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    This is not a safe story.

	

	 


They did not take him right away. First, they simply looked. The way people look at something they have already decided to steal, but have not yet reached out for.

	“Documents.”

	He took out his passport. The man looked at the photograph, then at him. Picked at the glued-in photo with his fingernail. Looked again. Longer than necessary. As if he had mistaken the sweat on his face for wax and was waiting for the boy to melt.

	“What are you staring at, scared?”, the second one asked with a kind of vile brotherly concern.

	They did not return the passport.

	“Let’s go.”

	The bus was standing nearby. The vilest thing was that it was not a military bus, but an ordinary one. Inside, several young men were already sitting. Different faces, but the same expression on all of them. Not people, but cardboard boxes full of office belongings after a firing.

	He sat by the window. The glass was dirty. At eye level someone had tried to scratch a curse word into it. It smelled of sweat, plastic, and that foul kind of fear that makes even the texture of the floor suddenly seem important.

	The door shut.

	No one asked where they were being taken. That would have been excessive. Everyone’s eyes turned into black elevator shafts. The youngest suddenly hit himself on the head and began muttering that he should not have left the house. Someone nervously hid a hand in his pants. Someone cracked a joke too loudly, but the joke died at once. Fear restored order quickly.

	The medical exam passed insultingly fast. Undress. Turn around. Say “no.” Say “no.” Say “no.” They did not even need him to say “yes.” Everything had already been decided for everyone in advance.

	The word “fit” did not sound like a sentence. It sounded like a warehouse mark. Suitable. Take him. Next. In moments like that it becomes especially clear that a man can be called both a defender and a thing at the same time, and the system will not even notice the contradiction. More than that: the more honor they simulate in front of such a defender, the less any real sense of his own significance remains in him.

	They kept them there for a full day. The boys lay in the corridors on top of their jackets, sleeves thrown over their faces. Someone snored. Someone cried. Soldiers and doctors rushed past with the same businesslike purposefulness with which beetles carry garbage. They drank water from the tap. The line for the toilet was so long they pissed two at a time into the sink. Smokers nearly fought over tobacco. Time did not move. It rotted.

	On the morning of the second day they lined everyone up in the yard in four ranks. Some were trembling. Some pretended they had come here of their own accord. Some laughed hysterically. Men in uniform were explaining something in even voices, but no one was listening. The boy was looking only at the gate. It was slightly ajar. Just enough for hope to look idiotic.

	Then someone shouted:

	“Military bastards!”

	And they started beating him immediately. Not the soldiers. Their own people. At the same time the gate opened wider, buses rolled into the yard, and everything became even more idiotic than it had been a minute before.

	One of the commanders came over. He looked not into his eyes but through him, as if he were already calculating where to put the check mark.

	“If you’re too chicken to fight, get in the first one.”

	“The first bus?”, the boy asked.

	The commander nodded with the same expression a cash register receipt might wear while explaining the meaning of life.

	And the boy walked.

	Just like that. Past the line. Past the gate. Past the man with the papers. No one stopped him. No one even looked at him the way people look at a human being. Of course not. He was not a human being anymore. He was a box. A service. A thing. A receipt that had not yet been thrown away.

	At first he walked slowly. Then faster. Then faster still. He did not run, that would have looked suspicious. He simply walked as if he had really been entrusted with something important.

	At the corner he stopped and realized that he no longer had a passport.

	That was how an ordinary boy turned into Exhibit B.

	He stood there for one more second, then kept walking. As if by now it no longer changed anything.

	***

	Mid-January. Frost. Evening approaching. The train is stuck in the forest, the power is out on the line, and for the fourth hour now we have been waiting for an old locomotive to drag us to the nearest station. In the morning the mobile operator sent a message saying it was better not to leave the house: after the rains, the frost had returned, and the whole country had turned into an ice rink. But messages like that are hardly written for people who planed their trips in advance.

	Inside the carriage it is warm and stifling. At first people were angry; now they have simply gone limp. Someone is eating. Someone is sleeping in a coat. Every half hour the driver’s voice announces that the delay will be another thirty minutes, and each time there is more personal insult in that voice.

	Exhibit B is sitting next to me, writing something in a small notebook, almost childish. He holds it near his knees, as if it were not notes but shame. He writes quickly. Then stops. Looks out the window. At me. Starts writing again.

