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            4A man of blood takes clay from the peak

            And creates his own ghost

            From dreams, scents, and shadows

            And brings it living down to us.

            
                

            

            But his sacrifice is pointless,

            However charming the book’s speech.

            Beloved book and useless,

            You will answer no question.

            Tudor Arghezi, “Ex Libris”

            
                

            

            
                

            

            A fragment of his eye socket was removed. The sun and everyone could see inside. It angered him and distracted him from his work; he was furious that he in particular could not see this marvel.

            Franz Kafka, Diaries56
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         i have lice, again. it doesn’t surprise me anymore, doesn’t disgust me. It just itches. I find nits constantly, I pull them off in the bathroom when I comb my hair: little ivory eggs, glistening darkly against the porcelain around the faucet. The comb collects bunches of them, I scrub it with the worn-out bristles of an old toothbrush. I can’t avoid lice—I teach at a school on the edge of town. Half the kids there have lice, the nurse finds the bugs at the start of the year, during her checkup, when she goes through the kids’ hair with the expert motions of a chimpanzee—except she doesn’t crush the lice between her teeth, stained with the chitin of previously captured insects. Instead, she recommends the parents apply a cloudy liquid that smells like lye, the same one the teachers use. Within a few days, the entire school stinks of anti-lice solution.

         It’s not that bad, at least we don’t have bedbugs, I haven’t seen those in a while. I remember them, I saw them with my own eyes when I was about three, in the little house on Floreasca where we lived around 1959–60. My father would hoist up the mattress to show them to me. They were tiny black seeds, hard, and as shiny as blackberries, or those ivy berries I knew I shouldn’t put in my mouth. When the seeds between the mattress and the bedframe scattered into the dark corners, they looked so panicked that it made me laugh. I could hardly wait for my dad to lift the heavy mattress up (as he did when he changed the sheets), so I could see the chubby little bugs. I would laugh with such delight that my mother, who kept my curly hair long, would scoop me up and spit on me, so I wouldn’t catch the evil eye. Dad would get out the pump and give them a foul-smelling lindane bath, slaughtering them where they hid in the wooden joints. I liked the smell of the wood bed, the pine that 12 still reeked of sap, I even liked the smell of lindane. Then my father would drop the mattress back in place, and my mother would bring the sheets. When she spread them over the bed, they puffed up like a huge donut, and I loved to throw myself on top. Then I would wait for the sheet to slowly settle over me, to mold itself around my little body, but not all of the sheet, it also fell in a complicated series of folds and pleats. The rooms in that house seemed as big as market halls to me, with two enormous people wandering around, who for some reason took care of me: my mother and father.

         But I don’t remember the bites. My mother said they made little red circles on your skin, with a white dot in the middle. And that they burned more than itched. That may be, all I know is that I get lice from the kids when I lean over their notebooks; it’s an occupational hazard. I have worn my hair long ever since my attempt to become a writer. That’s all that’s left of that career, just the hair. And the turtlenecks, like those worn by the first writer I ever saw, the one who is still my glorious and unattainable image of a Writer: the one from Breakfast at Tiffany’s. My hair always hangs down onto the girls’ downy, lice-filled hair. Along these semitransparent cables of horn, the insects climb. Their claws have the same curvature as the strands of hair, and they attach to it perfectly. Then they crawl onto the scalp, dropping excrement and eggs. They bite the skin that has never seen the sun, immaculate and parchment-white: this is their food. When the itching becomes unbearable, I turn on the hot water and prepare to exterminate them.

         I like how the water resounds in the bathtub, that chaotic churning, that spiral of billions of twisting jets and streams, the roaring vertical fountain inside the green gelatin of infinitesimally rising water conquering the sides of the tub with checked swells and sudden invasions, as though countless transparent ants were swarming in the Amazon jungle. I turn off the faucet and there is quiet, the ants melt into each other, and the soft, jelly sapphire lies silent, it looks at me like a limpid eye and waits. Naked, I slide into the water. I put my head under right away, feeling the walls of water rise symmetrically over my cheeks and forehead. The water grasps me, it presses its weight all around me, it makes me float in its midst. I am the seeds of a fruit with green-blue flesh. My hair spreads toward the sides of the bathtub, like a blackbird opening its wings. The strands repel each other, each one is independent, each one suddenly wet, 13 floating among the others without touching, like the tentacles of a sea lily. I pull my head from one side to the other so I can feel them resist; they spread through the dense water, they become heavy, strangely heavy. It is hard to pull them from their water alveoli. The lice cling to the thick trunks, they become one with them. Their inhuman faces show a kind of bewilderment. Their carcasses are made of the same substance as the hair. They become wet in the hot water, but they do not dissolve. Their symmetrical respiratory tubes, along the edges of their undulating abdomens, are completely shut, like the closed nostrils of sea lions. I float in the bathtub passively, distended like an anatomical specimen, the skin on my fingertips bulges and wrinkles. I am soft, as though covered in transparent chitin. My hands, left to their own will, float on the surface. My sex rises vaguely, like a piece of cork. It seems strange that I have a body, that I am in a body.

         I sit up and begin to soap my hair and skin. While my ears were underwater, I could clearly hear the conversations and thumps in the neighboring apartments, but as though in a dream. My ears still feel plugged with gelatin. I pass my soapy hands over myself. My body is not, for me, erotic. My fingers, it seems, move across not my body but my mind. My mind dressed in flesh, my flesh dressed in the cosmos.

