The Open Road
The last time I saw him, death was looking from his eyes directly at me as if there was no one else, not only in the room, but in the whole world. It was turning his pupils into two dark endless tunnels that contained all the suffering that is known to humans.

He was walking the streets although it was a short time before winter. He was one of those men

without a name and without roots, living outside for days and nights. I saw him various times from a distance like a shadow, the shape of a hunched human body. Normally, he stood on the sidewalk near the park and smoked cheap cigarettes as I did. Once I met him in a pub. But he was not a drunkard like the majority of them. He just liked beer, similarly to me. I believe that without beer and those cigarettes it would not be him anymore, if he still was somebody.

It was strange, but whenever I saw his silhouette, I would wonder when was the last time he had heard something like “sorry”, or some other basic words to make  things right. I was thinking when was the last moment somebody treated him as a dignified human being. What if people in his past were like the people in my present? It looked like the mine never learned those things. Otherwise, I would not have that painful feeling that I had done something wrong and it was all just on me. But he did not seem to be concerned about the people from his past. His past vanished and now there was just the open road in front of him.

I lived at that time with nine roommates in the factory. This might suggest that I really had done something terrible. I felt miserable there and was thinking about leaving that place. There was a jealousy in me as I watched him through the broken window of my room. I had a secret desire to be free like him, to shake all the old scary and tiresome things off of me.

My only joy then was cheap coffee and rolled cigarettes from awful tobacco. My only adventure was the stupid job on the weekends, where I was for ten or more hours doing exactly what  I knew I did not want to do, but to be shouted at kind of meant I was still alive. And then I always came back to the factory with a wish to abandon that place. I needed that more than air to breath, especially, when somebody was nice to me there. Because I could only respond to cruelty at that time. I could stand it and tolerate it. But I certainly was not able to respond to kindness. I could not accept it, because that strange wrecked stuff in me would simply not put up with it. Sometimes, I found myself contemplating a fatal jump into some dark tunnels, to the eternity that I saw later in the eyes of that man. I was not thinking twice then. I did not know at that time how cruel and harsh the next winter was going to be and how it would change everything.

In my flat, people normally sat in the living room, which once served as a place for workmen, and talked. They would talk about normal stuff. Their work and hobbies. Family issues. Rubbish. In the meantime, I would sit in the corner of my room, sipping coffee as if I were drinking my favorite poison and listening to the echo of their voices. The clock was ticking on the wall where I had placed an old broken mirror to, from time to time, see the pieces of my face that did not look familiar to me anymore.
The movement of the people in that flat was the most hectic thing I have ever witnessed.

Strangers came and left without my realizing day after day. I lost track of that very soon. Almost every day I met somebody new sitting on the sofa during the afternoon or sleeping on the floor at night. I never knew if they were actually living there or whether they were just visitors. I used my old tactic with them “say “hi” and don't´ask any questions” and that was, perhas, the reason why I never found out their interest in staying there, because it was the most miserable place I had ever been to.

Sometimes we were more than ten, lying on the old mattresses everywhere on the floor. My

roommates, their old friends, their new friends, current lovers or lovers from the past (which was making me think about the end of humanity), some hitchhikers that were just passing by and stopped there, and people without a home, like me, who were barely able to pay the rent. Always new strangers. There was nowhere to escape from the chaos. I did not want to talk with any of those weirdos that turned up with bags full of stones from Moldavia and protest signs . And they also somehow knew that if they brought my name up, some people could be shouted at. So, the result was that the only place where I could have any peace was on the street. But it did not resolve everything, because you certainly cannot spend all the time in the city.

I did not want to be in the factory all day. I would have my lunch and dinner in the

park even when ill. I would drink beer on the cycle route and when police arrived to wake up some people on the benches, I covered it with my worn out sweater. I would buy coffee in the drink dispensers in libraries and seek out lonely places to stop and think about my life. The main topic was usually my pain from feeling alone in the crowd of roommates. Second, were the sickening worries of going back to all those strangers in the House of Terror, which I was secretly calling the place. But the streets were not like the factory. The strangers there were the real ones. I did not have to meet them in the kitchen. I could walk in front of them and pretend that they were transparent, which all the strangers in the world should be.

Quite often a bunch of homeless people would come up to me and beg for money, food, or a ligh. I rarely gave them anything. Just in the situations when I was outnumbered and no one was there, I gave them a few crowns as a charitable contribution for cheap wine. When they looked harmless, I did not give them anything, because I always remembered my sleeping bag or a thin blanket eaten by moths, as the only thing to cover myself at night, and bread and water, as my only food, and cheap tobacco and debts and the stupid job and I was not very sympathetic with them when I saw their name brand cigarettes unbearable craving for nicotine, because I had run out of my rollups. But, when I was even more miserable, I was a bit scared of them. I realized that I was leading almost the same life just with the difference, that I was spending my nights in the House of Terror.