	“Writing poetry?”

	He shrugs.

	“I don’t know.”

	Outside, the forest. The snow lies so evenly it is as if no one has died here all this time. Color is slowly draining out of the world: blue, gray, black. I look out the window and try to imagine what it is like to sleep in a forest like that. In the snow. In the dark. Under a tree. I cannot imagine it.

	“How did you even do it?”

	He does not answer right away.

	“We chose the spot in advance. While it was still light. Fell asleep at sunset. Woke up at sunrise.”

	Pause.

	“At first separately. Then together.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“We joined our sleeping bags. Warmer that way.”

	He says it calmly, almost bored, as if he is not retelling his own escape but the rules for obtaining a visa.

	“Weren’t you scared?”

	He turns his head slightly.

	“We were so tired there was no strength left for fear.”

	And he starts writing again.

	The lights in the carriage flicker a couple of times. The train does not move. I put my hand on his notebook.

	“Help me imagine what it was like. I want to know everything.”

	He looks at my hand, then at me.

	“Why do you need that?”

	If only I knew myself.

	***

	He bought the map for almost nothing. That alone should have been a warning, but in moments like these, cheap feels less like a warning and more like mercy. The man who sold it talked for a long time, tediously, with a kind of panicked precision, as if he already knew exactly how people die from not listening carefully enough.

	“Repeat it,” he said. “That you won’t go alone.”

	“Yeah, yeah, it’s dangerous to go alone. I got it,” Exhibit B replied dryly. “But finding a partner for an escape isn’t that simple either.”

	“No. Again. Repeat that you won’t go into the forest alone.”

	And Exhibit B repeated it until he promised he would find someone.

	On the second call he heard agreement. Firm agreement from a guy who was fed up with everything. Power outages. Russian missiles at night, Ukrainian soldiers hunting you during the day. Impossible to find a job if you’re a man of draft age. There was no need to persuade him.

	Only then did the instructions continue. The most dangerous parts were the entrance to the forest and the fences at the border. The forest itself, according to the map seller, was “just long.” That “just” lingered in his head for a long time, like the smell of cheap tobacco. Long like what? Like a walk? Like an illness? Like a sentence without commas? He did not mention the bodies at first. Added that later, in passing, as if it were a minor technical detail.

	To get to the forest, they had to hire a local driver. He looked like someone who had already seen everything and would not be surprised anymore, even if a corpse started talking from the trunk. He asked no questions, just drove: avoiding checkpoints, slowing down where they needed to be unnoticed, speeding up where they needed to look confident.

	All this time Exhibit B was thinking about the money. Not the amount, but the moment of handing it over. Service, payment, end of transaction. It was the last normal ritual left in his life.

	When the forest appeared on the horizon, the driver stopped without comment. Simply turned off the engine, as if putting a period at the end of a sentence. The air outside was worse than frost, it was damp, crawling under clothes immediately. Exhibit B held out the money. The driver looked at him with an expression that seemed to be weighing not the bills, but his chances of making it to morning.

	***

	They entered the forest without any ceremony. No sound, no light. Even the wind seemed to have stayed outside. The forest did not greet them. It simply existed. And that was enough.

	Exhibit B glanced back almost immediately. The road was already gone. The car had disappeared. It all happened so fast it felt as if he had not been driven to the forest, but simply returned there under warranty, like a defective item.

	The first hour was almost pleasant. That was what irritated him most. The air was cleaner than in the city. The moss looked too green, the pine needles underfoot sprang softly, the trees stood with that dark dignity people later pay for in travel brochures. Exhibit A even stopped, ran his hand along a trunk and said:

	“Beautiful.”

	“Let’s go, idiot,” said Exhibit B, nodding.

	They walked slowly, talked, joked. Compared the forest to the sea, to sex, to business, to everything people love to romanticize. It was that brief stage of any disaster when you still think you’re in control simply because nothing has resisted you yet.

	They did not yet know that the forest is not a place. The forest is a process. Slow, like decay. You enter it as a human being and leave it as something simpler.

	“Didn’t they tell you the most dangerous parts are the entrance and the fences?”, Exhibit A asked.

	“Maybe.”

	“Then why are we talking so loudly?”