         As with the lice, I am not that surprised when my soapy fingers come to my navel. This has been happening for a few years. Of course I was scared when it started, because I had heard that sometimes your navel could burst. But I had never worried about mine, my navel was just a dent where my stomach “stuck to my spine,” as my mother would say. At the bottom of this hollow there was something unpleasant to the touch, but that never worried me. My navel was no more than the indentation on top of an apple, where the stem comes out. We all grew like fruits from a petiole crossed with veins and arteries. But starting a few months ago, whenever I poked my finger in to clean this accident of my body, I felt something unusual, something that shouldn’t have been there: a kind of protuberance scraping against my fingertip, something inorganic, not part of my body. It lay within the pale knot of flesh, like an eye between two lids. Now I looked more closely, under the water, pulling the edges of the crevasse apart with my fingers. I couldn’t see well enough, so I got out of the tub, and the lens of water flowed slowly out of my navel. Good 14 lord, I smiled at myself, here I am, contemplating my navel … Yes, there was the pale knot, sticking out a little more than usual, because as you approach thirty the stomach muscles start to sag. A scab the size of a child’s fingernail, in one of the knot’s volutes, turned out to be some dirt. But on the other side, a stiff and painful black-green stump stuck out, the thing my fingertip had felt. I couldn’t imagine what it could be. I tried to catch it with my fingernail, but when I did, I felt a twinge that frightened me: it might be a wart that I should leave alone. I tried to forget about it, to leave it where it had grown. Over the course of our lives, we excrete plenty of moles, warts, dead bones, and other refuse, things we carry around patiently, not to mention how our hair, nails, and teeth fall out: pieces of ourselves stop belonging to us and take on another life, all their own. I have, thanks to my mother, an empty Tic-Tac box with all my baby teeth, and also thanks to her I have my braids from when I was three. Photographs on cracked enamel, with little serrations along the edges like a postage stamp, are similar testimonies: our body really was once in between the sun and the camera lens, and it left a shadow on the film no different than the one the moon, during an eclipse, leaves across the solar disk.

         But one week later, again in the bath, my navel felt unusual and irritated again: the unidentified piece had grown a little longer, and it felt different, more disturbing than painful. When we have a toothache, we rub our tongue against our molars, even at the risk of hitting a livid pain. Anything unusual on the sensitive map of our bodies makes us unsettled, nervous: we’ll do anything to escape a constant discomfort. Sometimes, at night, as I’m going to bed, I take off my socks and touch the thickening, hornlike, transparent-yellow flesh on the side of my big toe. I pinch at the growth, I pull it, and after about a half hour I have the edge up, and I keep pulling, with the smarting tips of my fingers, as I become more irritated and more worried, until I remove a thick, shiny layer, with fingerprint-like striations, a whole centimeter of dead skin, now hanging disgracefully from my finger. I can’t pull off any more, since I have already reached the living flesh underneath, the part where I feel pain, but still I have to put a stop to the irritation, the unease. I take a pair of scissors and cut it in half, then I examine it for a long time: a white shell that I made, without knowing how, just as I don’t remember how I made my own bones. I fold it between my fingers, I feel it, it smells vaguely like ammonia: the piece 15 is organic, yet dead, dead even while it was a part of me, adding a few grams to my weight; it still makes me uneasy. I don’t feel like throwing it out, I turn out the light and go to bed, still holding it between my fingers, only to forget everything the next day. Still, for a little while after that I limp slightly: the place I pulled it from hurts.

         I tugged on the hard sliver coming out of my navel, until, unexpectedly, it was in my hand. A small cylinder, a half centimeter long and about as wide as a matchstick. It looked to have gotten darker over time, worn and sticky and tarnished with age. It was something ancient, mummified, saponified, who the hell knows. I put it under the faucet and washed away the layer of grime; I could see the thing had been a yellowish-green color, long ago, perhaps. I put it in an empty matchbox. It resembled, more than anything, the stub of a burnt match.

         A few weeks later, my navel, again softened in hot water, yielded another fragment, twice as long this time, of the same hard substance. I realized that it was the flexible end of a piece of twine, I could even see its multitude of twisted fibers. It was string, ordinary string, the kind used for packages. The string with which, twenty-seven years earlier, they had tied my navel in the decrepit workers’ maternity ward where I was born. Now my navel was aborting, slowly, a piece every two weeks, every month, then another after three more months. Today I’m removing the fifth piece, carefully, with a certain pleasure. I flatten it out, scrape it clean with my fingernail, wash it in the bathtub water. It is the longest piece so far, and I hope the last. I put it in the matchbox, alongside the others: they lie there politely, yellowish-greenish-black, their ends raveling. Hemp, the same material as homemade shopping bags, the kind that cut into your hands when filled with potatoes, the same material you use to tie packages. On Holy Mary’s Day, my father’s family in Banat would send me packages: poppy-seed and apple pastries. The brown-green string was my favorite part: I would tie the doorknobs together, so my mother wouldn’t have another child. On each knob, I tied tens, hundreds of knots.

         I stop worrying about the string from my navel and, as the water runs off my body, get out of the tub. I take the lice solution from behind the toilet and pour a little of the pungent substance over my head. I wonder what class gave me lice this time, as though it matters. Maybe it does, who knows. Maybe 16 different streets in the neighborhood and different classes in school have distinct species of lice, different sizes.

         I rinse the revolting solution off my head and comb my hair, hanging over the brilliantly clean porcelain of the sink. And the parasites begin to drop out, two, five, eight, fifteen … They are tiny, each one in its own drop of water. Squinting, I can see their bodies, with wide abdomens and three still-moving legs on each side. Their bodies and my body, wet and naked, leaning over the sink, are made of the same organic tissues. They have analogous organs and anatomical functions. They have eyes that see the same reality, they have legs that take them through the same unending and unintelligible world. They want to live, just as I do. I wash them off the sides of the sink with a stream of water. They travel through the pipes below, into the sewers underground.