One night, there was a gypsy celebration in the factory, so I disappeared before the police arrived. I went to the pub. I would go there now and then because I had to maintain my reputation as the irresponsible brat which people attributed to me. That night I came there and sat in the corner from where I could see the whole place, all the people and their activities. I was there alone, just watching them. I felt good there, because it always looked like a place for people whose lives were just chains of troubles. There was a group of men and women singing and dancing on the tables, jumping between the mugs and crying out in a very loud voice like animals in the zoo. In the front, there were two girls and one of them was the cutting hair of the other with an electric razor. Black hair was falling on the floor and dogs and cats were running through the mess.

Note of that really bothered me.

But near the toilets, there was a girl with a huge tattoo which said literature across her collar bone and she was talking about some poems on the paper she was holding in her hand. She was sitting next to her companion a young man who did not seem to listen to her at all. From the few words that I caught I realized that she was quite silly. She was arguing, mostly with herself, which word would fit best in the text and then she was reading that rubbish aloud while drinking beer and smoking marijuana. It was making me sick as well as her empty laughter. I also caught her look,when she turned her head to watch the clock. Her eyes were vacant. Dark, but somehow flat, as if there was nothing in them. Just blindness and naivety great enough to endure for the rest of her life.

I took a piece of meat rather than keep looking at her and put my hand under the table with it. In a few seconds, a dog's teeth bit my finger and the meat disappeared with a disgusting grunting. Then I straightened up again and looked at the broken mirror that was on the wall. But I gave it up quickly

because I realized that staring at my own eyes was even worse that looking at the girl.

I was thinking about returning to the factory when I noticed him at the back of the pub. He had a beer, two vodkas and a cigarette paper with a bit of tobacco in front of him and he was looking at those things as if wondering what to do. I could not put up with the stupid talk of the girl anymore and feeling a new strange excitement was thinking about how to start a conversation. It seemed that I might be helped in that, because the pub was slowly turning into a rainforest. A lighted joint was suddenly in my hand, somebody threw a shot into my beer. Wild shouts were inviting me to join some obscene dance on the tables.

A whining dog jumped on my lap to have another piece of meat. I shook it off as I was looking at the unoccupied space on the bench right next to my mysterious double.

After a painful period of thinking about asking him some stupidities such as “Hi. How are you?” or saying something like “This pub is very crowded tonight.”, I offered him my cigarette lighter. I could not think of anything better. I simply moved it closer to his beer. He looked straight into my eyes and I had a feeling as if something hit me strongly. His expression looked as if death was staring out of his pupils. He had something deadly in his eyes which were otherwise pure and incredibly present. I once heard that from the eyes of a person you could recognize everything. Sadness, happiness, intelligence or silliness but also illnesses. And that day I started thinking that you could read in them even how many days a certain person had ahead of him.

The man made a slow movement and took the lighter. Then he picked up his rolled cigarette. He had the same rolls as me, the tobacco was of the same mark. It was a mark for very poor people. His beer was also darkened with rum that somebody had poured in . I smiled and wanted to offer some  rolls from my pocket, but I could not find them. With the fear that I had been robbed of even those stupid cheap cigarettes I realized that they were already on the table. I had obviously put them there before.

After a few seconds he said, as if we had already been talking and he just wanted to add

something: “Today I woke up and I thought I couldn’t take it anymore.”

The girl at the opposite table was drinking her beer and leading the same old monologue. I took a look at her. She seemed to be trying to catch her companion’s eye, but he was still staring at the opposite wall where the mirror was. She was the most superficial person I had ever met. On her forehead there was written that her parents were still around and they gave her everything she needed. I guessed that her family was well-off and she did not have to worry about her existence. In the factory, she would not survive  a single night. I was sure about that. With the ignorance written in her eyes, I bet she could not imagine those factories existing in her limited world.

“And then I woke up once again. And the day was like without an end,” continued the man.

Again, it reminded me of the factory.

“I know it too,” I said. “The same things to do, the same places and everything you do is

wrong. It seems like you're cursed.”

“Sure. And it's true.”

The girl was now talking louder than before. It sounded like she had prepared her talk. We  heard news about her mother, about her brother, her school composition and her nightdress. Everything was leading to a conclusion about how the limited world was getting on her sensitive nerves.
The man next to me was staring at her with the same expression that I thought I had.
“Dislike those people,” he said after a while. “They think they can fool you but they can't.

Nothing they say is real. It's all artificial like their own contorted reality. But they will be happy with that disguise for the rest of their lives. Unless some really terrible thing happens to them.”

First, I did not know what to say to that I and thought it would be better to remain quiet. But

then I opened my mouth and it was too late to stop it.

“As for me, this life is truly crushing me. I don't know what I've done wrong, but I think that God could give me a break some time.” I said this with a secret wish that the words would have come from my companion’s mouth because it would definitely be more suitable.

“Are you happy in the place you live?” he asked me.

I shook my head.

