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1.




The big city had finally defeated me. It
took a pandemic completely to obliterate an economy already
decimated by a global recession and decades-worth of populist and
corrupt politicians, but, it defeated me nonetheless.

I clambered down the small streets of an
area of downtown Athens no tourist ever would venture into dragging
a small trolley bag behind me. Its tiny wheels clattered and
rumbled against the bumpy sidewalk but I couldn’t do anything about
it, despite feeling embarrassed for the clangor I was causing.

Most apartment buildings around me were
dilapidated, several old shops had been all boarded up—the wooden
boards were decorated with graffiti, most of which were opprobrious
and vulgar anthems about soccer teams—and trash lay all over the
sidewalks.

Some of my Athenian friends from the
university used to jokingly claim we’d soon need a Travel Visa to
visit the particular neighborhood; back then, I had failed to grasp
what they meant. As I perused my surroundings, I noticed an
abundance of foreigners loitering around. With my pale skin and
blonde hair, I was sticking out almost as if a neon sign stating
“look at me!” hung over my head.

Holding my head high and keeping my back
rigid, I trodded forth, squinting at the dirty street signs while
ignoring the suggestive whistles and leers coming my way from
groups of young men standing around on street corners. It was
impossible not to feel intimidated. At the same time, this was to
be my new home for the foreseeable future.

Finally, I reached my destination.

I shuddered and gawked at the three-story
building that looked ready to collapse with a weak gust of wind.
The yellow paint on the outer walls had turned grayish and too many
long, snake-like cracks decorated it.

Up there on the third floor was my new
dwelling; the 250-euro rent appeared too high for a place like
that, but it was the cheapest—by far—I’d been able to find and it
would, at the very least, allow me to live on my savings for a few
months until I could land, hopefully, a new job that would permit
me to relocate.

The heavy, metal door leading into the
building stood ajar and I stepped inside, arching my eyebrow at the
chain blocking the stairway with a “no entrance” sign hanging on
it. I hurdled over it and shambled up the spiral staircase,
wondering which creaking step would budge and send me tumbling down
to the ground floor.

I stared at the sole wooden door on the
third floor that looked ready to collapse if someone sneezed on it.
I still had time to get away; all I had to do was dash down the
stairs, gallop to Patision avenue, hail a cab, go to the
train station, and hop onto the first train heading for my
hometown.

After all, all my possessions were in
the small trolley bag. I had nothing else in the world, except for
my pride. My pride impelled me to lift my hand and knock on
the door. No way that thin piece of wood could be called
burglarproof.

“You must be Maria,” a short, fat man
sporting a skillet haircut and a thick goatee—looking like a poor
man’s Hulk Hogan—greeted me with a smirk that shot shivers down my
spine.

“Yes,” I cleared my throat, struggling to
keep a straight face and not grimace, wince, or in any way visually
react to his stained tank top that revealed his hairy chest and
hiked up over his massive, protruding gut. “And you are Mr. J.,
right?”

“Yup. Come on in,” he stepped aside and
leered at me as I walked by him. I gulped as I peered about.

The one-room apartment contained pretty much
everything needed to make it livable: in the corner opposite the
door stood an old refrigerator and a stove sat between two putrid
green counters peppered with burn stains; on another corner stood a
small foldout couch and across from it, next to the front door, was
a wooden closet that missed one leg, resulting in it tilting to the
left, making me wonder if it operated as an anti-burglar mechanism
(namely, by squashing anyone that tried to ransack it).

The bathroom was to my left; a tiny room
where the toilet, the shower, a washing machine, and a sink (all of
which must have been white back when Greece still was a kingdom)
were crammed together, hardly leaving room for maneuvering.

“So, do you like it?” He asked. “It’s
greatly located, you know. You can walk anywhere from here;
you have all of Athens at your feet.”

“Well, it’s not very big,” I murmured. “And
I thought it was furnished, and…”

“It is,” he interjected. “You’ve got a
stove, a fridge, a bed, a closet, a bathroom…there are cooking
utensils in the drawers and even a coffee maker! What else
do you need?”

“A sturdier door, for one,” I cleared my
throat, keeping my gaze glued to my scuffing feet. “And the rent is
too high for its size and condition…”

“You can always walk away,” he shrugged.
“There are a lot of people way less prissy and demanding than you
that have shown genuine interest in leasing the place. The location
is great, you’re getting it equipped with everything you’ll need,
so…what do you say?”

“Can I have some time to think about it?” I
asked and ran my fingers through my hair. I wished I was stronger,
I wished that I could demand what I wanted. Desperation did not
allow for acts of bravado. I had to get the apartment unless
I was willing to live on the streets—or return to my childhood room
in my parents’ house with my tail tucked between my legs.

“Sure; will five minutes suffice?” His
cackle hurt my ears.

I rubbed my chest and scratched my neck as I
scanned the place I had to call home, even if it was nothing
more than a filthy dump that could easily have been a shooting
gallery in the near past.

“Well?” He insisted, and I felt his glare
and smirk boring holes in my back.

Outside, the air was hot and humid, but it
was even hotter inside the apartment. I was sweating buckets but,
at the moment, wished I was wearing more clothes. In my tight
shorts and midriff-exposing crop top, I felt too damn exposed.

With a deep breath, that had my chest heave,
I spun on my heels, ready to face him; his smirk broadened and he
wiped some drool off his chin with the back of his hand. He ogled
my chest—making me further regret my outfit choice—and I tucked my
hair behind my ears, moving my gaze around as inconspicuously as I
could.