         With my hair still wet, I go to bed beside my meager set of treasures: the Tic-Tac box with my baby teeth, pictures from when I was little and my parents were in the prime of their life, the matchbox of fibers from my navel, my journal. As I often do in the evenings, I pour the teeth into my hand: smooth little stones, still bright white, that were once inside my mouth, that I once used to eat, to pronounce words, to bite like a puppy. Many times have I wondered what it would be like to have a paper bag with my vertebra from when I was two, or my finger bones from age seven …

         I put the teeth away. I would like to look at some of the pictures, but I can’t stay up any later. I open the drawer in the nightstand and put everything inside, in the yellowed “snakeskin” box that used to house a razor, a shaving brush, and a box of Astor razor blades. Now I use it for my lowly treasures. I pull the blanket over my head and try to fall asleep as fast as I can, perhaps forever. My scalp doesn’t itch anymore. And, since it’s happened so recently, I hope it won’t happen again tonight.

         2

         I meant my dreams, the visitors, all that insanity, but this is not the time to talk about it. For now, let me turn again to the school where I’ve worked more than three years already. “I won’t be a teacher all my life,” I told myself, I remember 17 like it was yesterday, when I was taking the tram home, late one summer night under rosebud clouds, from the end of Şoseaua Colentina, where I had been to see the school for the first time. But no miracle has happened; I very likely will be a teacher all my life. In the end, it hasn’t been all that bad. The afternoon I visited the school, just after I received my assignment, I was twenty-four in years and maybe twice as many kilograms in weight. I was incredibly, impossibly thin. My mustache and long hair, slightly red at that time, did nothing but infantilize my appearance, such that, if I glanced at myself in a shop or tram window, I would think I was looking at a high school student.

         It was a summer afternoon, the city was brimming with light, like a glass whose water arches above its lip. I took the tram from Tunari, in front of the Directorate General of the Militia. I passed my parents’ apartment building on Ştefan cel Mare, where I lived too, and as usual I searched the endless facade for my window, lined with blue paper to keep out the sun, then I passed the wire fence of Colentina Hospital. The hospital wings were lined up over the vast grounds like brickwork battleships. Each one had a different shape, as though the tenants’ various diseases had determined their building’s bizarre architecture. Or perhaps each wing’s architect had been chosen for his disease, and he had attempted to create an allegory of his suffering. I knew each one and had stayed in at least two of them. At the right end of the grounds, I shuddered at the sight of a pink building with paper-thin walls, the neurology wing. I had stayed there for a month, eight years earlier, for a facial paralysis that still bothered me from time to time. Many are the nights in which I wander in my dreams through the wings of Colentina Hospital, I enter unknown, hostile buildings, their walls covered with anatomical diagrams …

         Next, the tram passes along the former ITB workshops, where my father worked for a while as a locksmith. Some apartment blocks have gone up in front of them, you can barely see the workshops from the street. The ground floor of one block was once a clinic, right at the Doctor Grozovici stop. For a time, I went there for my injections, vitamin B1 and B6, following my facial paralysis at age sixteen. My parents would put the vials in my hand and tell me not to come back with them unopened. They knew me too well. At first, I would drop them down the elevator shaft and tell my parents I had done them, but this didn’t work for long. In the end, I had to get it done for real. I would 18 set off for the clinic, at dusk, my heart full of dread. I walked the two tram stops as slowly as I could. Like when I had to go to the dentist, I would hope that some miracle would happen and I would find the office was closed, the building demolished, the doctor deceased, or that there was a blackout and the drill couldn’t run or the lights above the chair would go out. No miracle ever happened, however. The pain waited for me, all of it, with its blood-colored aura. The first nurse at Grozovici who, late one night, gave me the injection was pretty, blonde, very neat, but I soon became terrified of her. She was the type who treated your bare bottom with complete disdain. Not the thought of the pain that was to come, but this woman’s disdain for the kid with whom she was about to have an intimate relationship (albeit just sticking a needle in his butt cheek) quickly eliminated the vaguest excitement, and my sex gave up its efforts to lift its head and take a look. I waited next for the inevitable wetness on the soon-to-be martyred flesh, the three or four smacks of the back of her hand, then the shock of the needle stuck into flesh, its tip always sure to hit a nerve, a vein, to hurt you somehow, a lasting, memorable pain, then increased by the poison that traveled down the channel of the needle to spread, like sulfuric acid, throughout your hip. It was horrible. The blonde nurse’s injections would make me limp for a week.

         Luckily, this nurse, who was probably into S&M in bed, traded off with another nurse at the clinic, this one just as difficult to forget, though for different reasons. She scared you to death when you first saw her because she had no nose. But she did not wear a bandage or a prosthetic, she simply had, in the middle of her face, a large orifice vaguely partitioned into two compartments. She was as small as a gosling, brown-haired, with eyes whose tenderness might have seemed attractive if the skull-like appearance of her face did not overwhelm you. When I came on the blonde nurse’s night, I was seen right away. The wind whistled through the waiting room. But the noseless little person seemed unusually popular: the waiting room was always full of people, as full as a church on Easter. I wouldn’t get home from the clinic until two in the morning. Many of the patients brought her flowers. When she appeared in the doorway, everyone smiled happily. I could understand why: no one, probably, had ever had a lighter touch. When my turn came and I sat with my pants down on the rubber of her examination table, I would become dizzy from the 19 smell of flowers, a row of seven or eight bouquets, still in cellophane, along the wall. That extraordinary brunette woman spoke calmly and measuredly, then touched my hip for a moment and … that was about it. I didn’t feel the needle, and the serum diffused through my muscle with nothing but a gentle warmth. Everything happened in a few minutes, and I went home happy and full of energy. My parents looked at me suspiciously: maybe I had thrown out the vial again?

