the negotiation phase. This is where you pretend you are in control by staying still. You promise your body you will become a better man later. A man who drinks water. A man who owns vitamins. A man who does not treat his organs like rented furniture.

The bed is not my bed. The sheet is too clean, hotel clean, or maybe someone-does-rentals-and-hates-people clean. There is a smell of detergent and somebody else’s shampoo. Coconut. The scent of optimism. The scent of a person who thinks life is a brand and the brand is working.

My arm is numb. There is a red mark on my wrist like I slept on a cable. I wiggle my fingers and the feeling comes back in ugly waves.

Inventory. This is what you do at rock bottom. You do inventory like you are a warehouse manager, except the warehouse is your life and half the stock is missing.

Wallet.

I reach for my jeans on the floor. They are in a pile with a shirt, a sock, and a condom wrapper that looks like a dead beetle. One sock only. My other sock is somewhere living its own story. My jeans smell like sweat and street air. I fish in the pocket. Coins. A receipt. A torn business card with a name I do not recognize. The wallet is there, thank God, but it feels lighter than it should. My thumb opens it like I’m checking for a pulse.

Cards. My ID. Some cash. Not enough cash to feel like a person. The kind of cash that says, you can get a coffee and pretend you are normal for fifteen minutes.

Phone.

I grab it from under me. The screen is bright and cruel. It shows a pile of notifications like a public execution list.

Payment failed.
Payment failed.
Subscription renewed.
Subscription renewed.
Low balance alert.
Credit limit warning.
My phone is laughing at me. My phone is the only thing in my life that stays consistent. It does not care how I feel. It is pure duty. It is a little digital landlord living in my pocket, collecting rent on my future.

I swipe. There are more. Gym membership. Streaming service. Cloud storage. Some dating app premium thing I bought because I thought it would make me feel like a king. Another charge for something I do not remember signing up for, probably in a moment of loneliness when I needed to feel chosen by a button.

Rock bottom is not one dramatic fall. It’s a monthly plan.

Everybody thinks tragedy is the trap. Like something terrible happens and you can’t escape. But tragedy is honest. It breaks you and at least it admits it broke you. Continuity is the soft trap. Continuity keeps you alive just enough to keep paying. It keeps the lights on. It keeps your number active. It keeps you waking up so you can be billed again.

I sit up slowly. My stomach rolls like a boat in dirty water. The room spins a little, then settles. My heart is thumping like it’s trying to explain something to me, like it wants to be heard before I ignore it again.

On the bedside table there’s a glass. Empty. There’s also a bottle of water. Half full. Somebody was here caring for me at some point. Or caring for the idea of me. There’s a packet of painkillers, the cheap kind, and I do not remember buying them. That means either I bought them in a blackout, or somebody bought them because they have a soul, or they wanted me functional enough to leave.

On the chair, a jacket that is not mine. Black leather. Nice. The kind of jacket that makes you look like you have a plan. The kind of jacket that makes you look like you do not wake up with a dead insect phone under your ass.

I scan the room for clues like I’m in a crime scene and the victim is my dignity.

A handbag near the door. High heels. A shirt draped over the lamp like a surrender flag. A makeup bag on the desk. A hair tie. Two wine glasses with lipstick stains, one more destroyed than the other. A small plate with crumbs, probably some heroic late-night delivery meant to save us from ourselves.

So I was not alone.

I try to remember. My brain gives me highlights only, like a cheap trailer. A bar. Loud music. Faces. Lights. Somebody laughing too close. A taxi. A stairwell that smelled like old cooking oil. A hallway with a number on the door. A kiss that felt like a transaction. Somebody saying my name. Or maybe not my name. Maybe calling me “Max” like it was a compliment.

Max.

My name is Maksim Orlov, but half the world calls me Max because it’s easier and because everybody is lazy and because I let them. Max is the smaller version of me, the version you can hand to strangers without feeling exposed. Maksim is the one written on forms and documents, the one that gets judged by computers, the one that gets declined politely.

I swing my feet to the floor. The carpet is rough and my toes feel it like an insult. I stand up and my knees argue. My body is thirty years old on paper, but right now it feels like a borrowed car that got driven through a war zone.

I look for my shoes. One is under the bed. The other is near the door like it tried to escape without me. I put them on and I get this sudden flash of the night before, a small moment that cuts through the fog.

Me saying, no, it’s fine, I’m fine.

That is my signature move. I could get it tattooed on my chest. I’m fine. I’m fine is what men say when they are not fine and they want to keep paying for the illusion that they are still in control.

The phone buzzes again. Another notification. Another tiny knife.

I unlock it and open my bank app because I love pain. I love the honesty of numbers. People lie, numbers do not. Numbers just sit there and say, here is your life. Here is what you are worth today. Here is the shape of your future if you keep playing the same game.

Balance.

The number is small enough to be a joke, but not funny enough to be a real joke. It is the kind of number that makes you do math against your own pride. If I skip lunch. If I walk instead of taking a ride. If I do not smoke today. If I do not buy coffee. If I do not exist as a person.

And then, as if to finish the insult, the app shows upcoming charges. The same parade. The same little mouths. The same little hands in my pocket.

I stare at the list and I feel something that is not even sadness. It’s disgust, but quiet. It’s the feeling of seeing a photo of yourself from a bad angle and realizing you cannot argue with it.

This is not poverty. I have been actually poor. Real poor is different. Real poor is honest, it hits you with a brick. This is the modern version, the version with good lighting, where you are not starving, you are just always behind. Always catching up. Always one bad week away from collapsing, but never collapsing fully, because if you collapse fully you stop paying, and they do not want you to stop paying. They want you breathing. They want you functioning. They want you continuing.

Continuity is not a gift. Continuity is a leash.

I walk to the window and pull the curtain back. Outside is daylight and it looks judgmental. A gray sky. A street with people moving like they have reasons. Cars. A cyclist. A woman walking a dog. The dog is happy. The dog has never checked a balance in its life. The dog’s entire economy is love and food and being praised for taking a shit outdoors. I envy that dog like it’s a billionaire.

I look at myself in the dark reflection of the window. My hair is a mess. My face looks puffy. There’s a small red mark on my neck that could be a kiss or could be my body trying to warn me I am living wrong. My eyes are bloodshot. My lips are dry. My jaw is tight like I spent the night clenching my teeth against my own decisions.

My phone is still in my hand. I open messages. This is the part where you check who you became when you were not present.

There are texts.

A friend. Two words. “You alive.”

Another friend. A link to some stupid video. Men communicate like dogs sometimes, just little barks to confirm you still exist.

Then a message from a name I do not recognize. A single emoji. A crown.

I scroll up.

There are my messages. A whole string of them. I read them and I feel my stomach drop again. I am flirting like a man trying to buy oxygen. I am writing big confident sentences and I can see the panic behind them. I can see the hunger. I can see the desperation dressed up as swagger.

