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Darkness 

“Where did I go wrong? Why did she leave? What did I 
do?” the visitor asks, his voice tinged with despair. 

There’s a pause. Then roaring laughter resounds all 
around him. Finally, his host speaks, answering the visi-
tor’s questions. 

“My, what profound questions! And you seriously ex-
pect me to answer. As if there’s an answer to every ques-
tion! That’s what you think, then! That’s how deluded you 
are!”

Roaring laughter again, growing louder. Then the 
same voice adds, or rather, begins answering the visitor’s 
questions, 

“You’ve done nothing wrong! Don’t fret searching for 
an answer. There is no answer. She left; she just left; no 
reason. She felt something; something strong and unde-
fi ned. And she left. It wasn’t your fault. Nor did you make 
any mistake. You were just, how should I put it… unfortu-
nate, that’s all.” 

The visitor buries his face in his hands in despair. Then 
he asks again, 

“Unfortunate! That’s all! So why can’t I see, then? How 
is my misfortune connected to my inability to see? How 
long will this last, this inability? The inability to see any-
thing but you. When will I fi nd the light again?”

There’s a long silence. Then the host’s voice replies,
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“You were unfortunate and wound up here, with me. 
In my darkness. You wound up here where light, my great 
and eternal foe, dares not penetrate. Because this is my 
kingdom. Because it stands no hope here, I blot it out on 
the spot. Light is diminished here, vanquished. The same 
goes for you in coming to my kingdom; light has vanished. 
And there’s nothing you can do to fi nd it again. From now 
on, you’ll only see me; nothing else.” 

The host pauses a moment and then adds, 
“Light in its entirety left with her; it followed her. That’s 

what happened. And you were exiled here. Welcome to 
my kingdom, then!” 

The same sarcastic laughter resounds again. There’s a 
brief pause. Then the visitor lifts his head.

“So there’s nothing I can do? There’s nothing I can do 
about the light I’ve lost either?”

His host replies,
“Of course not; there’s nothing you can do. You’ll live 

in darkness. In my kingdom, where you’ve come, there’s 
only darkness.” 

The visitor takes a step forward, then asks, 
“Only darkness, even though it’s not my fault, even 

though I haven’t done anything wrong?”
His host shakes his head.
“Even though it’s not your fault, yes. It doesn’t mat-

ter if it’s your fault or not. Those are the rules here. We 
are part of the vast kingdom of fortune. We are the dark 
side of fortune’s star. That’s what we are! Only fortune 
determines who comes here and who doesn’t, not mean-
ness or injustice, as you now know. Those come after. 
It doesn’t matter if it’s your fault or not. It’s totally irrel-
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evant. That’s what makes everyone down here cruel and 
mean. Everyone! That’s what will make you cruel too, 
cruel beyond recognition. That’s how things are though, 
how they always were.” 

The visitor ponders briefl y, then asks, fear now color-
ing his voice,

“And how long will I be like this, unable to see?”
Laughter resounds again. Then comes the answer the 

visitor was afraid of. 
“Maybe forever; it could be forever.”
The laughter gradually dies down; the two men look 

each other in the eyes. Some time passes. Then the visi-
tor speaks again. Despair seems to have subsided a little, 
there’s now a hint of hope in his voice. 

“What were those voices I heard the other day? Voices 
so loud, like I’d never heard before. And why were those 
voices crying: ‘I saw, I saw’? That’s what they cried. What 
was that about, if light is forever lost here?”

Suddenly the host grows solemn. He remains quiet. 
The visitor asks him again, 

“Well, what is it? Why have you grown so serious all of 
a sudden? Why aren’t you mocking me anymore?” 

“Yes, it’s true, there is an instance, only one instance, 
but I’d urge you not to count on it,” the host says and 
pauses a moment while his face changes, his features 
stretch, fl ushed by angry crimson colors. 

The visitor approaches him; he looks at him from a 
small distance. 

“Tell me about it then: what instance is that?” he asks, 
deeply anxious.

The host seems vexed; clearly irritated, his words come 



14  | |  Ν IKOS SAKKAS

slowly. 
“The light might fi nd you. The mutinous light. The light 

that defi es me, the one I have no reign over, the one I 
can’t blot out.”

The visitor frowns and stares hard at him. Then he asks,
“What light is it that you don’t reign over? When does 

it come, how long does it last?”
The host turns his back. His head moves up and down, 

with a slow and steady motion. 
“When does it come, when does it come!” After a 

pause he adds,
“I don’t know when it comes. It wouldn’t if I did, I’d 

blot that out too. Just as you don’t know why you wound 
up here, I don’t know when that light will appear.” 

He turns and looks at the astonished visitor. Then he 
goes on. 