The thought of having a pervert as a
landlord made the small, filthy apartment in a rundown neighborhood
even less lucrative. I reminded myself that I did not have a
choice. I would not go back home and accept a dull life in a
small town where I’d have a safe, dissatisfying job at my parents’
grocery shop and eventually end up unhappily married to a
home-grown young man that had never left the safety of his parental
home, let alone the borders of our hometown.

“Okay, fine,” I moaned in exasperation and
surrendered to my fate, “I’ll take it. Where do I sign?”

“Marvelous,” he exclaimed. The glimmer in
his narrow, green eyes forced me to take a step back. “Now,” he
cleared his throat and took two steps towards me; it demanded every
trace of my willpower not to back away. “There is a way to reduce
your rent; I mean, you must be pretty desperate, economically, to
want to live in this disgusting neighborhood.”

No shit, Sherlock, I wished to bark
in his face right before burying my knee into his groin and dashing
the hell away from the place. I just nodded and clenched my fists
as he lumbered closer to me. His bodily scent of garlic, cheap
cologne, and even cheaper tsipouro assaulted my nostrils.

“I thought so,” he continued and ran his
slimy tongue across his hideously curled lips. I quavered from the
wink he flung my way. That was something I couldn’t do, I
shouldn’t do, I…I flinched when he shoved his hairy hand under his
grey (and covered in stains) sweatpants, emphatically tugging at
his member. “I mean, I could scratch fifty, or even a hundred, euro
off the rent if you were, say, to offer me some…services in
exchange. After all, I would much rather have you as a
tenant than one of those filthy darkies roving around and polluting
our once-beautiful neighborhood. You are a pretty, smart,
clean young girl…not much more I could ask for, is
there?”

He stood right next to me. His heavy, hot,
noisome breath landed on my skin, making the hair on the back of my
neck stand in attention. “What do you say? How big a rent
reduction do you want?”

I flinched when he wrapped his sweaty hand
around my forearm and shoved my hand inside his sweatpants, making
me grab his semi-hard organ. “Don’t tell me it’s not nice and big,”
he grinned.

I’ve seen bigger, I came too close to
rebuke but opted against it. I sank my teeth in my lower lip—the
faint taste of copper helped me maintain my composure—and closed my
fist around his cock, softly jerking it over the thick fabric of
the sweatpants.

It was tempting, almost too tempting,
to clench my fist as tight as possible. I’d derive satisfaction
from watching him whimper and go down to his knees while I did my
best to squeeze his balls until I heard a pop. At the same
time, doing that would grant me momentary satisfaction and nothing
more.

Going through with pleasing him—perhaps
offering him his first non-self-induced orgasm in years—would allow
me to decrease my monthly expenses significantly and, consequently,
earn a few extra months of living on my savings while figuring out
ways to get my life back on track.

As his organ engorged in my palm—it was
nowhere near as impressively big as he grinningly proclaimed in my
ear—my thoughts were dichotomized: a part of me insisted on
repeating that I had graduated from the university with top grades,
that I had worked for two years in a big company and had had all
the prospect in the world to climb near the top of the corporate
ladder (however, when the pandemic hit, I was on the second round
of necessary releases), and that I was not some dumb bimbo using
her body to get things from men; another part of me simply focused
on my grave financial situation and on the cold, harsh fact that a
handjob—perhaps something more—could save me a significant amount
of money.

“You’re gonna have to do more if you’re
serious about earning a generous rent reduction,” he whispered in
my ear and put his hand on my shoulder, pushing me down to my
knees.

I didn’t resist; I couldn’t resist. Well, I
could, but, ultimately, I’d accepted the fact that the
benefits of going through with the ordeal greatly outweighed its
filthiness.

My knees touched the creaking floorboards
and I pulled his cock out of his sweatpants. I rolled the foreskin
back and swirled my tongue around the purple head, struggling not
to gag from the noxious odor that penetrated my nostrils.

I raised my eyes when I wrapped my lips
around the mushroom head, its taste even stronger and more fulsome
than its odor, and the glint in his smirking eyes crawled down my
spine and tied my stomach into a tight, painful knot. With my hand
clenched around his shaft, I started bobbing my head.

The hardest part was to ignore the smell
that burned my nose and crawled around in my spinning head. I took
his balls in my free hand and gave them a soft, gentle rub while
pushing myself to take him down my throat without succumbing to the
nausea that overwhelmed me.

My eyes bulged and his pole muffled my gasp
when he put his hand on the back of my head and buried my nose in
his dense bush of graying pubic hair. Momentarily, I did wonder
about the last time he stepped into a shower or, at the very least,
allowed running water (let alone soap) to come in contact with his
skin.

He swung his hips, gradually increasing his
pace, and drove his center in and out of my throat while his heavy
balls smacked against my chin. For reasons that remain partly
unbeknownst to me, my hand slithered inside my tight shorts and I
rubbed my nether lips over my lace panties.

I was wetter than I should have been. He
grabbed a fistful of my hair and started bobbing my head on his
shaft. His grin broadened even more and turned wickeder, as he used
my mouth for his pleasure. The enthusiastic glimmer in his eyes
sent chills down my spine. I jumped and rubbed myself harder,
sending jolts of electricity across my body.

