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THE ROAD TOWARD THE EAST

Chapter One

In September, at that time of year when the days still cling to summer yet a thin thread of autumn can already be felt in the air, I decided on a journey that was, this time, almost a ritual.

The road led me eastward. Toward a world which, in ’84, was still closed, quiet, mysterious, saturated with the smell of coal, bureaucracy, and unspoken rules.

The plan was simple enough: from Slovenia by bus to Budapest, a short tour of the city, and then onward by train toward Lviv.

Simple on paper. In reality, it was an entry into a world where every kilometre felt like crossing a border between two different realities.

THE SILENCE THAT SLOWLY MELTS

The bus from Ljubljana left early. It was one of those typical international buses of the eighties: hard seats, an overly loud engine, and too much silence among the passengers.

Slovenes and Croats sat each in their own bubble, as if afraid that the first few kilometres might reveal too much about us.

Then, after some time, the thing that always happens on long journeys happened: someone opened up, someone started talking, someone smiled at another — and the ice slowly began to melt.

After a few hours of driving, the silence dissolved.

By the time we reached Zagreb, we already knew who was travelling where, who was on such a trip for the first time, who was returning to it, who was escaping the monotony of everyday life, and who was searching for something they could not find at home.

THE HUNGARIAN PLAIN: A SILENCE THAT PREPARES YOU FOR CHANGE

When the bus leaves Varaždin, the landscape changes. The Croatian hills disappear, and Hungary opens up like a great table.

Here the plain does not force you to think — it allows you simply to look, to breathe, to let yourself drift.

At the border, the ritual is still the same: uniforms, serious faces, a stamp, a brief moment of doubt — will everything be alright?

But once you are on the Hungarian side, the real anticipation begins: Budapest.

BUDAPEST: A CITY THAT WELCOMES YOU WITH BOTH ARMS

Budapest was then — and still is — a city that knows how to make a good impression. It does not feel intrusive, nor overly touristy, but carries a kind of aristocratic self-confidence.

“Budapest impressed me... the National Museum, the Hungarian Parliament, the Crown of Saint Stephen, the Turkish baths...”

Buda was quiet, stone-built, raised above the Danube like an older brother who has seen too much to be easily excited.

Pest, a little younger, was livelier — full of shops, cafés, trams, people hurrying as if they were always late.

But all of this, back then, was only a preparation for something greater. For something that begins only when night falls.

CHAPTER THREE — First Contact with the People

When I stepped out of the railway station, the air was different again. Still humid, almost sticky-heavy. People moved faster, yet without haste — as if they were used to being watched. I, however, was new there, unfamiliar with their rhythm, and because of that, I was noticed.

Suddenly, almost imperceptibly, a man approached me from the left. I looked at him. He didn’t seem suspicious, nor drunk, nor intrusive. He was an entirely ordinary man. So ordinary that you would overlook him in a crowd — but he wasn’t in a crowd. He stepped right in front of me and pushed an envelope into my hands, saying:

“Exchange.”

He didn’t look me in the eyes. He didn’t introduce himself. He didn’t ask who I was or where I came from. Nothing.

And before I even understood what had happened, he was gone. He vanished into the stream of passers-by. So quickly that for a moment I wondered whether I had imagined him.

But the envelope in my hand was real. Its weight and unusual fullness brought me back to solid ground.

I opened it — inside was a pile of hastily folded rubles, as if someone had gathered them from different pockets. A tightness gripped my stomach. Not because of the money, but because of the responsibility that had fallen into my hands without my consent.

And then fear came. Questions rose on their own:

What if this is a trap. What if it’s forbidden. What if they’re watching me. What if this is a test.

In the Soviet Union, you never knew what was allowed and what wasn’t.

Before boarding the bus that would take us on a city tour, I discreetly turned to the young guide and asked him about the exchange rate. Without any sign of surprise, he explained how things worked. When the bus started moving, I began the task. Luckily, my fellow travellers weren’t curious — they trusted me and exchanged their money without questions.

When I stepped out of the parked bus, I looked around — and saw him.

He stood in front of the restaurant where we were headed for lunch. He didn’t wave, he didn’t call out. He simply stood there and looked at me as if he knew exactly what I was holding in my hand.

I approached him and silently pushed the envelope into his palm. He said nothing. He only nodded — that characteristic Soviet nod that means: it’s good, that’s how it must be.

In the moment of handing it over and watching him walk away, when I finally exhaled, I felt that I had unknowingly stepped into a system where things happen without explanation. Where people trust a stranger more than their own state. Where information travels in silence. Where responsibility lands in your hands before you even understand the rules of the game.

That was my first contact with the people there — and it was more real than any official at the border.

oo Fast to Understand

Everything in that city happened too fast to understand. First came that childlike surprise — when someone steps right in front of you and pushes something into your hands before you even register that he has stopped.

Then came the fear, rising from the stomach slowly, like cold smoke. Not because of the man — but because of the envelope. Because of the weight that was not just money, but responsibility entrusted to me without a single word.

In that moment I was torn between three feelings:


•  surprise, because someone saw a solution in me

•  fear, because I didn’t know what I had accepted

•  doubt, because I sensed that what I was doing wasn’t entirely “clean”


As I walked toward the dealer, I felt as if I were walking too loudly, as if everyone were watching me, as if everyone knew what I was holding. As if I were in a country where mistakes are not forgiven. As if I were a foreigner — too visible, too naïve.

