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    Prelude
   

   
    
     T
    his book is the story of my life in the Netherlands between 2017 and 2021. For the most part, it represents an effort to draw a bright line following one of the most significant periods in my life. The thoughts I entertained at the time may sometimes sound harsh and dogmatic, but people change and I am no exception to that. With the passage of a few years, I now see a lot of things differently. Nevertheless, this book is being published years after it was finished. It simply doesn’t seem fair to change the facts to be more to my liking at this point in time. But it allows the book to accurately reproduce my perspective at the time of my university studies.
   

   
    The book was mostly written during the last, fourth year, of my studies in the Netherlands and since then I have let it lie for quite some time. I returned to it about four years after I came back to Prague, when I decided to finish it.
   

   
    Please sit back and enjoy the story of my studies, which dragged me to many places I never would have anticipated — through four years of working outdoors in the infamously foul Dutch weather, a world pandemic, and oh yes, the outbreak of a war on my continent. In the end, it’s yet another story of an innocent abroad learning to live life on his own.
   

   

   
    Chapter 1
   

   
    Problem analysis
   

   
    It always feels a bit odd to hold a book about someone’s life, especially when it’s an autobiography. If I have to be totally honest, I’m not sure I would be interested in some wannabe memoir from some student from god knows where. Because I completely understand you might have no interest in my story or my book, I will save a little bit of your time and intimate what you might expect from the following few dozens of pages.
   

   
    It is a look-back on a wacky adventure that lasted for four years and happened mostly during rain and heavy winds, and below sea level. The adventure took place in one of the most famous European countries – the Netherlands. Allegedly a very funny and easygoing country with benevolent laws. It is a narration about my naïve expectations, and confrontation with the reality of the outside world. It is essentially a description of the same situation when you are going down a hill on a longboard and you have surpassed the speed where you for the best while the wheels keep rolling faster. This book is about four years of this ride.
   

   
    By now, you may be wondering why this chapter is so oddly titled. Well, it is because I went abroad to study at a university and this was the first chapter of my final thesis. And analysis of the problem of going abroad is something I did not do beforehand.
   

   
    It wasn’t because I didn’t bother, I was so ridiculously inexperienced that I didn’t even think about it. On the other hand, it now gives me the possibility to reflect on it and compare my expectations with the odd reality. A second reason for calling this chapter the way I did was for you to have a clear overview about what you might expect. Not that I’d be suggesting this book should cause you any problems. A third possible reason might be because you never know when my eventual therapist read this, so it might be also for them. A sort of stepping stone.
   

   

   
    But now to be very specific, as my former teachers would definitely appreciate, this book is about a guy who went from Prague to study in The Hague for four years when he was twenty. And now, years after the first decision, he is kind of wasting memory space on the cloud, and some papers, with a few of his memories. Because you can definitely put two and two together, you will have figured out that the guy is me.
   

   
    This book attempts to be written chronologically, although it was sometimes impossible to not mention in earlier chapters some events, encounters, circumstances, or thoughts that happened later and were related. Here and there you might also encounter simply my humble opinions or feelings about certain events.
   

   
    One might even say it is a book about student life. And we all know what student life is about – having high hopes and testing them against reality – which can be quite a rascal sometimes.
   

   

   
    Chapter 2
   

   
    Why did I go to the Netherlands?
   

   
    Because this book, if we decide to call the story in a fancy way, is about how I went to the Netherlands and how it all went a bit differently than I expected, I think it would be good to start with explaining the reasons why I went abroad in the first place, and also why and how I chose that particular place.The main reason was probably that I wanted to do something really big, and the Netherlands seemed like it was a really chill, educated, and wealthy country. It’s all true, I have to say there are some really mind-boggling things, like for example infrastructure, the architecture, education, and the dams. So all in all it seemed like a great idea to me. This led me to think that the country would be a sort of easy way out. However, the result turned out to be much funnier than expected. Funny if you like dark humour and the sick jokes that life plays on you daily.
   

