

       Chapter 1
My lifelong dream had finally come to pass: the United States of America.
The name itself—U.S. of A.—had echoed in my mind since I was old enough to form thoughts. Even as a child, I didn’t know exactly what it meant, but I felt its weight, its pull. It wasn’t just a country. It was a symbol—a distant light, almost mythical in nature, that shone through the iron curtain like a promise. A land whispered about in secret, longed for in silence.
I couldn’t have told you then what democracy was, or capitalism, or freedom. But I could feel it. I could sense it in the grainy rock music that made its way into our homes through smuggled cassette tapes. I could see it in faded magazine clippings passed from hand to trembling hand, folded into coat pockets like contraband. America meant air. Movement. Possibility. It was everything Romania was not.
As the years passed, that dream grew from a quiet ember to an all-consuming fire. It filled the hollowness I carried inside me—the kind that only a repressive regime could create. It gave meaning to my youth, which otherwise felt like an endless stretch of gray.
To understand the depth of that hunger, you must understand what it meant to be a fifteen- or sixteen-year-old boy in Communist Romania during the early 1970s. We were not the same as Western boys our age. We weren’t exposed to the world’s diversity, its noise, its ideas. We were stunted by censorship, suffocated by ideology. Our world was limited to what the Party allowed—and what it allowed was nothing that fed the soul, nor satisfy.
Most days, we wandered through life uncertain of where we were headed. Our futures didn’t belong to us. The system had already mapped them out in advance—factory worker, soldier, mechanic, miner. The tension of the times hung over us like an invisible weight. Plans were useless, dreams were dangerous. You never knew when the next crackdown would come, or what small misstep would draw the wrong attention.
One night, while I sat at our small kitchen table, chewing slowly through dinner, my father dropped a quiet bomb.
“We’ve decided to move,” he said.
I looked up, confused. He was calm, almost casual, but his eyes betrayed something deeper—urgency, calculation.
“Where?” I asked, already wary.
“To Moravița,” he replied. “Your mother’s village.”
Moravița. The name alone brought a rush of associations. A border town. A village barely a mile from Yugoslavia—one thin mile from the edge of our prison.
I didn’t say anything, but something inside me stirred. At the time, I didn’t fully understand why he’d made the decision. Was it a strategic move? A quiet rebellion? Or just a desire to return to familiar soil? Regardless of the reason, it changed the course of my life.
And there, in that small village near the line between oppression and escape, my story truly began.
From an early age, I had felt a pull toward music—not just as a hobby, but as a lifeline. I didn’t just love music; I needed it. It was the one thing that allowed me to breathe freely. My father was my first inspiration—a gifted professional musician who performed at village feasts, official holidays, weddings, and all manner of sanctioned events. He was one of the few people I admired without reservation. I used to stand at the edge of every performance, transfixed by the sound of the band. But my eyes always found their way to the drums. Even if it wasn’t the music I preferred, the rhythm called to me like a second heartbeat.
During breaks in those long village nights, the band would step outside the hall to catch their breath and enjoy the night air. The street would fill with chatter and cigarette smoke, laughter and footsteps on cobblestones. That’s when we’d notice them: the young soldiers.
They lingered by the ditch like shadows, half in uniform, half in curiosity. They had wandered over from the border station, drawn by the music and maybe by the girls dancing nearby. To most, they looked like harmless boys—barely older than me, sharing smirks and glances. But beneath the surface, they carried orders.
Later, we found out what those orders were: to charm us, befriend us, and report any signs of suspicious behavior. Especially strangers. Outsiders. People who didn’t belong to the village.
In Moravița, everyone knew everyone. And anyone unfamiliar was considered one thing only—an escape risk.
The border was always watching. And now, so was I.

I had always been captivated by music—especially the bold, untamed pulse of early ’70s rock. There was something rebellious about it, something raw. It felt like it had escaped from a world far freer than mine and managed to sneak through our locked doors. Bands like Deep Purple and Jimi Hendrix weren’t just musicians to me—they were prophets, channeling truths I wasn’t allowed to say out loud.
But I had no drums. I had no money. I had no instruction. What I had was an unshakable desire—and my father’s old accordion case.
I carved two sticks from a tree branch and began to practice, slapping rhythms against that wooden box like it was a full kit. The music was in my blood, but I had no map, only instinct. Beatles tunes, Santana grooves, Uriah Heep’s howls—I played along with it all in my mind, imagining a day when I’d be on a real stage.
Then, one night, that dream found me.
It happened during one of my father’s events. We had just returned inside after a short break, the cool night air still clinging to our clothes. The crowd waited. My father looked around and noticed that the drummer—our only drummer—was passed out cold beside his set, the scent of cheap alcohol wafting off him like fog. My father’s face turned crimson.
“What the fuck are you doing?” he shouted at me. “Go get his sticks and get behind the drums!”
My breath caught. My feet refused to move.
“Now!”