“Neither am I.”

“Every day I wake up and see that room, I want to throw up.”

We kept silent for a while. Just smoking and drinking, being there together like  one man in the corner of the pub. But it was clear that each of us was somehow closed in our  own world. But it was still a lot better than being in the flat and saying superficial stuff all the time.

An idea came to my mind.

“Can I ask you something?” I looked at the beggar.

He said I could.

“Do you think that it is better to leave some place when you aren't happy , if that leaving means losing some securities?”
Another moment of silence. Quite a long one. The man had almost finished his cigarette, but all the time he seemed to be thinking about what to answer and not pretending that he hadn't heard my question.

“It is terrible when you have to live somewhere where you feel like a nobody,” he said. “It

does not seem like living at all. But when it rains, when it snows, there's always a roof over your head, you know. When you don't want to sleep on some muddy road, there is a bed to lie down on. You don't have to worry about money that much. Once you leave, you can't come back, because it’s simply impossible. The bridge is burnt. You are there alone with nothing, living off the cheapest things. And it can last for the rest of your life. It's hard to give you an answer. And I think nobody can do it. But if I were you, I would try to stay calm and let things be as they are. Just behave naturally and if something really terrible happens, take it as part of all those continuing things. And as for the securities,you can live without the majority of material things, you really can. But what you can’t live without, is peace in your heart, the realization that you don't cause any harm. If you're not like the young people over there.”

The girl was coming back from the restrooms, with red eyes. She was crying and her

companion did not make a single move. I was looking at them but I did not see anything. In my mind there were the words the homeless man had just told me. I tried to write them down at least in my memory, because I had the feeling that the next day I would wake up with a terrible headache and think that what happened was just a vision caused by a lot of beer and marijuana.

The silent cries of the girl were making me feel uncomfortable. I thought, for a while, I was also about to cry.

“I'd love to live in misery,” she was saying to her beer, because her friend sat still as a statue. “I'd love to. And do all those things like having lunch in train stations, sleeping somewhere illegally and causing trouble. That would be so romantic. And I could write some poems about it. About what it is like to have a life on the road without an end.”

With this she finished her beer and left the pub to go somewhere else. To her big house,perhaps. To her bed with a duvet and pillows. Her vacant eyes stayed there for a long time after her. Eyes that reveal nothing because nothing is in them. Later, I would often see them in my life. I also saw the look of my homeless companion possessed by death. I saw those two absolutely different expressions based on my good and bad days, so clearly as if they were a reflection from a big mirror on a wall right in front of me.

But I did not know those things that day in the pub. That day I just lit another cigarette.

The winter was rough. All the homeless people went to look for some place where they could survive, because on the streets it was impossible due to the frost that arrived God only knew from where. Even I, in the safety of the factory, felt like something in me was killed by that frost. Thanks to that, perhaps, I stopped torturing myself with the question whether I had done something wrong in my life or not. I instead began to accept my life the way it was, as a chain of continuous things.

When it got a bit warmer, I walked through the whole city. But I did not find him anywhere. Not even in the park or near the garbage. He had vanished. I also visited the pub various times. The place was no different after the winter. It was the same, except for the big mirror on the wall. It was not there anymore, so when I sat there, I could only see the real things and not reflections. Not even the girl came there again.

I was wondering about those last words for a very long time, although, when I think about it now, no one knew  where they came from, just like the frost. They never resolved my dilemma anyway. I never found a clear answer to my question and if you asked me now, I would tell you to have a cheap coffee and take  things as they come, because as simple humans, we sometimes feel too small to change things.

I could not stay in the factory. Shortly after the winter my roommates found out that my part of the rent had not been paid for a number of  months and they did not like it at all. Maybe they knew it before the winter, but they did not want to kick me out into that deadly weather. So they did it afterwards. They told me very calmly that they were not able to afford having me there. And also, my least favorite hitchhiking roommate found a new boyfriend and I had the strange feeling that she wanted my stupid place in the corner of the bedroom under the window. When she moved to that corner, she apologized for breaking my old mirror which had been there and wished me the best of luck with her absent stare. When I left she went on and on about hitchhiking to the Ukraine. To the wild dark forests with a lot of bad wolves in them.

And me? With a sarcastic thought that I sometimes felt like I was in a forest in the House of Terror, I went out in the wild dark streets. First, I wanted to visit all the familiar places and pay tribute to the man without a name, living  off the cheapest things. Then I decided to turn my back on the city. I was going far away from the naïve little girl, although her superficial voice sometimes sounds in the back of my head, mostly when I am angrily complaining about how no one understands me. But it's all right, I am a simple human and, besides, I keep it very quiet, almost inaudible.

When I left the park forever, going down the cycle route, around the library with the dispenser and all the filthy fast food windows, I finally realized that the frost that had come from God knows where, was not as severe as before. The green grass was slowly growing on the sides of the open road, a sign that a completely new spring was on its way.