	It was truly absurd. So absurd that they both laughed. The laughter sounded in the forest like something forbidden. Like a joke at a funeral. Like an erection during a church service. The forest answered with silence.

	Not ordinary silence, but the kind in which you suddenly hear your own existence too clearly. Steps. Breathing. Your jacket. Saliva in your mouth. Thoughts. Especially thoughts. Staying silent became uncomfortable. As if the forest were patiently waiting for them to perform something dramatic.

	Name yourself.

	The thought came not like a voice, but like a splinter driven under the skin in several places at once. Exhibit B brushed it away irritably, like a mosquito. Not now. Keep walking.

	To avoid listening to the forest, they started their stupid game.

	“What else do people romanticize?”, Exhibit A asked.

	“Life by the sea.”

	“Yeah… mold. Wind. Damp walls.”

	“Sex on the beach.”

	“Sand everywhere.”

	“Freedom.”

	“Hard.”

	“Emigration.”

	“Lonely.”

	“Running your own business.”

	“No days off.”

	You could dismantle almost anything this way. Any dream, any beautiful image, any word. Reduce it to the point where only fatigue remained. The forest listened. The forest, it seemed, approved.

	By evening they realized they were more tired than they wanted to admit. They found a place to sleep: bad, uneven, too open. But they were too tired to choose. They laid out their sleeping bags and lay down.

	The ground was cold, but that could still be endured. Worse was the silence. During the day it only watched; at night it came closer. In the darkness the forest stopped being a landscape and became someone’s breathing.

	“What if there’s a wolf?”, Exhibit A asked.

	“Are you serious?”

	“No, but still…”

	Exhibit B stared into the darkness. He didn’t know what to answer.

	Name yourself.

	He closed his eyes, but that only made it worse.

	So they got up and went to find another place. To pack up, they had to put on again all that store-bought absurdity they had been carrying as proof of their preparedness. Backpacks, raincoats, boots, stove, thermos, flashlights, food, knife, wire cutters, sleeping bags… all that hiking inventory bought a week before the escape had suddenly become heavy and almost ridiculous. They thought they were preparing for survival. In reality, they had just carefully packaged their fear.

	This time they chose a spot differently. Not where it was nicer, but where there was less chance of dying or being seen. They looked for at least some cover on two sides: a snowdrift, a fallen tree, a slope. The night forest quickly cured them of aesthetics. Now there was only the geometry of survival: how to lie down without freezing, how to hide without being seen, how to breathe so the silence would not decide you had to lose.

	When they lay down again, Exhibit A suddenly asked:

	“What else do people romanticize?”

	Exhibit B looked into the darkness.

	“Escape,” he said.

	“Good night.”

	But of course there was no good night. Only a pause between two attempts not to die.

	***

	Morning came not because they had rested, but because it became light. The light seeped through the trees and immediately exposed the lie of the night. In the morning it was impossible to pretend this was just a pause, an adventure, a test of character. In the morning it looked exactly as it was: two exhausted guys who had slept in the dirt, in a forest they might never get out of.

	Exhibit B opened his eyes with the feeling that he had not slept at all. His neck hurt. His hands felt alien, not his. Exhibit A lay beside him motionless, a thin line of saliva running from his mouth toward his ear, pooling into a small shining lake.

	“Get up.”

	“Already?”

	“Already.”

	They ate in silence. The stove barely worked. The food was disgusting, it didn’t satisfy, it just disappeared in the mouth, leaving behind a chemical aftertaste. The water was icy, but not refreshing. Exhibit B caught himself counting cookies. Not to save them, to create the illusion of order.

	When they started walking again, it became immediately clear: it wasn’t the forest that had changed. It was the body. It had become slow. And mean. Every step required agreement. The backpack dragged his shoulders down as if it had filled itself with stones overnight. His legs were no longer walking, they were obeying.

	“Are we even moving forward?”, Exhibit A asked.

	“If we think about that too often, the path will become unbearable.”

	“If you keep answering like that, you’ll become unbearable.”

	By noon the map no longer felt like a tool but like mockery. It did not lie. That would have been easier. It simply kept silent about the important part. That the same kilometer can be a different degree of humiliation. That mud can be deeper, snow heavier, air thicker. That sometimes distance is not measured in meters, but in how many times you’ve already wanted to lie down and stay.

