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Our existence is confirmed by our actions.

The things we create are what tell us that we exist, 

that we are alive.

––––––––
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a true story that became a novel

The Last Summer

Buried beneath piles of papers that have been gathering for days on my small desk, I gaze out the window straight ahead of me. A line of cars trapped in traffic, crowds of people shuffling along—some clinging to the slivers of shade the sidewalks offer against the scorching, threatening summer sun, others stuck helplessly inside their cars.

I loosen my tie and unbutton my shirt’s top button, hoping it might help me breathe a little easier. I grab the air-conditioner remote and press the temperature button, willing it to drop. Nothing. No response. As if in silent protest for my neglect of its annual service, it seems to be taking revenge on me.

At least the phone isn’t ringing. But really, who has the strength to work, to pick up the phone and talk business at this hour, in the middle of this heat? I close my eyes for a minute. Suddenly, a voice—soft, a woman’s voice—rings in my ears.

“Alexis, Alexis...”

For a moment, I’m convinced the heat is finally messing with my mind.

“Alexis, it’s already noon! Will you get up so we can go to the beach?”

I slowly open my eyes and make out the blurry shape of my beloved cousin.

“Irene? You here? But how...? Weren’t you supposed to be—”

“—in Syros with you, on vacation. Stop dreaming and wake up. The coffee’s ready.”

I rub my eyes, stretch, pull out my earplugs, and spring out of bed. Immediately, I realize another bad dream had just come to an end. The room itself is proof enough: all soft pink tones, and everywhere photos of my cousin’s friend, the one who lent us the keys to her seaside house in Syros.

What bliss, to be on vacation with people you love, people with whom you can simply be yourself! To feel free from the relentless demands of daily life, to lock them away in a box and leave them far behind, forgotten back home.

The smell of coffee drifts in from outside, guiding me toward the veranda. Painted white and blue, perched high above the little cove where waves crash against the great rocks, it offered a view

that stole your breath. Irene and her childhood friend Kiki sat there, chatting away, clearly deep into a conversation that must have started a while ago. The endless chatter of women—how is it that they can speak with such interest and intensity about things we men will never fully grasp?

Dressed lightly, in cheerful summer colors and good spirits, they were savoring our holiday together. Beyond our family ties, we shared another bond: the three of us had been living the single life for quite some time, enjoying its freedom. Love, passion, romance—those had been pushed far down the list of priorities.

Sure, summer flings are beautiful, but for me, that was a distant prospect. I felt that my time hadn’t come yet, that the day I’d fall deeply in love was still far away on the horizon. Besides, my social encounters this past year had offered no sign that such a thing was on its way.

This vacation with my cousin and her friend was proof that this summer, too, would pass without love. Without the dizzying feeling of being wanted by a woman. But I had my family’s love—and for this summer, perhaps that was enough. In a week’s time, the calm of this place would give way to the noise and exhaustion of the city, with its merciless rhythm.

But our vacation wasn’t over yet. There was still time—time for rest, for laughter, for swims in the sea and quiet moments of reflection. When your mind is finally free from work’s demands and you’re carried by this light-hearted, weightless mood, you even find time to think about your future. And I thought about mine a lot.

What was waiting for us this coming winter? Who could predict if these days of rest would be enough to get us through the long, heavy season ahead? And who could tell if this winter wouldn’t hold surprises for us? Something inside me whispered that this summer would be the last peaceful one...

The Angel Before Me

Everything ends, eventually. And when something is beautiful, it always seems to end faster. Sometimes gently, sometimes harshly—sometimes with relief, other times with sadness.

And so, our summer vacation drew to a close, leaving behind a bittersweet melancholy for all the wonderful moments we had lived on the island.

The ship, right on schedule, had already set sail for the journey home. The cool breeze on deck soon turned chilly as night fell and we moved further from the port. Soon, even the last lights of the island would disappear, consigning this summer to memory—save for the photos we had taken, which would bring it back to life for just a little while.

Ahead of us, in the dark, lay only the challenge of a new working year, which would begin the very next morning. We had just a few hours left, so we found a quiet spot under the stairs of the ship and tried to get some sleep. Tomorrow would be a hard day, and a few hours of rest were precious. I closed my eyes, making a promise with Irene and Kiki that we would return to the island next summer.

Dawn found us approaching the port of Thessaloniki. Half an hour later, we were disembarking, saying our goodbyes, and I was hurrying home. I had barely an hour to make it to work.

I dropped my bags in the middle of the living room and began to put on my work clothes: a fitted grey suit, white shirt, and two-tone blue tie. The neighborhood’s “groom”—that’s what old Mrs. Stavroula, the kind lady from the floor below, always called me whenever she saw me on the stairs.

I quickly fixed my hair in the mirror, locked the door behind me, and headed out. Back in the city for only a few hours, and already I was back to my routine—wake up at 8, wash up, get dressed, grab the briefcase, shut the door. Same old, same old.

