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Before the events of that August began, he remembers himself as constantly tired.
Years of financial strain had preceded it, with minimal income and considerable expenses, one dragging the next along, the next replacing the one before it. He would resolve something and the following issue would surface. He would close a pending matter and, before he could feel any sense of stability, a new one would arrive—one he hadn’t even imagined. And every small victory felt temporary, like a dressing on a wound that refused to close.

Before all that, there had been a life of thirty-three years.
Alexandros was born and raised in Athens. A good student through middle school, average in high school. He studied Business Administration in Piraeus, an almost accidental choice that interested him very little.

Back then, however, despite studies that were indifferent and promised nothing remarkable, life treated him generously. There was ready food and money. He lived with his parents in a spacious apartment in northern Athens. Things moved easily. Above all, he had a sense of security. The difficulties of the future felt distant, almost theoretical.

He finished university at twenty-five. At twenty-six he went into the army. At twenty-seven he met Sofia, at a friend’s birthday party. She was an intelligent, restless woman, with brown hair and very large eyes, with whom he would spend the following years.

Two years younger, she had graduated from the Athens University of Economics and Business and was working temporarily—as she liked to believe—at a small accounting office in Pangrati, the neighborhood where she lived.

In short, that was more or less how things were going, until a year later, in late 2017, the bridge that had been holding him above his problems collapsed.

It was a Sunday night, early September, when his phone rang. His parents had been killed in a car accident on the Athens–Corinth highway.
Suddenly, everything he had taken for granted was cut, like a rope.
With no choice, he had to build his life from the beginning. His only asset was the apartment his parents had bought in the early 1990s. He had no money of his own. Almost no practical skills.

At first, he got food from his aunt or ate at Sofia’s place. But he knew this couldn’t last.

So, despite the horror of the first weeks, a month and a half later—and after taking some money from his mother’s sister—he started looking for work. At first, he worked part-time as a counter attendant at a well-known coffee chain. At the same time, he sent out his résumé wherever he could.

Only one insurance company replied. At the interview, they told him he would need to buy suits, start making rounds, and be paid solely on the basis of the contracts he managed to sign. But that didn’t work for him. His obligations were piling up. He had to find a viable solution, and he needed it immediately.

By applying to the Athens Prefecture, Alexandros got lucky. The contract was for eight months: processing applications, filing records, assisting citizens. Then came another one, and then another. A salary just under nine hundred euros. The demands were minimal.

Still, one thing was clear: he couldn’t take a public-sector job for granted. Nor could he work only six or eight months a year. He couldn’t leave his survival to chance.

Expenses kept piling up. When the contracts ended, he rationed his food and shut himself inside the apartment. Every month felt like a mountain. Above his head, there was always an indistinct threat.

Gradually, the fatigue grew. His mental state worsened. Material goods became forbidden fruit. He bought clothes rarely, and every euro he kept in his wallet was valuable. Comforts like a washing machine—which had broken down—were out of the question. Every bill was paid with difficulty. He didn’t go on vacation, and if he was to spend anything at all, he examined it thoroughly.

He had to watch for damage to what he owned and prices on what he bought. And to control foolish expenses, because that was when his resolve broke and he began to spend recklessly. Above all, this was how he protected himself from a new disaster.

Like the one he had lived through.
He called it defeat.
This was how the need for control spread everywhere. From the contract he couldn’t afford to lose, to the Unemployment Office where he had to register in order to find the next job in two or three months. From the clothes he would wear to the food for the week, where there was no pleasure at all and it simply had to be nutritious.

Everything measured. Economy everywhere. Objects in their place. Used sparingly so they wouldn’t wear out. Social moments calculated. If someone asked for his company, the schedule had to allow it. His clothes washed and hung. His email folder clean. No pending matters.

And of course, none of this left his relationship with Sofia untouched. In the first period after his parents’ death, she supported him fully. By now, however, the situation had exhausted her. She wanted to live the way people her age lived. She was only thirty-one.

