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Chapter I

Pinocchio climbed out of the dumpster.

I brushed off the scraps of black nylon and banana peels, then looked down with a throbbing head. I was properly beat up. The tip of my nose was snapped off, my paint was peeling along with my wooden skin in several places, and two of my fingers were broken. I didn't look dashing at all. Not even close to my old, official fairy-tale glow.

Then I looked around: behind me, the steaming trash can; before me, the bustling city center. My head rattled like an empty cardboard box in a windstorm. How did I even get here? Where was I? How long had I been in that bin? My wooden body had already begun to soak up the various discharges of the refuse. I’d be reeking for a few days, or weeks, that was for sure. I must have looked great. Though, to be honest, I was getting used to it. I had been spiraling for a while now. Practically ever since I fell out of Geppetto’s graces. For a long time, I just gathered dust in a corner after the glory days ended, until one fine day Geppetto took me out, dusted me off, and put me to work in the workshop.

He told me that taxes and costs had gone up, hard times were upon us, and if I didn't pull my weight, he’d chop me up for kindling. So, I was forced to join the carpenters and get to work. I was quite a sight among the sweaty apprentice carpenters. The only advantage of the situation (for which my colleagues envied me) was that at least I didn't get splinters in my hands, and if the circular saw accidentally lopped off one of my fingers, I could quickly snap it back into place with a wooden peg and a little wood glue. But of course, the massive amount of dust took away my old shine. My employment contract with Geppetto didn't mention anything about repainting. So, I just kept wearing down and wearing down.

Children didn't visit anymore; the only one who came by was the mailman, regularly bringing my mandatory tax returns, since I had been entered into the system too. And you couldn't mess around with the system. Geppetto could, but I, a simple wooden carpenter, could not. Geppetto, on the other hand, was doing business under the table quite honestly. No one stood in front of the workshop to watch and count how much wood went in one end and how many products came out the other. He also took to the bottle—not heavily, just sipping all day long. Because of this, he was almost never himself. For example, he often called me a "blockhead" or "wooden-bollocks" and threatened to carve toothpicks out of me.

I tried, but I didn't really like the work. I felt that working and chopping wood was like cannibalism; it disgusted me. Of course, I did gain one advantage from it: I learned how to maintain myself. But that was all. I didn't get much money, obviously; most of it went toward taxes, commissions, and anti-termite treatments. Indeed, the low-quality pine I was made of wasn't exactly cut from the forest yesterday.

Well, I didn't dare idle in front of the trash for too long, lest the garbage collectors take me away with the organic waste, so I set off into the wide world.

Chapter II

I stumbled into a bus stop. Right away, some smoke-faced guy came up and bummed a cigarette. I told him I don’t smoke due to fire hazards, so then he asked me to tell him a joke. But I only know wood-jokes, I said, and then the smoke-faced guy left me with a wooden expression. Well, at least someone finally noticed me. That’s something. I didn't like this bus stop, so I shuffled over to the train station next to it. At least it was warm here. It was never warm in Geppetto’s workshop; I was always stiff with cold—the old man skimped on everything. Back then, when children still came in and fed my head with lies so my nose would grow, the old man refused to turn on the circular saw in the evenings to trim it back because of the electric bill; he’d rather saw it back by hand. One hand on the saw, the other squeezing my neck. It was pleasantly crappy. But those times are gone. New fairy-tale heroes stepped onto the scene, and I ended up in the corner. The old man couldn't collect admission from the children anymore, so he had to start real work. He had to hire people, take orders and jobs, just to scrape together enough for his daily liquor. I don't remember exactly when everything went sideways. Maybe it doesn't even matter anymore. The point is, the "shitty life" hit. And that nothing was happening live anymore. Everything went online. We tried it too, but Geppetto-sir kept forgetting his login code for the smartphone, and I couldn't swipe the screen with my wooden fingers.