         Next came the Melodia movie theater, just before Lizeanu, and I got off at the next stop, Obor, where I transferred to a tram going perpendicular to Ştefan cel Mare, from Moșilor toward the depths of Colentina.

         I knew these places well, it was, in a way, my neighborhood. My mother used to shop at Obor. She would take me with her, when I was little, into the sea of people filling the old market. The fish hall that stank until you couldn’t take it anymore, then the great hall, with bas-reliefs and mosaics showing unintelligible scenes, and finally the ice plant, where the workers handled blocks of ice that were white in the middle and miraculously transparent on the sides (as though constantly dissolving into the surrounding air)—to my child’s eyes these were fantastical citadels of another world. There at Obor, one desolate Monday morning, I saw a poster that stayed with me for a long time: a giant squid in a flying saucer reached out its arms toward an astronaut walking a red, rocky terrain. Above, the words Planet of Storms. “It’s a movie,” my mother said to me. “Let’s wait for it to come somewhere closer, to the Volga or the Floreasca.” My mother was afraid of the center of town, she didn’t leave her neighborhood unless she had no choice, for example when she had to go to Lipscani to buy my school uniform, with the checkered shirt and pants already sagging in the knees, as though someone had been wearing them at the factory.

         Even Colentina looked familiar to me, with its run-down houses on the left and the Stela soap factory on the right, the place where they made Cheia and Cămila laundry detergents. The smell of rancid fat spread from here over the entire neighborhood. Next came the brick building of the Donca Simo textile factory, where my mother once worked at the loom, then came some lumberyards. The wretched and desolate street drove toward the horizon, in the torrid summer, under those enormous, white skies you only see above 20 Bucharest. As it happened, I had been born in Colentina, on the edge of town, in a decrepit maternity ward thrown together in an old building that had been half gambling house, half bordello in the years before 1944, and I had lived my first years somewhere on Doamna Ghica, in a tangle of alleyways worthy of a Jewish ghetto. Much later, I went back to Silistra with a camera, and I took a few pictures of my childhood home, but they didn’t turn out. Now Silistra isn’t even there, it was bulldozed, my house and everything else wiped off the face of the earth. What took its place? Apartment blocks, of course, like everywhere else.

         Once tram 21 passed over Doamna Ghica, I entered a foreign country. There were fewer houses, more dirty ponds where women with pleated skirts washed their rugs. Seltzer shops and bread shops, wine stores, fish stores. An endless, desolate street, seventeen tram stops, most without wind shelters or any reason to be there, like the whistle stops trains make in the middle of a field. Women in print dresses, a daughter on each arm, walking nowhere. A cart full of empty bottles. Propane tank centers where people lined up in the evening for the store to open the next day. Perpendicular streets, dusty, like a village, lined with mulberries. Kites caught in the electric lines, strung between wooden poles treated with gasoline.

         I reached the end of the line after an hour and a half of rocking in the tram. For the last three or four stops I may have been the only one in the car. I exited into a large circle of track, where the trams turned around to go again, like Sisyphus, toward Colentina. The day was tilting toward night, the air was amber-colored and, on account of the silence, ghostly. Here, at the end of line 21, there was not a soul in sight. Industrial halls, long and gray, with narrow windows, a water tower in the distance, and in the middle of the tram turnabout, a grove of trees literally black from the heating oil and exhaust fumes. Two empty trams stood one beside the other, without drivers. A closed ticket booth. Marked contrasts between the rosy light and the shadows. What was I doing there? How was I going to live in such a remote place? I walked toward the water tower, I came to its base to find a padlocked door, I tilted my head back to look toward its sphere glittering in the sky, at the end of a white, plastered cylinder. I walked farther toward … nothing, toward the emptiness … This wasn’t, it seemed to me, where the city ended, but where reality ended. 21 A street sign to the left had the name I was looking for: Dimitrie Herescu. Somewhere on this street should be the school, my school, my first job, where I should appear on the first of September, more than two months from that moment. The green and pink building of an auto mechanic did nothing to destroy the rural atmosphere of the place: houses with tile roofs, yards with rotting fences, tied-up dogs, tacky flowerpots. The school was on the right, a few houses down from the mechanic, and it was, of course, empty.