	They came to a stream. The water was so cold they had to warm their hands three times just to fill one bottle.

	Name yourself.

	The thought returned the moment they stopped.

	Coward?

	Exhibit B remembered the bus. The passport. The half-open gate. The ease with which he had been let go.

	Honest?

	He remembered his mother. His voice on the phone: everything’s fine. I’ll tell you later.

	Free?

	He looked ahead. Then back. Both directions looked equally bad.

	“Do you feel it?”, Exhibit A asked.

	“What?”

	“As if the forest doesn’t care anymore whether we make it or not.”

	Exhibit B said nothing.

	By midday they had almost stopped talking. Words began to get in the way, taking up space that was now needed for breathing. Even thoughts shrank into commands: go, step, don’t fall.

	When Exhibit A finally sat down straight into the mud, without choosing a spot, without even trying to make it look decent, it did not look like rest. It looked like a small defeat.

	“Five minutes,” he said.

	“We already rested.”

	“Then ten.”

	Exhibit B stood and looked at him. For a second it felt almost easy. He could just go on alone. No one slowing him down. No one pulling him back. No one would ever know the exact moment a person stopped being a friend and became just weight.

	Name yourself.

	He took a step back.

	Then another.

	Then sat down next to him.

	The ground was cold and wet, but it almost felt good. Like a punishment he had chosen for himself.

	***

	They no longer walked. They pushed themselves forward. The forest grew denser, the air heavier. Branches hit their faces not painfully, but irritatingly, like a persistent thought. The ground spread under their feet, pulling them down. Conversation disappeared. Words became unnecessary. You had to pull them out like splinters, and no one wanted to bother.

	The forest no longer looked like a forest. It looked like a warehouse. Everything stood, lay, hung there not for beauty, but because it had not yet been taken away. Trees – future coffins. Stones – future gravestones. All of it would be used. Just not yet.

	Exhibit B stopped.

	“What?”, Exhibit A asked, taking a few steps ahead.

	Exhibit B did not answer. He was looking to the side. Something there broke the line between the trees. At first it looked like a shadow. Then like a pile of branches. Then like a shape.

	They came closer.

	A backpack.

	It lay on its side, half pressed into the snow. Too deliberate to be an accident. There were no tracks around it. That meant it had been there a long time. Since before the snowfall.

	Exhibit A crouched.

	“Maybe…”

	Exhibit B already knew it should not be opened. It was a simple kind of knowledge, without arguments. Like not touching a live wire. But the zipper was already moving. The sound felt too loud.

	Inside were ordinary things. Food. Gloves. A thermos. Everything arranged just like theirs. With the same care. The same hope.

	That was the worst part.

	Exhibit A closed the backpack and wiped his hands sharply on his pants, as if he had touched something dirty.

	“Let’s go.”

	Too fast.

	They took a few steps, but Exhibit B came back. Bent down. Took three packs of cookies.

	“We’re low on food,” he said.

	It was not an excuse. Just a fact.

	After that, walking became harder. Not because of fatigue. Because of understanding. The map was no longer a route. It was a list of those who had tried. The backpack was just one point on that line.

	Name yourself.

	Now it was no longer a thought. It was accompaniment. Like breathing. You could not get rid of it.

	Coward?

	Exhibit B sped up.

	Free?

	He stumbled, but did not stop.

	Alive?

	He did not answer.

	Exhibit A began to fall behind. First one step. Then two. Then he stopped.

	“I can’t anymore.”

	Exhibit B walked a few meters more before realizing he was alone. He turned. Exhibit A was standing, holding onto a tree.

	And suddenly it felt light.

	He could go on. Faster. Without extra weight.

	Name yourself.

	He took a step back.

	Then another.

	“Five minutes,” he said.

	Exhibit A smirked.

	“You already said that.”

	Exhibit B sat down beside him.

	They were silent.

	The forest was in no hurry.

	***

	The dog appeared on the third day. Ginger. The worst version of a dog you could imagine. Its fur hung in patches, ribs sticking out beneath it. The skin on its belly sagged like poorly hardened wax. It smelled like a pharmacy. Old bandages.

	It came out of the bushes so calmly, as if it had always been there and was simply waiting for them to become tired enough to notice it.