I didn’t have time to argue, to panic, to protest. I grabbed the sticks, sat behind the drums—my first real drum kit—and stared out at the sea of expectant faces. I had never done this before. Not once.
But something inside me clicked.
“One, two... one, two, three, four,” I counted.
I started playing—waltz, tango, whatever the song called for. And it worked. My hands obeyed my ears. The rhythm found its way through my fingers. I wasn’t just surviving up there—I was alive in a way I’d never been before. My father stood frozen, watching. I think he was just as shocked as I was.
That night marked the true beginning of my drumming career. From that point forward, I was obsessed. Back home, I returned to the accordion case, but now with the knowledge of what real drums felt like. My ears became my greatest teachers. I studied the beats on those smuggled tapes like sacred texts, rewinding Hendrix solos and Ringo Starr fills until the ribbon wore thin.
Word spread. One day I heard about a big event happening in a nearby town called Deta. I hitchhiked there, just to hear a band play. I stood near the stage, eyes locked on the drummer, analyzing every flick of his wrist, every shift in his shoulders. Between sets, I worked up the nerve to approach him.
“Can I try a song?” I asked.
He looked skeptical, but shrugged. “Go ahead.”
I stepped onto the stage, sat at the drums, and played. The guitarist stared at me. When the song ended, he leaned over and said, “You’ve got to come with us. We’re playing a two-week school camp. You in?”
I didn’t need time to think.
Back in Reșița, my father resumed his old job and began commuting back to Moravița on weekends. As for me, I returned to the city and enrolled in a professional school—what we called a “three-year” program, like a vocational high school. It was supposed to prepare us for factory work. But I was already chasing a different rhythm.
Immediately, there was a problem: my hair. It was growing longer, and the school had a strict buzz-cut policy for new students. I flat-out refused. My father, bless him, didn’t argue. Instead, he visited a sympathetic doctor who wrote a fake medical note claiming I had a scalp condition. It worked. My hair stayed—and so did a little piece of my defiance.
On the first day of class, the principal made an announcement: anyone with musical talent should come forward. I raised my hand.
“I’m a drummer,” I said. “And I can do backup vocals too.”
Within days, word spread through the school like wildfire. A third-year student named Peter wanted to meet me. They said he played everything—guitar, bass, keyboard, vocals. When we finally met, it was like two puzzle pieces snapping into place. He was confident, intense, and terrifyingly talented.
As it turned out, the school was forming a band for the year-end show. The principal played saxophone. One of the teachers handled keys. We found a bassist from outside the school—a guy named Best—and the group was complete. We called ourselves “UCMR,” after the name of the school.
We began rehearsing like mad. Every afternoon, every weekend. Our rival band from the prestigious CSR school had been top dog for years, and we were determined to take them down.
My grades? They suffered. I barely noticed. I started skipping class and leaning on my bandmates—who were also my teachers—to cover for me. It was risky, but music felt more important than math ever had.
Peter was a relentless leader. Under his direction, our sound became tight, professional. We reached the level of the city hall band—a state-sponsored group of seasoned musicians who played official events. I started spending more time with them, studying their drummer, Rica, who was a genius. Rica played like he was possessed, and I soaked up every second of his rehearsals.
One night, Rica was late. His sister sat anxiously in the front row. The band shuffled nervously, wondering whether to start without him. I sat near the kit, just watching, pretending I didn’t exist.
His sister turned, pointed at me, and shouted, “You! You’ve been hanging around my brother long enough. Get behind the drums and play!”
Before I had time to argue, I was sitting in Rica’s seat.
“One, two... one, two, three, four.”
And I played.
The band stared in disbelief. I held the tempo, I hit every cue. For the first time, I realized I wasn’t just a student anymore. I was a drummer.
By the time the school year ended, UCMR faced off against CSR in the big competition—and we won. Our sound was tight. Our hearts were in it. And for a moment, under those hot stage lights, it felt like freedom didn’t just live across the border.
It lived inside the music.
The first year of school came to a close, and for once, I felt like I had carved something meaningful out of the numb routine. We had won the competition. The band was thriving. I had found a rhythm—not just behind the drums, but in my life.
Peter had finished his third and final year, and though I still had one more to go, he wasn’t slowing down. His mind was already racing ahead, plotting our next move.
In the meantime, I took a trip to a village called Ohaba-Matnic, not far from Reșița, where a yearly feast brought in Romania’s biggest rock band—Phoenix, my idols. During one of their breaks, people spilled outside for fresh air, including Tula, the drummer, who wandered off with a girl he’d just met. Back inside, the band gave him the cue to return, then another—but no sign of him. I was in my usual spot, front row, when the bass player’s frustration turned into curiosity. I asked him if I could jam with them. He asked where I was from. “I’m a drummer from Reșița,” I said. He gave me the nod.
Seconds later, I was on stage, sticks in hand, jamming with Phoenix. The chemistry with their bass player was instant. Halfway through the song, Tula reappeared, hands wrapped around his girlfriend, staring in disbelief at someone else on his kit.
