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Tuesday dawned for Bondo exactly like a Monday. He stretched in bed as if a maid were about to fling the door open at any second and announce, "Your shirt is pressed and breakfast is served, sir." He sat up first, groping with his feet to find his slippers. Stepping out barefoot, his very first stride landed in something slimy. He looked down—it was a slice of yesterday’s cream cake.

He wasn't even angry about stepping in cake first thing in the morning; he was angry that it had been left uneaten. He’d picked a massive fight with that bitch yesterday and eventually kicked her out, shouting that she’d eaten the last piece. And yet, she was the one who’d brought the cake in the first place—where else would Bondo get cake, or the money for it? Now he felt a sharper sting of regret: You should've just enjoyed it, Bondo; the bitch actually did you a favor and served you cake on a silver platter. Oh, Bondo, Bondo... that "righteous" temper of yours will be the death of you.

He stumbled into the bathroom, aimed for the toilet, and relieved himself. Then he cracked the tap and splashed water on his face, glancing into the cracked mirror that clung to the tile by some miracle. He bared his teeth. "Ugh, need a scrub," he muttered. He eyed the lonely toothbrush, which looked like it needed a cleaning more than he did, and changed his mind. He squeezed the toothpaste directly into his mouth; the menthol stung his tongue. He added a palmful of water and began foaming it around his mouth like a rinse. He even swallowed a gulp or two, comforting himself: It’ll wash out the stomach too.

He threw a palm-tree print shirt directly over his "Rambo" tank top and pulled his jeans on over a pair of baggy sweatpants. In the kitchen, he pried a glass from a mountain of unwashed dishes, rinsed it, and filled it from the tap. As soon as the water hit his throat, his brain flickered to life. He opened the fridge; his stomach was practically glued to his spine. But inside, he found nothing but mustard and a single green chili pepper. He dipped the pepper into the mustard and started chewing. It was so wickedly hot that the sting made him forget his hunger entirely. He chased it with more water and took a breath, his face flushing a painful red.

He shoved his feet straight into his shoes. He had socks, but they were so filthy that when he tried to put them on, they were stiff—as if they’d been dipped in cement. Finally, he caught his reflection in the hallway mirror. “Eh, Bondo, you’re still a sharp-looking devil, no matter what you wear.”

He rattled down the stairs and hit up the first neighbor he saw for a cigarette. He tucked a filtered one into his mouth and struck a match. He took a long, deep drag and exhaled as if he were puffing a premium cigar on a yacht. He strolled up to the newspaper kiosk as usual.

“So, Lamara, what’s the word? Should I buy Sports World and place a bet, or just play the lottery today?”

“You just give me the money, Bondo-jan, and you can do both for all I care.”

“Wait, what’s this board you’ve got hung up on the booth? And why is my name on it? What does this ‘1.25’ next to it mean?”

“Now that you’ve read your own name, Bondo-jan, do any of these other names look familiar?”

Ramaza (Tamro’s) — 1.5

Gela (Oriana’s) — 1.70 

Hangover Shota — 1.65 

Aliona (Nugzara’s) — 1.55

“What is this, Lamara? A list of the neighborhood drunks? Is this a debt sheet or what?”

“It’s not a debt sheet, it’s a list of the local lushes.”

“Then what are these numbers? Are you numbering us like cattle?”

“Numbering you? Not quite. Those, my friend, are your odds!”

“Odds? What are you talking about, woman? Since when did you start seeing us as professional athletes?”

“My dear Bondo, this is a local sport I invented myself. Let me explain the rules: anyone can place a bet on any drunk from this board. The game is to see who kicks the bucket first from cirrhosis.”

“Then why do I have the lowest odds?”

“Take a wild guess. Given what you drink—and how much of it—the whole neighborhood is surprised you’re still breathing. The betting volume on you has reached record highs.”

“Well, pass me the sheet then! I’ll place a bet on myself, maybe I’ll actually win something for once!”

“Bondo, you’re such a fool it actually amazes me. If you bet on yourself, you only win if you die. And in that case, I highly doubt a corpse is going to have much use for the cash.”

“Fine then. I’ll bet on Hangover Shota and I’ll quit drinking myself!”

“Yeah, right. You’ll quit drinking the same day I get married for the fifth time.”

Fine then, give me some football odds instead. What else is there to do?”

“Fine, here. Today’s matches are just like you.”