	Exhibit A stopped. The dog stopped too. Its tail did not wag. But there was no fear in it either.

	“Don’t…”, said Exhibit B.

	Exhibit A was already taking out a cookie.

	The last intact cookie.

	He held it in his hand as if deciding not a question of pity, but a question of order. Then he crouched and held it out. The dog took it carefully. Almost politely.

	Exhibit B said nothing. But later, during a break, he nudged him:

	“Now it won’t leave us.”

	He was shaking stones out of his boot.

	“They’ll spot us. We’ll get caught because of this dog.”

	Exhibit A shrugged and looked at it. It lay a short distance away, breathing heavily.

	“Maybe it’ll lead us out.”

	After that it would disappear and then return again. When it was gone, it felt easier. When it came back, it felt calmer. As if they had gained a witness. As if the forest itself had become curious how it would end.

	By noon they reached the river.

	At first Exhibit B did not understand that it was it. After all the stories about cold, current, bodies, it looked like a bad joke.

	Narrow. Shallow. Gray water running quickly between stones.

	“That’s it?”, Exhibit A asked.

	Exhibit B checked the map. Nodded.

	They stood there looking at the water with irritation. At another time of year desperate men drowned here. Now the river lay before them like a sick animal that could no longer bite.

	They took off their boots and stepped in. The cold hit like a blow to the groin. Exhibit A cursed. Exhibit B moved faster because he understood: if he stopped, his legs would no longer belong to him.

	They reached the other bank too quickly. So quickly it felt almost embarrassing in front of those who had died here in another season.

	“I wonder how many men drowned here,” said Exhibit A.

	Exhibit B looked at the water and tried to imagine it in November. Black. Swollen. How it takes a man by the legs, spins him, slams him against stones, drags him down until he becomes just another heavy thing.

	The dog crossed last. Just walked through and shook itself.

	Exhibit A suddenly laughed.

	“You know what else people romanticize?”

	Exhibit B looked at him.

	“Obstacles.”

	“And courage.”

	“Yeah. And courage.”

	Then they both turned to look back at the other side. It looked exactly the same. The same mud. The same trees. The same country they had not yet left.

	Name yourself.

	He did not answer.

	He just pulled on his wet boots and kept walking.

	The dog got up and followed them.

	***

	Until the fourth day, the forest at least pretended it could be walked through. Now it stopped pretending. The hills ended. The mountains began.

	Rocks jutted out of the slopes like teeth. The trees were sparse, thin, as if they themselves did not understand why they were growing there. The wind interfered. Face, neck, hands, everything was covered in small cuts. The forest cut the boys the way bread is cut.

	In the morning it still seemed: today it will end. That this climb is the last one. Beyond it – the border. Another country. The end.

	Half an hour later it turned out to be only the approach. Then another. And another.

	A person cannot live on the edge for five days in a row without inventing a reward. So they climbed not because they could, but because they had already promised themselves there was something there.

	Exhibit A walked ahead. The back of his head – short, rough, almost military – looked too vulnerable. They had shaved their heads before the escape. Not because it helped. Because by then rationality had run out. Only superstition remained. Soldiers are shaved, so there must be meaning in it. A transition. From one state to another. Now the wind hit directly against skin.

	Exhibit B suddenly remembered the night they had cut each other’s hair. The room. Music. Laughter. Cheap alcohol. They laughed too loudly, as if trying to drown out what had already begun.

	Exhibit A had been going bald fast. He was only twenty-seven. To hide it, he had grown his hair long and styled it so carefully no one noticed the disaster. No one would have thought a dancer would face baldness so early. And who cares how well you dance if your attractiveness is already flirting with the bust of Lenin. When Exhibit B started cutting his hair, the mood had suddenly collapsed.

	“It’ll grow back in Europe,” he had said then.

	Now it sounded like an insult.

	The wind hit again. They kept climbing. Up. Slip. Stone. Hands. Up again. At some point they had to start dropping things. Everything that wasn’t necessary to survive until evening became excess. Backpacks were lightened as they moved. Things fell down the slope, disappearing between the rocks. Only the essentials remained, but even that felt too heavy.

	They heard chainsaws somewhere far away. Another life. Another work. Another normality. Each time, Exhibit B looked for the dog. Regretted it. Too late.