“See, I don’t know everything either… That’s some-
thing we have in common!”

There’s that roaring laughter again. Afterwards, when 
it dies down, the visitor slowly asks,

“How long does that light last, then? Do you know? 
Can you tell me that?”

The host replies. His tone is fl at, indiff erent. 
“That light lasts but a little, just a fraction.” 
He pauses a moment and completes his phrase, angry 

now. 
“That light lasts only a little. Don’t get your hopes up. It 

lasts but a fraction and it’s called…”
He looks him in the eyes. 
“It’s called… stray light.”
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* * * 

Orestes’ fi rst and great love with Anna, a painter, ended 
unexpectedly. During their relationship Orestes came to 
know the light, a diff erent light, which seemed to radiate 
through his girlfriend’s paintings and infused him, col-
oring his entire life. A rare light perceptible by very few 
people besides Orestes. Only a few followed its fl ow and 
saw the strange objects in Anna’s paintings. For most 
people they remained obscure, unseen, hidden. That was 
a unique trait of Anna’s light and her paintings. 

The day after a passionate outburst, when they’d 
made love against a door, with Orestes holding Anna and 
Anna holding some lilies he’d brought her a little earlier, 
the day after that, Anna didn’t return home. She only told 
her friend, Thaleia, that she’d left, for no reason, and that 
she’d gone to Paris, where she intended to stay. Finally, 
that she didn’t want anyone to seek after her. Not Thaleia 
herself, nor Orestes. 

Orestes heard the news from Thaleia. As a result, he 
withdrew from the outside world and his university stud-
ies for months. He roamed the streets with no purpose, 
and no destination. The streets were the only place he 
could breathe; he felt he’d suff ocate everywhere else. 
The only exception was a bar, a hangout called Rodeo, 
where he spent a few hours a week. And then his house, 
where he returned late at night only to rush out the door 
early the next morning. He had to get out before that un-
natural, unbearable and stifl ing feeling, his steady com-
panion during that period, had time to rear its head inside 
and overwhelm him.
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And after some time, when mourning over his girl-
friend’s irrevocable exit from his life completed its circle, 
when his attempt to, at least, fi gure out what had hap-
pened was clearly leading nowhere, when it became ap-
parent that the whole thing was beyond him, Orestes re-
turned to his previous world.

Or rather, that’s how it seemed. 
Because when he returned to his old world he was 

deeply changed. He was cruel with people. He couldn’t 
forgive what had happened to him so abruptly, so entirely 
without reason. He was constantly plagued by a feeling of 
injustice. And, instinctively, unconsciously, that sense of 
injustice grew larger inside him. And it mutated into cru-
elty, which he lavishly bestowed upon everyone around 
him. 

Worst of all was that, with Anna, light too had gone 
from his new life, his new world. And along with the 
unique light, the extremely rare light typical of her paint-
ings, the light of his own life was gone too. 

Besides, his new host, the master of the darkness 
which overshadowed his new life, had been explicit about 
that. 

From now on he’d be blind.
He didn’t leave him much hope. He’d stay that way for 

a long time, maybe forever. That’s what he told him. 

* * * 

Unless he was visited by that strange light his host was 
forced to admit, in anger, intermittently exists. And which 
sometimes manages to evade and trick him, defeat and 
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sweep over him. And that he’s too slow to blot out with 
his darkness.

That rebellious, stray light. That’s what he called it.





A trip to the river

The day was warm, as usual for that time of year, but ev-
ery now and then a sudden gust of wind would sweep up 
hats, newspapers and the like, periodically causing a mi-
nor upheaval on the beach. 

“Ileana, careful Ileana! You’ll trample Alexandru!” an 
irritated Antonin shouted to his daughter. Ileana had, at 
Mirella’s throw of the ball, its trajectory altered by the 
wind, taken a few steps backwards trying to catch it, for-
getting all about little Alexandru who was playing in the 
sand right behind her. Attempting to guess where the 
wind would carry the ball, she tripped over the boy and 
on her way down hit him hard on the head with her elbow 
before landing on top of him. So now, sprawled on the 
ground, little Alexandru was wailing. 

The two cousins were playing volleyball with a friend; 
the girls had formed a triangle and were tossing the ball 
between them. Ileana was the eldest of the three, ap-
proaching eighteen. She was also by far the best player. 
A true athlete.