         It was a small school, an L-shaped hybrid, with an old central section, plaster cracking, broken windows, and at the other end of a small courtyard, a new section, even more desolate. In the yard, a basketball hoop without a net. I opened the gate and entered. I took a few steps on the courtyard pavement. The sun had just begun to go down, a halo of rays settling on the roof of the old building. From there, it sprayed out sadly and, in a way, darkly, since rather than illuminate anything it increased the inhuman loneliness of the place. My heart grew worried. I was going to enter this school that looked as stiff as a morgue, I was going to walk, the register under my arm, down its dark green halls, I was going to go upstairs and enter an unknown classroom where thirty strange kids, stranger than another species, were waiting for me. Maybe they were waiting for me even at that moment, sitting silently on their benches, with wooden pencil boxes, their notebooks with blue paper covers. At the thought of this, the hair on my arms stood up and I practically ran into the street. “I won’t be a teacher all my life,” I told myself as the tram took me back into the known world, as the stations passed behind me, the houses became more frequent, and people repopulated the earth. “A year at most, until some literary magazine asks me to be an editor.” And in the first three years I taught at School 86, I truly did nothing but feed on this illusion, just as some mothers breastfeed their children long after they should have been weaned. My illusion had grown as large as myself, and still I couldn’t—and in a way I can’t even today—resist opening my shirt, at least now and then, and letting it voluptuously cannibalize me. The first years passed. After another forty, I’ll retire from this same school. In the end, it hasn’t been that bad. There were long stretches when I didn’t have lice. No, if I stop to think about it, it hasn’t been bad at this school, such as it is, and maybe even a little bit good. 22
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         Sometimes I lose control of my hands, from the elbows down. It doesn’t scare me, I might even say I like it. It happens unexpectedly, and luckily, only when I’m alone. I’ll be writing something, correcting papers, drinking a coffee, or cutting my nails with a Chinese nail trimmer and suddenly my hands feel very light, as though they were filled with volatile gas. They rise on their own, pulling my shoulders up, levitating happily through the dense, glittering, dark air of my room. I smile, I look at them as though for the first time: long, delicate, thin-boned, some black hair on the fingers. Before my enchanted eyes, they begin to make elegant and bizarre gestures of their own accord, to tell stories that perhaps the deaf can understand. My fingers move precisely and unmistakably, making a series of unintelligible signs: the right hand asks, the left responds, the ring finger and thumb close in a circle, the little fingers page through some text, the wrists pivot with the supple energy of an orchestra conductor. I should be scared out of my mind, because someone else, within my own mind, directs these movements, skilled motions desperate to be deciphered, and yet I am seldom ever so happy. I watch my hands like a child at a puppet show who doesn’t understand what is happening on the minuscule stage but is fascinated by the agitation of wooden beings in crepe dresses with yarn for hair. The autonomous animation of my hands (thank God, it never happens when I’m in class or on the street) quiets down after a few minutes, the motions slow, they begin to resemble the mudras of Indian dancers, then they stop, and for two or three minutes more I can enjoy the charming sensation that my hands are lighter than air, as though my father had used the gas line to inflate not balloons but two thin rubber gloves, and put them in place of my hands. And how can I not be disappointed when my real hands—crude, heavy, organic, chafed, with their striated muscles, the white hyaline of the tendons, and their veins throbbing with blood—reenter their nail-tipped skin gloves, and suddenly, to my amazement, I can make my fingers move as I want, as though I could, through concentration alone, break a twig from the ficus in the window or pull my coffee cup toward me without touching it. 23

         Only later does the fear come, only after this fantasy (that happens about once every two or three months) becomes a kind of memory do I begin to wonder if somehow, among all the anomalies of my life—because this is my topic—the fantastical independence of my hands is further proof that … everything is a dream, that my entire life is oneiric, or something sadder, graver, weirder, yet truer than any story that could ever be invented. The cheery-frightful ballet of my hands, always and only here, in my boat-shaped house on Maica Domnului, is the smallest, least meaningful (and in the end the most benign) reason for me to write these pages, meant only for me, in the incredible solitude of my life. If I had wanted to write literature, I would have started ten years ago. I mean, if I had really wanted to, without the effort of consciousness, the way you want your leg to take a step and it does. You don’t have to say, “I order you to step,” you don’t have to think through the complicated process by which your will becomes deed. You just have to believe, to have belief as small as a mustard seed. If you are a writer, you write. Your books come without your knowing how to make them come, they come according to your gift, just as your mother is made to give birth, and she really does give birth to the child who grew in her uterus, without her mind participating in the complicated origami of her flesh. If I had been a writer, I would have written fiction, I would have had ten, fifteen novels by now without making any more effort than I make to secrete insulin or to send nourishment, day by day, from one orifice of my digestive system to another. I, however, at that moment long ago when my life still could have chosen one of an undefined multitude of directions, ordered my mind to produce fiction and nothing happened, just as futilely as if I had stared at my finger and shouted, “Move!”

         When I was a teenager, I wanted to write literature. Even now I don’t know what happened—if I lost my way somehow or if it was just bad luck. I wrote poems in high school, I have them in a notebook somewhere, and I wrote some of my dreams as prose, in a large school notebook with a thick cover, full of stories. Now is not the moment for me to write about that. I took part in the school competitions for Romanian, on rainy Sundays in unknown schools. I was an unreal young man, almost schizophrenic, who, during the breaks between classes, would go into the schoolyard to the long-jump pit, sit on the edge, and read my poems out loud from ragged 24 notebooks. People looked right through me, they didn’t listen when I talked, I was a decoration to them, not even a good one, on an enormous and chaotic world. Since I wanted to be a writer, I decided to sit for university entrance exams in Letters. I got into the major without any problem, in the summer of 1975. At that time, my solitude was all-encompassing. I lived with my parents on Ştefan cel Mare. I would read for eight hours a day, rolling from one side of the bed to the other, under a sweaty sheet. The book pages would adopt the ever-changing color of the Bucharest skies, from the gold of summer dawns to the dark, heavy pink of snowy evenings in deep winter. Dark would come and I wouldn’t even notice. My mother would find me reading in a room sunk deep into darkness, where the paper and print were nearly the same color and I wasn’t reading anymore, I was dreaming farther into the story, deforming it according to the laws of dream. Then I would shake it off, stretch, get out of bed—the whole day I had only gotten up to go to the bathroom—and, invariably, I would go to the large window in my room, where I could see, poured out under clouds of fantasy, all of Bucharest. Thousands of lights were lit in the far-off houses, in those nearby I could see people moving like lazy fish in an aquarium, much farther away the colored neon signs turned on and off. But what fascinated me was the giant sky above, the cupola higher and more overwhelming than any cathedral. Not even the clouds could rise to its apex. I pressed my forehead against the cold, yielding window, and I stood like that, a teenager in pajamas with holes in the armpits, until my mother called me to eat. I would come back to the vision of my solitude, deep under the earth, to read farther, with the light on and with another, identical room, extended into the mirror of the window, until I was overwhelmed with exhaustion.