“You love it, don’t you, you filthy little
whore? You thought you were better than this, didn’t you?” He
gabbled while moving my head faster up and down his cock. I gagged
and drooled all over his shaft while pressing my fingers against my
soaked snatch, almost shoving my panties inside of me.

I gasped when he pushed me down to the
floor, towering over me with a victorious grin; “assume your
natural position, you dirty little slut,” he barked. I got on all
fours, arching my back high as I lowered my head to the floor and
put my ass up in the air.

It was an unnatural high that traversed my
squirming body. I was almost as lightheaded as if I had drunk a few
stiff drinks but remained in full control of my actions and almost
desperately craved what was coming.

I bit my lips down when he yanked my shorts
down around my knees and ripped my panties off of me. “I knew you
were a slut since we talked on the phone, you know,” he said as he
sniffed at my panties. “Your voice was so damn slutty, had me all
hard. Better brace yourself,” he cackled and delivered a hard spank
on my pussy that had my mouth pop agape. With the corner of my eye,
I saw him put a rubber over his cock and I ground my lower body
against him when he rubbed his turgid prick against my dripping
pussy.

“Beg for it, slut,” he whispered hoarsely in
my ear when he lifted my head off the floor by the hair. “I want to
hear you tell me how much you need me inside you.”

“Please, fuck me,” I moaned and twerked my
ass. “I need to feel you inside me; please, fuck my wet cunt.”

“You better start improving, you dumb
bitch,” he twisted my hair and barked in my ear. “I’m gonna let it
slide this time, but next time, I won’t be so lenient.”

I grunted when he thrust his center inside
of me, his balls smacking my pussy. He jerked my hair harder,
forcing my back to arch hollow, and he began moving his hips back
and forth. His protruding gut slammed hard against my buttocks.
Even his rank breath had ceased to bother me. I couldn’t tell (nor
can I now) what it was that had turned my body and mind so weak and
receptive, but I begged him—amidst fast, heavy panting—to fuck my
brains out.

He responded with chortles and guffaws,
ordering me to “take it, you dumb whore, take it.”

My eyes popped wide open when he spat on my
asshole and spread the saliva with his finger. I turned my head
around to gawk at him, and he met my baffled expression with a
wicked smirk. “Thought you wanted a generous rent
reduction,” he winked and, without any other forewarning, pulled
his cock out of my pussy and pushed his way inside my ass.

I shrieked and flapped my legs. I’d never
had anything bigger in there than an index finger, so, in
comparison, his dong was a leviathan. Even the initial burning
sensation, however, sent strong, warm waves of pleasure across my
body and my head grew even lighter as the pain was replaced by
mesmerizing emotions that compelled me to scream, at the top of my
lungs: “yes, yes, fuck my ass, please, fuck my tight, virgin
ass.”

“Thatta girl,” he cachinnated. “Let everyone
know what a whore you are, show them you belong in this
darkie-filled, whore-populated slum.” He put both his hands around
my waist. I rested my head on the floor, my screams turning into
deep moans as he repositioned himself so he could step on my head
while plowing my ass.

His weight crushed me but the feeling of
complete helplessness sparked a phantasmagoria of fireworks in my
head; my toes curled in my sneakers and my legs quaked with
uncontrollable spasms.

Abruptly, he pulled out of me and yanked me
up to my knees by the hair as he hurriedly removed the condom and
jerked his pulsating cock furiously right in front of my face.

I rubbed my dripping slit and opened my
mouth wide open, sticking my tongue out while staring deep into his
eyes. I’ve no idea when the last time he ejaculated was but he came
a river all over my face.

I let out deep, heavy moans as ropes of hot,
thick cum landed on my sweaty skin, with some drops landing dead in
my eye, birthing a burning sensation that, at the moment, did not
bother me one bit.

With my lips wrapped around the pulsating
mushroom head, I squeezed the last drops out of the cannon and
offered the grinning like a birdbrain man a meaningful smirk. He
took a step back and pulled his sweatpants up.

“Good girl,” he patted me on the head,
almost as if I was a dog that had just learned to perform a trick.
“You’ve certainly earned a seventy-five-euro reduction on your
rent. I’ll just quickly fix the amount on the contract and we can
sign it; naturally, I expect the same treatment every month, when I
come by to collect the rent.”

I wiped the cum off my eye and remained on
my knees while he hurriedly made the necessary changes to the
contract. I eyeballed the “new” contract and signed it, his load
still decorating my face.

“Excellent,” he exclaimed once it was all
done. “Hope you like living here,” he tossed me another wink and
headed for the door. “See you on the first of the month,” he stated
rather ominously right before slamming the door shut behind
him.

I ran my fingers through my moist hair and
drew a couple of deep breaths, slowly regaining my composure—and
rationality. I took my clothes off, fished out the shampoo bottle
and a towel from my trolley bag, and hopped into the shower,
letting out a caterwaul the moment the icy water hit my skin. I
moved the faucet all the way to the hottest setting; it didn’t
help.

A small window stood right there to my left,
offering me a view of the neighboring apartment complex—and at the
same time allowing the neighbors to grab an eyeful of my soaped-up
body. I’d have to find something with which to cover the window, I
kept a mental note and scrubbed my skin clean.

With the towel wrapped around my damp body,
I returned to the room and unpacked. I kept peering at the two
large windows facing the apartment building right next to mine,
realizing they, too, needed some blinds so I could walk around
my place without being followed by ogling neighbors.