That is the humiliation of modern life. Your worst self leaves receipts. You do not just do shame, you can reread it in the morning in perfect high definition. You can take screenshots. You can forward it. You can ruin yourself at scale.

I lock the phone and press it against my forehead for a second. Cold glass. Little comfort.

Somewhere in this apartment, behind this curtain, behind this list of charges, behind the hangover, behind the missing sock, there is the real truth. The truth is not that I made bad choices last night. The truth is not even that I am broke, or lonely, or addicted to intensity.

The truth is that I will continue.

I will get up. I will wash my face. I will drink water. I will step outside. I will do the day. I will answer messages. I will pretend I am fine. I will find some money from somewhere. I will delay some payment. I will negotiate with the world. I will survive.

And that survival will not be victory. It will be the continuation of the billing cycle.

I turn away from the window and hear movement behind me. A soft sound. Fabric. A foot on the floor. A breath.

So she is still here.

I do not look back immediately. I wait, because waiting is what I do now. Waiting for the next charge. Waiting for the next message. Waiting for the next version of myself to appear and explain what happened.

A woman’s voice, sleepy and casual, like we are normal.

“Max.”

There it is again. The small name. The easy name. The name that fits in a stranger’s mouth without making them choke.

I finally turn.

She is standing in the doorway of the bedroom wearing my shirt. It hangs on her like a flag. Her hair is messy in a way that looks expensive. She has the calm face of someone who does not wake up afraid of their own bank app. She watches me like I am a thing she picked up last night, a souvenir, a story, a temporary mood.

She smiles, and I feel the old reflex. The reflex to perform. The reflex to become interesting so I can be forgiven for existing.

“Morning,” I say.

My voice sounds like sandpaper.

She takes a step closer and squints at me like she’s reading the damage.

“You look like you fought a truck.”

“I won,” I say automatically.

She laughs. It’s a nice laugh. It makes the room lighter for a second, like a discount code for reality.

And I realize, with a sudden clear cruelty, that this is the trap.

Not her. Not the sex. Not the hangover. Not the money.

The trap is that even now, even at rock bottom, even with the charges stacked like knives, I can still make a joke. I can still charm. I can still keep the story moving.

Continuity.

Life keeps billing you, and you keep paying, and you call it surviving, and you call it being a man, and you call it fine.

I swallow and taste metal again.

“Do you have water,” I ask.

She points to the bottle.

I pick it up and drink like I am trying to refill a hole. The water is lukewarm. It does nothing, but I drink anyway, because doing something is how you pretend you are not trapped.

She watches me.

“So,” she says, stretching the word like she’s opening a menu. “What now.”

What now. The question that always arrives like it’s innocent.

I look at my phone again. The screen is black. The charges are still there behind it, waiting.

What now is always the same thing.

You continue.

You keep waking up.

You keep paying.

You keep pretending the billing is not the point.

I cap the bottle and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand like I am a boxer. Like I am a warrior. Like I am not just a man in somebody else’s clean bed, counting coins and jokes.

“I shower,” I say. “Then I figure it out.”

She nods like that’s a reasonable plan. Like “figure it out” is a real place you can go if you just walk there confidently.

I walk toward the bathroom, slow and careful, and I feel my phone vibrate again in my hand.

Another message.
Another charge.
Another reminder that the real horror is not falling.
The real horror is that you do not get to stop.

The bathroom light is too bright, like it wants to witness everything and testify.

White tiles. Cheap mirror. A little rack of hotel style soaps lined up like tiny dead soldiers. Somebody paid extra to make the place feel clean, and it does feel clean, which is the worst part. Dirt is honest. Dirt says, yes, you are in a mess. Cleanliness says, you are in a mess and we are judging you in HD.

I lock the door and lean forward over the sink. My hands grip the porcelain and my shoulders hang like I borrowed them from a tired older man. I look at myself and the face I see is not tragic. Tragic would be romantic. This is just tired and swollen and real.

My eyes are red. My skin looks like it got inflated overnight. My hair is doing that thing where it tries to be a style but it is actually just a confession. There is a little bruise on my collarbone I do not remember earning. There is a scratch on my knuckle, dried blood like a small signature. It could be from a fight, it could be from opening a bottle, it could be from nothing. Everything in my life is from nothing.

I turn the tap on and splash cold water on my face. The shock is good. For one second I feel present. For one second I exist. Then my brain reloads the same apps. Same bills. Same hunger. Same loop.

In the shower, the water starts cold and then warms up slowly, like it is negotiating with me. I stand under it and let it hit my head. I close my eyes and try to remember the night again, not the highlights, the actual movie.

There is a club. There is a name. Something foreign. Something that sounded expensive. A stairwell with graffiti, a doorman with dead eyes, a girl with lip gloss and a small purse like a weapon. Her laughing. My hand on her lower back like I own confidence. My voice saying big sentences that I do not believe. My credit card coming out like a magician’s trick. Tap. Approved. Tap. Approved. Tap. Approved.

Then later, this place. Her jacket. Her shoes. The coconut shampoo smell. My shirt on her body. My phone buzzing and me ignoring it because in that moment I was rich. That is the funniest thing about being broke. You can still feel rich for ten minutes. You can still pretend. You can buy a little illusion and wear it like a crown.

Crown emoji.

The water runs down my face and I spit and it is still bitter. I use the little hotel soap and it smells like nothing. I wash my armpits and my chest and my hair. I scrub like I am trying to erase myself. I scrub like I am trying to become a new man by removing last night’s skin.

It does not work. It never works.

When I turn the water off, the silence is heavy. I step out, dripping, and the mirror is fogged. My blurred face looks better that way. I wipe a stripe with my hand and my eye appears first, red and awake, like a warning light.

I dry off with a towel that feels too soft, like it has never been used to survive. I wrap it around my waist and open the door.

She is sitting on the edge of the bed, scrolling her own phone like she is checking the weather of her life. My shirt is still on her, loose and casual, and she looks like she belongs in this clean room. I look like a mistake that walked into the wrong address.

She looks up when I come out, smiles again like everything is simple.

“You okay,” she asks.

That question is a trap too. Everybody asks it like it is kindness. It is actually an invitation to lie.

“I’m good,” I say.

We both know I am not good. But the ritual must be completed. The ritual is modern. The ritual is polite. The ritual keeps the world functioning.

She nods, satisfied. She does not need my truth. She needs my performance.

“What’s your plan today,” she asks, still casual.

Plan. She says it like it is normal to have a plan.

I look at my jeans on the floor. I look at my phone on the bedside table. My plan today is to not drown. My plan today is to make sure the day does not eat me alive. My plan today is damage control and pretending it is ambition.

“I got stuff,” I say.