	By noon of the fifth day the trees began to thin. At first they didn’t believe it. Then something straight appeared ahead. Unnatural.

	A fence.

	Exhibit B stopped. They had been told there would be two fences at the border. Now they saw five. Five lines. Five attempts to stop you. Between them stretched strips of land. Bare. Cleared. Like pages where everything had already been written.

	They lay down. Watched. Tried to understand the rhythm. Cameras? People? Any chance at all?

	At that moment the dog appeared again. Stood slightly aside. The same one. Ginger. Stupid dog. Calm. As if it had led them here.

	Exhibit A cursed. Exhibit B looked at the fences. Then at the dog. Then back at the fences.

	And understood: waiting is not an option. Waiting means going back.

	“It’ll give us away,” he said.

	He took out the wire cutters.

	And ran.

	No signal. No plan. No dignity left.

	Forward.

	***

	The first fence was weak. Old. Almost pathetic. The wire gave way immediately. And that made it worse. Beyond it – open ground. Bare. Nowhere to hide. No way back. If they were spotted, they would be sent to war. Or to prison. It was unclear which was worse.

	The second fence was higher. Harder. Exhibit A climbed first. Got caught. Hung there.

	“Help me. Come on, help me!”

	Exhibit B yanked him down. The fabric tore. The sleeve stayed behind, hanging like a small flag.

	They got over.

	The third fence was the cruelest. Bars. Reinforced mesh. Everything tighter. No longer a mistake – a system. Exhibit A took off his backpack, tried to throw it over. It got stuck. Like meat. He climbed. Slipped. His palm split open. Exhibit B grabbed him by the strap and pulled. He fell to the other side.

	When Exhibit B climbed, there was no one to help him. The wire grabbed him immediately. His back. His sleeve. His pant leg. He felt the fabric tear. Felt the metal reach his stomach, scratch the skin. One thought: don’t get stuck. Don’t hang here.

	He made it over.

	The fourth and fifth stood almost pressed together. Between them – narrow corridors. You had to squeeze sideways. Elbows. Hips. Back. Everything caught. The border was no longer a line. It was a series of attempts to tear you apart.

	They no longer thought. No longer feared. No longer chose. Personality had stayed somewhere in the forest. Here there were only: hands, legs, breath, blood, movement.

	When the last fence was behind them, Exhibit A sat down. And laughed. Not from joy. Like after anesthesia.

	“Strange…”, he said. “That it wasn’t electrified.”

	Exhibit B stood, bent over. Trying to understand what he felt. He raised his head. The dog was standing nearby. Watching. Its tail wagging. As if all this had been just a walk.

	***

	Exhibit B looked around. And did not understand the main thing. Why no one was running toward them. Why no one was shouting. Why nothing was happening.

	“Get up,” he said.

	Exhibit A didn’t get up immediately.

	Exhibit B took out his phone. Inserted the SIM card. The screen lit up. Signal. Internet. Messages. The world returned too quickly. As if it had been standing behind a door this whole time, waiting to be let in.

	They had been told: in Romania, don’t hide. Find the police. It sounded absurd. For five days the goal had been not to get caught. Now they had to surrender voluntarily.

	They walked down. If it could be called a road. More like a clearing. A place where the ground was slightly less hostile.

	The dog walked with them for a while. Then disappeared. No scene. No farewell. As if it had never been there.

	When they saw the police car, Exhibit A straightened up. Instinct. Exhibit B, on the contrary, shrank. As if pressed into the ground.

	The officers got out. Said something in a soft, unfamiliar language. He didn’t understand a word. Raised his hands.

	“So that makes us anarchists now,” he said. “Criminals.”

	“Yeah…”, said Exhibit A. “Who would’ve thought my crime wouldn’t be robbing a bank, but just hike.”

	No one laughed.

	***

	Everything went too normally. Car. Station. Warm air. Plastic chairs. Bottled water. Tea. Papers. Questions. Tired faces.

	Exhibit B sat and looked at the table. Trying to understand where the relief was supposed to be. It wasn’t there. After the forest, all of this felt… unreal. The dirt. The cold. The fear. The backpack. The dog. The river. The fences. Did all of that really happen to them?

	The police needed documents. It was almost funny. Missiles are flying at us. Our own military hunts us in the streets. They send us to die. And here they need our fucking documents.