She was a real tomboy as a child. She’d started train-
ing in the martial arts before her teens, and had shown 
an aptitude for karate. Then her beauty suddenly blos-
somed. Eventually she was told, at an age when she was 
too young to respond, to drop such mean sports and take 
up something more feminine. And so she found herself 
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playing volleyball. She didn’t quit karate though. She was 
good, very good at karate, but she excelled in volleyball. 
She went from tournament to tournament. And recently 
she had been asked to join the national girls’ volleyball 
team of Romania. When her cousin and their friend heard 
about it, they were wonderstruck. They were also a little 
envious. They had barely been to the capital themselves, 
while Ileana had roamed Romania from one end to the 
other, and soon she might even travel abroad, to take 
part in international meetings. All this sounded very dis-
tant, truly incredible, to the other two girls. And made 
them a bit sad also. 

* * *

They’d gone to the river that day, the big river. To the 
Danube. The Danube which fl owed a few kilometers from 
their village, a small community near Orsova, a little town 
in south Romania, a mining settlement on the border with 
Bulgaria. 

It was a summer holiday and Antonin and his brother 
had taken their two daughters and their girlfriend on a 
small trip to a nearby beach, on the riverbank. And they 
would’ve been spared the tears and the injuries, if little 
Alexandru hadn’t started niggling. Unfortunately for him, 
he wanted to join them. 

“But Alexandru, you’ll be bored, the girls are too old to 
play with you,” his father Mihai, Antonin’s brother, had 
told him. Then his mom, in a diff erent, and alack prophet-
ic, tone added,

“Let the boy come with you, Mihai. As long as he makes 
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certain to stay clear of the girls’ ball; OK, Alexandru?”
Alexandru was determined that day. It was a sweet, 

sunny summer day, and he apparently fancied playing on 
the riverbank and swimming in the water. Besides, there 
wasn’t much for him to do at home. All his friends were 
away on holiday; he’d be alone there too. Better running 
along the river then, and swimming in its waters. That’s 
how he’d pictured it in his childish little head. How could 
he ever imagine that his eighteen-year-old cousin would 
land on him with all her weight? It was practically impos-
sible for him to foresee such a misfortune. 

A large bump began forming where Ileana’s elbow had 
knocked full force against Alexandru’s forehead. And that 
caused further pain and distress. 

* * *

They carried Alexandru to a nearby deserted, ramshackle 
hut Antonin had built himself years ago. It was relatively 
quiet there; it was also a way of removing wailing Alexan-
dru from the annoyed glances of the other holidaymak-
ers. People from the mountainous regions of Romania 
have the custom of building such straw huts as makeshift, 
cheap summer lodgings. And Antonin had brought the 
custom from the mountains where he originated to the 
riverside town of Orsova when he and his brother settled 
in the area with their families many years ago. To the aston-
ishment of his new neighbors, who, among other things, 
wondered how legal Antonin’s makeshift structure was. 
True, it was a very small structure; it could barely accom-
modate three people. And it was also out of the way, you 
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would hardly notice it. But, most importantly, back then 
people had no way of knowing who their neighbor re-
ally was. So, what if Antonin wasn’t a miner, like he said, 
but something else, something more, cleverly concealed 
behind a miner’s guise? Better let sleeping dogs lie, then! 
Consequently, the only ones who might cause Antonin 
any trouble were the police, who knew everything about 
everyone. The rest preferred to mind their own business. 

The police had many posts in the area. After all, it was 
near the border. Bulgaria was just a few kilometers away. 
Even worse, Yugoslavia was right across the river. Many 
people managed to escape to the west from that side. 
Some didn’t make it, though; the police caught up with 
them and they ended up in the river forever… 

The police did come and inspect the hut one day. They 
also checked on the owner, Antonin. They visited the 
premises and made a thorough investigation. Their origi-
nal intent was to pull it down. Then something happened, 
something to do with the bureaucracy, and the whole 
thing was forgotten. Thus, what with the neighbors’ pho-
bias, what with the heavy work load of the police force, 
plus a little luck, Antonin’s hut was eventually spared. 

* * *

It was about the same time when, before the family had 
had time to rejoice for the fortunate outcome of the situa-
tion with the hut, Antonin’s wife, Ileana’s mother, passed 
away: from a heart attack, at a very young age. Ileana was 
barely ten years old. It was unexpected, sudden and trag-
ic. They pulled her out of the river and took her to the hut. 
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And there she remained, motionless, for a long time, until 
the paramedics arrived to verify her death. And in their 
panic, her family had forgotten little Ileana, who stood 
nearby, looking tearfully at the hut, sensing that some-
thing bad was happening inside. 

Both families were in deep mourning for a long time. 
And when they recovered, as much as they would ever 
recover, they weren’t interested in the hut anymore. They 
associated it with the tragedy. It became the focal point of 
their anger and their grief. Ileana was afraid of it, at fi rst; 
she didn’t want to go in. Then she came to hate it, she 
never entered it, she wouldn’t even go near it. So in the 
end, fate succeeded where the police and the neighbors 
had failed. The hut was abandoned and left to fall apart. 

