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I. An Evening at the Harbor Café
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“If happiness is the goal—and it should be—

then adventure should be a top priority.”

—Richard Branson

Raindrops danced on the roof of the minibus as I made my way to meet my expat friends at the Hotel Europa’s cozy Harbor Café. The hotel stood not far from the coast, just off Primorsky Boulevard. From its terrace, you could catch a partial view of the Sea of Azov, and it had become a popular hangout for the foreign community in Mariupol.

It was late on a Thursday afternoon, and I knew some of my friends would already be there. These gatherings gave us expats a chance to unwind, share a few laughs, and exchange the latest gossip from our daily lives in Ukraine.

While many expats were married, most of us single guys were dating local women—not only because they were attractive, but also because they were genuinely pleasant to be around.

On many evenings, the presence of young Ukrainian professionals and their friends made our get-togethers even livelier.

I had never come across such a close-knit and friendly group of expats in Kyiv, where I had first arrived a year earlier and where I was originally supposed to be based. Despite the larger number of foreigners, nightclubs, bars, and cafés there, something had always felt missing.

That was one of the reasons I decided to move to Mariupol a couple of months earlier. After visiting my Austrian friend Herbert—who had already been living there—and attending a few wild parties he had hosted, I quickly realized there was plenty of fun to be had in this picturesque coastal town, full of young, optimistic, and enthusiastic people.

Moreover, the place had the feel of a frontier town, with all the adventure—and occasional chaos—that came with it.

There is no freedom without an element of danger.

At least, that’s what experience had already taught me. 

Even children face a greater risk of injury every time they venture onto a playground. 

Yet they often feel freer and happier there than in the safety of a house or within the confines of a classroom

Taking risks is a fundamental part of life, whether we like it or not—be it in business, sport, relationships, or travel. Without risk, nothing great can be achieved, and no true excitement can be found. 

It was yet another reason I chose to leave Kyiv and move to Mariupol.

Being a freelance journalist meant traveling and taking risks anyway, so it hardly mattered whether I lived in Kyiv or elsewhere—as long as the publications I worked for didn’t find out. By moving to Mariupol, however, I was risking their disapproval if they ever did.

The minibus driver kept announcing the stops in a blurred, almost careless manner, and on that gloomy, rainy day, I struggled to stay awake. Fortunately, he also had a penchant for speed. His erratic driving jolted me each time I began to drift off. He would brake sharply as he approached a stop, then accelerate with full force as soon as passengers boarded or exited. Anyone not holding on tightly risked being thrown off balance—or even onto the floor.

At last, I recognized my stop and sprang to my feet.

Still half-asleep as I stepped out, I landed straight into a puddle and muttered a quiet curse in English, to the amusement of a group of nearby students.

Although I came from the Czech Republic—commonly referred to as Czechia—I had completed my degree in journalism in Britain. 

Over the past decade, working for several English-language publications, I had spent most of my time on the road, using English far more often than my native Czech.

In Ukraine, however, I made a conscious effort to improve my Russian, as not everyone—especially older people—spoke English well. My knowledge of Czech certainly helped.

That said, most of my expat friends spoke at least basic Russian, and some were fully fluent. Herbert, for example, spoke almost like a native. After all, the lingua franca in Mariupol was Russian, as it was in most Ukrainian cities east of the Dnieper.

Many of my friends had arrived in Ukraine years before me, so it was hardly surprising that I had some catching up to do.

Normally, I would have transferred to another minibus at this stop, but the rain had soaked my foot, and the streets were muddied beyond patience. Today, I decided to take a cab. It wasn’t as if it cost an arm and a leg in Ukraine.

The driver, however, seemed unimpressed by the roll of seventy hryvnias I pressed into his hand upon arrival. He had expected a more generous tip for enduring such a muddy ride. He gave me a sour look and sped off, tires splashing puddles behind him.

I climbed the steps to the café, perched on the first-floor terrace of the hotel, and already heard Herbert’s loud, flamboyant voice carrying across the space, speaking in Russian. Laughter followed him, rolling through the small crowd around his table. It was a familiar, comforting scene, and it made me all the more eager to join in. By now, I was a regular here, as were at least four other expats and their companions—girlfriends, wives, or friends.

As soon as they spotted me, the teasing began, as it always did. “Hey Tomas, how’s it hanging?” “Got wet, didn’t we?”

I hung my dripping jacket near our table, eased into a chair, and slipped off one wet shoe. A few chuckles followed. Everyone knew how Mariupol’s streets transformed during a summer downpour. It was still August, the air balmy enough that my shoes would dry in no time.

“How’s Anna doing?” Herbert asked, a mischievous glint in his eye. He knew full well I had a soft spot for her. Anna, whom I had met by chance in a shop near my neighborhood, lived in the apartment block next door. I had once pointed her out to Herbert while we were walking nearby. It had been some time ago, but Herbert had a memory for such details.