“Stuff” is my favorite word. It means everything. It means nothing. It means do not ask me questions.

She swings her legs and stands up, stretches like a cat, completely relaxed. She walks to her handbag, pulls out a lipstick, puts it on without a mirror. That is confidence. Confidence is applying lipstick without checking. Confidence is moving through the world like it is already yours.

She turns to me.

“You want coffee,” she says.

Coffee is a luxury and a necessity. Coffee is a drug that makes you feel like a professional adult while your whole life is on fire.

“Yeah,” I say, too quickly.

She smiles again like she likes that, like she likes being needed.

“Cool,” she says. “There’s a place downstairs.”

Downstairs. The word makes me feel like there is a building to this, a structure, floors, a way out. It is funny how the brain grabs any hint of architecture and calls it hope.

I start getting dressed. Shirt. Jeans. Socks, only one, so I put on the one and then put on the other shoe without a sock like an animal. I find my other sock behind the chair, crumpled and damp like a small corpse. I put it on and feel a ridiculous gratitude. Look at me. I found a sock. I am winning.

She watches me dress and I can feel her eyes on my body like she is evaluating the product she rented. That is not an insult. That is just the world now. Everyone is a product. Everyone is a trial period. Everybody is on a monthly plan.

“What’s your name,” I ask, because I realize I do not know it for sure.

She laughs.

“You don’t remember,” she says, not angry, amused.

“I remember your face,” I say.

That is true. I remember her face because it is the only thing that mattered in the moment. Names are for futures. Faces are for right now.

She walks closer and taps my chest lightly with her finger.

“Anastasia,” she says. “But you can call me Nadia.”

Of course. Two names. A formal name and a usable name. Everybody has a public version and a private version now. The private version is always smaller. The private version is always easier.

“Nadia,” I repeat.

She nods, satisfied again. Like I passed a small test.

“And you’re Max,” she says.

“Maksim,” I correct automatically, then regret it immediately.

She raises an eyebrow.

“Fancy,” she says, like it is a joke.

It is not fancy. It is just my name. But in this world, being whole is considered a flex. Most people walk around in fragments. Half names. Short forms. Usernames. Handles. Little masks.

“Max,” I say, giving her the smaller version again, because that is what she wants. That is what everybody wants. Something that fits. Something they can say without choking.

We go downstairs together. The hallway smells like air freshener and somebody’s cooking. There are doors with numbers. There are little cameras in corners. There are tiny signs about rules. No loud noise. No parties. No smoking. No life, basically. The building is a parent.

Outside, the morning hits me like a slap. Cold air. Gray light. People moving with purpose. Cars. A delivery guy holding two coffees like they are sacred. The street looks normal, which is insulting. It is always insulting. The world never pauses for your hangover. The world never says, poor baby, you made choices and now you feel it, take a break. The world just keeps walking.

We find the coffee place downstairs, exactly as she said. Clean. Minimal. A menu with prices that make you swallow hard if you are not rich. A barista with tattoos and perfect posture, like a soldier of calm.

Nadia orders like she belongs. Oat milk, extra shot, some pastry I cannot pronounce. She does not look at the price. That is real power. Real power is not money. Real power is not needing to know the number.

I order an espresso because it is cheaper and because espresso is masculine suffering. Espresso says, I am tough, I do not need sweetness. Espresso says, I am a man in control, even as my hands shake.

We sit by the window. She scrolls. I stare at the street like it is a documentary about normal people.

My phone buzzes again.

I try to ignore it, but my thumb moves on its own. The addiction is not just sex, not just women, not just intensity. The addiction is the phone. The addiction is being summoned. The addiction is the little lightning of attention and panic.

A message from my bank. Another one of those polite warnings written in corporate language that pretends it is helping you.

Your balance is below the recommended threshold.

Recommended threshold. Like my life is a machine with optimal settings. Like poverty is just a configuration issue.

Then a message from another app.

Your free trial ends today.

Free trial. The phrase makes me want to laugh. My whole life feels like a free trial that ended years ago, but nobody told me, so I keep clicking continue and hoping it does not charge me.

Nadia notices my face.

“Everything okay,” she asks again.

There it is. The invitation to lie again.

“Just money stuff,” I say.

She shrugs like that is weather.

“Money always comes,” she says.

She says it like it is a law of physics.

For her, maybe it is.

For me, money is not a law. Money is a predator. It appears when it wants. It disappears when it wants. It comes with teeth and it leaves with laughter.

“I guess,” I say.

She sips her coffee and looks at me like she is deciding something.

“You’re funny,” she says.

Funny. The compliment that keeps me alive. Funny means I am forgiven. Funny means I can be broke and still be wanted. Funny means I can be a mess and still be invited into rooms.

“Thanks,” I say, and I hate myself a little for how much I need it.

She leans back.

“So what do you do,” she asks.

That question is a knife. Because it is always a test. People pretend it is curiosity. It is evaluation. It is class sorting. It is deciding whether you are worth time.

I could tell her the truth, which is complicated and ugly and not impressive enough.

Or I can tell her the story version.

“I do business,” I say.

Business is another favorite word. It means you are alive. It means you are not a child. It means you have a reason to exist.

She nods like that is good.

“What kind,” she asks, still calm.

I feel a flicker of irritation. Not at her. At the world. At the constant need to explain yourself. At the constant need to make your life legible to strangers so you can earn basic respect.

“Various,” I say, smiling.

She laughs again.

“You’re mysterious,” she says.

No. I am not mysterious. I am broke. Mystery is what broke men call their chaos.

She checks her phone, then looks up.

“I have to go soon,” she says.

Of course. The time box. The rental period ending. Everybody has to go soon. Nobody stays. Staying costs. Leaving is easy.

“Yeah,” I say. “Same.”

We both lie. She does have to go. I do not have to go. I have nowhere to go. That is the difference.

She stands, puts on that black leather jacket, the one that makes you look like you have a plan. She slips her sunglasses on like armor. Then she leans down and kisses me quickly, a small gesture, light and professional.

“Text me,” she says.

That is a beautiful lie too. Text me means, you can try. Text me means, maybe. Text me means, you are allowed to continue the fantasy.

“I will,” I say, because the ritual demands it.

She walks out into the street and disappears into the moving city like she was never real. Like she was a brief subscription benefit that expired.

I sit there with my espresso and my phone and my bank app and the gray daylight and I feel the truth again, hard and clear.

Nothing dramatic happened. Nothing exploded. Nobody screamed. Nobody died. No tragic scene.

And still, I feel trapped.

Because now the day starts. Now the billing starts. Now the continuation starts.

My phone buzzes again. This time it is not a bank notification. It is a call.

A name on the screen.

Vasily.

I stare at it like it is a loaded gun.