Only when I focused my glance at one of the
neighboring windows did I realize that I could peek into some of
the neighboring apartments; I also realized that several people
could have seen me having sex with the landlord…I gagged and put my
clothes in the closet, wincing at the thick layer of dust sitting
on the bottom.

After I finished unpacking, I got dressed
and headed out. I needed a lot of groceries to make the
apartment look like home but I had to settle with only the absolute
necessities.

I had almost no idea about the area’s
layout; I stepped out of the apartment complex and peered about,
failing to see any supermarket signs. Some of the people I
encountered earlier continued to man the same street corners,
swigging beer out of tall cans and smoking suspiciously fat
hand-rolled cigarettes.

Thankfully, I still had some megabytes on my
phone and was able to locate the nearest supermarket—just a couple
of blocks away. The first thing that overwhelmed me the moment I
stepped inside was the loud clamoring that filled the air, which
was an amalgamation of about a dozen different languages, none of
which were Greek.

It was eerily familiar to what I often
encountered at the supermarket of my former neighborhood but with a
vital difference: namely, the people chattering and browsing the
shelves were not shopping for the rich folk they worked for. These
people were trying to make it in Greece; many of them had come here
to escape wars, severe economic depression, and/or totalitarian
regimes.

I was surrounded by people that had hoped to
find a way into Europe, that wanted to make a life for themselves
in the West; instead, they got stranded in Greece with nowhere to
go. They were just as Greek as the Greeks (sans official
documentation) that lacked the financial ability to move to
Northern Europe and find work and a tangible future.

Having to browse the shelves not for the
things I wanted but for the things I needed and having to scour for
the cheapest brands and special offers was a punch in the gut.
Perhaps, it was my punishment for the hubris I’d committed during
the past couple of years. After all, I was a small-town girl that
had landed a lucrative job and lived lavishly, renting an apartment
at least three times bigger than what I needed and wasting money
frivolously on unnecessary luxuries.

Besides, one of the reasons I had some
savings was that I’d sold most of my clothes and shoes and all of
my furniture and needless home appliances. I had lived a plush life
even when almost everyone around me—outside the high-end suburb I
used to live in—suffered in a country violated by incompetent
politicians whose faults and crimes only became apparent after the
global recession arrived.

Many of my friends from the university
struggled to find a job—and those that had a job, worked as waiters
and bartenders despite having a Master’s degree—while my wage had
resembled the minimum wage of Germany, instead of that of
Greece.

I’d gotten accustomed to my former lifestyle
and that led to complacency. The upper management of the
company liked me and everyone said I had everything needed to get
ahead. I was even considering getting an MBA—which the company
would have paid for—in order to secure my rapid ascent on the
corporate ladder.

For a while, I had felt indomitable and
untouchable. The unprecedented (god, how trite this word has become
lately) situation the global pandemic had effectuated sufficed to
evince that I did not belong in that tiny group of elite people
that truly are untouchable.

Settling for the cheapest brands of pasta
and rice, as well as some unknown brands of ready sauces and other
necessities, made me realize how low I’d fallen. Paying forty euros
for groceries hurt me, despite knowing I’d bought enough
supplies to last me for a while. Once upon a time (a couple of
months earlier), I didn’t mind paying triple that amount for
groceries that often included bottles of expensive red and white
wine.

Now, I could hardly afford a ridiculously
cheap bottle of ouzo from a brand I’d never heard of before. My
walk back home (it was weird thinking of that dump as home, but it
was what it was) was accompanied by more leers and catcalls from
the loitering around groups of men that appeared chained in their
positions.

I clambered up the stairs and momentarily
expected to find the door broken down. It was still locked and no
strangers lurked in the apartment. I put the groceries away,
flinching at the filthy refrigerator that needed a thorough
cleaning (if not decontamination). I had two bottles of bleach and
some scrubs. What I lacked (a biohazard suit notwithstanding) was
the willpower to get to work and clean the place up.

Instead, I sat on the hard foldout
couch—that would also have to serve as my bed—and searched for
cheap Internet connection plans. It was yet another compromise I’d
have to make; up until fairly recently, I enjoyed the fastest
connection speed the country had to offer.

Now, I ordered the cheapest plan. A couple
of months earlier, I could download a movie in minutes, now it’d
take more than an hour. There was nothing I could do about it. I
laid down, fixing my blank stare at the ceiling and wondering
whether the large cracks were just a forewarning that it would one
day rain down on me.

I had no television, and I had been forced
to cancel my Netflix subscription. Even those 14 euros per month
could be used on important things. I had nothing to do, nowhere to
be. It’d take a couple of days before the new router would arrive,
so I could hardly even look for a job online. I did not want to
spend even a euro on a newspaper, afraid that whatever job
announcements were in there would not be worth the time or
money.

Two days, I told myself. Two days before I
could hunker down in front of my laptop and scour the Internet for
a job, any job. I did some waitressing and some bartending
during my university years, I could easily go back to it. It’d be a
massive professional regression, but what the hell. I still had the
body parts to flaunt to commandeer bigger tips and, as that first
day of my new life had shown, I’d seemingly lost my former
reservations about letting things escalate beyond an innocent
flirt.

My phone claimed there was a bar just a
couple of blocks away. There weren’t any ratings or comments about
it, but it was a bar and it was less than five minutes away.
Perhaps, I could ask around for a job; at the very least, I’d have
a drink and escape the depressingly tiny apartment that was
suffocating me.

