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AFTER THE BEGINNING

CHAPTER I
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"It is cold,

It is silent,

It is desolate,

Even dark

Sunlight Tavern,

Despite its name."






...and when the door creaked open, it was just a few minutes past midnight. Through the half-open door, a heavy smell of alcohol and sweat wafted out into the world's largest, most crowded city, and the smoke mingled with the fog in the air.

As we walked and moved further away from the tavern, the sound of the music inside gradually faded. Finally, it disappeared into the silence of the night. No sound, even if it never disappeared... Then it began to ring in his ears, in a barely audible tone. The air was freezing cold. He pulled up the collar of his coat against the cold and continued walking, swaying from side to side and stumbling over the thousands of shapeless stones that would accompany him home. He knew this scene and what would happen next very well: in fifteen minutes, the music in his ears would fade away, and after the music faded, he would walk just as far again, passing four bridges and four times as many houses. There was one thing he didn't know: that he would die tonight.

Even though he was too drunk to walk, his thoughts wouldn't leave him alone. The new singer who had come to the tavern was so young, so beautiful. She would most likely become the mistress of a rich man, perhaps the tavern owner. Every evening she would dance for him, and at first occasionally, then more and more often, she would start getting beaten. She would want to run away and escape, but she would have nowhere to go, no money, and no courage to flee. Wasn't it always like this? He felt a little ashamed for thinking this way about a girl at least 20 years younger than him. But the truth couldn't be denied, especially when there was no one around to hear his confession. And a man could fall in love with someone his own age. What would he say if he told someone? Should he be ashamed? Was there anything shameful about love?

Her name was beautiful too, like in fairy tales... How did the song go? "When filled with love, I would want to be a poet. To be a poet and write the most beautiful love poems..." He understood that there was only one reason why even a rough man like himself could think of the beauty in the lyrics of a song: one could only write poetry when in love.


***
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The doorbell rang for a long time. First, he heard his mother wake up, then the door open, followed by shouting. His father was coming home from the tavern again, apparently drunk, and was going to beat his mother again. Judging by the sounds, tonight's excuse was that the door had been opened too late. This excuse was used at least two or three times a week anyway. Tonight was no different from the others. "The curtain is rising!" he thought to himself. "I wonder how many acts tonight's play will have and how long it will last?" He suddenly wondered if he would have a role in tonight's play. Usually, he was given a small role near the end of the play, playing the last person to be beaten before the curtain fell. But tonight he would play the leading role. For the first time. Although he didn't know it yet.

The sounds grew louder and louder, instead of fading away, even with his head under the pillow. The screams became unbearable, he couldn't take it anymore. His mother's face was covered in blood, she was lying on the floor, getting kicked every time she tried to get up, then lying flat on her back again. When their eyes met, he saw hatred in his father's eyes that could freeze a person's blood, when he struck him on the forehead with that heavy vase that reached halfway up his neck, and when the big man collapsed to the ground.

***
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He had never killed his father before. He had never killed anyone else either. He didn't know what to do. Didn't people learn as they lived, saw, and heard? He looked at his mother. She was still lying on the floor. The woman's eyes were bloodshot, she couldn't speak. As she tried to speak, the words stuck in her throat, she couldn't speak. She was trying to do something with her hand, vaguely. It was clear she wanted to speak. Finally, her voice was heard, just as he was about to hug her mother, and it would never leave his ears: "Murderer!"

He ran through the empty streets for two whole hours, frequently looking back, thinking he was being followed. Under the shock of what had happened, he ran tirelessly and without stopping. Finally, leaning against a wall and trying to catch his breath, his mother's voice still rang in his ears: 

“Murderer!” the voice said.

What unbearable pain it was.

He spent a few minutes leaning against the wall, and his breathing had returned to normal, but only then could he look at his bloody hands. He saw his father's blood, but it was also his own blood. He wiped his hands on an old piece of cloth hanging from one of the windows, knowing full well that the stain would never fade, that even if it faded from his hands, it would remain in his eyes, and even if it faded from his eyes, it would never fade from his mind. Then he walked, walked, and walked some more.

When he heard the voices, exhausted from what he had been through and from walking, he was about to faint. He took shelter in the first doorway he found and stood there. He didn't come out until the uniformed man standing in front of him shouted, "So you're here, get out of there!" Only then did he come out and try to walk, even though the uniformed men were pushing him. They were taking him somewhere. Perhaps to the gallows.