After the set, the bass player pulled me aside: “Tula’s on the brink of leaving the band. Are you interested in filling in?”
We exchanged numbers. Later, on the phone, I tried to explain I was still in my third year of professional school in Reșița. He didn’t hesitate: “That’s fine. I have connections in Timișoara. We’ll transfer you here.”
Soon after, I packed a bag. My mother pressed 100 lei into my palm and wished me luck. In Timișoara, the bass player gave me a room at his house, and one night, we went to the hottest hotel in town—the Continental. The Ciolacu Brothers, fresh off a U.S. tour with shiny Hammond keyboards and Ludwig drums, were playing.
Their guitarist invited Phoenix’s Nicu Covaci to jam, then the bass player joined, and finally I asked the drummer if I could sit in. The weight of the world hit me as I sat behind those Ludwig drums—my first time on such a legendary set.
But money runs faster than dreams. My 100 lei vanished, and before I knew it, I was heading back to Reșița, heartbroken. That moment had been my biggest turning point—the chance to play with Romania’s greatest band in the ’70s. But I wasn’t ready. A set of drums then cost 25,000 lei—almost the price of a house. And for now, it was a dream just out of reach.
One night after rehearsal, Peter pulled me aside. His voice was calm, but his eyes burned with that same hunger I’d seen in myself when I’d stood behind Phoenix’s drums.
“George,” he said, “we need to take this seriously. We’re good. And I want to build something bigger—with you.”
That was how CRIN was born.
The name meant lily—a delicate flower, perhaps, but we were anything but fragile. Peter stepped into his new role as bandleader with total command. He played keyboard and sang lead vocals, while I handled the drums and sang backup harmonies. Michael, a fierce and fluid guitarist, brought fire to our melodies. Best held down the bass like a heartbeat. And Viorel, with his accordion, gave our music a sound that was uniquely ours—blending tradition with rebellion.
But we hit our first roadblock quickly. I was still in school. Legally, that meant I couldn’t be employed in the private sector. The restaurant that wanted to hire us couldn’t pay me through official channels. The manager pulled me aside one afternoon, nervously glancing over his shoulder.
“I’ll pay you under the table,” he said. “But if the authorities find out... I never hired you.”
It wasn’t ideal. It wasn’t safe. But it was the only way.
We started playing regular gigs in a local outdoor tavern. The setup was modest—worn wooden benches, smoke curling up from grilled sausages, laughter mixing with the chime of beer mugs. But the people came. Night after night, they came. Locals who had nothing else to look forward to. Workers who were exhausted from the factory floors. Lovers who needed a place to dream. And always—always—those same few regulars in the back, faces calm, eyes alert. Watching.
By autumn, our momentum carried us indoors to one of Reșița’s premier night spots: Melody Bar. For a band like us, barely out of school, it was a big deal.
But with bigger stages came greater danger.
In Communist Romania, every establishment—every bar, restaurant, train station, school—had its own informator. These weren’t uniformed officers, but ordinary-looking men and women paid to eavesdrop and report. Some were loyal. Some were scared. Others were just desperate to survive.
We never knew who it was. It could’ve been the bartender. The dishwasher. The guy who clapped a little too loudly. I started scanning every face, every night, wondering who among them might one day decide I was a threat.
And then, one evening, the game stopped being subtle.
I had just finished our final set when a man in a well-pressed coat approached me near the stage. His eyes were sharp, and he didn’t smile.
“George, I’d like to talk,” he said flatly.
We stepped outside into the cold. He lit a cigarette, took a long drag, and exhaled slowly before saying it.
“You’ve got a good reputation. People listen to you. You’re... persuasive. Have you ever considered working with us?”
He didn’t say “the secret police.” He didn’t need to.
“I’m offering you a place on the payroll,” he continued. “You’d just keep an eye out. Report anything... suspicious.”
I stared at him. My heart thumped in my chest.
“Suspicious?” I repeated.
“Conversations. Attitudes. Foreign music. Western talk. People who might be thinking of fleeing.”
I laughed—though not out of humor. It was pure disbelief.
“How could I ever turn in my friends?” I said. “These are people I play with, eat with, drink with. We sweat on stage together. You’re asking me to betray them.”
He nodded, as if he expected the answer. But the look in his eyes told me this was not the end of the conversation. Just the beginning.
A few weeks later, I found out what refusal looked like.
It was late. The gig had ended, and I was walking home with two friends under the pale orange glow of flickering streetlamps. We joked, laughed. For a moment, I forgot the fear.
Then I heard footsteps. Fast. Deliberate.
Two officers in uniform ran up behind us. I barely had time to react before they grabbed me—one twisting my arm behind my back, the other yanking at my hair.
“What are you doing?” I shouted.
No answer.
Out came the scissors.