Vasily is not a friend. Vasily is not a boss. Vasily is one of those men who exist in the world as pressure. He is the human version of a deadline. When he calls, it means something is due.

I let it ring once, twice, because part of me still believes ignoring things can make them disappear.

It stops. Immediately, a message comes in.

Where are you.

No punctuation. No hello. Just a hook in my mouth.

I type back.

On my way.

I am not on my way. I am sitting in a clean coffee shop with a stomach full of regret and a bank account full of jokes. But that is what you do. You promise movement to buy time. You promise movement to stay alive.

I stand up. I throw the espresso cup away. I step outside. The cold air hits me again and I pull my jacket tighter.

I start walking without direction at first, then with direction, because my feet know where the trouble lives. My feet have better memory than my brain.

As I walk, my phone buzzes once more.

A new notification.

Subscription renewed.

Of course.

Of course it did.

I walk like a man who has somewhere to be, because walking like that is half the job. Half the world is performance. If you look purposeful, people assume you are. If you look lost, they smell it and they start selling you things. They start offering “help.” Help is just another subscription.

The city is cold and gray and moving. Cars slide by, wet tires hissing. People with headphones and coffee cups and clean shoes. They all look like they belong to a timeline where things make sense. I hate them a little. Not personally. I hate the idea. The idea that life can be normal.

My phone is heavy in my pocket. It feels like a leash. Every few steps I feel phantom buzzing, even when it is quiet. Like my nervous system learned the ringtone and now it plays it for fun.

Vasily.

I picture his face. Wide nose. Small eyes. Mouth always slightly open, like he is about to say something obvious that will ruin your day. He is the kind of man who never asks how you are, because how you are is not relevant to what he wants. He has one mood. Due.

You cannot “ghost” men like that. Ghosting is a luxury for people who have other options. For people who have savings. For people who can afford consequences. Vasily is consequences. He is the living version.

I walk faster.

My head is still thick from last night. The hangover is like a sticky film on my thoughts. Everything I think comes out slower, heavier. But the body moves. The body always moves. The body knows how to work even when the brain is trying to die.

At the corner, a kiosk sells cigarettes and lottery tickets. The man behind the glass has the face of someone who has seen every type of loser. He looks at me and I feel exposed. Like he can smell that I am running from something.

I buy cigarettes anyway because I am a genius. I buy poison to calm down from poison.

The first drag hits my lungs and my stomach clenches. For a second I want to throw up. Then the nicotine slides in and smooths everything. It is the fastest therapy. It costs five euros and it works for five minutes. Perfect business model.

I look at my phone. No new messages. Just the earlier hook. Where are you.

I type another one before he can type again.

Stuck in traffic. Ten minutes.

There is no traffic. I am walking. But “traffic” is modern prayer. It excuses everything. It makes you a victim of the world, not a victim of yourself.

I put the phone away and keep walking.

As I move, the memories of last night come in pieces again. Not story, just sensations. A hand on my chest. Her perfume. A laugh. My card tapping on a terminal. Approved. Approved. Approved. That sound is the sound of love now. Approved.

I think about Nadia, or Anastasia, or whatever her real name is. She is not evil. She is not a villain. She is just a person passing through. She is a clean moment. A soft pillow. A small break from being myself.

That is what women have become for me. Not wives. Not partners. Not even lovers in the old romantic sense. They are interruptions. Little intermissions. You put your face in their hair for a second and you forget your life. Then the intermission ends and the movie continues.

The movie is always the same.

I take another drag and I feel my heart speed up. Nicotine plus hangover is like punching your own heart for motivation. It works. It is stupid, but it works.

I turn onto a street that looks less polite. Fewer cafes, more small shops with metal shutters, more men standing around with nothing to do and nothing to lose. The air smells like kebab grease and wet pavement and cigarette ash. This street does not pretend. This street is honest.

The building I’m heading to is ugly and old and painted a color that used to be white but gave up. The entry door sticks. I shove it open with my shoulder and the hallway smell hits me, damp and old food and cheap cleaning chemicals. Somebody tried to make it clean, failed, and then decided failure is good enough.

Second floor.

The stairs creak like they are warning me. Every step is a small confession.

I reach the door. There is no nameplate. Just a number that is scratched and faded. The kind of place where nobody wants their name visible.

I knock once.

Nothing.

I knock again.

The door opens a crack and a face appears. A young guy, shaved head, thin lips, eyes sharp like a ferret. He looks me up and down. He sees the hangover, the tiredness, the cheap panic behind the posture. He enjoys it.

“Max,” he says, like it is not a greeting but an accusation.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m here.”

He opens the door fully and steps aside. The apartment smells like smoke and coffee and something fried. The living room is cluttered with cheap furniture and expensive electronics. There is a big TV on the wall. A couch with a blanket that has never been washed. A table with paperwork and a laptop and a couple of phones. Two other guys are sitting there, both looking like they were built out of gym and bad decisions.

And Vasily is in the chair by the window, like a king in a cheap kingdom.

He looks at me and smiles, but not a warm smile. More like a man smiling at a dog that finally came back to the leash.

“Look who woke up,” he says.

His voice is calm. He speaks slowly, like he knows the room will wait for him.

I force a smile.

“Busy night,” I say.

He nods as if he expected that answer. As if the world is predictable.

He points at the table.

“Sit.”

I sit. My stomach tightens. The room feels too warm. My hands feel slightly sweaty. I hate that my body betrays me. I hate that fear has a smell.

Vasily slides a phone toward me. Not my phone. One of those cheap extra phones, the kind people buy when they do not want their life attached to their life.

“Read,” he says.

On the screen is a message thread. Short, dry messages. Numbers. Addresses. Times. A name I recognize. A guy we have been squeezing. Small business. Vegetable market. Always cash around, always pretending there is no cash around.

Vasily taps the screen with his finger.

“Today,” he says. “You go. You collect. Simple.”

Simple is another lie powerful men tell. They say simple because it makes your fear look stupid. It makes your hesitation look like weakness.

“How much,” I ask.

Vasily tells me a number and my brain does quick math. The number is big enough to matter and small enough to be humiliating. Not life changing. Just enough to keep the machine fed.

“Why me,” I ask, even though I know why. Because I said yes too many times. Because I am available. Because I am a man who always continues.

Vasily leans back.

“Because you are good with people,” he says.

That is his version of a compliment. It means I can smile while I threaten. It means I can make a man feel like he is choosing to pay when he is actually being cornered.

I nod.

He watches me for a second like he’s studying my face.

“You look like shit,” he says.

I laugh, because that is what you do in rooms like this. You laugh at yourself before they laugh for you.

“Rough morning,” I say.

He nods again, then looks down at the papers on the table. There is a list. Names. Numbers. Amounts. A little ledger of humans reduced to what they owe.

He flips a page.