And only now, with Alexandru’s unexpected injury, 
were they forced to visit it again. 

* * *

Agitated, Antonin rushed to a nearby store and asked 
for some ice. As if he wasn’t distressed enough already, 
Alexandru’s mom, Elena, arrived on the scene. She was 
informed about the incident by her husband and was fi rst 
upset, then angry with him and even more with Antonin 
and his daughter’s antics. So when Antonin appeared, 
she sent him a few poisonous looks for Ileana’s latest 
feat. But the hostilities didn’t last long. They had to work 
together, to hold down the boy, and put some ice on his 
forehead. Antonin held him fast, Mihai looked on, Alex-
andru howled, and his mom strove to hold the ice on his 
bump, to prevent it from swelling further, which would 
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make the pain worse. And so, thanks to the mayhem and 
the joint eff ort, Antonin was spared his sister-in-law’s nag-
ging and reproach. 

* * *

The three girls chose to stop playing while Alexandru’s 
wailing and treatment was taking place. They had already 
been harshly told off  by the two men for their thought-
lessness in throwing the ball so hard that close to the little 
boy. They thought it better to make themselves scarce, 
hoping things would blow over quicker that way. 

So they stayed away and sat by the river, gazing at the 
quiet fl ow of its waters. 

* * *

Mirella struck up a conversation, to lift the mood. 
“You’re so lucky, Ileana! You’ve found a way to escape 

this desolate place. You can travel, do interesting stuff , 
meet people, play volleyball, win, get noticed. I envy you! 
Wish I could do as much!”

Their friend looked on in silence, though it was clear 
from her expression she shared the same thoughts and 
wishes as Mirella. 

Ileana looked at them. Her gaze overfl owed with con-
fi dence and self-esteem. For a moment she pretended 
she was going to laugh at their fantasies. At their nerve to 
assume they could ever reach her! But another thought 
instantly crossed her mind. No, Ileana didn’t merely plan 
to leave Orsova and its isolation. The things her cousin 
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praised so high weren’t enough for her. Of course they 
weren’t. She had other plans. She would go far further 
than unsuspecting Mirella had just described with such 
awe. But fi rst she had to overcome some obstacles. And 
these obstacles stressed her. It was exactly these obsta-
cles that toned down her arrogance and kept her from 
breaking into laughter. 

But Mirella had to hear what Ileana had in mind. That 
desire overwhelmed her cousin. Mirella had to hear, so 
she could acknowledge how far Ileana could see – much 
further than any other girl her age ever imagined. How 
inapproachable not only her life was, but also the places 
she would reach, the things she would do, were. 

She hesitated a bit. It was an important secret. Was this 
the right time to share it? And how should she put it? How 
much should she reveal?

In the end, a strong force within her urged her to 
speak. Nothing could surpass and overshadow her ambi-
tion. An ambition as great as hers. Not even the danger 
involved in revealing her secret, which was now on the 
tip of her tongue. So Ileana spoke, and her words caused 
a sensation. 

“You know, Mirella, I plan to leave Romania.” 
She paused a moment and wondered if she had suffi  -

ciently unfolded the full scope of her feat before them. 
She saw the other girls’ eyes widen with surprise and 
was convinced that no, she hadn’t made it plain enough. 
There was more to say. So she added, 

“My boyfriend in Bucharest is graduating Medicine. 
I’m leaving with him in a few months. We have everything 
planned. We’re going to marry.” 
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That’s what Ileana said and her face darkened a mo-
ment, as if she regretted going into so much unneces-
sary, perhaps even trivial, detail. The important thing was 
she was leaving, not the circumstances under which she 
meant to do it. 

But a few seconds later her vanity shone through her 
features again, in the look on her face and in her entire 
posture. She radiated with pride. And the more the look 
of surprise spread over the other girls’ faces, the more the 
sense of her great, insurmountable, supremacy height-
ened. 

She could’ve remained in that state of deep self-con-
tent for a long time. Not that the other two seemed ca-
pable of breaking the spell of awe that kept them dumb-
founded. But Ileana thought about it again. And once 
more resolved she still hadn’t told them everything. She 
hadn’t manifested the full magnitude of her splendor. The 
blaze of her unique capabilities still hadn’t come through 
as glaring as she deserved. So she fi red her fi nal shot. 

“And I’m going to Greece, to the islands!”
she said, and rolled, feeling excited, relaxed and proud 

of herself, on the riverbank. And the glamour of her fi nal 
statement widened the eyes of the other two fl abber-
gasted and dumbstruck girls completely. 