	Exhibit B suddenly understood: order is stronger than horror.

	And that is worse.

	***

	The cheap hotel turned out to be expensive. The kind of place they thought didn’t exist in Europe. The room was small. The furniture long outdated. Two beds. Curtains the color of a wound. Too warm. It smelled.

	Exhibit A lay down immediately. In his jacket. Closed his eyes.

	Exhibit B sat on a chair that was too high. Looked at his hands. Swollen skin. Cuts. Dirt embedded so deep it no longer felt like dirt, but part of him. His biography. He ran a finger along his palm. Pain. Good. Alive. That means everything is fine.

	Name yourself.

	The voice returned.

	Without the forest. Without the wind.

	Just the phrase.

	Coward?

	Honest?

	Free?

	He lay down without undressing. The ceiling was low. The sheet too white. Without horror it was impossible. Without horror everything turned into ordinary life.

	“No,” he said out loud.

	Exhibit A did not move.

	The voice stayed.

	Coward?

	Honest?

	Free?

	He closed his eyes.

	“I chose.”

	Silence.

	***

	The light in the carriage returned with a jerk. People moved. Someone cursed. Someone laughed. As if nothing had happened. As if standing in the dark for twelve hours was normal.

	A man from the next row turned around.

	“So what was that voice in the forest?”

	Exhibit B looked at him calmly.

	“It was Brodsky.”

	“The poet?”

	“Yep.”

	Pause.

	“Once he said a person must first define himself in simple categories. Who are you? A coward or not. Honest or not. Free or not. And only then think about bigger things.”

	The man nodded.

	“Convenient. When both the state and a poet are pressing you at the same time.”

	Exhibit B smirked.

	I looked at his notebook.

	“Did it help?”

	“No,” he said. “But at least I had something to think about while I was dying.”

	He said it calmly. Like a fact.

	“And now where?”

	“To Valencia. To my granny.”

	“That one?”

	“Yeah. The one who writes poetry.”

	He said it without irony.

	“When I was a kid, she read poems to me. Only to me.”

	Pause.

	“I thought it was important.”

	He looked out the window.

	“Now I think she just needed something to keep a child busy.”

	“And your friend?”

	Exhibit B looked away.

	“Found a German girl.”

	Pause.

	“Slept with her first. Then decided that was his direction.”

	“Not a bad plan.”

	“Everyone has their own humanitarian program.”

	We fell silent.

	The forest outside moved backward.

	No longer frightening.

	Just black.

	And suddenly I understood: all of this was accidental. The gate. The map. The river. The dog. The policeman. The grandmother. Even Brodsky.

	The fellow passenger fell asleep.

	Exhibit B held the notebook.

	“Will you let me read?”

	He hesitated but then opened it. I recognized the words. It wasn’t about the forest. It was about me. My questions. My gestures. Even the pauses.

	“You…”

	“I don’t like being the only one who becomes material,” he said.

	He looked at me, then asked:

	“Do you remember my name?”

	I didn’t.

	“Call me Exhibit B.”

	“Why?”

	“Because in wartime we all become secondary.”

	The train jerked. People accepted it immediately. As if movement were their right.

	Exhibit B looked out the window.

	“Well then.”

	And fell silent.

	The train picked up speed. The forest stayed behind. But did not disappear. It simply moved inside. And went with us.
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	PASSPORT

	A European passport is every immigrant’s dream. But how far can someone go chasing it?

	And why is this story being told in a police station?

	Download the story → 
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	27 SECONDS

	Statistics say that the average gallery visitor spends just 27 seconds looking at a painting.

	But what happens if you spend 3 hours looking at a single one?

	And what if, during that time, it tells you more about your life than you know yourself?

	Download the story → 



Afterword

	 

	When I was finishing university, I promised my English teacher I would never teach English (yeah, I wasn’t the best student). And now I’m translating a piece of fiction into English. That’s a bit ironic. So… if you see mistakes, please write to me:

	i.kharkow@gmail.com 

	 

	An unpleasant fact

	Vincent van Gogh painted around 900 works and sold only one in his lifetime. Maybe we notice things too late.

	Thank you for reading this.

	 

	If you want to find more:

	Kharkow’s website – ikharkow.com
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