“Dénes and Gábor’s Excellent Adventure”, or “How to Score a Computer in a Hurry in Transylvania”

This excellent adventure started on Thursday morning in August 2004. András (my 13-year-old son) and I had arrived from Budapest the evening before, and had just sat down to breakfast. Dénes came in to breakfast, complaining that his computer had just stopped working 10 minutes ago. I figured it was a simple Windows hiccup, like the haiku has it: “Yesterday it worked, today it is not working. Windows is like that.” I said that I would take a look, so after breakfast we went to his office. It wasn’t just a lockup. He had a text screen saying something about I/O error in disk subsystem, and something being corrupted. Uh oh, that looked serious. A couple of attempts to reboot and power cycle produced the same I/O error each time, so we tried to boot into Safe Mode. That worked, so we hoped that maybe a normal shutdown from Safe Mode would fix the problem, as I’ve experienced on several occasions, but no. At that point, we decided to copy all of Dénes’ sermons and other important files to floppy disks, to make sure they didn’t get lost, in case even booting to Safe Mode became impossible. 

Since the error message said something about a corrupt file, and Windows was able to boot into Safe Mode, we decided to reinstall Windows. We would do that in the evening after the day’s program was accomplished (a hike through Torda gorge, a visit to the Torda salt mine, and a swim at the Csukasz waterfall). 

After dinner that evening we were about to attempt to re-install Windows from the installation CD when the power flickered and went out. We lit candles and chatted, waiting for the power to come back, but it didn’t. The hand-crank radio and flashlight which we had brought as gifts came in very handy that night. Eventually András  and I went across the street to the guest house, read by candlelight for awhile and went to sleep.

The next morning was Friday, the day of the Unitarian Ministers’ Meeting in Kolozsvár. Power had come back during the night so we continued with our attempted repair. However, we had a dilemma. The machine wouldn’t boot into normal Windows, and in Safe Mode it couldn’t find the CD-ROM drive. We didn’t have a DOS boot disk with MSCDEX to allow CD-ROM access from DOS. The only hope now was to try to boot from the installation CD. To do that we had to change the boot order in the BIOS. Now how the heck do you get into the BIOS on this machine?? Sometimes it tells you when you power up, but not in this case. Incredibly, Csongor (Dénes’ elder son) happened to remember the keystroke combination. We got into the BIOS, looked for boot sequence and found two options – first A: then C: or first C: then A:. So there was no option to boot from the CD-ROM first. Checkmate.

I had decided earlier that if we were unable to fix Dénes’ computer, then I would offer to replace it, as a gift from MUF. However we only had one day, as András and I were leaving back to Budapest early on Saturday, to make the flight home on Sunday morning. We had plans to spend a few hours in Torocko that day, and see the museum and Unitarian church there, as well as the Székely Kö (Szeklar Rock) just outside of town. We agreed that we would leave Sinfalva at 3:00 which would give us enough time to make it to Kolzsvar, buy the computer and attend at least part of the Ministers’ meeting, and make it for sure to the service at 7:00, where a visiting American choral group was scheduled to sing. 

As we left Sinfalva at 3:00 I knew we were cutting it close.We stopped at a computer store in Torda. The salesperson there spoke no Hungarian or English, only Romanian, so Dénes translated. I asked him to find out first of all if the shop would take an American credit card, which they would (this becomes significant later). We ran into some confusion regarding the operating system. I wanted a machine with Windows pre-installed so that I could try it out on the spot. I got the impression from Dénes’ translation that they wanted to sell the machine and the OS seperately. So, we left that place and headed for Kolozsvár. 

As we entered Kolozsvár I noticed a white station wagon with the words “Computers Store” on the side. I pointed it out to Dénes and we tried to find an address on the car, but there was none, nor a phone number. As we headed toward the Bishopric and the Unitarian Church, I suddenly saw the same words on a shop: “Computers Store”, not 100 yards from the Unitarian Church. We stopped and parked, and walked into the store. Again, the person in the store spoke no Hungarian, but he spoke good English. 

It appears that in Romania one doesn’t buy pre-built computers off-the-shelf, but rather has them assembled-to-order from components, according to a list. This was where I was able to be really helpful to Dénes, as he wouldn’t have known what to ask for and what superfluous things not to pay for. For example, we got the last 40 gigabyte hard drive in the shop. All the others were 80 gig or higher, for three times the price. 40 gig is enough for a few lifetimes worth of sermons, I think. So we made our choices and agreed on a price, about $300, and I pulled out my credit card to pay. To my astonishment and dismay, the store didn’t take credit cards, unlike the seedier place in Torda. The salesperson told us, no problem, he would start building the computer while we walked to the bank down the block, to get money with the credit card. He would be closing at 6:00 and it was now almost 5:00. 

We rushed to the bank, and got there just before it closed. I asked if they would give a cash advance on an American credit card, and they said “no problem”. However there was indeed a problem. They asked me for the PIN number of the card, which I didn’t know. Warning to all travelers to Romania: know your credit card PIN numbers! So that idea didn’t work. 

Dénes and I emptied our pockets and pooled our money to see how much we had. We had about 11,000,000 lei, about 1,000,000 lei short, About $40 or so. This is not a great sum in dollars, but a significant amount in lei. How frustrating to have the plan fall apart so close to success! What to do? What to do? Well, in the USA I have on occasion gotten cash back from a credit card purchase. Just charge more on the card than the purchase price, and take the difference in cash. Well, right across the street was a shopping center. We walked into a photo store to buy some batteries which my digital camera was consuming at an alarming rate (bring rechargeables!) but they didn’t take credit cards either. We saw a tobacco shop where the saleslady knew Dénes vaguely (remember, this was all within a block of the Bishopric) and she had a credit card imprint machine but hadn’t used it in two years, so she was afraid to try the cash-back procedure. We walked into a gift shop where I spotted a rain-stick of all things, which I thought was interesting enough to buy. We had the salesgirl convinced but then she lost her nerve, called her boss on a cellphone for permission, and he said no. We spotted an ATM and I tried the three credit cards I had with me, hoping that one of them would work with the PIN I usually choose when I have a choice. We had a brief flash of hope for a minute, thinking that it had worked, since we got several screens into the procedure before the machine rejected the card. So, nothing we tried worked. Finally Dénes suggested borrowing from anyone he could find at the Unitarian Church. 

We walked into the Unitarian High School on the way, and there we ran into some kids in the High School chorus, who were singing in the service later that night. In fact one of them had stayed in my home during the chorus’ tour of the Eastern USA a couple of years ago. Dénes asked him, “Attila, do you have a lot of money with you?” and Attila answered, “Yes.” Dénes asked, “Can I borrow it?” and Attila answered, “Yes.” Suddenly and unexpectedly the problem was solved. We grabbed the money and hurried across the street to the computer store, getting there about 10 minutes before 6:00. While waiting a  few final minutes for the assembly to be completed, we were given espresso coffee, and then a quick check-out to make sure the machine worked. Then we carried it to the car a block away, and made it back to the Unitarian Church in time for the service. 

The experience was an emotional roller coaster, but in the end fortune smiled on us. It was an unexpected but welcome opportunity to help our friends in Sinfalva.

PS: You should have seen our treasurer when I asked for reimbursement a couple of months later, and submitted a receipt for over 12,000,000 lei!