“And you,” he says casually, like he’s asking about the weather. “You owe too.”

My stomach drops.

I keep my face neutral. I keep it professional. Inside, my body tightens like a fist.

“I owe what,” I ask.

Vasily’s eyes lift to mine.

“Don’t act surprised,” he says. “You know.”

I do know. There is always some “you know.” There is always some invisible tab. The world runs on invisible tabs.

He taps the paper again.

“Last week,” he says. “You asked for a favor. You wanted time. You wanted coverage.”

Coverage. He means money. He means he floated me. He means he saved my ass when a payment was due and I did not want the humiliation of missing it. I wanted to keep the lights on, keep the phone active, keep the illusion alive.

“Yes,” I say.

He smiles again.

“So,” he says. “Now it is due.”

The room is quiet. One of the shaved head guys is chewing something. Another one is scrolling. Nobody looks at me directly, but everyone is listening. This is how pressure works. It does not scream. It just waits in silence until you pay.

“How much,” I ask, again.

Vasily tells me a number.

It is bigger than what I expected.

I feel the hangover fog split for a second, replaced by clean panic. Not dramatic panic. Practical panic. The kind where your brain starts calculating everything you can sell. Your shoes. Your phone. Your dignity.

“I don’t have that today,” I say carefully.

Vasily nods like he already knew that too.

“Then you work,” he says.

“I work,” I repeat, like an idiot.

He leans forward.

“You go to the market,” he says. “You collect from our guy. You collect from two others. You bring it here. Then we talk.”

Two others. That was not in the earlier message. That is the trick. The task grows after you accept it. That is how they get you. You agree to something small and then it becomes the whole day. Then it becomes your week. Then it becomes your life.

I swallow.

“Okay,” I say.

Vasily watches me for another second.

“Also,” he says, almost bored. “No more disappearing. When I call, you answer.”

“Yes,” I say.

He stands up, walks closer, and pats my shoulder lightly, friendly, like an uncle.

“Good,” he says. “See. Simple.”

He turns away as if the conversation is over. Like I am not a man but a function that has been activated.

The shaved head guy tosses me a small bundle. A cheap envelope.

“What’s this,” I ask.

“Phone,” he says. “And keys.”

I open it. A spare phone. A set of keys. A small piece of paper with an address.

I look at it and feel something ugly in my chest. Not fear exactly. More like anger mixed with shame. Anger at him. Shame at me. Anger that I keep ending up here. Shame that I keep choosing it.

Vasily sits back down in his chair and looks out the window, already done with me.

I stand up.

As I walk to the door, one of the guys laughs softly.

“Max always busy night,” he says.

I smile and wave it off like I’m part of the joke.

Inside, I feel the truth again.

This is not a single bad morning. This is not a one time mistake.

This is a loop.

I walk down the stairs and the air outside hits me again. Cold, wet, real. I light another cigarette because I am a professional self saboteur. My hands shake slightly. I tell myself it is the cold.

I start walking toward the market.

And as I walk, my phone buzzes in my pocket.

Not my phone. The new one.

I pull it out. Unknown number.

A message.

We need to talk.

No name. No context. Just a hook.

I stare at it.

For a second, I want to throw the phone into the street. Smash it under a car. Become a saint. But saints still get billed. Saints still owe. The world does not reward purity. The world rewards continuation.

I type back.

Who is this.

Three dots appear, then disappear, then appear again.

Then the reply comes.

Lera.

My throat tightens.

Of course. Of course it is her. Of course the past does not die. It just texts you at the worst moment.

I stand there in the wet street, cigarette burning down between my fingers, and I feel the two traps closing at once.

Vasily on one side, money and pressure and due.

Lera on the other, calm and status and that dangerous silence she puts in my head.

And in the middle, me. Maksim Orlov. Max to strangers. A man trying to stay afloat in a world that never lets you stop.

I look at the message again.

We need to talk.

That sentence is never about talking.

That sentence is about terms.

I put the phone away and start walking again, faster.

Because that is what I do.

I continue.

I survive.

The vegetable market is a world inside the city, like a little stomach that digests people and spits out cash.

You can smell it before you see it. Wet cardboard. Old cabbage. Diesel fumes. Cheap coffee from a plastic machine. Rot that never fully becomes rot because it keeps getting moved around. Crates stacked like bad architecture. Men shouting in languages that sound like arguments even when they are jokes. Women with carts, faces hard from carrying the whole planet.

This place does not sell vegetables. It sells time. It sells patience. It sells small humiliations by the kilogram.

I walk in and my shoes stick slightly to the ground. Somebody spilled something sweet and nobody cleaned it because cleaning is not profitable here. I pull my jacket tighter and keep my face neutral. Neutral face is armor. Neutral face says I do not want trouble, but I can do trouble.

In my pocket, the spare phone feels like a second heart. Heavy, quiet, ready to buzz.

I head toward the back where the stalls are less pretty, where the oranges look tired and the apples have bruises that nobody admits. Vasily’s guy works here, one of those men who smiles too much and counts everything twice. His name is Artyom. His hands are always wet. He always looks like he just washed them and immediately touched money.

I see him behind a stall of tomatoes. Big red ones, shiny, too perfect. Fake perfection. Like Instagram. Like a woman who posts quotes about peace while she ruins men privately.

Artyom spots me and his smile flickers. It is automatic, but his eyes do not smile. His eyes calculate.

“Max,” he says, leaning forward like we are friends.

“Artyom,” I say.

I do not smile. Smiling gives people hope. Hope makes them resist. I keep it plain.

He wipes his hands on a cloth that is already filthy. He looks around, then nods toward the side.

“Come,” he says. “Tea.”

Tea is never tea. Tea is the word men use when they need to talk about money without saying money. Tea is a euphemism for paying. Tea is politeness with teeth.

I follow him to the little back corner where there is a tiny room made out of plywood and prayers. Inside, it smells like cigarettes and damp coats. A small table. Two chairs. A kettle that looks older than my future.

Artyom pours tea into two glasses, the cheap kind with metal holders, like we are in an old movie about suffering. The tea is dark and too sweet. It smells like burned sugar and regret.

He slides one to me.

“Drink,” he says.

I do not drink. I look at him.

“We’re not here for tea,” I say.

His smile tightens.

“Why so serious,” he says. “You look tired.”

“I am always tired,” I say. “Cash.”

There it is. The word. Cash. Honest. Ugly. Perfect.

Artyom sighs like I’m the rude one.

“Business is slow,” he says.

Everybody says that. Business is slow. Life is hard. People do not pay. The world is cruel. It is always the same violin song. Meanwhile they still eat, still smoke, still have nice shoes, still find a way.

“Not my problem,” I say.

He leans back, eyes on me, searching for weakness. He tries a softer voice.

“Max, you know me,” he says. “I am not a bad person.”

