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			First Story

			



			In a downtown flat a mobile phone rang. Christine rushed to pick it up. “It’s got to be him”, she thought. Finally! Thank God, he saw my message!”.

			– Hello?

			It was just a friend asking her out for coffee. “I’ll get back to you”, she told her, trying not to let her disappointment show. She hung up quickly. She was expecting his call, so the last thing she wanted was a busy line. But he didn’t call. Nor did he answer any of her messages begging him to talk. Late at night she sent a last text: “Waiting for your call. Goodnight”.

			Next morning, as she was getting ready for work, she noticed the message on the phone. It was just a word: “Good morning!”. At last! He had answered. She sighed with relief. He had frightened her with those strange things he was saying the other day. Just then she had a better look at the number from which the message had been sent; unknown! “What on earth!’, she thought. The mystery was resolved when, checking her messages seconds later, she realized she had sent the last text to an unknown number!

			She felt mortified. Who knows what the recipient would be thinking! Still, he hadn’t missed the chance. One thing was certain: she wasn’t going to answer. Halfheartedly she got ready for work and for the rest of the day she tried to concentrate on it. Early in the afternoon it was announced that schools were closing down and a few days later a massive lockdown followed.

			It all happened so fast. Like so many people Christine found herself cooped up inside her flat, staring at the empty street under her windows. She hadn’t even met her friend for that cup of coffee. As for him, after wasting her time for a few days sending messages and trying to get in touch, she stopped bothering.

			She was trying to adjust to an unfamiliar situation and the last thing she needed was a sullen man blaming her for all his failures. She started talking to her friends on the phone for hours on end.

			Strangely enough, she found she didn’t have enough time. At first, she slept a lot. The quarantine proved an excellent opportunity for her to rest and get rid of that terrible pain in her legs after the long hours of standing at work. Then she started staying awake watching all the briefings and latest news on the pandemic. Finally, she ended up going to bed at dawn and waking up late, just before noon. She had barely time to get up, eat something and chat with her friends when briefing time began, and boy, did she watch that fanatically! And when she started working from home, on her computer, she didn’t have any time at all. She kind of liked it, though. She didn’t have time to think or feel lonely and discovered, to her surprise, she could block all negative thoughts. From time to time, she heard the terrifying blare of a siren on her mobile, accompanied by a message from the Civil Defense, warning citizens about the emergency situation and urging everybody to remain inside and vigilant. Despite all this, Christine didn’t seem to realize the seriousness of the situation.

			She could see it herself; she was taking the tragedy of the pandemic raging around her lightly. At times it seemed as a faraway drama she watched from a distance, from the safety of her home, like a film on T.V.; as if it had nothing to do with her, as if it wasn’t a cruel reality involving herself and the rest of her fellow people, as if it wasn’t changing everybody’s lives so dramatically and inexorably. The deaths were real, though. So were all those people who were taken to the intensive care and got intubated. The panic was also real; the empty shelves in the super markets and the long lines of people outside them were real too; so was the agony of the people over products running out, even if the government assured the public for their sufficiency. Just the other day she had to run from one drugstore to the other looking for antiseptic and masks. And when she got home triumphant with a little bottle of the precious liquid and a couple of masks, she had the whole house, every inch and corner of it, sanitized and disinfected. Nevertheless, fear had not touched her yet. 

			One day, as she was taking a nap on the sofa, she heard the shrill sound of the siren on her mobile phone. She was thrown in terror. It was one more warning from the Civil Defense Bureau, followed by a recorded message: “The situation is critical. Remain at home”. The message was read in both Greek and English and a long text appeared on the screen at the same time. The same words reverberated in her mind as she was trying to come out of her deep sleep. That was the first time that the blur of the siren made her shudder. Although Christine had never experienced a war in her life, this situation brought to her mind the terrible war she had heard her mother recounting when she was little. At that moment, she felt that this was also a war, no doubt about it. Only then did she realize it. It was a silent, relentless war against an invisible, elusive enemy that no one seemed able to understand. She wondered what her mother would say if she was alive and had to live through this situation.

			And just like that, as she was sitting on her bed, she felt her stomach churn and a slight dizziness. She was overcome by fear! For the first time after this craziness began, she felt scared. She grabbed her phone and started scrolling down her contact list feverishly. She needed to talk to someone. Just then the stranger’s message caught her eye. Hesitant though she was in the beginning, she decided to be bold. “Why not?”, she thought, “I have nothing to lose”. Besides, her friends had started getting tired of her incessant calls. She dialed only a word “Hi” and she waited. After a few seconds there was a response: “How are you doing?”.

			This is how Christine “met” this stranger, Alan. At first, they texted each other every two or three days. Short messages, rather indifferent and conventional. With time, Alan started sending her messages with happy emojis, just to say good morning, and wished her good night with the picture of the moon and a short text. Little by little Christine found herself expecting these messages. She looked on this strange form of communication as a small, charming adventure that gave spice to the drab monotony of the quarantine and drove her thoughts away both from the fear for the virus and from her previous partner, who she no longer had anything to do with. In the days that followed, Christine and Alan started talking all the more often, strictly through texts. He had started taking the shape of a real man in her mind, a man with flesh and blood, though Christine kept repeating to herself that she should never trust a complete stranger. There were times she got so worried that all of a sudden, she turned reticent and reserved, paying close attention to what she wrote to him.

			When Alan asked her in a message to “meet” on Facebook, she immediately refused. She told him that she disagreed with exposing people’s private in the social media, pointing out that she wasn’t in any of them. She wasn’t lying. Christine was more of a behind the scenes person, preferring to remain in the background.

			“We are fine the way we are”, she would write when he insisted. “I like it just like that”.

			However, Alan didn’t give up that easily.
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