When the uniformed man who found him arrived, with a few more stars on his shoulders than the other, he was lying on the ground behind the iron bars. His face was covered in blood. When he saw the iron rod in the newcomer's hand, he thought to himself, "It's all over!" Perhaps everything was just beginning.

"Did you get him to talk?" he asked the one next to him. "No," replied the other. This answer did not seem to please him, for he walked over and began to shout: 

"Tell me, did you steal that lady's wallet? Where did you hide it?" Then he saw the rod glowing in the air. Then he saw that rod coming down.

He kept raising his hands as if he wanted to say something. Finally, he came over to the side with few stars and shouted, as if he had made an important discovery, "This child is mute, he can't speak, sir!"   

"Damn it, throw him out into the street," said the other. He clearly didn't want to deal with it. He didn't forget to kick him in the back as he left. Then, changing his entire expression, he turned to the lady standing behind him and launched into a long speech about how disorderly things had become. The behavior of men, whoever they were, in the presence of a beautiful woman was worth studying carefully. From the perspective of human behavior, there were very few situations in life that always yielded the same results.

When he learned who had been released, his entire facial expression would undoubtedly change again. However, by that time, he would have already left the place. He wasn't thinking about anything, just letting his feet guide him. "Murderer!" said the voice in his ears. Or was he really a murderer?

***
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ESCAPE I
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When he woke up, it was morning. He poked his head out from the secluded corner where he had taken refuge and looked around. He wanted to say, "It was all a dream." If it weren't for the blood-soaked clothes covering his entire body, his feet aching madly, and the pile of trash he was lying next to, he might have been able to say it. Although it seemed like it would take him a long time to forget, it didn't take him long to remember what had happened last night. At that moment, his attention was drawn to the clothesline stretched across the narrow street directly opposite him. "Should he hang himself and be rid of this shame?" Or. Instead of hanging himself, he borrowed a clean pair of pants and a shirt from among those hanging on the line. Now he could leave here, wash his face at the fountain at the end of the street, and rejoin the ranks of non-murderers. Although, how possible was it to tell who was a murderer and who wasn't? And could washing his face save him from being a murderer? 

His feet carried him toward his home. Even though he knew he shouldn't go, he couldn't stop his bare feet, swollen from exhaustion and beatings. After all, "didn't every criminal return to the scene of the crime?" and "what difference did it make compared to the others?" 

Everything seemed normal on the street. It was as if no one had been killed here the night before. Then he saw his mother in front of the house. She was sitting on the ground, kneeling, crying silently. He wondered: Was his mother crying for his father, or for him? Perhaps he would never know the answer to that question. He didn't know what to think, nor what to feel. He didn't think anything. He didn't feel anything. He turned around and walked away. It was a silent farewell to his old life. Like all farewells, it was painful. Moreover, the separation was just beginning. 

***
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NEW LIFE I
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Time was passing by at full speed, as it always did. All people had aged two years. No doubt his mother had aged too. What was she doing now? Was she still alive? After silently saying goodbye to his mother and his old life, he never returned there. He spent these two years hiding from people in another lost corner of the big city. Perhaps that was the only good thing about big cities. There was always a place to hide. During this long escape, his beard had started to grow, and it had grown quite long. He looked much older than twenty. 

He had been hiding for two years. Any abandoned house became his home, any stray dog became his friend. He set his table with food scraps he gathered from the trash, among the garbage dumps. He never slept comfortably during those two years. The ground was always cold, always hard, and most of the time wet or damp. How could he sleep anyway? His mother always watched him in his dreams. 

First days passed, then months, and finally years. Always in the same order, never missing a beat. Sometimes he carried loads at the markets, even going outside the city twice. But he always had an unknown reason to return here, to his own city. At least that's what the voice inside him said. His feet always wanted to go to his mother when he returned to the city. He didn't want to, and in the end, he learned to control his feet. Once, he hadn't been able to control his hands and had become a murderer; he didn't want to be dragged into another mistake by his disobedient limbs. 

For months, he went every day to the hill overlooking the city. He looked down at the city from there and watched the two lovers who came to that hill every day. Even though they never spoke, a secret, silent, yet very strong bond formed between him and the young couple. How happy they were. The man was about the same age as him, maybe a year or two older. He couldn't guess the girl's age. She must have been in her early twenties too. If he lived to be 60, that meant he had already lived a third of his life. "How quickly the years passed." And most of it was wasted.