   
    There is no other way to put it than that I was naïve and I ended up like a baby in the woods, completely artless. It was definitely the most unthought-through thing I’ve ever done in my life. I didn’t even learn much about the school beforehand, because my friend just presented it to me as a good choice.
   

   
    But it was probably also the best decision in my life so far. When I was twenty, I imagined going abroad for four years would be like going for a few months. I couldn’t even imagine what it would necessarily entail because I had never even lived alone before. But I was sure it was time for an adventure. I was excited for it with my whole being.
   

   

   
    My expectations were simple, to get my bachelor’s degree. Or at least it seemed so simple in the beginning. I had published my first book by that time and I wanted to learn how to promote it, since I was still convinced I could write well. So I went to a school on how to market art.
   

   
    Or at least so I thought. It took more than four years to finish my studies and I’ve written another book meanwhile. The funny thing is, I became much more humble when it comes to my writing, and I also didn’t really learn how to market books. Or any art. But hey, at least I can tell you my story of how I spent four years in the Rainlands. Through a book, of course.
   

   

   
    Chapter 3
   

   
    First trip to Holland
   

   
    To make a decision is nice, but it is not worth much if it is not backed up with some sort of action. Although I would love to say my first trip to Holland was mature and only for the purposes of school, it was not like that at all. So my plan was backed up with action, but maybe just not the best sort of action.
   

   
    For example, I went with Robin, a friend from Prague and future roommate. Everybody who knows Robin will say it is very hard to act maturely around him. The university is located in The Hague. That meant we had to go to Amsterdam where we stayed in a hotel and where we also spent almost all of our time. We only went to The Hague for the open-door day of my future school.
   

   
    Somehow, the school managed to cancel it a few days before I flew to the Netherlands. So I kind of lost my original purpose of taking the trip but definitely not my enthusiasm. Not yet. What got lost was my luggage, which meant all I was left with was Robin. Fortunately we are approximately the same size so he lent me some of his clothes, and we looked like we had been adopted by the same foster family for a while.
   

   
    If I recall correctly, it was summer and our guide was another friend, Matthew, who lived in Amsterdam at that time and who I knew from Prague. We were recommended to try a coffeeshop in the centre which used to be amazing at that time and they were even lending vaporisers. Although it was a little more pricey, it was worth it. But with every other visit the place was getting worse and worse until we stopped going there for good. But what else to expect from a place that is surrounded by tourist traps? Sooner or later it will become one of them.
   

   

   
    But we must not forget that the initial goal of the trip to Holland was to visit my school. We accomplished that by being there for approximately ten minutes. We found it, they let us into the entrance hall and that was about it. I did not really know anything about the school so I peeked into the dining hall and walked to the first floor. Then we kinda ran out of options what to do there and walked away. But Robin evaluated my school as “nice”.
   

   
    The Netherlands amazed me, without any doubt. But it was only because it was summer and I was here only for the one week of the year when it does not rain. When I went there a few months later, my illusions were shattered hard. Really hard, because I found out it is true that there can be up to seven sunny days in a year. And I had wasted them all at the beginning.
   

   
    Two days before going back to Prague, my luggage finally arrived at the hotel and I could change my clothes. Robin could also change into some of my clothes. So now we looked like we were both adopted by a different family. All in all, it was the first time I managed to walk on Dutch soil in clean and my own clothes. Which somehow hits differently than walking around in someone else’s pants.
   

   
    Looking back, during my first trip to the Netherlands, it seems like I was being lured and manipulated by the country to come. It was sunny, people were friendly and generous, cyclists and drivers were thoughtful. There were some signs that it might not have been as ideal as I had seen it at that time. But I was completely oblivious to them. We could even say I experienced a love-buzz with the Lowlands.
   