With a cruel smile, one of them hacked off the entire right side of my long hair. I felt it fall, strand by strand, against my shoulder. The cold air hit my exposed scalp like a slap. My scream echoed through the empty street. Then they let me go.
That night, I went home in silence. Not anger—fury. I stared into the mirror and barely recognized myself. Not because of how I looked, but because of what they had taken: my dignity, my identity, my sense of control.
It wasn’t the last time.
Months later, with my hair grown back and some of the trauma dulled, I returned to Melody Bar. During our intermission, a police officer casually strolled in. He asked the waitress where I was, then walked straight to the back, opened the kitchen door, and gestured for me to follow.
I did, slowly.
Inside, without a word, he grabbed the other side of my hair and snipped it again.
It wasn’t just about length. It was about power. A reminder. A leash pulled tight.
And I began to wonder: How much more of this can I take? How long before they break me completely?
The stage still gave me life. The music still gave me hope. But behind every song, I could hear the footsteps. The scissors. The whispers in the crowd.
Even in the spotlight, I was never out of the shadows.

One evening, while we were mid-set at Melody Bar, the pulse of the music thudding through the floorboards, a waiter leaned into me between songs.
“George,” he said quietly, “there’s a couple in the corner who’d like a word.”
Something in me immediately tensed. That icy rush ran through my spine—the one that always followed unexpected attention. My mind raced. Had someone reported me again? Was this another setup? Were they here to take me away mid-performance, to make an example of me in front of the crowd?
I walked toward the corner table like a man approaching a firing squad. My palms were damp. I tried to steady my breath.
The man was in his early forties, neatly dressed but not flashy. The woman beside him, maybe thirty, was equally composed. He looked at me with a faint smile—too calm for comfort—and spoke first.
“You’re George, right?”
My throat tightened.
“Yes,” I said slowly. “Do we know each other?”
He shook his head. “No. But someone I work with mentioned you. Said there’s a kid in the factory trade—learning to be a grinder—who talks about the West like it’s already home.”
I stood there, watching him closely. He knew my name. He knew my background. He knew I talked about the West. If he wasn’t with the Securitate, he was damn close.
But there was something different in his tone. Less interrogative. More... hopeful.
He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a near-whisper. “I also heard your family has a house in Moravița.”
And with that, the veil dropped. He wasn’t here to arrest me.
He was here for freedom.
I didn’t press for more. I didn’t need to. We were speaking a language without words now—coded, careful, and full of unspoken risk.
“We should continue this conversation elsewhere,” I said.
That night, everything changed.
I had made peace long ago with the idea of escaping Romania. It wasn’t some spontaneous fantasy—it had become a necessary evolution of my soul. But now, someone else knew. Someone wanted in. It made the dream more real, but also more dangerous.
Back at the bar, my friend Peter started to suspect something. He and I had grown close through music. He was my partner, my creative mirror, my brother on stage. But I hesitated to bring him into the plan. Peter had a big heart—but a big mouth, too. He wasn’t always careful with secrets. And in Romania, loose lips didn’t just sink ships—they got people jailed. Or killed.
Still, the weight of the plan was hard to carry alone.
I wanted him to come. I didn’t want to leave him behind. I imagined the two of us on the other side—jamming in some smoky New York basement club, finally free to play what we loved without fear. But the closer we got, the more I felt the risk tighten around my throat.
Then came another encounter—this time from a boy who had once idolized me from the audience.
He was seventeen, still in school, and came often to our shows. I noticed him watching the band closely, as if trying to memorize every chord, every drum fill, every grin exchanged between us. One night after a show, he waited for me by the back door.
“George,” he said softly, “I know what you’re trying to do.”
I froze.
“My parents have a house by the Danube,” he continued. “Right on the riverbank. The garden backs right up to the water. My friends and I swim there all the time. If you’re looking for a way to cross into Yugoslavia... maybe I can help.”
There was something fearless in his tone—almost reckless. His offer was raw and direct, and it scared me. He didn’t whisper. He didn’t hedge. He just laid it out like a challenge. I nodded politely, made some vague comment, and left it at that.
But inside, I was shaken. He knew too much. He said too much.
Two weeks later, I found out he had tried.
Along with two boys from his village, he made a nighttime dash to the river. They reached the bank, stripped down, and plunged into the icy Danube, kicking hard toward the black silhouette of Yugoslavia.
But they weren’t alone.
The soldiers were already watching—always watching. A single shout rang out: “Stop!” But the boy kept swimming.
He never made it.
One bullet. Maybe two. The current took the rest.
I heard he was hit mid-stroke, split apart by the force of the round. His body was pulled downstream and recovered days later. The other two boys, who had surrendered, were dragged from the river, shackled, and disappeared into military custody.
When the news reached me, I sat still for a long time. I wasn’t crying. I wasn’t even speaking.
I just sat.
I should have felt gutted. I should have been crushed by guilt or grief. But the truth? I felt numb. Like my heart had grown calluses.
I was sad—but also more determined than ever.