It was about seven in the afternoon and the
small dive bar was almost empty. It was dank and crepuscular, not
much bigger than my apartment, with a few booths standing against
the wall on the right side and a handful of small tables scattered
about. The counter was small, with only four stools, and the bulky,
surly bartender hardly could fit in the tiny room he had for
himself to pour drinks.

Only a couple of flickering lamps hanging
from the ceiling broke the darkness and the air reeked of urine and
dried booze. My sandals squeaked after every step I took on the
sticky floor and I leaned against the counter, ignoring the massive
man occupying one of the stools and the two scantily clad women
sitting quietly and somberly in separate booths.

“Welcome,” the tanned bartender greeted me
with a voice filled with boredom. “The rules are simple: you can do
whatever the fuck you want, flirt with customers, make out with
them, hell, even give them a blowjob in the restroom,
but, do not, under any circumstances, discuss any form of
payment while you’re in here. Got that? Any and all payment
discussions and transactions are to be conducted outside the
premises of my bar. So, what’s your poison?”

I gawked at him, then stole a brief glimpse
down at my simple sundress; why on earth would he consider I was a
prostitute, that I…then, I cast a sidelong glance at the other two
women in the bar and remembered that this area was notorious for
its abundant number of whorehouses.

Perhaps, then, it wasn’t my outfit per se
that gave out the wrong impression but just the fact I was a woman
inside that bar, hanging out in that particular neighborhood.

“Pegged you wrong, didn’t I?” He chortled
and scratched the back of his neck. “You’re here for a drink,
aren’t you? Are you lost or something?”

“No, I’m…just moved in the area and figured
I could use a drink. Can I get a…light beer?” Suddenly, the idea of
getting plastered became far less lucrative than it’d sounded a few
moments earlier. This was a place I’d better keep my wits with me
at all times. “I am looking for a job if you’re…I mean, if the bar
needs a waitress or something. I’ve worked in bars before.”

“Right,” he nodded and slammed a bottle of
light beer on the counter with a scoff. “Well, I’ll keep that in
mind, but…yeah, I wouldn’t get my hopes up if I were you. I’ve been
running the bar on my own for several years now and…well, I’m doing
alright.”

“Just thought I should ask, that’s all,” I
apologized and had a short sip of beer.

“No worries. I get about fifteen people per
week asking for a job. Anyway, just remember that soliciting is
strictly forbidden; anything else…use your head before you act. And
discretion is always appreciated.”

“Right, okay,” I nodded and took my beer to
the corner table. My pack contained only six cigarettes;
thankfully, I still had two more packs in my apartment. For the
moment, I’d have to economize.

I lit one—thankful to have found one of the
few places in Athens that defied the recently-passed law forbidding
indoor smoking—and exhaled a blue plume of smoke in the air before
wetting my throat with another gulp of the ice-cold light
beer. It tasted awful, almost as if I was pouring liquid batteries
down my throat, but I didn’t dare have a properly stiff drink or
even a real beer. I feared that getting blackout drunk on my first
day in a strange, new neighborhood would be like flinging the door
(if not my legs) wide open for real trouble to come in.

Having never been a heavy drinker, I feared
that even a handful of real beers would suffice to get me buzzed; I
had to settle for the horrible concoction an evil conglomerate sold
as light beer.

I had no idea what to do next; never before
in my life had I felt so lost. Even when I first got fired,
I’d been dead certain I’d land a new job fast. I honestly believed
that my degrees and job experience would make me stand out in the
job market.

However, the recession and the pandemic—and
the ensuing lockdown—made available jobs scarce and most companies
preferred not to hire new people, especially people that had enough
qualifications to entitle them to high wages. Hence, I ended up
nipping light beer in a downtrodden dive bar in one of the most
dilapidated neighborhoods of Athens.

It’s insane how life can change without a
forewarning. I’d been lucky enough to spend most of the lockdown in
my old apartment, but I could not help but wonder if I had gotten
too comfortable and complacent.

Now, there was nothing to do but scrimp as
much as possible to make my savings last for several months. With
the pandemic fading away, things were bound to improve—eventually.
New jobs would open up, businesses would feel comfortable about
hiring new people…I just had to weather the storm and get a job,
any job.

“What’s with the crestfallen look, hun?” A
gentle, yet faintly rusty, voice asked and I lifted my gaze, gaping
at the stunning blonde woman that had sat on the chair across from
me, her massive (way too firm and sturdy to be natural) breasts
ready to pop out of the tube top that hardly concealed them. “The
first guys are bound to arrive soon, you better wear your prettiest
and most welcoming smile.”

She flung a meaningful wink at me, which I,
at first, failed to decipher. “And do get a real drink, will you?
This light beer only screams ‘I’m a prude, don’t bother with
me.’ Get a tequila and tonic, or something. If you’re not much of a
drinker, let Jon know.” She pointed at the bartender when I arched
my eyebrow. “He’ll fix you a weak drink, maybe just plain tonic
water in a highball that looks like a real drink. Guys do like us
better when they think we’re tipsy. I take it you’re new around, I
haven’t seen you before anyway, so…you might want to upgrade your
wardrobe. That sundress of yours is lovely but doesn’t promote
your…assets.” She pushed her breasts up and her full, sanguine lips
curled in a refulgent grin.

It was the second time in the span of
minutes I’d been confused for a prostitute. The fleeting
thought of taking it up as a profession crossed my mind. I washed
it away with a sip of the horrid beer while searching for something
to tell the smirking stranger.