She watched her friends move in together and have children, others leave for abroad, and others buy homes. Everyone seemed to be moving forward except her.

So, after years in the same condition, she convinced him to leave for a few days. A vacation in Romania. Cheap tickets, cheap hotel. The trip, an opportunity for a new beginning.

These were the thoughts she carried, and without saying a single word, she was silently giving him his last chance. Neither of them, however, could have imagined what would follow that summer.
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Alexandros woke up at 5:00. He ate quickly, drank his coffee, washed his face, brushed his teeth. He took his suitcase and stood by the door. Before opening it, he checked one last time: everything was in its place.

And yet, as he unlocked it, a sudden wave of anxiety ran through him, as if he had forgotten something important. He hesitated. He tried to remember whether he had made some omission. In vain.

He stepped into the elevator and went down. Sofia’s father was waiting downstairs, along with his partner. Twenty minutes later, they were already at the airport.

The plane took off at 8:15. The moment was relieving and frightening at the same time. For a few hours, he had to accept that his life was in other people’s hands. He looked beside him. Sofia was calmly reading the aircraft’s official magazine. Some passengers were already asleep, and now and then, babies could be heard crying.

At 10:05, they were in Bucharest. The sky was white, heavy. It was hot and humid. Around them, people moved about with suitcases, intending to enjoy trips to destinations they had organized with care and months of deprivation. There was movement and liveliness, and the smell of perfumes.

At 10:15, they were notified via an app that their taxi driver was waiting outside Gate 3.“Welcome to Romania,” the driver said. He was a man in his early thirties. Well-groomed. Simply dressed. His English pronunciation was excellent. The car was luxurious and clean.

“Thank you,” Sofia said.

“Where are you coming from?”

“From Greece,” Alexandros replied, “and more specifically from Athens.”

“I’ve never been to your country,” the man said. “i’ve heard it’s beautiful.”

Alexandros nodded. “It has contrasts.”“Meaning?”

“It has very beautiful landscapes, but there are also places that are neglected and somewhat ugly. Mostly in the cities.”

“I see,” the driver said. He smiled. “Very honest information. At some point, I’d like to visit it. You have the greatest monument in the world,” he added, and then offered them some advice.

“Stay away from the yellow taxis. When you want to go somewhere, always use the app. Other than that, even though we Romanians have a bad reputation,” he admitted, “the city is safe. And as you can see,” he added as they passed a wide avenue with large trees and villas with Gothic roofs, “Bucharest is also a beautiful city to live in.”

When they reached the hotel, they took key 1003 and went up to the tenth floor. They left the suitcases. Sofia stepped into the shower. He went out to buy water.

He entered a small minimarket next to the hotel. He took a twelve-pack, paid, put two bottles in his backpack and carried the rest in his hands. Back in the room, he took a shower. Five minutes later, he was already dressed.

“I’ll be ready in two minutes as well,” Sofia said. She was applying eye makeup and touching her lips with pink lipstick. She put on a necklace and added blush. Before leaving the room, she puffed up her lips and, for a few seconds, looked at herself in the mirror.

At one in the afternoon, they stepped out onto the street. The first impression of Bucharest was mixed. Old mansions next to apartment blocks covered in graffiti. Large trees shading the sidewalks and, a little farther on, open dumpsters overflowing with trash.

Very few people were around. Even though it was late August, the city was empty. The heat was intensifying. According to the taxi driver, it was one of the strongest heat waves of recent years.

As they walked under the sun, the reality of the trip was far removed from the image they had formed while booking the tickets and looking at photographs.

No one had prepared them for the trash in the streets, for the scorching asphalt. Nor for the fatigue of walking on an empty stomach in a foreign city. Nor for the GPS freezing. Everything in the guides had seemed simple.

Outside the historic center, they came across a statue of Ceaușescu. Someone had vandalized it, writing “criminal” and “devil” on it.