His death didn’t change my plan. It only hardened it. The regime had killed him because he dared to believe there was another life out there. Because he dared to try.
And I knew then, with absolute certainty:
If I stayed, I would eventually die, too—either in body or in spirit.
So I had to find another way.
I had to get out.
And this time, I wouldn’t fail.
You might wonder what went through my mind when I heard about the boy who was gunned down in the Danube.
Truthfully? I couldn’t stop thinking about it.
His story haunted me—not in the way a ghost might, but like a voice that kept whispering: You’re running out of time. He had tried to do what I only talked about. He took the plunge—literally—and died for it. I told myself that if I was going to follow in his footsteps, I’d have to be smarter. Sharper. More invisible. Because if I made even one mistake... it wouldn’t be a warning.
It would be the end.
That was when the pressure grew unbearable. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t focus. I carried the thought of escape like a secret flame under my ribs—it burned hotter every day.
I started thinking about Peter again. I had pushed him away for being careless, for being impulsive, but he was my friend. My brother in music. A piece of me wanted him with me when I crossed over. I imagined us in the same train car, hiding, holding our breath as the wheels rattled toward freedom.
But trust is a fragile thing.
Eventually, I came up with a plan. It wasn’t perfect, but it felt doable. There was a village called Stamora-Moravița, the last Romanian stop before crossing into Yugoslavia. It was a narrow slip of geography where borders blurred and eyes occasionally looked the other way.
Because I was a registered resident of a border village, my identity card had a triangle stamp—an unobtrusive but powerful symbol that allowed me to travel in that area freely. That stamp would be my shield.
The plan was simple in theory: Peter and I would board the train to Stamora-Moravița. We’d disembark just before dusk. I knew the layout—I had studied it. There was a bathroom near the platform where we could hide while passports were checked. No one would question me, and Peter could pretend to be visiting. Once the train cleared inspection and began to roll forward, we’d chase after it. Slowly at first, then with full force, grabbing hold of the rear car as it inched toward freedom. We’d be ghosts by the time anyone realized we were gone.
I even drew a map—handwritten, meticulous—and circled the date in red: May 14th, 1973.
I handed it to Peter. He looked at me, unsure but excited. He folded it neatly and tucked it into the inside pocket of his coat.
That night, I went to bed with a cautious hope.
But what I didn’t know—what I couldn’t have known—was that Peter’s mother, in one of those simple, well-meaning acts that change lives forever, decided to wash his jacket a few days later.
She checked the pockets. She found the note.
She read the map. She saw the date.
And the next morning, without hesitation, she took it to the Securitate.
By noon, while I was still asleep in my apartment, the wolves came knocking.
A violent bang rattled the front door. I sat up, half-dreaming, disoriented. I barely reached the handle before it burst open.
There he was.
The same lieutenant I had met before—the one who had once tried to recruit me, then threatened me, then watched me like a hawk. Only this time, there was no pretense of civility.
He shoved his way inside like he owned the place, grabbed me by the collar of my T-shirt, and threw me hard against the living room wall. My breath left my body on impact.
“What the hell—?” I tried to speak.
He didn’t wait.
He stormed over to my bedroom wall—my sanctuary—and began ripping my posters one by one: Jimi Hendrix, Uriah Heep, Deep Purple, Santana—souvenirs from a dream world I had never been allowed to touch. Imported. Banned. Precious. He tore them like they were enemy propaganda.
My heart broke with every rip.
He turned to me, eyes burning, and took a step closer until his face was inches from mine.
“Where are you going on May 14th?” he hissed.
I froze. I could feel my heartbeat pounding in my neck. Sweat prickled at my temples.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, carefully.
Wrong answer.
He grabbed me again and slammed me into the wall a second time—harder.
I felt the drywall give behind me, a dull thud echoing through my spine.
There was no arrest. No formal accusation. Just brute force and a message: You’re not untouchable. We know everything. And we can come at any time.
That day, something shifted in me. The betrayal by Peter’s mother, intentional or not, was a rupture. Trust, once cracked, doesn’t heal cleanly.
And yet, I couldn’t be angry with her. Not truly. She was a mother. She was scared. She had no idea what she’d just set in motion.
But as I stood there, dizzy and shaken, my posters in shreds at my feet, I knew one thing:
The plan was dead.
And I was back at square one.
After the lieutenant’s visit—after the screaming, the slamming, and the destruction of my sacred posters—I sat alone in my apartment, surrounded by pieces of torn paper and shattered confidence. My ears still rang from the violence. My skin carried the heat of his grip. My mind, though, was cold and clear.
Peter was out.
He hadn’t betrayed me, not directly. But trust is like glass: once it cracks, it never looks the same again. I couldn’t afford that kind of risk anymore. Not with my life on the line. The plan had been delicate, precise, and built on secrecy. And now it had exploded.
So I went back to square one.