In the meantime, I bought a ticket for the next train; I paid with a few wooden farthings. I didn't even check where it was going. I can't wait to see the sour faces of my fellow passengers from my smell. Not that I'm a sadist. Though, if I think about how I was forced to slice wood to size until now, it must feel like a human doing butcher work, but instead of chopping pigs, they're chopping humans. It’s bad even to think about. Meanwhile, I boarded the train. Interestingly, no one looked at me; a few people held their noses, and I flopped into an empty seat. I pulled out my little pocketknife and started scraping the flaking paint off myself. Once, when I complained to Geppetto-sir that I was cold in the workshop, he laughed at me and said: "What do you want, wood-man? Should I paint you a coat?" We both laughed, just not the same way. In the back, the workers were straight-up howling. The old man was funny between two swigs. I thought that’s how a father treats his son—he cracks jokes...

Chapter III

The train rattles, every thud against the sleepers hurts down to my very roots. Though I see they’re starting to replace the wooden sleepers with concrete blocks. Well, Geppetto-sir, try carving a son for yourself out of those with your little chisel; that’ll be a real bitch. Anyway, considering he carved me from some third-rate, soft-as-fluff pine, I turned out pretty chunky. I even brought it up to him once, but he shouted me down, asking if I had any idea how expensive sandpaper was. How should I know? He knocked off my edges with a chisel and a drawknife; I was as splintery as a hedgehog. The children would come, pay their fee, lie about something, my nose would grow, there’d be laughter, and then they’d hug me and go home with a gift splinter in their hands. I think stinginess is a real disease that only gets worse with age, people just haven't categorized it yet. I never had anything to save or skimp on; those who have nothing don't know this sickness.

I watch the people on the train. The interesting thing is, they don't watch back. Everyone is either in a smartphone-screen trance or talking to some little gadget in their ear in a way that they don't even see what’s around them. Interesting. Does this mean the decline of the living world? We once took the train with Geppetto-sir; we had to go down to Bucharest so he could get my permit from the ministry. Back then, these gadgets didn't exist; people either read, played cards, talked, or ate their packed lunches. The old man got so wasted that the conductor had to wake him up at the Bulgarian border. Then we had to hitchhike back. Of course, people picked us up; everyone thought the old man was some roadside drifter ventriloquist. We eventually made it to the ministry in the capital, and man, the old man couldn't trim my nose back fast enough with his little pocket-saw, they were lying so much. He was grumbling all the way home that he’d have to sharpen it. Still, he lived well off me. He paid taxes on the admission fees, bought a set of used saw blades, two large buckets of paint on sale, and sent ten percent to the Blue Fairy who worked the magic to give me life. The rest he drank and gambled away. I didn't get much out of it, only the children’s love—though I suppose that was worth everything. In the workshop, however, I didn't encounter anything like that. My colleagues thought I was the boss's snitch, so there wasn't much love lost. I couldn't cut my nose fast enough on the circular saw for all the nonsense they were blathering. Of course, on the train, I didn't pay attention to what the people were saying into their gadgets. I’ve developed this skill for a while now: to hear, but not to understand.

Chapter IV

How can so many people sit in such a small box, piled on top of each other, without even looking at one another? That takes skill. It's like listening to massive lies and not poking someone's eye out with the tip of my nose. After a while, when the "clients" became too many—since Geppetto-sir shamelessly overworked me—the line between truth and lies began to blur. Because that line is blurry anyway. Half-truths and half-lies started to appear, and pure, crystal-clear truth became increasingly rare. And that was always a disappointment for the "client," because then my nose wouldn't grow.

Once, the old man even took me to the local mafia; he was cornered by some gambling debt and brought me in as a sort of lie detector. But I screwed them over. they wanted to test each other’s loyalty and credibility, and even if I heard the truth, I’d suddenly think of some lie just to make my nose grow. The end result was that the local mafia collapsed, and Geppetto-sir couldn't settle his debt and caught a bit of a beating. He deserved it.

Meanwhile, the conductor came and beeped my ticket; interesting, they used
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