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	         IT WAS THE 3RD OF MAY, a day too hot for this early in the month, especially considering that April had been a rainy and cold month. Bogdan was heading home after wandering for hours to various firms in the city in search of a job, but he hadn’t achieved anything, only reinforcing the certainty that you can’t do anything without connections.

	           -To hell with connections and favors! he grumbled, looking at people on the trolleybus to spot the inspectors with whom he often had issues. He wasn’t accustomed to buying tickets.

	He got off at the first station, and after a few steps, he met two friends who lived nearby and whom he hadn’t seen for a while.

	-Hi man! How are you doing? Bogdan addressed one of them, who had blond hair.

	-Oh! Mr. Bogdan, my respects! What the hell can I do… it’s really bad. No combination works for me… people don’t have money anymore. They’ve all become poor since this privatization. How about you, how are you doing?

	-I’m not doing anything, brother, and I’m not doing at all right now, replied Bogdan. I’ve been looking for work these days, but I haven’t found anything except for a guardian position, and I don’t like the idea at all. The salary is low, the working hours don’t suit me because it’s in shifts… besides, the bosses are arabs. I’ve come to depend on these arabs, and they treat me like a servant in my own country?! After they came here with ten dollars in their pockets and made a fortune, romanians bow down to them for a morsel of bread! That’s the real policy of those in power - they took their bribes, and we get kicked.

	-That’s true, Bogdan… What can you do, it’s not like you’re in America? But who knows, maybe the sun will shine on our street too, said the third person, who listened with an understanding air to Bogdan’s words.

	-Alright, guys, we’ll talk later! I have to go now, said Bogdan. What are you doing tonight, going out somewhere? Maybe we can go to Club Domino and figure out something afterward. Maybe a nightclub or something like that. What do you say?

	-Yeah, they replied somewhat hesitantly, after which they said goodbye to Bogdan and hurried towards Victoria Avenue.

	       Bogdan continued on his way home, and as he approached his house’s courtyard, he was surprised to see a car BMW with tinted windows parked at his gate. Approaching it, he heard the car’s engine starting, and he moved away, thinking to be cautious. He opened the gate and entered the courtyard. He saw the window on the driver’s side opening slowly, and a woman appeared behind it, looking at him with interest. She asked Bogdan to tell her the time.

	-I’m not sure, but I think it’s around four-thirty, replied Bogdan. Without further explanations, he locked the gate and walked briskly towards the house. Arriving in front of his dog’s kennel, he stopped and patted its head a few times. He glanced once more at the departing BMW disappearing slowly behind the house to the right. He felt his heart beating with an accelerated rhythm and an amplified resonance, and he couldn’t figure out what had disturbed him more: the bracelet he saw on the woman’s hand or the fact that Rex, his dog, was chained? He gave up thinking about it and continued his way through the yard toward the house. As he climbed the steps in front of the entrance, the door opened, and he saw his mother. An elderly woman, a retiree, and often overly nagging, she seemed slightly changed now. She invited Bogdan to come in faster, telling him that she had something to discuss with him. After entering the house, he heard his father humming an old song from the ‘50s, and Bogdan couldn’t help but notice aloud to make himself heard:

	      -I didn’t know you had such a beautiful voice, Dad! If Sinatra heard you, he’d burst with envy. His father pretended not to hear him and didn’t stop singing. Bogdan and his mother crossed the hall and reached the room where his father’s voice could be heard. They entered the room and found him in front of the window, looking at a hundred-dollar bill he held in his hand. When he felt them in the room, he stopped singing and, without turning his gaze towards them, said:

	          -If I were to find one of these papers on the ground every day, we would be the happiest people on earth. Isn’t that right, son?

	          -Where did you get this money, Dad? - asked Bogdan, very surprised, and approached him. Don’t tell me your pension came in dollars or that you’ve become a gigolo in old age, because no one will believe you!