For two or three weeks, I walked around in a fog of uncertainty. I avoided unnecessary conversations. I stopped talking about the West. I said nothing to anyone that might raise a red flag. But internally, I was spiraling. I couldn’t stay in Romania. Not now. Not after coming so close. The taste of potential freedom was still in my mouth—and it was turning bitter with delay.
And then, just when I least expected it... they came back.
The same man and his girlfriend—the couple who had approached me weeks ago at the bar—showed up again one evening like ghosts resurrected from a shelved dream. Calm. Casual. Like nothing had happened.
“Hey George, what’s up? How have you been?”
I forced a half-smile. “Thanks... not much.”
He leaned in, voice lowered, the tension already forming between his words. “From what I understand, your parents have a house in Moravița. I hope you know why I’m here. I’m very interested in hearing more about what the chances are... you know... to escape.”
The word escape didn’t need to be said. It was there, heavy in the air, waiting.
I didn’t hesitate. I’d had enough of dancing around it.
“Said and done,” I replied. “When do you want to do it?”
“As soon as possible.”
And that was it. The plan was reborn—this time without Peter, without notes, without loose ends.
A few days later, we boarded the train bound for Moravița. The ride was quiet, but every second felt thick with implication. The rhythmic clatter of the train echoed through me like a countdown. We didn’t speak much. We didn’t need to.
As soon as we stepped off the train, the soldiers were on us.
It wasn’t unusual. This was a border zone, after all. Anyone traveling there was automatically suspect. But I had my triangle-stamped ID—a tiny printed shape that, in this regime, carried enormous weight. I showed it confidently.
“Visiting family,” I said, and smiled.
They waved us through.
We walked straight to my uncle’s house, which stood near the very edge of the village, facing the vast unknown beyond. The backyard backed into quiet fields, and beyond those fields, the invisible wall that separated captivity from freedom.
Once inside, we climbed into the attic. The wooden beams creaked under our weight. We peeled away two shingles and positioned a pair of military-grade binoculars—contraband, of course—through the opening.
It was around 5 or 6 in the evening. The sun cast long shadows across the land. Golden light painted the horizon, warm and deceptive.
Through the lens, we scanned the border. What we saw made my stomach twist.
A soldier crouched in a foxhole, nearly invisible to the naked eye. If we hadn’t been looking so closely, we would’ve missed him. The army had fortified the entire length of the border with stealth and precision. Along the edge, wires hung between posts about three feet off the ground. These weren’t ordinary wires—they were pressure-sensitive triggers for rocket launchers. If someone so much as brushed against them in the dark, the sky would light up like a battlefield.
Behind that was the physical border—an eight-foot strip of carefully groomed earth. It looked like a narrow garden bed, but it was one of the most dangerous traps imaginable. Every morning, soldiers raked it to perfection. Any footprint, even a partial one, meant a breach. It didn’t matter if it was from a rabbit or a human—the alarms would sound, and the search would begin.
As we observed through the attic, mobile patrols walked the border in slow, calculated loops. Their movements were methodical, eyes trained on the ground. These weren’t lazy recruits. They knew exactly what to look for.
The longer we watched, the clearer it became: this would never work. Not here. Not like this.
We placed the shingles back and climbed down in silence.
That evening, we ate dinner at my parents’ house two blocks away. Nobody asked why I had a guest. Nobody asked what we’d been doing. In a village like Moravița, silence was the only safe language.
He stayed the night, and the next morning, we boarded the train back to Reșița.
For a few days, we said nothing. Each of us thinking, recalibrating. The failure of the first plan had bruised my pride, but not my resolve. I knew we couldn’t go through the main border. We needed a new route, one they wouldn’t expect. One they hadn’t buried in traps and barbed wire.
Then, one week later, Plan B arrived.
My friend Pista, who had joined the plan by now, came to me with a story.
“I met a guy in jail,” he said.
Not exactly the best opening to inspire confidence.
“He knows a place. His uncle has a house near the Danube. Remote. Isolated. Hardly any patrols.”
I raised an eyebrow.
“He wants to escape too,” Pista continued, “with his girlfriend. But he needs help. And money.”
I asked for details. Locations. Guard routines. Escape attempts. He answered with enough clarity that I believed him. Barely.
A few days later, we met the guy in person, in a small cafe tucked into the shadows of Reșița’s backstreets. He was cautious, jittery, but serious.
“We’ll go to my uncle’s village,” he said. “We’ll scout it. If you like what you see, we move forward.”
“How much?” I asked.
“7,000 Lei.”
It was a fortune.
I didn’t flinch.
Thanks to my side hustles—buying and selling clothes, bartering Western currency—I had just enough. I slid the envelope across the table. No handshake. No names. Just an unspoken pact sealed by desperation.
And so, Plan B was born: escape by water. The mighty, freezing Danube—both a graveyard and a gateway.
We set the date: April 25th, 1974.
There was only one thing left to do now.
We had to find out if our bodies could survive it.