“Relax, hun,” she continued. “I’m only
trying to help. I’ve been doing this for a while and you do look
green.”

“I’m…not,” I mumbled. “I just came here for
a drink, that’s all. Only now moved to the neighborhood, and…yeah,
that’s it. I wanted something to drink and this place is the
closest to my new…home,” I said with a deep moan, still unable to
grasp I had to call that dump home.

“Oh,” she exclaimed and clinked her highball
on my bottle. “Well, then, welcome to the neighborhood. I doubt
you’re gonna like it. Anyway, working for tricks or not, you wanna
look all loosened up. It might get you a few free drinks. And, keep
in mind that a well-placed knee in the groin is the best way to
explain to an inebriated ape that buying you a drink does not equal
getting laid.”

“Right,” I nodded with a moue. I didn’t know
what to say, what to ask. I was fairly glad to have found someone
to talk to but, at the same time, I wished for a normal
conversation. I could not engage in a discussion about how best to
practice the art of whoring. There was no doubt in my mind that my
newfound acquaintance had turned whoring into true, unadulterated
art. “How long have you been doing…this?” I asked with a
hesitant, quivering voice. Another sip of beer helped loosen up my
tongue, slightly.

“Six years,” she smirked over the brim of
her highball and had a good, long swallow. “Came here with a
Master’s in physics; ended up spreading my legs for horny, old men
on the hard mattress of a whorehouse two blocks away from here.
Now, I’m working at a strip joint just a couple of blocks away from
here. I come to the bar when I have some free time, to score some
extra tricks and relax.”

Her insouciance terrified me. I could not
fathom how she’d gotten so used to what she was doing
despite having an academic background. Was I peering into my
future?

Without another word, she leaped to her feet
and strutted toward the counter. I glanced at her over my shoulder
as I fired up another cigarette. “Here,” she said as she put two
highballs on the table, pushing one toward me. “It’ll loosen you
up. You do seem completely lost and that’s not a good thing
around here. Too many ‘good Samaritans’ that will delight in taking
advantage of you. If you’re not careful, you’ll end up on your back
with your legs wide open for ten hours per day.”

While I loathed the serene way with
which she discussed the subject, the glint of gentleness and
honesty in her eyes made me like her. Perhaps, I took an instant
liking to her because of how she had approached me, offering a
seemingly friendly face to talk to while I lay sprawled at the
bottom of the pit of hopelessness.

“So, what’s your story?” She asked as she
sat back and crossed her legs high, the slit of her knee-high skirt
opening up and exposing her firm, pallid white thigh.

I flinched after my first, tiny sip of the
stiff drink she’d bought me, and told her, give or take, my tale. I
concluded my telling with a heftier nip and she let out a soft
chortle as she gave the bridge of her small, upward-pointing nose a
quick rub.

“Sorry,” she cleared her throat. “I kinda
get why you’re doing what you’re doing, but…I don’t know. You
can go back home, you know? Go back and have a normal life
until you find something else, something that you want to do. I
can’t. Most people in this neighborhood can’t. It’s…I don’t
know. I mean, if I could go back home, I would. In a
heartbeat. Yes,” she nodded when I arched my eyebrow, “I do like my
life and I do make good money, all things considered, but,
I’d much rather get a job relevant to my studies. Working in a lab
or something would definitely be better than twirling around a
steel pole or grinding my ass against strangers’ laps. On the other
hand…I can’t go home. You can. That’s why I cannot say I
feel for you. I admire your determination to make it on your own,
your refusal to give up, but…it’s just a tad ironic, considering
that most people living around here would probably kill to have
somewhere else to go to. Actually, you’re the second person I’ve
met that lives in the area despite having the opportunity to be
elsewhere. Of course, that person is quite possibly certifiably
insane—and a raging alcoholic—but…you don’t look like that.”

“I’m not,” I shook my head. “Again, this is
just temporary; after all, rent around here was by far the cheapest
that I could find.”

“You do understand why, right? I
mean, you look like a smart girl, I…”

“I do, yes,” I interjected. “I’m not
planning on staying for long.”

“Well, I do wish you the best,” she offered
me a wide, warm, genuine smile and clinked her glass on
mine, encouraging me thus to have another swallow. “By the way, if
you find yourself struggling to get a job…”

“I’m not turning into prostitution,” I
riposted.

“I got that,” she nodded. “I might be able
to get you a job at the strip club I work at; the pay’s decent and
the tips are even better. Besides, you don’t have to dance. You can
just wait tables, or man the bar. Granted, things are not as
prosperous as they used to be for the…field, but they’re still good
enough.”

“I’ll…have to think about it,” I lied.

“Take your time,” she nodded, her glance
betraying she knew I was lying. “We do get a lot of applications,
but I’ll throw in a few good words for you when you come
by.”

“If,” I corrected her.

“Sure,” she got up and patted me gently on
the shoulder after sinking her drink. “Well, I better return to my
booth; soon enough, the place will get crowded. I can’t afford to
appear as if I’ve come here to have a drink with a friend. I’ll be
seeing you around; take care.”

“You too,” I murmured and watched her
saunter back to the counter to get another drink. Her ass wobbled
in a mesmerizing, almost hypnotizing, way and I did feel somewhat
jealous. I had never had the confidence and bravado to
flaunt my body like that. In a way, I was glad I never had been
forced to use my looks to get ahead in life.