   
    It also occurs to me that I should probably explain the terms Holland and the Netherlands. The Netherlands, or the Kingdom of the Netherlands, is the official name of the country. Holland is then one of its regions, the most populated one. It is similar as the Czech Republic is made up of Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia. The Kingdom of the Netherlands has twelve provinces and even Holland itself is divided into two, Northern and Southern. The Hague as a city then lies in South Holland, that is why the term Holland.
   

   

   
    Chapter 4
   

   
    Going to Mient
   

   
    They usually say that you should put one hundred percent into something or it is not worth doing. And they are right. On the other hand, this world has a crooked sense of humour and it usually lets you only fully understand advice given to you when you fail to take it for the first time.
   

   
    For example, when I was first moving to the Netherlands, I wanted to take
    
     everything
    with me. So I could give it hundred percent, of course. At the same time as I was moving away, my mom fulfilled her dream of buying her own house, so I had to pack everything anyway from the former flat.
   

   
    Because I was already packed, I really took everything from my old room, including my desk which actually survived with me throughout the whole Dutch experience. It seemed impossible at first to even move the desk one thousand kilometres away from my home, Prague. However, fortunately, I can always count on my friends who are not only loyal but also insane. So when I asked them to help me move to the Netherlands, they only heard if they want to go on a trip to the Lowlands.
   

   
    At the end of August 2017, Rony, his father, his sister, Ondra and I climbed into Rony dad’s car with my desk mounted on its roof rack and we set course for The Hague.
   

   
    As everyone knows, wooden furniture is not exactly friends with water and rain. And as everyone except me knew by that time, it always rains in the Netherlands. And I mean
    
     always.
    My table on the top of the car was therefore trying to somehow make it work with the Dutch rain and I have to say, it survived. It even survived the other four years and I was sitting at it when originally writing this chapter.
   

   

   
    Mient is the name of the street where I was living during the first year of my Dutch experience. I rented a flat there with Robin and Lukáš from a guy who turned out to be kind of an asshole in the end. At the end of the renting period he tried to accuse us of not taking good care of his place and thus he had to change the plumbing. This is not true in the first place, but even if so, these “hardware” repairs are the responsibility of the owner. I think there was also a story with some plumbing receipt he sent to the estate agency and when the agent tried to go to the address written on it he found some grandpa who had no idea what the agent was talking about.
   

   
    Anyway, we got to Mient late at night. Lukáš had got there one day before me and he found the place in complete disrepair. “There are chicken bones everywhere!” was what he had said to me on the phone when he got there. Then he also admitted he was seriously depressed the first few days because of how the place looked and how much we were paying for it. Fortunately his family had gone with him and they had tried to clean the place the best as they could. The delegation of me, Rony’s family and Ondra came into a slightly less but still very significant mess even though Lukáš and his family really had done a lot of work there before I arrived.
   

   
    Looking back, the guy tried to rip us off and had the audacity to say it was because we didn’t take good care of the place. First of all, that’s not true, and secondly we arrived at a place full of chicken bones! There were students living there before us, so I wonder what happened to them. We were paying almost six hundred Euro per person per month despite the place looking like a junkyard.
   

   
    Although I cannot say anything nice about that guy, the first few days were perfect. It was so much fun with Rony’s dad because it turned out he smoked and drank more than we did. I met him at eight in the morning once and he said “So let’s spark one up and go to the beach.”
   

   

   
    Who am I to argue with someone who is a generation older than me and is suggesting this? Needless to say, we smoked one and went to the beach, which was about ten minutes from my new home.
   

   
    That was one of the main strengths of the flat at Mient, it was just around the corner from a beach. It is true the beach is on the North Sea so it is usable approximately two days in a year but it’s still the sea and a beach!
   

   
    Ondra and I got ourselves bikes the second day and started looking for the cheapest booze and herbs in the city. Spoiler alert, it is almost impossible to get drunk for a good price in The Hague but we managed somehow in the end.
   

   
    After a week or so, Rony and the others left and I was alone with Lukáš. Robin was somewhere on vacation and was supposed to come after the first month. This was probably the only month our place was clean and did not look like a crackhouse. Still, it was the end of summer and everything looked really bright. Especially the future.
   