The company car was dusty and hesitant to start, its old battery struggling after years of carrying all its previous owners. Including me—the last one, apparently, since they’d told me I’d be getting a new car soon.

The only thing brightening my mood that morning was the good coffee we had at work. Soon, I was savoring it with my colleagues in the cafeteria. Over coffee, I was reminded that our company would be participating in the International Trade Fair, which started in three days. The day before, we would have to visit the booth to check the space, finalize the setup, and meet the support team who would assist us throughout the event.

It all sounded like plenty of heavy lifting—and I had no desire for any of it. I needed an excuse to get out of it. Maybe a client meeting out of town, scheduled for the same time as the booth preparations—yes, that could work. Customers first, always...

“Customers second, the trade fair first, Mr. Athanasiou!” my boss barked—the same boss who also happened to be my brother, Nikos—leaving me no choice.

And so, about an hour later, I found myself outside the exhibition center, deliberately late—whether to make an impression or to sneak out of some work, I wasn’t sure. Still in my post-vacation haze, I let the others handle the heavy tasks while I strolled into the booth.

There were familiar faces from various departments. But then there was a group of unfamiliar ones—five, six... no, eight young women, all beautiful, elegant, the kind of faces you don’t come across every day.

I grabbed Andreas, my colleague from the same department, and pulled him aside so no one could hear us.

“Man, who are all these girls?”

“Didn’t you hear yesterday? The company’s ad agency is sending hostesses to support the booth.”

“Oh, right—well, no, I didn’t. And we’ll be working with them until the end?”

“What do you think we’re talking about?”

Suddenly, my phone rang—probably a client. I put on my

hands-free and started pacing back and forth inside the booth, focused entirely on the conversation.

And then it happened.

I felt someone’s eyes on me. I looked up—and saw her.

One of the girls.

A beautiful girl.

For a few seconds, our eyes locked—and that was enough to send a shiver through me, to shake something deep inside that I couldn’t yet name.

She was brunette, her skin bronzed by the summer sun, her long brown hair falling straight down her back, her figure worthy of Aphrodite herself. The soft pink outfit she wore traced her curves, radiating femininity in impossible quantities.

An angel dressed in pink stood before me, staring straight at me.

It felt as though the whole world had vanished, as though there was no one else on earth but her and me.

Had I died? Fainted? Was this how death came—this sweet, in this form?

“...Mr. Athanasiou, can you hear me? We’ve lost the signal—hello?”

My God—the client.

“Yes—yes, Mr. Ioannou...” I stammered, only to feel a hand on my shoulder, calling me to hang up and join the others.

They had formed a circle for introductions. The agency’s coordinator was announcing the girls’ names as I slipped into place. I was never good with names—especially women’s names. I scanned the circle quickly, just to make sure the angel I’d seen earlier was real

and not a hallucination.

And yes—thank God—there she was.

I found myself standing directly across from her just as the coordinator said her name:

“...Elpida.”

“Beautiful name,” I blurted out, addressing the angel who now had a name.

She looked at me for a moment, then lowered her head silently as the introductions continued.

And while Andreas was probably taking mental notes about what was being said, I did nothing but stare at her. Just stare.

She was so beautiful...

She was the woman I wanted for the rest of my life. Even if I had already lived three decades of it, I could spend the next five—maybe six—by her side.

It would be... no, it will be... a beautiful life.

Early Morning Dew

Another day begins, and I feel lucky and grateful that God heard me and granted the favor I had asked of Him, as if morning wouldn’t have come otherwise so we could go to work. What a beautiful day!

My gut feeling confirmed it. A whole day of standing on my feet from morning until late at night, talking nonstop with people, the knot of the tie not letting me swallow. It was going to be a fantastic day, and I knew it.

What I didn’t know yet was how I would approach Elpida. How I would spark her interest.

But I knew one thing: that when I saw her, I would smile at her.

Black pants, white shirt. They would give us the tie at the exhibition. They would all be the same color.

I quickly fixed my hair in the mirror and shut the door behind me, setting off for the exhibition this time.

A lump in my throat was bothering me. By force of habit, I raised my hand to loosen my tie, forgetting I wasn’t wearing one.

Now the lump, as I drove closer to the exhibition, slid down to my chest, making my heart beat so

loudly that I could hear it clearly.

Andreas was waiting for me, as we had agreed, at the outer gate so we could enter the booth together. This way I would make a better impression.

Maybe until that moment Elpida thought I was rude and impolite for not smiling at her, but entering together with Andreas she would see that I had a sense of camaraderie. That was something.

Late, as usual, I arrived at the booth. Everything was ready. The space was full of blue and red — the colors of the uniforms the girls were wearing.

They were all dressed the same, but one stood out to me. It was Elpida, who I now saw coming toward me, holding something in her hands.
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