Nikolai—the café’s burly bartender, manager, owner, bouncer, and caretaker all rolled into one—brought my usual double espresso with milk without a word. He only spoke limited English, so we spoke Russian whenever possible. 

Born and raised in Mariupol, the son of a Russian mother and a Ukrainian father, Nikolai carried a pride in his Russian heritage while embracing a strong Ukrainian national identity. Word had it he had helped defend Mariupol seven years ago, when separatists tried to take the city. Here, in eastern Ukraine, the line between Russian and Ukrainian was culturally thin—but politically, it was a chasm. 

Recent events had made loyalties known.

On weekends, Nikolai would bring in an extra waitress and a cook to assist his wife, Natalia, in the kitchen. This made service smoother and faster, though weekdays usually required no such help. The way the café was run—the warm staff, the consistently good coffee and food, the reasonable prices, the cozy atmosphere—made it feel like a home away from home for many expats.

It was less than a ten-minute walk to the beach, another reason the café had become our favorite haunt. Those too inebriated to drive often booked rooms at the hotel. Herbert, ever the enthusiast, had a preferred room for just such occasions, always kept in reserve by the reception staff.

I settled at the large table and downed my first espresso in under a minute, as usual. Nikolai, anticipating my habits, already had another waiting. I always accepted it, even when I didn’t need it.

Most expats here were highly educated, qualified, and held steady jobs, unlike me. Herbert was modernizing the Mariupol Port’s logistics, a project financed by the IMF—an impressive role for someone barely thirty-six, yet looking much younger. He had a large house with a garden in the best part of town, a company car at his disposal, a house cleaner, and even an expense account.

Jack the Scot, an ex-SAS soldier in his mid-fifties, trained the newly established Ukrainian Special Forces. Bulky and silver-haired, with a trimmed mustache, he looked every bit the formidable instructor he was.

Jeremy, a young Frenchman in his late twenties, oversaw EU grants for modernizing Mariupol’s telecommunications systems and metallurgical factories. These were all specialists, while I was just a freelance journalist. Yet none of them were arrogant; all were cheerful, open-minded, and approachable.

Despite tense relations between Ukraine and Russia over the past decade, few locals harbored anti-Russian sentiment toward the people. Their distrust was reserved for the leadership—and rightly so. By the end of the month, Russian forces began assembling near Luhansk and Donetsk. Most in Mariupol, expats included, felt the presence was merely to bolster morale for ethnic Russians in separatist regions. No one seemed particularly concerned.

I barely finished my second espresso when a round of beers appeared at the table. Ukrainian women drank alongside us, much like in Czechia or elsewhere in Europe—perhaps just a touch more reserved, but they drank. “Cheers!” and “Na Zdarovie!” we shouted, English and Russian intertwined, reflecting our multicultural circle.

One round followed another, stories were swapped, and before long, darkness fell. By then, I was well under the influence. On this night, Jack picked up the tab, despite offers from others. In our group, the wealthier expats often did so without hesitation, trusting no one intended to take advantage. We simply wanted to unwind, laugh, and enjoy one another’s company.

And that was how evenings at the Harbor Café of the Europa Hotel unfolded in Mariupol, night after night—tonight included.
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II. Visit to the Port
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“My best friend is the one who brings out the best in me.”

—  Henry Ford

Being a journalist, I was naturally curious about everything that was going on in Ukraine—especially in Mariupol, where I now lived. After all, I had a living to make and needed to come up with interesting reports for the magazines I worked for, which had been asking me to submit more stories about Ukraine.

The clear wish of the majority of the Ukrainian people was to bring their country closer to the West. In turn, the West responded with offers of increased cooperation, training programs, educational support, as well as various loans and grants designed to improve governance, logistics, and equipment.

That, in fact, was the main reason most of the expatriates I met in Ukraine were there. And Mariupol was, so to speak, a frontline city—situated right next to the separatist regions and not far from the Russian border itself. It was an especially important city for Ukraine due to its port facilities and the vast Azovstal metallurgical plant, among other things.

Yet it was the young people of Mariupol who most passionately wanted to remake the city into a modern, Western-leaning metropolis. My expatriate friends and I admired the spirit of the local people—especially the younger generation—their friendliness, optimism, and determination to improve both their city and their country. 

For these reasons alone, Mariupol felt welcoming, exciting, and deeply rewarding to live in. Despite the hardships of the recent past, the people’s positive attitude made it a truly inspiring place to be. And in turn, we expatriates did our best to help them achieve their aspirations.

The previous evening at the café, I had asked Herbert if I could visit him at his office at the port in order to write a report for one of the magazines.

I couldn’t say he was particularly enthusiastic about the idea at first—he was usually very busy and took his work seriously—but he agreed for the sake of our friendship.

I suggested a morning visit, but he was only available at 3:30 p.m. I took what I could get and arranged my day accordingly. Since the appointment was so late, I decided to sleep in.

By the time I finally woke up, the sun was already shining, and many children had returned from school and were running riot in the playground of my apartment building.