That line makes me want to laugh. “Not a bad person” is what people say right before they do something selfish and call it necessity.

“I know you,” I say. “That’s why I’m here. If you were a stranger, Vasily would send someone else.”

That name changes the air. Vasily is a spell. Vasily is how you remind people the room is not safe.

Artyom’s eyes drop for half a second, then come back.

“I have something,” he says slowly. “Not full. But something.”

He reaches under the table and pulls out an envelope. Thick, but not thick enough. He places it on the table like it weighs him down.

I pick it up. I do not open it. I just feel it. The weight is wrong. The weight is always wrong.

“How much,” I ask.

He gives me a number. It is less than what he owes. Less than what is written on Vasily’s paper. Less than what I need to bring back if I want to keep my teeth.

I stare at him.

“That’s not it,” I say.

He spreads his hands.

“I swear,” he says. “This is all. People not paying. Market is dead. Look around.”

I look around at the plywood walls and the crates and the noise outside. Dead. Sure. Dead like a man with a new phone and a new jacket.

“You’re lying,” I say.

His face hardens for a moment, then he quickly puts the smile back, like a mask he knows he must wear.

“Max,” he says, almost pleading. “We are all in same boat.”

No. We are not. He is in a boat. I am in the water.

I take the envelope and stand up.

“Okay,” I say. “Then we do it another way.”

His smile drops.

“What way,” he asks.

I pull out the spare phone and hold it up. Not threatening. Just present.

“You call whoever owes you,” I say. “Right now. You call them and you tell them, today. Not tomorrow. Today.”

Artyom’s eyes widen slightly.

“Why you make this theater,” he says, annoyed now. “I gave you something.”

“Because I have a deadline,” I say. “And I don’t want Vasily thinking I’m creative.”

He stares at me. This is the part where men decide whether you are serious. The part where they check your spine.

I lean forward a little.

“Call,” I say.

He curses under his breath, then grabs his phone. He dials. Puts it on speaker. A man answers, sleepy, confused.

Artyom’s voice changes instantly. Polite, oily, desperate.

“Brother,” he says. “Listen. Today. Yes. Today. I need it today.”

The man on the other end complains. Excuses. Wife. Sick kid. No cash. Tomorrow.

Artyom’s eyes flick to me like he wants me to save him. Like he wants me to be the villain so he can stay clean.

I let him struggle for a minute, then I lean closer and speak loud enough for the phone to hear.

“Tell him Vasily is waiting,” I say.

Artyom flinches like I slapped him, then says it into the phone.

The man’s tone changes instantly. The excuses become smaller. The voice becomes cautious. Fear enters the conversation like a smell.

“Okay,” the man says. “Okay. I bring something.”

Artyom nods fast.

“How much,” he asks.

A number. Not enough, but something.

“Good,” Artyom says. “Two hours.”

He hangs up and looks at me like I’m poison.

“You happy now,” he says.

“No,” I say. “I’m on schedule.”

I pick up the tea and finally take a sip. It burns my throat. It tastes like old sugar and cheap hope.

I stand.

“Two hours,” I repeat. “If he doesn’t come, you will find the rest yourself.”

Artyom’s jaw tightens.

“You talk like you are boss,” he says.

I look at him and shrug.

“I talk like a man who doesn’t want trouble,” I say. “That’s all.”

I step out of the plywood room into the noise of the market. The air is colder out here, and it feels better, like breathing honesty.

I check the paper Vasily gave me. Two other collections. Two other names. Two other little worlds of excuses and fear.

As I walk between stalls, I feel eyes on me. People sense trouble. Trouble has a posture. Trouble has a temperature. The men who work here, they pretend they do not see it, but they do. They keep their heads down like peasants around a passing tax collector.

My phone buzzes.

Not the spare phone. My real phone.

I pull it out.

A message.

Lera: Where are you.

No hello. No smile. No crown emoji. Just a sentence like a command.

My stomach tightens in a different way. Vasily pressure is physical. Lera pressure is mental. Lera pressure is the kind that makes you forget your own needs because you want to be chosen.

I do not reply immediately. That is my tiny rebellion. Two seconds of power.

Then the spare phone buzzes too. Unknown number. Another hook.

I look. It is a location pin and a single word.

Now.

I stare at the screen and feel my brain try to split into two lives at once. One life is the market, wet crates, envelopes, fear. The other life is Lera, clean spaces, calm eyes, status. Both lives demand “now.”

This is the real modern horror. Not monsters. Not violence. Competing “now” messages. Competing urgencies. Everyone wants your attention, your body, your money, your silence. And if you give it to one, the other punishes you.

I shove both phones back into my pocket and keep walking.

The second collection is a man named Oleg. Not my father. Another Oleg. This one owns a little stall selling nuts and dried fruit. He looks healthy. Too healthy. He has a thick neck and a gold chain. He wears clean sneakers. His fingernails are trimmed.

He sees me approaching and his smile is nervous.

“Max,” he says.

I nod.

“Let’s not do theater,” I say. “You know why I’m here.”

He looks around like the market is listening.

“Not here,” he says. “People see.”

“People see everything,” I say. “Pay.”

He swallows.

“Come,” he says, pointing toward the back.

We walk behind his stall into a narrow space between crates. He pulls out a wad of cash from his jacket. Thick. Thicker than Artyom’s envelope. He hands it over like it hurts.

I count it quickly. The number is correct. That tells me something. That tells me he has been waiting for me. That tells me he knew the schedule.

I pocket it.

“Good,” I say.

He exhales, relief pouring out of him like sweat.

“Tell Vasily I am loyal,” he says quickly.

I almost laugh. Men always want to be “loyal” when they pay. Like paying erases everything else. Like money is morality.

“I’ll tell him you paid,” I say.

That is the only truth I can promise.

I turn to leave, and he stops me with a soft voice.

“Max,” he says.

I look back.

He leans in a little, eyes sharp.

“You should be careful,” he says. “People talk.”

“People always talk,” I say.

“No,” he says. “Different talk. About you. About your... nights. Your spending.”

I feel my stomach drop. Not because he knows something special, but because the world is small. The world is always smaller than you think. Your shame travels faster than your body.

“What are you saying,” I ask.

He shrugs, pretending innocence.

“Nothing,” he says. “I just say. Money is not endless.”

He smiles like he gave me wisdom.

I stare at him for a moment, then nod and walk away.

Money is not endless. No shit.

I weave through the market again, heading toward the third name on Vasily’s list. But my head is no longer fully here. Lera’s message sits in my pocket like a hot coin.

Where are you.

Now.

The word now is a weapon. Now is how you collapse somebody’s options. Now is how you make them choose under pressure.

I pass a stall selling flowers. Cheap roses in buckets, already drooping. The seller is an old woman with a scarf tied tight under her chin. She watches me with tired eyes like she has seen this story for a hundred years.