         During the day, I would go for walks in the endless summer. First, I would look for two or three different friends, who were never home. Then I would go down unknown streets, I would find myself in neighborhoods I didn’t even know existed, I would wander among strange houses that looked like bunkers from another planet. Old, pink houses, merchant-style, their facades loaded with stucco cupids, chipped all over. There was never anyone on these streets, beneath the arches of old plane trees. I would go into the old houses, wander through their kitsch-filled rooms, climb bizarre exterior stairways to the 25 second floor, discover vast, empty rooms where my footsteps sounded indecently loud. I went down into basements with electric lights and opened doors of rotten wood to find hallways that smelled of earth, with thin gas lines along the walls. On the pipes, affixed to the wall with sloppy foam, beetle pupae pulsed slowly, a sign that their wings were forming under their husks. I would pass into the basements of other houses, climb other stairs, enter other barren rooms. I would sometimes end up in houses familiar to me, rooms where I had once lived, beds where I had slept. Like a child stolen by nomads and found many years later, I would go directly to the dresser, where I would find a silver fifteen-lei coin (placed in my cradle after my first bath, now so tarnished you couldn’t see the king’s face), the bag with the lock of hair cut at age one (the same age when I was presented a tray of objects for me to choose my destiny, and I chose, so they tell me, a pencil), or my poor little baby teeth, a complete set, which I’ve already written about. Still wandering, every day in the summer of ’75, down the streets and into the houses of that torrid city, which I came to know so well, to know its secrets and turpitudes, its glory and the purity of its soul. Bucharest, as I understood it at the age of nineteen, when I had already read everything, was not like other cities that developed over time, exchanging its huts and warehouses for condominium towers, replacing horse-drawn trams with electric ones. It had appeared all at once, already ruined, shattered, with its facades fallen and its gargoyles’ noses chipped, with electric wires hung over the streets in melancholic fixtures, with an imaginatively varied industrial architecture. From the very beginning, the project was to be a more human, a more moving city than, for example, a concrete and glass Brasília. The genius architect planned the narrow streets, the uneven sewers, the houses slouched to one side, overrun with weeds, houses with their fronts fallen in, unusable schools, bent and ghostly stores seven stories tall. And, more than anything, Bucharest was planned as a great open-air museum, a museum of melancholy and the ruin of all things.

         This was the city I saw from my window on Ştefan cel Mare, and the one, if I had become a writer, I would have described endlessly, page after page and book after book, empty of people but full of myself, like a network of arcades in the epidermis of some god, inhabited by a sole, microscopic mite, a transparent creature with strands of hair at the end of its hideous, stumpy legs. 26

         That fall I did my military service, and those nine months knocked the poetry or any hazy literary dream out of my head. I know how to disassemble and reassemble the modernized Kalashnikov. I know how to fume the scope with a burning toothbrush so it won’t glint in the sun at the firing range. I loaded, one after another, twenty cartridges into a clip in winter, negative twenty degrees Celsius, before standing guard at a far-off corner of a military compound, in the wind and wilderness, from three in the afternoon until six in the morning. I pulled myself a kilometer through the mud, with a gas mask on my face and a thirty-kilo pack on my back. I inhaled and exhaled mosquitoes, five or six per cubic centimeter of bunk room air. I cleaned toilets and polished tiles with a toothbrush. I broke my teeth on army crackers and ate potatoes, peels and all, from a mess kit. I painted every apple tree on the compound. I beat up another guy over a can of tuna. A third was ready to stick his bayonet in me. I did not read a book, not a word in fact, for nine months. I did not write or receive any letters. Only my mother visited me, every two weeks, to bring some food. The army did not make me a man, but it did increase my introversion and aloneness. Looking back, I wonder how I survived.

         The first thing I did the next summer, when I was “liberated,” was to fill a tub with hot water as blue as a gemstone. I let the water fill over the overflow, up to the lip of the porcelain tub, to arch in tension gently above the rim. Naked, I climbed in, while the water flowed onto the bathroom floor. I didn’t care, I had to get the grime of those nine military months off of me, the only dead time, like a dead bone, of my life. I sank completely into the holy substance, I held my nostrils shut and let my head go far underwater, until the top of my head touched the bottom of the tub. I lay there, at the bottom of the tub, a thin adolescent with his ribs pathetically visible through his skin, with his eyes wide open, looking at the way, many kilometers above, light played over the surface of the water. I stayed there hour after hour, without needing to breathe, until whatever was on me detached, pinching off in pleats—a darkened skin. I still have it, hanging in the wardrobe. It looks like a sheet of thin rubber, dimpled by the shape of my face, the nipples of my chest, my water-wrinkled sex, even the prints from my thumbs. It is a skin of ash, agglutinated, hardened ash, gray as Plasticine when you mix all the colors together, the ash of those nine months in the army that nearly did me in. 27

         4

         The summer after my army service, the one I dreamed of while I was curled up in a trench under nighttime barrages, my future paradise of endless freedom, civilian life with its mystic-sexual aura, but which proved to be just as lonely and barren as the previous summer—no one calling on the phone, no one home, no one to talk to, days on end (aside from my ghostly parents)—I wrote my first real poem, what would remain the only literary fruit of mine to ever mature. At the time, I would learn the meaning of those lines from Hölderlin, “O fates, permit me just one summer / and an autumn to ripen my fruit …” I also felt like the gods for those few months in 1976 when I was writing The Fall, but afterward my life—which should have turned toward literature with the naturalness of opening a door and, once in the forbidden room, finally discovering your deepest, truest self—took a different path, suddenly, almost grotesquely, the way you throw a railway switch. Instead of Hölderlin I became Scardanelli, locked for thirty years in his tower, raised high above the seasons.