   

   
    Chapter 5
   

   
    Mient 396
   

   
    Mient was like a fortress, like a safe-space in an unknown environment. The flat was just something that burns into your memory for all sorts of reasons. Most of those reasons were the kind that leave you speechless. Life at Mient 396 is almost unexplainable in words. Later on, I also realised that having your own place in a foreign country is one of the prerequisites to being happy there.
   

   
    It was our place to come back to after tough days in a foreign country. We never realised we would be ignored and overlooked twice as much as we would be in our home country. For some reason, we thought that if we moved abroad the world would revolve around us. And somehow the world let us know very clearly that we were still the same insignificant boys.
   

   
    It did so in many ways. For example, indirectly by the terrible weather conditions, or another way was by encountering people that would let you know very directly. Sometimes it felt like we were nothing more than cheap labour. And in the midst of all these people who looked down on me and the cold rain sweeping my shoulders, Mient was my fortress. My place where even when it was dirty and nasty – I felt safe. It didn’t feel like home but it was warm. And there was a fridge, which is also very important.
   

   
    The place was quite frankly overpriced and as it was my first year not only abroad but also living without my parents. I went totally broke because I wasn’t used to managing and conserving my own money. Like any other teenager, I used to live from one payday for my part-time job to the next, and my food and shelter was paid for by my mom – so why would I learn how to not be an economic moron, right? Why would I have wasted energy on it in my earlier years when I could learn it for a very expensive price in real life and in a foreign country?
   

   

   
    But despite all the money and weather problems, I knew I had a place to come back to. A place to warm myself. A place where my friends were. But also a place where peace and quiet were as rare as diamonds. We were three guys with three different perceptions and expectations of the world. Although we were always friends, we struggled a bit. For example, Robin was going to sleep around 7AM and he was very loud the whole night.
   

   
    One of the most significant things was the omnipresent smell of onions because there was a kebab place just downstairs. It seemed like they didn’t do anything else except cut onions all day long. Our toilet was the worst, surprisingly not because of us, but because it shared a ventilation shaft with the kebab place. So all the onion smell went directly through there.
   

   
    For the first month we even managed to keep the place relatively clean, given that two twenty-year-old guys were taking care of it. But all that changed with Robin. Don’t get me wrong, I really like this guy and he is one of my closest friends but he wasn’t the best for keeping things clean. Or just for keeping things, in general.
   

   
    In just a very few days, it was like nothing was in its designated place, nothing was clean, nothing could be found. It seemed as if a weak explosive had gone off there and things were just sort of lying around as they fell. Looking back, we gave in to the mess very easily, we didn’t even try to resist. It worked like this: do you want to make yourself a meal? Then clean the dishes you need yourself, cook, and leave them dirty. Everything. Was. Dirty. Robin once refused to clean the dishes saying: “I will do it when there are beetles.”
   

   

   
    There was a trash bin that was not taken out for months, we just sort of piled up other trash bags on it. When, eventually, we had to take it out, there were maggots inside and it was a wonder the trash didn’t walk off by itself.
   

   
    It was terrifying and bad from all points of view. But Mient was also the place where I had some of my wildest parties. A place where Robin pissed into Lukáš’ shampoo bottle and then he and his former girlfriend were washing with it for months. One day Lukáš came to ask me if I threw his shampoo out, and I just asked “The one that Robin pissed into?” And out of revenge, Lukáš wiped Robin’s toothbrush in his ass. It was at that point I started to take all my stuff from the bathroom to my room. Beautiful roommates, I can only recommend them.
   

   
    It was simply Mient.
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    The Mient 396 Squad (Lukáš in the middle, Robin on the right, me on the left), 2018
   

   

   
    Chapter 6
   

   
    The first missed day of school
   

   
    It was the very first day of my University. I did not make it. What
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    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy So Long, and Thanks For All the Face Masks!.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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