Sadly, I had landed in a position where I
might have to learn to use my body to get by; could the landlord,
and the way I earned a generous rent reduction, have been nothing
but the first chapter of a new life?

I shuddered at the thought and washed it
away with a healthy sip. I went up to the bar and ordered another
tequila and tonic—the bartender sneered when I asked for a weak
pour.

I climbed on the corner stool—as far away as
possible from the barfly occupying the other corner stool—and
hunkered down, firing up a cigarette and perusing the colorful
bottles on the shelves that gleamed under two small, yellow lights
that pointed directly at them.

As more and more people came into the bar,
crowding the small place and filling the air with a dense mist of
heavy cigarette smoke and a loud clamoring that buzzed in my ears
like a nest of enraged wasps, I kept my glue fixed on my asthenic
drink, only stealing glances over my shoulder at the several lonely
men chatting with the increased number of barely-dressed young
women.

My newfound friend still occupied her corner
booth, chatting and giggling effortlessly with three men old enough
to be her father. I envied her coolness, the way she accepted their
touches and smiles while evading any too-intrusive groping
attempts.

A very simple fact of life is that nobody
can do everything; most people are born with a genetically
determined set of talents and skills and are innately good at
certain things. We can always try and learn new skills and hone
them but we’ll never be as good as those inherently blessed with
talent at the same skills.

I, for example, could never flirt my way
into anything. I would always get nervous and anxious when someone
flirted with me and I could not maintain the façade of a giggling
bimbo for more than a couple of minutes, especially when I was not
interested in the other person.

“Hey there, girly,” a deep, hoarse voice
said close to my ear. “Are you ready to discover why no one goes
back once they go black?”

I almost choked on my drink as I struggled
to drown the giggles that demanded to be set free. I recalled my
friend’s advice but there was no way I could hold a straight
face after an inane line like that. With a deep breath, I turned my
gaze toward the young, clean-shaven black man offering me a radiant
smile as he leaned against the counter.

“Hey, Jon,” the young man addressed the
bartender, “can I get a scotch and cola? And whatever she is
drinking.”

Jon tossed an inquiring glance at me; after
I nodded, he mixed the drinks. I’d sat in the bar for about three
hours and I already felt like one of the regulars haunting the
place for tricks.

It was mortifying.

“Well, thanks,” I raised my glass and forged
a faint smile. “I just hope you don’t think your pick-up line, for
lack of a better term, actually worked. Does it ever work?”

“Sometimes,” he shrugged and offered me a
lucent grin. “Though, come to think of it,” he cleared his throat,
“perhaps it’s working because most women I use it on expect to get
paid at some point. You don’t, do you?”

“Nope,” I shook my head. “Just having a
drink in my new neighborhood’s bar, that’s all.”

“Why on earth did you move here?” He asked
genuinely baffled, dropping his hardcore gangster façade
almost instantaneously. “You are Greek, right? The only Greeks
still in the area are either old people too stuck in what they’ve
always known or wannabe rappers and whatnot thinking they’re tough
and living out their delusion of being real ghetto artists.”

“Had nowhere else to go,” I shrugged my
shoulders and had a nip of the very weak drink.

He sniveled and twirled his highball,
seemingly relishing the rattling of the ice cubes against the
glass. “Sorry for laughing,” he snorted, “it’s just…”

“I get it,” I rebutted. “I have the choice
to go anywhere, right? I didn’t have to come here.”

“Well…yeah,” he nodded. “I mean, me and most
of my friends want to move away, go to Northern Europe. We don’t
live here by choice.”

“To each their own,” I riposted, unwilling
to explain my situation and train of thoughts to a random
stranger.

“So,” he tried to rekindle the conversation
after we spent a couple of minutes silently staring into our
depleting drinks, “what do you do?”

“Right now? Drinking.”

“Good one,” he let out a dry chuckle. “I
mean, in your life? Working, studying…?”

“Looking for a job.”

“Uh-hum. Not much of a talker, are you?”

“What gave it away?” I peered at him and
exhaled a plume of smoke over his head.

“Right,” he chuckled. “Well, anyway, I was
only hoping to have a nice conversation, to make the night nicer,
but…well, enjoy your drink and have a great night.” He offered me
another radiant grin, which he accompanied with a gentle pat on my
shoulder, and shuffled away.

“You alright?” Jon leaned over the counter
to ask me in a whisper.

“Sure,” I nodded. “Nice, weak drink, by the
way.”

“Just how you asked it. If you need a proper
one, let me know. It’ll be on the house.”

“Okay, sure,” I smiled and drained my drink,
which was, essentially, tonic water with only the aroma of tequila.
I winced after the first sip of the new drink, which was too stiff
for my palate.

“So, what’s your usual drink? ‘Cause it’s
neither tequila nor light beer.”

“I usually go for wine,” I shrugged. “It
kinda felt wrong ordering a glass of wine, to be honest.”

“Smart choice,” he chuckled. “Most of the
wine I’ve got could, and maybe should, be classified as
vinegar.”

“Good to know,” I nodded.

“Well, enjoy your drink,” he drummed his
fingers on the counter and turned his attention to a couple of
people standing next to me desperate to order their drinks.

I glimpsed around the packed barroom; the
other women also sipped on their drinks (I’d bet a lot of money
that their drinks were just as weak as what I’d previously drunk)
while the men chugged down beer and shots of hard liquor, probably
in efforts to prove their manhood.