	His father was silent for a few moments, then said very irritated:                                                 

	-Well, didn’t I tell you I found it? What the hell, do you think I’m lying?! I found it today, when I was coming back from the corner store. I had just left the store, where I had talked to Mrs. Covaci, the owner, who had told me about her son, the one in France. Finally, as I was saying, I had just left the store, I was about to light a cigarette, and my lighter fell to the ground. I bent down to pick it up, and what do I see? In front of me, half a meter away, was this paper. I pick up the lighter so I don’t lose it, I reach for the paper, I pick it up, put on my glasses, and what do I see? One hundred dollars! That’s it, what’s so hard to understand? God helped me too, I’ve been praying to Him for over sixty years, haven’t I?

	           After listening to his story, Bogdan’s mother, who had been silent until then, said:                                             

	          -Come on, Mișule, leave it, or we’ll be up all night, for God’s sake! Give the boy the money so we can exchange it and buy something good to eat, because we’ve listened to you for a lifetime and we’ll keep listening to you for a long time to come.

	          As soon as he heard his mother say that, Bogdan didn’t wait for his father to give him the money, but snatched it from him quickly, then smiled and said to his mother:

	-I’m going to exchange it at the station, because I know the guys from the neighborhood, and they won’t trick me. What should I buy for food?

	- Buy a kilogram of cheese, a Sibiu salami, some oltenian sausages, and a bottle of good wine. Also, get a bottle of juice and a bag of sugar, okay? - his mother said.

	- Yes, Mom, it’s done, said Bogdan, and then left in a hurry. When he reached the station, he didn’t even have a chance to turn the corner towards Duca, next to the Sora store, when he met Șchiopu’, whom he knew quite well.

	-Hi man. How are you doing? - Bogdan asked after they shook hands.

	-Poor, but I’m doing well, little brother. As long as the station is here, and the trains from the countryside come full of suckers, the schemes are working. You know how it is: every second a sucker is born, the trick is to find him. The guards are stepping on us, we’re giving money out, but it’s working. What can you do? They’re hungry too, thirsty, they have kids at home who see this and that, and they have to give them something. And where do they get money, if not from us? From a salary? He chuckled, then continued:

	-We give them, and we stay calm, what else can we do? We all have to eat bread, right? They are the law, we work. But what about you? Are you changing something, or did you come here to work too?

	-I have some money to exchange, Nicu, Bogdan told him by his name and not using his nickname; only the smart ones called him by his nickname. This nickname originated from when he had played football for money on the school’s football field a long time ago. Playing, his sneakers had torn from so much running on the cement field, but he hadn’t stopped playing and continued barefoot. During the game, he had cut himself deeply on a shard of glass and still hadn’t stopped playing, continuing with the cut foot even though a lot of blood was flowing. The stakes of the game were too high, and he couldn’t bear to stop, even if he risked getting an infection in the wound. With all his effort, the team he had played for lost the match, and with it, the bet money.

	Șchiopu’ looked at him with glassy eyes when he heard that he had to exchange, and said:

	-Give it here, I’ll change it for you, little brother. Your little brother isn’t up for it. We’ve known each other since we were kids, he added, pointing down, roughly estimating how tall they were when they first met.

	Bogdan gave him the hundred-dollar bill, and after Nicu Șchiopu’ checked it, he put it in his wallet and gave Bogdan the equivalent in lei. Bogdan took the money, counted it, and seeing that everything was in order, greeted Șchiopu’ and left.

	         After buying the groceries, including two packs of Marlboro, one for him and one for his father, he returned home. That evening, his parents fell asleep before him, and he stayed in his room watching television until late.

	 

	Chapter One

	Dana and Costin

	 

	          On That Evening of May 3rd, when Bucharest lacked the hustle and bustle of the young people who were away at the seaside or in the mountains, at the Ambassador Hotel, two individuals among the hotel’s clientele had disappeared, even though they occupied separate rooms. One of them was a middle-aged man who had identified himself as Matei Condeescu and had presented an ID from Timișoara. He had inquired at the reception if a certain Jacques Fernand, a delegate of a french company, had arrived at the hotel. The second person had introduced herself as Kristin Erickson, presenting an English passport.