On impulse, I stop and buy one rose. One. Not a bouquet. Just a single tired red rose that looks like it lost a fight.

Why do I buy it. I do not know. Maybe because men like me are always trying to buy forgiveness. Maybe because I need to feel like I can still do something gentle. Like I am not fully a machine.

I hold the rose in my hand and it feels stupid. It feels theatrical. It feels like something from a movie. But I keep it anyway.

My phone buzzes again. Lera this time.

Lera: If you don’t answer, I’ll assume you’re avoiding me.

Avoiding. The word is soft but it carries threat. Avoiding means punishment. Avoiding means you lose access.

I stop walking. People bump around me, annoyed, but I stand still like a man who just got hit by an invisible car.

I type back.

Max: I’m working. Where do you want to meet.

Three dots appear instantly.

Lera: Same place. Thirty minutes.

Same place. Of course. She doesn’t even need to name it. She assumes I remember. She assumes I orbit her automatically.

I look at the time. Thirty minutes.

I look at the market around me. The third collection still waiting.

I look at the cash in my pocket. Oleg’s wad. Artyom’s envelope.

I look at the rose in my hand like it is a joke I paid for.

And I realize the real trap again.

It is not that I have to choose between two lives.

It is that whichever life I choose, I will pay.

I shove the rose into my jacket carefully so it doesn’t crush. I take out the spare phone and text the third name.

Meet me. Back entrance. Ten minutes.

Then I start walking fast toward the exit of the market, toward the street, toward the next version of myself.

Because I am a man who always believes he can do both.

That belief is how I get killed, slowly, politely, with invoices.

At the corner, I hail a taxi. The driver looks at me like he can smell trouble, then shrugs because money is money.

As I slide into the back seat, my phone buzzes one more time. A new message, unknown number on the spare phone.

Not coming. Too risky.

I stare at it and feel rage flash hot in my chest. Not heroic rage. Child rage. The rage of a man who is always being delayed by other people’s fear while his own fear is not allowed.

I type back.

Then you will pay double.

No response.

The taxi pulls into traffic. Gray buildings slide by. My reflection in the window looks tired and sharp at the same time. A predator with no food.

I touch the rose in my pocket, and it feels like a joke.

Thirty minutes.

Lera.

Vasily.

Cash.

Due.

And somewhere in the middle of all of it, me, still pretending I am the one driving.

The taxi smells like old air freshener and somebody else’s sweat. Pine scent trying to cover human reality. The driver has the face of a man who has heard every lie in the city and stopped judging because judging does not pay rent.

“Where,” he asks.

I give him the address. Same place. Of course. A cafe with clean chairs and quiet music and prices that make you sit up straighter. A place built to make you behave. Lera likes places that behave.

The driver nods and pulls out into traffic like we’re all just doing normal things. Like my pocket is not full of cash I did not earn honestly. Like my phone is not full of hooks. Like I did not wake up in somebody else’s bed two hours ago with subscription warnings and shame in my mouth.

The city slides by in gray panels. Wet pavement. Pedestrians. A woman in a long coat holding a tiny dog like it is a baby. A man on a bicycle with a backpack full of food deliveries. Everybody moving. Everybody pretending their movement means progress.

My phone buzzes again. My real phone. Lera.

Lera: Don’t be late.

No hello. No smile. No question. Just a boundary. A rule. A fence.

I type back.

On my way.

That is my whole personality now. On my way. Not there yet. Always coming. Always almost. Always negotiating with time like time is a person who can be charmed.

The spare phone buzzes too. Vasily this time.

Vasily: Where are you.

Short. Dry. Due.

I stare at the screen and feel my jaw tighten. Two men in my life. One is a woman who can erase me with silence. One is a man who can erase me with pressure. Both speak like they own my calendar. Both speak like my life is a service they paid for.

I type back to Vasily.

Collecting. Two done. Third delayed.

He replies fast.

Vasily: No delays. Bring what you have in one hour.

One hour. There it is. The blade. The countdown.

I lock the phones and lean my head back against the seat. For a second I imagine I am a different man. A man with a normal job, normal days, normal problems. A man whose biggest fear is a meeting running long, not a man running out of excuses.

But the fantasy dies fast because my body knows the truth. My chest is tight. My stomach is already rehearsing panic. My hands feel restless. My legs want to move. My whole body is tuned to urgency like a radio stuck on one station.

This is the trick. This is how continuity controls you. It does not need to break you. It just needs to keep you slightly stressed forever. Slightly behind. Slightly afraid. Slightly running.

The taxi stops at a red light and I see myself in the window reflection. Tired eyes. Tight mouth. A man pretending to be calm. I look like somebody who could be dangerous if pushed. I am not dangerous. I am useful. There is a difference.

My fingers touch the rose in my pocket. The stem scratches me through the fabric. I almost laugh. One sad rose. Like I am some romantic hero. Like a flower can fix a pattern. Like a cheap plant can negotiate my debts.

The light changes. We move.

When we arrive, I pay and step out into cold air. The cafe is on the corner, glass windows, warm lights, soft music. People inside are wearing clean coats and quiet faces. They look like they have plans that are not emergencies.

I stand outside for a second and breathe. My breath comes out in a thin white cloud. I look down at my hands and notice they are shaking slightly.

I hate that. I hate weakness. I hate visible weakness. I can handle being broke. I can handle being a mess. But shaking hands make it real. Shaking hands are like a confession to the world.

I shove my hands in my pockets and walk in.

Warm air hits me. Coffee smell. Pastry sugar. Perfume. The smell of money, but polite.

I scan the room and see her immediately. Lera sits by the window like she owns the light. She is not loud. She does not need to be. Her presence is quiet and heavy, like a coat made of status.

She looks up as I approach, and her face stays calm. No smile at first. She watches me come closer like she is measuring the distance, timing me, rating me.

I stop at the table.

“Hi,” I say.

She keeps her eyes on me.

“You look tired,” she says.

Not concerned. Observational. Like she is describing a car that needs service.

“Busy day,” I say.

She nods once, slow.

“You always have a busy day,” she says.

I pull out the chair and sit. The chair is comfortable in a way that makes me feel underdressed. In places like this, even the furniture judges you.

She takes a sip of her drink. I do not know what it is. Something that sounds like a perfume when you say it. It is probably warm and expensive and calming. A drink for people who can afford calm.

I order an espresso again because that is my brand. Bitter medicine.

She watches me order, then looks at my face like she is waiting for the real conversation to start.

“So,” she says. “Where have you been.”

Here it is. The invoice.

I could lie. I could say work. I could say stress. I could say family. I could say anything. But she is good at smelling lies. Her calm is a knife. It cuts through performance.

“I’ve been handling things,” I say.