Two weeks before we finalized our escape plan, we stood in the middle of a local sports store, staring at a crude but colorful display: new floating mattresses.
It felt strange, almost surreal, to be shopping for our lives—among tennis balls, soccer cleats, and fishing gear—like this was just another weekend camping trip. But we knew that mattress might become our only lifeline between Romania and freedom.
It was expensive. Ridiculously so. But what price could you put on survival?
We bought it.
Now we needed to test it—and more importantly, test ourselves. We chose one of the three lakes just outside of Reșița. It was remote enough to give us privacy, but close enough to the city that we could retreat quickly if something went wrong.
The cold was the real enemy now.
The Danube, by late April, was still a predator. Thin crusts of ice formed along its edges each morning, and while the surface could sparkle under sunlight, its waters below were dark and unforgiving. If the current didn’t get you, the cold would. And if the cold didn’t kill you outright, it would steal your strength—and that meant drowning.
I didn’t trust luck. So I took three small bottles of rubbing alcohol from my mother’s hospital, carefully hidden inside a satchel. It wasn’t much, but I knew that when the body hits water that cold, blood vessels constrict, breathing stutters, and muscles seize. The alcohol could, if applied immediately, boost circulation and help shock the system back into movement.
That afternoon, we set out with the mattress.
We inflated it by the water’s edge, the plastic surface crinkling with every breath of air. Then we dressed Pista’s girlfriend in warm layers, secured a small backpack of dry clothes, and helped her carefully onto the float.
The lake was calm—but ominously so. The wind was light, the trees barely rustled, and the water reflected the sky like a dark mirror. We steadied her and pushed off.
She floated maybe ten feet before it happened.
The mattress wobbled once, then flipped.
The splash was immediate. Her scream—cut short by the water—ripped through the silence. We were in motion before the echo faded.
I dove in, the cold stabbing every inch of skin like glass needles. It was like jumping into a coffin.
We pulled her out, teeth chattering, eyes wide with fear. The shock had stolen her breath. Her limbs trembled uncontrollably. We dragged her—and the mattress—back to the shore and began rubbing alcohol over her arms and legs like our lives depended on it.
Because they did.
That night, I didn’t sleep. Not because of fear, but because of clarity.
The Danube wouldn’t forgive a single mistake.
If we were going to do this, we had to treat it like war.
The next move was obvious: scout the terrain.
Pista made the call. The guy’s uncle—our “border host”—was expecting us.
The following Saturday, we set out early. The mood in the car was tense. No one played music. No one cracked jokes. We were soldiers now, and this was recon.
The village of Vrancea was deep in the countryside—quiet, unassuming, surrounded by thickets and farmland that stretched lazily toward the river. But even here, silence hummed with the hidden presence of patrols.
As we neared the village, two border patrol soldiers flagged us down.
My stomach dropped.
They approached slowly, hands resting near their weapons. The sun glinted off their belts. Their eyes held no warmth.
“Where are you headed?” one asked.
I handed over my ID with the triangle stamp. The driver did the same.
“We’re visiting family,” the driver said calmly. “Booking some wine for George’s upcoming wedding.”
The soldier raised an eyebrow.
“Wedding?” he repeated.
“Next summer,” I said, trying to smile.
There was a long pause.
Then he stepped back.
“Enjoy your visit.”
We didn’t breathe until we were half a kilometer down the road.
At the house, the old man greeted us with a handshake, nodding with subtle understanding. This wasn’t just a social call, and he knew it. He brought us inside, where the smells of roasted meat and fresh bread filled the air. His wife, kind-eyed and silent, laid out a meal for us. A bottle of wine stood unopened in the center of the table.
We poured glasses and began eating. The wine soothed our nerves, but it was just a distraction.
Pista wasted no time.
“Why are there so few checkpoints out here?” he asked. “We’re so close to the Danube.”
The old man shrugged. “Because no one tries anymore. They’ve scared most people out of even thinking about it. Besides, it’s mostly locals out here—no strangers.”
He sipped his wine, then leaned in slightly. “And the military base here is small. Only eleven men, covering nine miles of river. Starting May 1st, they’ll double the staff for the summer patrol. But for now? It’s still just the skeleton crew.”
I sat still, calculating.
Nine miles. Eleven men.
One would be the commander. Another, likely a full-time guard. Then there was the cook. That left eight.
Eight men to patrol nine miles of open border.
Pista was already doing the math out loud.
“George,” he said, eyes sharp, “if they walk four miles out and four back... that gives us maybe a few minutes between patrols, depending on how they rotate.”
It wasn’t much.
But it was something.
After lunch, we thanked the family, said our goodbyes, and hit the road. On the way back, we scanned the forest edges, memorizing terrain, noting turns, estimating how fast we’d need to move.
At one point, we passed a wooded slope that curved toward the water’s edge.
“There,” Pista said, pointing. “That’s where we’ll jump. That’s our spot.”
It was just a patch of trees. Nothing remarkable. Nothing memorable.