A little farther down, they sat for coffee at a large place on the street. It was comfortable and had air conditioning. There was also a garden with ficus trees and colorful tables, but the heat did not allow for such deviations.

“Good evening,” a young woman said and handed them the menu. Sofia opened it. Everything was Mexican.

“We messed up,” she told him. “It’s ridiculous to be here and eat burritos.”

“I agree,” he said. “But it’s hot. We didn’t come for food—we came to cool down and have a drink.”

“And what are you going to drink? Tequila?”

“I’ll have coffee. And we’ll eat later, downtown. Unless you’d rather keep walking in forty-degree heat with humidity.”

She agreed. Alexandros went to the restroom and splashed water on his face.

They ordered coffee, juice with ice, and an apple pie. Latin music was playing through the speakers.

Sofia looked around. She seemed calm. She stroked his head. He was startled. He returned the gesture with a touch on her back.

At 15:15, they asked to pay.

“Card or cash?” The waitress asked.

“Card,” Alexandros said.

The young woman returned a minute later. As she keyed in the amount, she asked if he wanted to leave a tip. Alexandros hesitated. He left one euro. He stood up.

Leaving the place, they headed toward the historic center. They walked through the Lipscani district and took photographs. They slipped into the narrow streets and looked at souvenir shop windows. The heat had begun to ease. People were starting to come out. In the alleys, restaurants and pubs were turning on music to attract passersby.

Late in the afternoon, they went into a large shopping mall. It had the same stores as those in Athens. Alexandros complained.

“What’s the point of wasting time here?”

“I want to shop. It’s that simple,” Sofia said.

She picked up a cologne, a skirt with the logo “princess,” and two short-sleeved T-shirts. Then she asked him if he was going to get anything.

“No chance,” Alexandros said.

“When you say no chance, what do you mean? Why do you rule out the possibility of becoming a little bit human?”

“Right. Because buying cotton T-shirts with cool logos is what’s going to make me human,” he replied.

People moved back and forth holding T-shirts and trousers. They went into fitting rooms. Undressed. Looked at themselves in the mirrors. Bought things.

He watched indifferently. He needed nothing beyond the essentials. And if he gave in, he would feel guilty.

When they reached the register, she asked him for his card. Hers had been cancelled a few days earlier, after an attempted fraud. Alexandros would pay, and Sofia would transfer the money to him via her phone.

He opened his wallet.

The card wasn’t there.

He searched his pockets. Looked in the backpack. Emptied everything out and examined each item one by one. Nothing.

They stepped out of the line and stood to the side.

“I can’t find it anywhere,” he said.

“Are you kidding me?”

He wasn’t. He remembered the scene clearly: he had left it in the nightstand drawer, out of fear of losing it.

When he told her, Sofia exploded.

“You can’t be this incompetent,” she said, stressing the word.

“I’m sorry...”

“What am I supposed to do with your sorry? You ruined the trip. Look again.”

He pretended to search, but he already knew.

They hung the clothes back up and went outside. They sat on a bench and started counting.

They had a small amount in foreign currency and a few euros. Not even forty. The hotel and the excursion to the Carpathians were paid for. They didn’t have breakfast included. The taxi back would have to be paid as well.

Sofia opened her wallet.

“Seven hundred and fifty lei,” she said. It was roughly 150 euros.

Alexandros checked his own. Sixty-seven euros. He had no local currency at all.

A total of 217 euros. For four days. Including today.

“I’m sorry,” Alexandros said again.

“I don’t care about your apology. I care about you finding a solution. Otherwise, we’re going back to Athens.”

He didn’t say anything. He tried to think, but every scenario ended in the same place: nowhere.

His phone didn’t support payments. Her account had been cancelled. They couldn’t ask the Embassy for help. It had nothing to do with that.

They sat in silence. Their despair over the impending collapse of the trip was spilling over. Then, after ten minutes, Sofia thought of something: instead of a card, she would use her phone. Unlike his, her phone allowed payments via NFC.

But the same problem remained: her account had been cancelled.
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