She raises an eyebrow.

“Things,” she repeats, like the word is a joke.

I shrug.

“I live in the world,” I say. “The world is heavy.”

She smiles slightly, finally. A small smile. A discount coupon for tension.

“You think you are poetic,” she says.

“I am,” I say, and I try to make it playful.

She does not laugh. She leans forward a little.

“I heard about you,” she says.

My chest tightens.

“Heard what,” I ask, still calm on the outside.

Her eyes stay on mine.

“Your nights,” she says. “Your spending. Your disappearing. You are becoming a rumor.”

There it is. My shame traveling. My life as gossip.

I feel anger flash, but I swallow it. Anger is for men with leverage.

“People talk,” I say.

“Yes,” she says. “And it reaches me.”

The words are simple, but the meaning is clear. Her world has sensors. Her world has eyes. Her world is not just her. It is a network of attention. If you embarrass yourself publicly, you embarrass her privately.

I nod.

“Okay,” I say. “And.”

She tilts her head slightly.

“And I don’t like it,” she says.

Not jealousy. Not heartbreak. Not romance. Preference.

I stare at her and for a moment I feel the old hook again. The hook that made me accept in the first place. She creates silence in my head. She makes the chaos pause. Being near her feels like stepping out of noise.

But now the silence has a price.

“What do you want,” I ask.

She does not answer immediately. She looks at me like she is choosing the exact shape of her words.

“I want clarity,” she says. “Are you a man with direction, or are you a man who drifts.”

Direction. The word hits like a slap because it is a luxury word. Direction is something you buy after you pay rent. Direction is something you talk about when you are not counting coins.

“I have direction,” I say.

She smiles again, slightly bigger.

“Tell me,” she says.

I almost laugh because what direction can I tell her. My direction today is collecting cash for Vasily and surviving my bank notifications. My direction today is not dying.

So I do what I always do. I perform.

“I’m building something,” I say. “I’m getting things together. It takes time.”

Her eyes narrow slightly.

“Time,” she repeats. “You always need time.”

I feel heat rise in my neck. Shame and irritation mixed. She is right. I always need time because I always live slightly behind.

“What is this,” I say, trying to keep my voice smooth. “An interview.”

She does not flinch.

“Yes,” she says. “It is.”

That honesty is brutal. That honesty is also attractive. She does not pretend. She does not soften it. She says what it is. She has power, so she can name the room.

I sip my espresso. It burns. It is too hot. I like it. Pain is familiar.

She looks at me and speaks slowly.

“I like you,” she says. “You are entertaining. You have energy. You make things feel alive.”

My stomach twists because I can already hear the but coming.

“But,” she says. “You are unstable.”

There it is. The verdict.

I want to argue. I want to tell her she is wrong. I want to tell her she does not know what my days look like. I want to tell her she lives in a bubble of calm and she has no idea what the street feels like.

But the truth is, she is not wrong. I am unstable. I am exciting because I am unstable. Stability is boring. Unstable men are fireworks.

She leans back.

“I don’t date unstable men,” she says.

Not a threat. A policy.

I laugh softly, trying to keep it light.

“So what do you do,” I say. “You upgrade me.”

She smiles, a real smile now.

“Yes,” she says. “Exactly.”

My stomach drops.

She reaches into her bag and pulls out a small envelope. Not thick. Not huge. But the gesture makes my whole body tense.

She places it on the table between us like a test.

“What’s that,” I ask, even though I already know what it is.

“Help,” she says.

Help. The word is poison because it tastes sweet.

“I didn’t ask for help,” I say.

“You didn’t need to,” she says. “I can see. And I don’t like seeing you like this.”

Seeing me like this. Like what. Like a man counting coins. Like a man getting chased by notifications. Like a man whose life is a series of urgent messages.

My pride flares.

“I’m fine,” I say automatically.

She looks at me with that calm knife again.

“No,” she says. “You are not.”

Silence drops between us for a second. The music in the cafe sounds far away. The people at other tables seem unreal, like extras in a movie.

I look at the envelope. I do not touch it.

“What are the terms,” I ask.

She smiles because she respects that question. She respects men who know help always has terms.

“The terms,” she says, “are simple.”

I almost hate that word now. Simple.

“You stop disappearing,” she says. “You answer. You show up when I say. You do not embarrass yourself publicly. You do not become a rumor. You become consistent.”

Consistent. The opposite of my whole life.

“And,” I say.

She leans in.

“And when I call, you come,” she says.

My chest tightens because the word call is now a weapon in my life. Vasily says it. Lera says it. The world says it.

I swallow.

“And if I don’t,” I say.

She shrugs lightly.

“Then you go back to drifting,” she says. “And I stop paying attention.”

Stop paying attention. That is her real power. Attention is the currency. Attention is the oxygen.

I stare at her and feel a wave of anger and desire at the same time. I want her. I hate her. I want the calm she gives me. I hate the leash she offers with it.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. Vasily again, no doubt. The timing is perfect. It is always perfect. The world coordinates your pressure like it has a sense of humor.

Lera notices the buzz.

“Always vibrating,” she says softly. “Like you’re owned.”

The sentence hits me harder than anything. Like she saw through everything.

I force a smile.

“Everybody is owned,” I say.

She tilts her head.

“No,” she says. “Some people own.”

She points at the envelope.

“This is your chance,” she says. “Take it.”

I look at the envelope. My pride screams no. My fear whispers yes. My body wants relief. My brain wants calm. My bank account wants mercy. My future wants oxygen.

I think about Vasily. One hour. No delays. Bring what you have.

I think about the cash in my pocket. Not enough. Never enough.

I think about waking up in that clean bed and reading payment failed like it was my horoscope.

Continuity. Billing. Due.

I reach out and take the envelope.

It is not heavy, but it feels heavy. It feels like a chain disguised as paper.

Lera watches me do it and her face relaxes slightly. Not because she loves me. Because the outcome she wanted occurred.

“Good,” she says.

I tuck the envelope inside my jacket without opening it. I do not want to see the number yet. The number is real. The number will decide my next two hours.

She stands up.

“I have to go,” she says, like Nadia said it earlier. Everyone always has to go. Nobody stays.

She leans down and kisses my cheek. Light. Possessive. A stamp.

“I’ll call you,” she says.

Then she walks out of the cafe, calm and straight, disappearing into the city like she belongs to a different law of physics.

I sit there for a second, breathing. My hands are steady now. Relief does that. Relief is a drug too.

My phone buzzes again. I finally pull it out.

Vasily: One hour.

I stand up fast, toss money on the table, and walk out into the cold.

Outside, I find a quiet spot by a wall, open Lera’s envelope, and look inside.

Cash. Clean bills. A number that makes my throat loosen. Not enough to change my life. Enough to cover today. Enough to shut up one predator so I can
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