Every morning he climbed that hill. The lovers came every morning too. Even though they were always far from each other, the bond between them always drew them closer to him. Yet they were so happy, and he was so miserable. "I wonder if they have mothers and fathers?" He often thought about the possibility that they had killed their fathers. The result was always unlikely. One day came when he stopped thinking about this. There were other things to think about. What he would do next, or what he would eat that day, or the magic of love... He couldn't help but think about them; perhaps love was the most beautiful feeling in the world. Which would kill a person first, hunger or lovelessness?

In the early days of his escape, he didn't think about these things much. All he thought about was hiding and not getting caught. He could guess what would happen if he fell into the hands of the police. "What happened to that ugly man? Maybe his son killed him and he had to give up the chase. Why were the good odds always low in this life?"

At the end of two years, on a day he couldn't quite remember, the happy couple came up to him. At first, he thought they were going to throw money at him, as many people who saw his clothes had done many times before. But that wasn't the case. They looked at his face, smiled, and walked away. Undoubtedly, this pleased him more than having money thrown at him. The next day, the same scene happened again. And the day after that. Their slowly developing relationship had now taken on a different dimension. This relationship could definitely be called friendship, especially by someone who had no friends. He loved his friends. Now he understood better why people always needed a friend. Would two friends be enough for him for the rest of his life? He didn't know. 

"Can we sit next to you?" they asked. It was winter, just another day. He only looked at their faces. That look meant "yes" to the other two, and they immediately sat down next to him. When the young boy introduced himself, they waited for him to say his name too. When he didn't answer, they concluded he was mute or a foreigner and fell silent. Now the days were more enjoyable. Suddenly, he had two friends, if you can call twenty years a moment. They shared the food they brought with him, and even though he didn't speak, they constantly told him things. When they brought him clothes, he became the happiest person in the world in an instant. "So happiness is a momentary thing."

The girl worked for a tailor, sewing dresses for the wealthy. Her boyfriend cleaned at a tavern in the afternoons and waited tables at night. They had jobs, however meager. The money they earned was barely enough to get by, which is why they hadn't been able to marry for three years. They were both alone. Given their situation, the possibility that they had killed their parents seemed a little more likely. This possibility was still very low, though. Every day before going to work, they would come to this hill and try to choose the house they would live in from a bird's eye view. It was unbearable for him to see them gradually losing hope as the days passed. Moreover, there was nothing he could do about it.  He asked himself if there was justice in this world, but he couldn't find an answer. But there had to be. If only his father had allowed him to leave the house occasionally, to go to school. He wouldn't be so ignorant, he wouldn't ask so many questions. He would know everything then. Or so he thought. He was so naive and uneducated that he couldn't know that no one on earth knew anything.

One day, the young man asked him if he worked anywhere. He shook his head first to the left, then to the right. Then, if he wanted, he could go with him and start working at the tavern, replacing someone who had left. When he shook his head quickly in other directions, up and down, he now had a job.

***
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TAVERN I

LAYLA I
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His first days at the tavern were very difficult. He had never had a regular job in his life. If you didn't count the occasional loads he carried, you could say he had no job at all. The tavern owner was fat and tall, an old man so ugly he terrified those who saw him. Despite his age, he looked very strong. From the moment he first saw him, he thought he didn't like him. He would learn later that he didn't like anyone but himself.

The work was exhausting. He got up before dawn, cleaned up from the night before, washed all the dishes, and took care of the preparations for the evening. He didn't even have time to go to the hilltop. He couldn't go there anymore anyway. He ate his meals at the tavern. They had given him a room in the basement. He shared his room with mice and insects. Sometimes he was alone. For him, solitude meant a good night's sleep. His greatest help was his new friend. Because he was older and more senior, his word carried more weight at the tavern. Of course, he too worked seven days a week under difficult conditions, just like him. Fortunately, a week was no longer than seven days. Thinking about this made him smile. His friend's house was too bad to be called a home. The only thing about it was that there were no mice or bugs. It was too small for him to invite his girlfriend over, and too disgusting for him to want to come. Sometimes the three of them would meet outside, two of them chatting while the other walked beside them. They were happy, as if they had no problems. "Or was happiness not momentary, but constant?" Actually, he would never know until he died.

One day, when his friend didn't show up for work, he sensed something was wrong. It had been exactly five months, and his friend had never been late for work even once. He even doubted whether his friend was still alive.

His boss's reaction was very harsh. "He hasn't been to work for exactly five days, and when he comes, he can cry and beg all he wants, but I won't hire that miserable kid. Besides, I'll give him a good beating, so he learns his lesson." His boss never saw his friend again.