The whole scene was fairly amusing from my
point of view, as I enjoyed being nearly invisible on my corner
stool. Perhaps, the young man had spread the word that I was
unavailable, or a prude, or whatever else he might have thought of
me.

It didn’t matter why no one approached me. I
cherished the isolation, feeling like a stranded island in the
middle of a roaring ocean. The whole situation was completely and
utterly alien to me, the barroom had no similarities whatsoever to
the restaurants and lounges I used to frequent back in the good
days.

It was almost like I’d stepped into a brand
new world—something taken out of the pages of an old novel—or even
a parallel universe.



2.


That last, proper, drink got in my
head, making it spin slightly. Hence, after I smoked the last
cigarette of the pack, I shambled out of the barroom, taking in a
deep breath of the repugnant air of downtown Athens that combined
gas emission and sewage odor.

Outside the front door of most buildings on
the street were lines comprised of men—some standing alone, others
in small tight-knit groups. I scratched the top of my head and
decided to ignore it. I hastened my pace, eager to get inside my
apartment and sleep the first night of my new life away.

I ran my fingers through my hair and stopped
in my tracks as I noticed a handful of men standing around the
wide-open door leading into the apartment building. Most of them
looked Greek and their clothes and haircuts betrayed their not
being from the neighborhood.

Over the front door of the apartment
building, a small, lambent, red light flickered.

“Damn, you’re the girl?” Someone asked when
I headed into the building.

“Now, that’ll be money well spent,” someone
else added.

I rolled my eyes, scoffed, and stepped over
the chain blocking the stairway; “oh, crap, she’s not the girl,” a
couple of the men murmured as I clambered up to the third floor and
sighed in relief when I found the front door intact and locked.

I locked the door and undressed, trying my
best to stay away from the windows, and the prying gaze of a
neighbor. I winced when I sat on the foldout couch; it was too hard
to offer a comfortable sleep.

It was still better than sleeping on the
floor, or in cardboard boxes under a low bridge. I drank some ouzo
out of the bottle, unwilling to use any glassware until I’d washed
them thoroughly. The whirling of my head intensified and I
gradually spiraled into sweet inebriation that, temporarily,
allowed me to relax. After a few more sips and a cigarette, I laid
down and shielded my eyes with my forearm.

The booze and exhaustion allowed me quickly
to fall asleep in spite of some cries of the “yes, baby, just like
that, I’m coming, yes” variety that occasionally reverberated
across the air.

I woke up when the merciless morning sun
bathed the room with its effervescent red light, as if it wanted to
fry my eyeballs. With grunts and winces, I shambled to my feet and
gave my temples a good rub.

The hangover wasn’t bad—nowhere near the
crippling hangovers I had experienced during the first two years of
my academic career when I attended a lot of parties and downed
questionable shots in rapid succession at rambunctious
nightclubs—but my new situation in life worsened the metaphysical
element of it.

Back when I only drank fancy cocktails in
exclusive lounges, even bad hangovers were easy to combat. I had a
nice apartment, in a quiet area, and I could nurse the pain with
strong, good coffee.

The coffee maker was filthy, but I had the
physical strength only hastily to wash it. It whirred and grumbled
once I turned it on, and I wondered how the cheap brand I’d bought
would taste like.

The only thing that overshadowed the loud
and demanding coffee maker was the clamor coming from the street
below—a chorus of cars revving and people shouting, swearing,
wailing…it was a goddamn circus and it was only six-thirty in the
morning.

I gagged on the first nip of the awful
coffee; it was the best I could afford, so I lit a cigarette to
chase the stale, almost acrylic, taste. I glanced down from the
window and observed the crowded street. I had absolutely nothing to
do.

Only without an Internet connection did I
realize how much I relied upon it for everything; until I got my
router, I could not properly look for a job, nor could I read the
news or browse some websites to kill time.

I had absolutely nothing to do and I did not
want to spend the diminishing data still left on my phone unless it
was of utmost importance.

I nearly spat my coffee when my glance fell
on one of the windows of the apartment building across from mine; a
man was beating a woman, her screams only faint echoes within the
wild clamor of the day barely reaching my ears through the closed
window.

Without thinking, I grabbed my phone and
dialed the first digit of the emergency number; I stopped. I
averted my gaze from the gruesome scene and tried to focus
exclusively on all the things I needed to do, and fast, to turn my
apartment into something resembling a proper home.

The woman’s wails of pain and anguish hardly
reached my ears, getting drowned by the traffic and the yelling
coming from the streets. I grabbed all the cleaning stuff I’d
bought the day before and got to work. I scrubbed all surfaces with
bleach, washed all the glass- and dishware thoroughly, and twice,
and mopped the floor twice—first with bleach, then with a proper
cleaning chemical.

It took me almost five hours to clean a
twenty-five-square-meter apartment. I wiped the sweat peppering my
forehead with my forearm and jumped in the shower, trying hard not
even to glimpse at the window offering several of my neighbors an
eyeful of my nakedness.

As I toweled my body down, I made a mental
list of the things I needed to purchase; there were too many things
I needed, and it would deplete my savings.

I had to prioritize and focus only on the
essentials; things like new furniture, new glassware, and new
cooking utensils would have to wait, no matter the state of decay
those already in the apartment were in.

On the other hand, I should invest in some
blinds; something cheap that would protect me from intrusive gazes
from the
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