“Like me? How so?”

“Roughened up! Ugly! I’d tell you to put a ‘one’ on Manchester, but those chiken might just go crazy today. Who knows what that squinty-eyed Korean is going to pull? Still, it’s a good price—2.67 for a home win. How much money do you have?”

“Exactly two lari, Lamro!”

“Two lari? You have two lari and you’ve kept me talking all this time? May that head of yours wither away! How can you be this brainless? It’s my own fault, really—what kind of money was I expecting from a lush like you? There’s a pencil on the ledge. Fill out a lottery ticket; maybe a jackpot will strike you like a lightning bolt.”

“Alright, Lamro, is all this yelling necessary so early in the morning? You’re going to bring the clouds out.”

“What morning? You can’t even see straight through those eyes! It’s practically noon, Bondo...”

“What numbers should I write?”

“Write the date of your death for all I care. How should I know?”

“I wonder when I’ll actually die... Can you guess, Bondo? Considering your poverty, and your drinking—which makes a cirrhotic liver a dead certainty—plus your debts in every shop, your creditors, your snarling neighbors... even the neighborhood strays can’t stand you.”

Bondo paused, lost in thought. “Lamro, how old am I?”

“This lush doesn’t even remember his own age! Weren’t you in my son’s class at school?”

“Which one?”

“I only have one son, you idiot! God, that vodka isn’t just rotting your liver, it’s eating your brain. Weren’t you in Zaza’s class? My boy?”

“Ah, Zaza. Yeah, I was.”

“Well then, you’re the same age. That makes you thirty-one. So, if you keep going like this, I’d say you’ve got ten, maybe fifteen years left before you stop bothering us. Let’s say March 18th, 2041.”

“March 18th, 2041... okay, let’s write that. 2... 0... 4... 1... 18... Lamro, what month is March?”

“The third! May that head of yours wither three times over! Put a 3 at the end and that’s it. What did you write?”

“You told me to write the time of my death, so I did: March 18th, 2041. It’s going to bring me luck, you’ll see.”

“Bondo, has anyone ever told you that you’re a complete blockhead? No? Well, I’m telling you now: you’re a blockhead. Take your death ticket and get out of here.”

Bondo handed over his two-lari coin without so much as a tremor in his hand. He took the ticket, tucked it happily into his breast pocket, and grinned.

“Death is a profitable, my dear Lamro.”

For a whole week, Bondo drank steadily in his neighbor's apartment. His former neighbor had sold the place, and the new owner had brought in workmen for a renovation. Artur and Edo were decent men. From day one, Bondo had sidled up to them, helping out here and there—mixing mortar or peeling off old wallpaper. At the end of each day, there was never a shortage of vodka and salami; a modest spread would be laid out, and the boys would knock back the drinks.

A week passed this way. Bondo didn't step foot outside the building. And why should he? The workmen brought food, booze, and even shared their cigarettes. He had a bathroom at home and a bed to crash in. Only after the workmen finally finished and left did Bondo emerge from the building, looking like he’d just woken from a long winter hibernation.

His eyes were swollen, heavy bags hung beneath them, and his sagging body looked as if it were about to fall apart at any second—and who would ever put him back together then? He shuffled toward Lamara’s kiosk with such a hollow gait that even the neighborhood strays didn't bother to chase him. He must have smelled so bad that they didn't even have the heart to snap at him.

As he approached the booth, a familiar board caught his eye: Bondo — 1.10.

“Hello, Lamara... pour me a hundred grams, for the love of God!”

“You’re still alive?”

“What would kill me?!”

“I don’t know, but your odds dropped. When you disappeared, the whole neighborhood started betting more on you. They figured you were lying in a ditch somewhere, rattling out your last breath.”

Pour me a hundred grams, woman, or I’ll really make those 1.10 odds come true!”

Lamara poured him the drink anyway; she couldn’t bring herself to kill a man with such cold-heartedness.

“Bondo, what ever happened to that lottery ticket of yours?”

“I haven’t even thought about it! Let’s see if it’s still in the pocket where I stuffed it.” Bondo reached in and pulled the ticket out with a flourish of pride.

Lamara checked the numbers against the list. “Well, I’ll be damned, Bondo... you actually did it. You won the jackpot, you lucky lush! The luck of a dog, I tell you!”

“I told you, Lamro—death is a profitable business.”

With some money borrowed from Lamara, Bondo
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