At first, he had a very hard time adjusting. His biggest supporter was gone, and this cruel life weighed even heavier on his shoulders without him. But he continued to work at without complaint, like those who accept their fate in advance. He went to the shop where his friend's girlfriend worked a few times. She was nowhere to be found either. When they told him she no longer worked there and they didn't know what had happened to her, his whole world collapsed.

He felt as though he had returned to the days when his father had been killed. He was helpless, not knowing what to do. His only protector was gone. And without even telling him. So he didn't care about him as much as he thought. How wrong he had been, how he had believed they were friends? How naive he was? So what would he do now? Maybe running away from the tavern was the right thing to do. He didn't run away; he continued working. 

About a month later, one night, when he went outside to dump the trash into the stream running through the middle of town, he saw his friend. He clearly knew he would be out dumping trash at this hour and was waiting for him. He walked toward him at a pace that couldn't be called fast, not wanting to attract attention. They hugged each other tightly and silently. Even if he spoke, he wouldn't say anything. He understood that this was both a hello and a painful goodbye. He was sure of it when he saw his friend's eyes, red from crying. The worst possible scenario suddenly came to mind. Following his only female friend, he too began to shed tears. He had already forgiven his friend who had left him like that. 

"She's not dead," his friend began. His voice was tired and emotionless. "It's not what you think, she's not dead. She left me, she left us. Do you know why? Money, just money. She's been with one of the rich men she sews clothes for for months. She fell in love with him. Or rather, with his money. Do you know how much older he is? Never mind. At first, I thought she was sick. She hadn't been going to work. Then I thought something had happened to her. I looked into it, but that wasn't it either. Later, I learned the whole truth from a friend of hers. Do you think it was worth it, my friend, to end such a great love for such a small reason? Especially knowing that great loves never end. What do you say? What can you say? I know you're shocked too. If you spoke, you'd scream and cry like me. Don't upset yourself for nothing. So that's how it is. That's why people don't love poverty. Money can even buy love. You shouldn't cry. I've been crying for days, nothing changes. We are small people, we can't change some things. But I won't stay small, I will change, you'll see. I'm leaving here tonight. Since that's how the game is played, I'll play accordingly from now on. You'll see, I'll become rich. You'll hear how powerful I am very soon. Then we'll see if money brings happiness. Some feelings can't be known without experiencing them . Take care for now, my friend. Look after yourself. Stay away from that tavern owner. We'll meet again soon, believe me."

What a sad scene it was. Perhaps they would never see each other again; they both knew it. They hugged each other tightly. Who knows what games fate had in store for them? What paths lay ahead? He watched his friend walk away, watched him disappear into the darkness, emptied the trash, and entered the tavern. Knowing full well that the boss would yell at him for being late. Human beings were often helpless and resigned to their fate. In such moments, the only thing one could do was pray for time to pass more quickly, to a God who had never appeared to him before.

He believed in his friend. He would definitely become rich. His only wish was that he wouldn't stray from the right path. He had never seen or heard of anyone who had become rich without straying from the right path. He was very worried about his friend. Those who could worry about their friends were called friends.

When the days started chasing each other again, even though he was too busy to think, his friend constantly came to mind. For the first time, he had found a true friend. He had known him for only a short time, then lost him immediately. Now there was no one left to look out for him.

If it weren't for Layla, he would have given up on life entirely. In a world where names held no value, only hers was beautiful, like in fairy tales, like in poems... How did the song go?

“When filled with love, I wanted to be a poet. To become a poet and write the most beautiful love poems...”

Actually, Layla had always been there. But he only noticed her after his friend left. Every night she sang, then put on another dress that generously revealed her body and performed her unique dance. She had learned to dance from a dancer who came from the East. She had also taken her name from the same woman. She had a red dress that made her dance even more beautiful when she wore it, making her look even more beautiful to the eye. He himself, albeit a little late, was now becoming a man.

She was very beautiful and also the tavern owner's mistress. Every evening, after the customers had left, she performed her dance once more for him; and every evening, she was beaten by this tyrant in front of the workers. He thought Layla wanted to escape and be free. Clearly, she had nowhere to go, no money, and no courage to run away. Hadn't he thought the same things? Didn't he endure the beatings from the tavern owner because he lacked the courage to escape? Didn't more courageous people always crush those who couldn't muster the same courage? Did money alone make a person brave?
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