	 

	         Immediately after settling into the comfortable hotel room, Matei C. locked the door, checked his watch, then stretched out on the bed, letting his thoughts drift to the oldest memories from his childhood years, trying to find moments of happiness or at least pleasant experiences from that time. A trace of sadness appeared on his face, and he abandoned those thoughts, which probably didn’t evoke pleasant feelings. Instead, he started unpacking his luggage. He opened the briefcase and pulled out a large-caliber magnum pistol, checked the magazine and safety, then placed it on the table nearby. After double-checking if the room door was locked, he drew the curtains, leaving only a small crack to be able to see the arrival of any unwelcome guest. He estimated the distance from the height of the window he was looking out of and thought that it wouldn’t be an obstacle if he had to jump from there. Time passed faster than he expected, and he heard a few light knocks on the door. He went to the window quietly, opened it wide without making noise, then took the pistol from the table, pressed his back against the wall to the right of the door, a short distance from it, and said softly, with his head turned in the opposite direction of the door:

	 

	           -Come in!

	 

	          After this, he immediately turned his head towards the door and aimed the gun at it. In the next few seconds, there was no sound from the door, and just as he was about to pull the trigger, two more light knocks were heard. Matei breathed a sigh of relief, lowered the gun, and unlocked the door. In front of the door appeared Kristin Erickson, and he nervously signaled her to enter quickly, then said:

	 

	-You could have said the password faster, Dana. I was about to shoot!

	 

	          Dana was the real name of the woman pretending to be Kristin Erickson. She quickly entered the room, and after locking the door again, she embraced him tightly and said:

	 

	-Forgive me, Costine! That was his true name: Costin Andreescu. I thought I was being followed, but I think I was wrong. I can’t figure out how I haven’t gone crazy in this line of work! I hope you didn’t worry too much about me being late. She threw her purse on the bed and continued:

	-Let’s see what we need to do next, now that we think clearly and calmly.

	 

	          Costin listened silently, then burst out nervously:

	 

	-Maybe you’re calm, but I’m still shaking! I was a second away from putting some holes in this door, and when I ask you why you didn’t signal the recognition sooner, you tell me you had the impression you were being followed. Do you want me to be calm?! How the hell am I supposed to stay calm and not worry when the whole KGB is on our tail, and you’re late?

	 

	         Dana gently pushed him away with her hands and said:

	 

	-If that’s what you want, you’re free to leave on your own. I’m not forcing you to stay with me. Go to them and tell them that I drugged you and kidnapped you if you’re scared and changed your mind. If you think they’ll believe you, go back to them and continue your job as a criminal, and when you stand in front of God, he’ll congratulate you for being a good man who minded his own business, and he’ll give you a place of honor in Heaven!

	-Stop it, Costin, he told her, holding her hands in his. Finish this hysterical crying already; it won’t solve anything! We got ourselves into this mess, and here we are. If we really wanted to, we could have run away long ago, but we were scared, or maybe we even liked what we were doing. I no longer know the truth! Now we just need to get out of this, and we need each other more than ever. Yes? Come on, calm down. Think about the boy you have and all the things you have to do together. Think that together we can change many things and start anew… that we can truly be a family and do so much good in this life… we have at least the right to a second chance, I believe.”

	 

	          Dana stopped crying, wiped the tears from her cheeks, and after drinking a glass of water, they began to discuss the plan they had to follow in their escape. Everything had gone according to the initial plan until now, when Dana thought she was being followed, which should not be neglected in any way. Both were professionals and knew that when something seems wrong, it’s not just their misconception, but something is indeed wrong. In their line of work, no one could afford misconceptions.

	 

	         Costin thought that maybe Dana had been stressed, just like him since they betrayed the KGB through their escape. However, Dana, despite being a professional and a key figure for the KGB, was still a woman above all. She also had the responsibility of her son, whom she hadn’t met yet, but she was sure could genuinely love her, even though she hadn’t been with him in childhood. When she met him and asked him what time it was, she could barely refrain from calling him “son.” She settled for just looking at him. Costin looked her in the eyes and asked:
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