         The Fall was not a poem, but The Poem. It was “that unique object through which nothingness is honored.” It was the result of the ten years of reading literature. For the past decade, I had forgotten to breathe, cough, vomit, sneeze, ejaculate, see, hear, love, laugh, produce white blood cells, protect myself with antibodies, I had forgotten my hair had to grow and my tongue, with its papilla, had to taste food. I had forgotten to think about my fate on Earth and about finding a wife. Lying in bed like an Etruscan statue over a sarcophagus, my sweat staining my sheets yellow, I had read until I was almost blind and almost schizophrenic. My mind had no room left for blue skies mirrored in the springtime pond, nor for the delicate melancholy of snowflakes sticking to a building plastered in calcio-vecchio. Whenever I opened my mouth, I spoke in quotes from my favorite authors. When I lifted my eyes from the page, in the room steeped in the rosy brown of dusk on Ştefan cel Mare, I saw the walls clearly tattooed with letters: they were poems, on the ceiling, on the mirror, on the leaves of the translucent geraniums vegetating in their pots. I had lines written on my fingers and on the heel of my hand, poems inked on 28 my pajamas and sheets. Frightened, I went to the bathroom mirror, where I could see myself completely: I had poems written with a needle on the whites of my eyes and poems scrawled over my forehead. My skin was tattooed in minuscule letters, maniacal, with a legible handwriting. I was blue from head to toe, I stank of ink the way others stink of tobacco. The Fall would be the sponge that sucked up all the ink from the lonely nautilus I was.

         My poem had seven parts, representing the seven stages of life, seven colors, seven metals, seven planets, seven chakras, seven steps in falling from paradise to hell. It was supposed to be a colossal, astonishing waterfall from the eschatological to the scatological, a metaphysical gradation on which we set demons and saints, labia and astrolabes, stars and frogs, geometry and cacophony, with the impersonal rigor of the biologist who delineates the trunk and branches of the animal kingdom. It was also an enormous collage, since my mind was just a jigsaw puzzle of citations, it was a summum of all that could be known, an amalgam of the church fathers and quantum physics, genetics, and topology. It was, in the end, the only poem that would make the universe good for nothing, that would banish it to the museum, like the electric locomotive did to the steam engine. Reality, the elements, galaxies would no longer be needed. The Fall existed, within which Everything flickered and crackled with an eternal flame.

         The poem was thirty handwritten pages, the way I wrote everything back then, obviously, since my long-standing dream of a typewriter was impossible to realize, and I reread the poem every day, I learned it by heart, or better said I caressed it, I checked in on it, I cleared the dust off of it every day as though it were a strange machine from another world, a machine that came, who knows how, through the mirror, into our own. I still have it, on the pieces of paper where I created it without erasing a letter, that summer when I turned twenty. It looks like an old piece of scripture, kept under a bell jar in a great museum, in controlled temperature and humidity. It too is an artifact; I have surrounded myself with them until I feel like a god with a thousand arms in the middle of a mandala: my baby teeth, the threads from my navel, my pale pigtails, the black-and-white photos of my childhood. My eyes as a child, my ribs as an adolescent, my women from much later. The sad insanity of my life. 29

         That fall, a luminous fall like no other I can remember, I went to the university for the first time. When bus 88 crossed Zoia Kosmodemianskaia toward Batiștei, I was bubbling with happiness like champagne: I was a college student, something I had never dared to dream, a student of Letters! From now on, I would see the center of Bucharest every day, what seemed to me at the time the most beautiful city in the world. I would live in the splendor of the city that unfurled, like a peacock, its Intercontinental Hotel and National Theater, its university and Ion Mincu Institute of Architecture, its Cantacuzino Hospital and four ministering statues behind it, with hypnotic eyes of churning waters. Gossamer cobwebs drifted through the air, young women rushed toward their studies, the world was new and warm, just out of the oven, and it was all for me! The building that housed the Department of Letters had inhuman proportions: the marble hall looked like a barren, cold basilica. Below, in the chessboard of the floor, the white tiles were more worn than the black ones. Thousands of footsteps had dug into the agate-soft surface. The library was a ship’s belly loaded with books. But I had already read all of them, every one; in fact I had already read every letter ever written. Still, the height of the library took me by surprise: twenty floors lined with numbered oak cases, connected by ladders, where the librarians climbed up and down, their arms full of books. The head clerk, a bearded, antipathetic young man, sat at all hours like a robot behind a raised desk at the front of the room, receiving and sorting book requests from the line of waiting students. Along the walls, as though in another castle, heaps of books awaited sorting, constantly tipping over, startling everyone at their tables.

         Because it will become important later in this text (which is not, thank God, a book, illegible or otherwise), I want to record a detail here: the first time I walked into the library—a place I never stayed for long, since I never read at a table but in my bed (that piece of furniture which, aside from the book itself, is the essential part of my reading tool kit)—a thought came into my mind and never left. In the center of the reading room there was a massive card catalog, from the last century, full of drawers labeled in an antiquated hand. I knelt before one of them, since the letter V was at the very bottom, in the first row up from the floor, I pulled the drawer out to reveal, like a whale’s baleen, hundreds of yellowed, typewritten cards showing the name, author, and other 30 information about the ever more numerous and ever more useless books written in this world. Toward the back of the drawer, I found the name I wanted: Voynich. I had never known exactly how it was spelled, but I’d found it here.