But to us, it looked like freedom.
By the fall of ’73, as the air grew colder and the leaves turned to rust, another shadow loomed over me—I had been drafted into the Romanian army.
The letter arrived like a stone dropped in my stomach.
I was nineteen, and I knew what military service meant: control, surveillance, forced silence. Once you were in, you weren’t a person anymore. You were property. I couldn’t let that happen—not with my escape plan already in motion.
So I did what desperate men do. I bribed the doctor at the conscription office—1,000 Lei in an unmarked envelope, slid discreetly under his desk. It was a fortune, but freedom was worth every coin. He nodded once, stamped my file, and delayed my departure until May.
I had bought myself time. Not much. But enough.
Around that same time, our band was moved from Melody Bar to a new venue—Trandafirul, or “The Rose.” It had velvet curtains, brighter lights, and a deeper audience. But the rules were the same: the management was required to inform the Securitate if any of us failed to show up within 24 hours. We were always under a lens, even when it felt like we were in the spotlight.
Still, the shows continued. The music rolled. And somehow, we built something beautiful amid the tension—a loyal crowd, a rhythm of rebellion. Every night, people came for a few stolen hours of joy. We gave them escape, even as we plotted our own.
One of them was a girl named Emy.
She was fifteen—too young to be out that late, too serious for her age, with bright eyes and a quiet intensity. She had just started high school, and yet she waited in the dark corners of the club each night just to hear my set. My time to sing usually came around 10 or 11 p.m., and still, she would sit there, schoolbooks in her lap, waiting for the sound of my voice like it was a lifeline.
Her parents hated it. She didn’t care.
One night, just as I was preparing for my break, a waiter approached me.
“There’s a couple who want to speak with you,” he said, nodding discreetly toward a table near the wall.
I walked over, wiping sweat from my forehead, still catching my breath. The woman was elegantly dressed, her posture rigid. The man beside her was young—early twenties, and visibly anxious. She happened to be his multi-millionaire aunt, from Florida, living in Buenos Aires, Argentina, extremely rich. She had no children, and she was looking to make her nephew inherit the wealth. She didn’t waste time.
“George,” she said calmly, “I know about your plans to leave Romania. This is my nephew. I’d pay anything—anything—if you can get him out with you.”
My heart thudded once, hard. I remembered the failed plan with Peter, the sprint toward the train in Moravița. That escape was impossible for someone like him—he was too heavy, too slow. The train had left him behind before we even tried.
I nodded slowly, not promising, not denying. The clock was already ticking on my next attempt.
At The Rose, we kept playing, night after night, but my mind was elsewhere. Every guitar solo, every applause, was just noise behind the pounding of a single countdown: April 25th, 1974.
The day we’d chosen.
The day we would go.
But fate, it seemed, always hovered nearby—watching, waiting.
The restaurant manager, also named Peter, had been friendly, almost too friendly. He made casual conversation, asked questions that felt oddly phrased. Eventually, I found out what I had suspected: he was an informer. A government snitch. A man whose job was to smile at you while counting how many words you spoke.
After that, I became a ghost in my own routine—watching every step, every glance, every whispered lyric.
Finally, the night came.
April 24th.
I packed light. Every item had a purpose: dry clothes, matches, a strip of bread, and silence. I wore a tight sweater, jeans, and—foolishly—my high-heeled sneakers. I didn’t realize how impractical they were until my friend Peter, the good one, the loyal one, saw me and shook his head.
“You’ll freeze in that,” he said.
He went inside and came back with a thicker sweater.
“Take this. And those shoes? They’ll slow you down. Here.”
He handed me a pair of rubber-soled canvas shoes. Ugly. Thin. But fast-drying. Survival shoes.
It was a quiet, profound kindness—the kind that says goodbye without saying it.
I stepped outside, the cold night swallowing me like a tide. Pista and our driver were waiting in a dark SUV, headlights off. The engine idled low. This was it.
But I wasn’t alone.
Mariane was there.
My Mariane—my long-time girlfriend, the girl who had walked beside me through the fire and fog of this life. She was standing at the edge of the sidewalk, her arms crossed, her face unreadable.
I walked toward her slowly.
“Where the hell are you going?” she asked.
I took a breath.
“You know I’ve been waiting for this moment for years,” I said. “The moment’s here. Mariane… tonight is the night.”
Her eyes filled, but she didn’t blink. Her voice broke as she grabbed my sweater.
“You can’t do this to me again. You can’t disappear like this.”
“I have to,” I whispered. “If I stay, I’ll lose everything.”
Tears ran down her face as she gripped my sleeve harder, screaming now—not just at me, but at the whole damned country.
I pulled away.
I ran to the car, breath burning in my throat.
I didn’t look back.
The door slammed. The engine growled. The wheels turned.
And just like that, we were gone.
Off into the night.
Off toward the border.
Off toward freedom… or whatever waited for us on the other side.