It was nearly half past one when I took a quick shower, then prepared some scrambled eggs and a cup of instant coffee for breakfast. Half an hour later, I threw my laptop into my backpack, put on some halfway decent clothes, and headed out.

As I approached the entrance to the port facilities, where Herbert’s office was located, I was stopped by a guard.

“What’s your name?” he asked sternly.

“Tomas Slancar,” I replied.

“Nationality?”

“Czech.”

“Phone number?”

I had to look it up in my contacts, as I never remembered my own number—having changed SIM cards frequently while traveling.

He contacted Herbert’s secretary, and I was let in.

Workers in hard yellow helmets and several well-dressed businessmen were milling about the port, while heavy machinery moved crates and containers in the background.

“What a busy port,” I thought to myself.

The sound of cargo ships blowing their horns echoed in the distance. Seagulls circled overhead, searching for scraps of food. Their cries were so loud that they seemed to drown out even the ships and machinery as they squabbled over the leftovers.

I was directed to the logistics center, two floors up by elevator. As I stepped out, a bright orange sign read:

Logistics Center – CEO, M.A. Mr. Herbert Zittel.

Inside, I was asked to wait, and his secretary brought me a cup of coffee. A few minutes later, Herbert emerged from his office, dressed in a three-piece suit, looking impeccable.

“Come in, Tomas, make yourself comfortable. Good to see you,” he said warmly.

He looked every bit the professional—over six feet tall, slender yet muscular, with light brown hair. His large, light blue eyes were as penetrating as the most powerful Siemens X-ray machine.

Still, it was obvious he took his work very seriously. His phone kept ringing, stacks of papers covered his desk, and two desktop computers displayed graphs and figures.

“I could never do his job,” I thought. “It would drive me insane.”

Yet he seemed completely at ease—full of energy, effortlessly multitasking, just as always.

“So, Tomas, what would you like to know about my work here—about the port?” he asked.

“Just tell me how you’re improving conditions on the ground, and a bit about the port itself. I need enough for an article,” I replied.

“Very well. Come over here, sit down—and watch this, my friend,” Herbert said matter-of-factly.

He began explaining the increasing volume of traffic—despite frequent impediments from the Russian Navy—and how they were streamlining the processes of sending and receiving cargo. He spoke about improved loading and unloading procedures, new techniques, and machinery supplied and financed by the IMF. As he talked, he showed me various graphs and figures.

Even to someone untrained in the field, the improvements were obvious, and I found myself genuinely impressed.

Most of the port’s cargo consisted of coal, metallurgical equipment, steel, and aluminum. Before the conflict in 2014, nearly half of the cargo had come from Russia. But afterward, the port was cut off from many of its main partners in northern Donbas.

That was when the IMF and the EU stepped in to help.

The port began shifting its focus away from coal and metal-related cargo toward foodstuffs—such as grains and oils—as well as clay and various project cargo. At the same time, it worked to improve logistical efficiency—an effort Herbert was responsible for overseeing.

But the thirty-minute lecture felt like an eternity to me, and my brain signaled overload.

Herbert was very sharp and understood human nature better than most. He noticed and paused.

“Had enough, Tomas?” he asked, giving me his usual broad smile.

Even though I had been taking notes along the way, I must have missed half of it.

“Don’t worry—I’ll have my secretary type up a report along the lines of what we discussed today. You’ll get it on Monday. Good enough?” he asked enthusiastically.

“That’s fantastic. Much obliged—you’ve been a big help,” I replied happily.

Then he glanced at his fancy Rolex watch and said, “It’s almost five o’clock. Fancy a quick drink in town?”

“Sounds great,” I nodded.

I knew it was just a figure of speech—that the word ‘quick’ really meant slow, and the singular ‘a’ meant multiple drinks, at least where Herbert was concerned.

He did his work with pride and to the best of his ability. But I also knew he approached partying in much the same way. Whatever he did, he did well—and with passion.
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III. A night out
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“Whoever loved that loved not at first sight?” 

— Christopher Marlowe

––––––––
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I KNEW HERBERT COULD be attracted to either sex—to anyone who was good-looking and fun. But he also knew how to distinguish between friends and objects of his desire. He was aware that I was heterosexual, and we were strictly friends—albeit very good ones. He also knew I was fairly shy when dealing with women, while he was not shy at all.

That was precisely why going out with him was such great fun—especially when it was just the two of us. Herbert had no barriers, no fear, and no shyness when dealing with people in general, and this proved invaluable when visiting nightclubs. 

The usual rules went out the window as soon as we hit the town at night. I was always ready and eager to join him, and he knew it.

The one weakness he had, however, was his love of tequila. The Jose Cuervo brand was his favorite, a taste he had developed during his business trips to South America. Over time, he had become almost defenseless against it. To limit his intake, he would always ask me to stop him whenever he started to get too drunk. 

That was easier said than done—but I always tried, at the very least.

His driver dropped us off at a fancy supermarket, where we picked up a medium-sized bottle and a few beers to chase it down with, since nightclubs didn’t always have it
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