When I handed him the money, I felt relief — but not the warm kind that relaxes you. It was a relief that leaves you empty, because you know you completed something without understanding what you had actually done.

The man simply nodded. As if it were self-evident. As if he knew I would manage. As if it had been a test that I had passed without instructions.

And I remained there with the feeling that I had become part of something that happens only in the Soviet Union.

WHY ME

Even today I ask myself: why me? Why did that man step in front of me? Why did he push the envelope into my hands? Why did he disappear as if saving his own skin?

I still feel that moment — when my body froze for a second and my mind began to think too fast. Too fast to understand what I was holding.

First came surprise — that raw, pure surprise when someone entrusts you with something you never asked for. As if I had been chosen, though I didn’t know for what. As if I had stepped into a story that began without me but suddenly needed my signature.

Then came fear — not loud, not panicked, but that quiet, inner fear that settles in the stomach and stays there. Fear of responsibility that is too big. Fear that something will go wrong.

And then doubt — What if I am being watched. What if I accepted something I should have refused. What if it is already too late.

All of this stirred my imagination and left me in uncertainty. It left a quiet doubt inside me — a doubt I carried with me for the rest of the journey.

CHAPTER FOUR — Arrival in Leningrad

Leningrad did not greet me with a smile. It was not warm, nor friendly, nor generous. It was magnificent — yet indifferent to my arrival. Leningrad is a city that does not need my admiration; it has had more than enough of it for centuries.

When I first stepped onto its street, I was struck by its vastness. Not the width of the road — but the width of history. Already in the first few steps I felt that I was walking through a city that had survived more than I could ever imagine or understand.

The buildings were tall, almost militarily disciplined. Their windows were large, yet dark. People walked quickly, their shoulders slightly pushed forward, as if someone were constantly urging them on.

And then I saw her — the river that some call the heart of the city, and others the vein that runs through it and spills into the Gulf of Finland.

A RIDE ON THE RIVER: Leningrad’s White Nights

When I stepped onto the boat, I felt as if I had entered another time. The clock showed past twenty-two, yet the light was such that it seemed the sun had only just slipped away.

That night the Neva offered us its depths. Across the dark, almost black water — smooth as oil — we glided beneath countless bridges that rose before us slowly, almost ceremonially. As if the city opened itself just so the boats could breathe.

I stood on the deck, a lucky man, watching the light reflect off the water, off the stone, off the golden domes that shimmered high above us as if they did not belong to this world.

In that moment I felt for the first time that I was truly far from home. Not lost — just far.

When we returned toward the pier, the light was still the same. A light that was neither day nor night. A light that places you between worlds.

Leningrad during the white nights is not a city in the usual sense. It is a stage. A backdrop. A story that unfolds on its own. With every step you feel how the city breathes — with you or without you.

PETERHOF: A PALACE THAT IS NOT MINE

When I stepped through the entrance of Peterhof, I felt as if I had entered a fairy tale. But it was not a fairy tale meant for me — it had been written for someone else.

Everything was too large, too perfect, too meticulously arranged to seem real. And yet it was.

Golden statues glimmered in the sun as if made of living fire. Water burst from the fountains with a force that was almost insolent. The marble steps were wide, cold beneath the palm.

Peterhof was not just a palace. It was proof that someone once believed they could create paradise on earth if they had enough power, money, and will.

I, an ordinary mortal, walked through that paradise and absorbed the stories of the people who once lived there. For me, everything was too much: too much gold, too much water, too much history.

And something else was too much — too much silence among the people walking by. I could not tell whether they feared history or respected it.

THE HERMITAGE: A MUSEUM THAT TESTS YOU

The Hermitage is not just a museum. It is an empire.

When you step inside, you do not enter a building — you enter time. Every step is a journey through history too vast for a human mind to carry.

Just as the Soviet Union was immense, Peterhof was magnificent. But the Hermitage... the Hermitage is something else entirely.

The walls are covered with colors that can no longer be made today. The gold is not bright, but warm, ancient, almost soft. Every room has its own scent: of wood, lacquer, paper, canvas, metal, cold.

And then you reach the rooms that never appear on postcards. The quiet, smaller rooms where portraits hang of people no one remembers anymore: generals, countesses, ladies of the court, children of the aristocracy who lived and died without the world ever noticing.

THE PAINTING THAT FOLLOWED ME WITH ITS EYES

The painting was not large. It was not a masterpiece from the Louvre. But it had something that great masterpieces often do not have.

Presence.

The face of a woman — or a girl, I could not say — was painted with astonishing precision. Her eyes were dark, slightly sad, yet sharp. The kind of gaze that does not release you once it catches you.

I stepped to the left — she watched me. I stepped to the right — she still watched me. I moved away — her gaze remained fixed on me.

She was not the Mona Lisa, yet she had the same effect:


•  she stops you

•  she silences you

•  she forces you to look longer than you intended


And in that moment I understood that the Hermitage is not merely a collection of art. It is a place where paintings breathe. Where they observe you. Where you are not just a visitor — you are someone history examines.

NEVSKY PROSPEKT — Beauty and Poverty in the Same Frame

Nevsky Prospekt was wide, grand, almost majestic. Trams rushed past, their metal ringing sounding like warnings for people to step aside. The shops had large windows, but most were empty. Rarely did anything appear that could catch
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