         This name had been stuck in my head ever since the seventh grade, when I cried while reading a book. My mother heard me and came running into my room, in her fuzzy bathrobe, smelling like soup. She tried to calm me down, to hold me, thinking that my stomach hurt or I had a toothache. It took her a long time to understand I was crying because of the tattered book lying on the rug, missing its cover and first fifty pages. Many of our books looked like that: the one about Thomas Alva Edison, the one about the Polynesians, and From the North Pole to the South. The only complete (and unread) books were Battle en Route by Galina Nikolaeva and How the Steel Was Tempered by N. Ostrovsky. In between my inconsolable sobs, I told my mother something about a revolutionary, a monsignor, a girl, a story so tangled that I didn’t really understand it (especially since I had started it halfway in), but which had made a strong impression. I didn’t know what the book was called, and at that time I didn’t care about authors. When my father came home that evening, leaving his briefcase on the table as usual (I always took his Sport and The Spark newspapers to read the sports pages), he found me with red eyes, still thinking of the scene in which the young revolutionary finds out his father was the very monsignor he despised! “What book is this, dear?” my mother asked him at dinner, and my father, wearing just his underwear, as he usually did around the house, said, with his mouth full, something that sounded like “boyish,” to which he added, The Gadfly. Yes, the young man was known in Italy as the Gadfly, but I didn’t know what that word meant. “One of those big gray flies, with big eyes,” my mother explained. I had never forgotten that night, when I cried for four hours straight while reading a book, but I had never had the chance to learn more about it or its author. The first surprise was that the author was a woman, Ethel Lilian Voynich, as I read her full name on the card, alongside the year that The Gadfly was published: 1909. I felt I’d achieved a small victory, I had cleared up a mystery almost ten years old, but, in fact, my frustration would only increase. I didn’t know at the time that the name I looked up in the catalog—my earlier tears turned out to be a kind of odd premonition—would connect two of the most important areas of my searching, since 31 the displeasure of not becoming a writer had, paradoxically, released me (and I hope that this will not be yet another illusion) to follow the path toward my life’s true meaning. I never wrote fiction, but this released me to find my true calling: to search in reality, in the reality of lucidity, of dreams, of memories, of hallucinations, and of anything else. Although it rose from fear and terror, my search still satisfies me completely, like those disrespected and rejected arts of the flea circus and prestidigitation.

         I threw myself into my new life like a crazy person. I studied old literature with inept professors, reading monks and nuns who wrote three lines each in Old Slavonic, based on foreign models, since we had to explain the gap in the history of a culture that had come to life somewhat late. But what did I care? I was a student of Letters, as I had barely dared to dream. My first paper, on psalm versification, was almost one hundred pages long. It was monstrous, containing all possible references, from Clément Marot to Kochanowski, the psalms of Verlaine and Tudor Arghezi. All my examples were translated by me, preserving the original verse forms …

         How lonely and hopeless I was! I would leave the university at dusk, when the asphalt, wet from the day’s rain, reflected the illuminated billboards along the street. Instead of taking the bus, I often walked home among the grand apartment buildings on Magheru from before the war, past the Scala bookstore and Patria movie theater, then as the evening turned as yellow as kerosene, I sank into the little streets full of stucco houses, as they turned dark blue then black as pitch, on Domnița Ruxandra and Ghiocei; I was amazed again and again that I could go into any house, into any of the old rooms, dimly illuminated by the stump of a candle, into the rooms upstairs with an Italian piano, with cold hallways with pots of dusty oleanders withering in the shadows. Mysterious from the outside, with their cohorts of stucco figurines, these ancient houses were even more mysterious on the inside. Empty and silent, without a speck of dust on their macramé-laden tables, they seemed to have been suddenly abandoned in a terrible panic, as if in escape from a devastating earthquake. The inhabitants had taken nothing with them, they had been happy to escape with their lives.

         My parents were waiting for me at home, and that was it, my entire life. I left them by the TV and went into my room that faced Ştefan cel Mare. I curled 32 up in bed and wished that I could die—I wished it so intensely that I could feel at least a few of my vertebrae agree. My bed turned into an archaeological site, where, in the impossible shape of a crushed being, lay the yellow and porous bones of a lost animal.

         5

         The Fall, the first and only map of my mind, fell the evening of October 24, 1977, at the Workshop of the Moon, which met at that time in the basement of the Department of Letters. I have never recovered from the trauma. I remember everything with the clarity of a magic lantern, just as a torture victim remembers how his fingernails and teeth were pulled out, when, many years later, he wakes up screaming and drenched in sweat. It was a catastrophe, but not in the sense of a building collapsing or a car accident, in the sense of a coin flipped toward the ceiling and falling on the wrong side. Of one straw shorter than the others that decides your fate on the raft of the Medusa. With every move we make in our lives, we make a choice or we are blown by a breath of wind down one aisle or another. The line of our life only solidifies behind us, it becomes coherent as it fossilizes into the simplicity of destiny, while the lives that could have been, that could have diverged, moment by moment, from the life that triumphed, are dotted, ghostly lines: creodes, quantum differences, translucid and fascinating like stems vegetating in the greenhouse. If I blink, my life forks: I could have not blinked, and then I would have been far different from the one who did, like streets that radiate out from a narrow piața. In the end, I will be wrapped in a cocoon made of the transparent threads of millions of virtual lives, of billions of paths I could have taken, each infinitesimally changing the angle of approach. After an adventure lasting as long as my life, I will meet them again, the millions of other selves, the possible, the probable, the happenstance, and the necessary, all at the end of their stories; we will tell each other about our successes and failures, our adventures and boredoms, our glory and shame. None of us will be more valuable than any other, because each will carry a world just as concrete as the one I call “reality.” All the endless worlds generated by the choices and accidents of my life are just 33 as concrete and real as any other. The millions of my brothers I will talk to at the end, in the hyperspherical summation of all the stories generated by my ballet through time, are rich and poor, they die young or in deep old age (and some never die), they are geniuses or lost souls, clowns or entrepreneurs selling funeral banners. If nothing human is foreign to me, by definition, I will embrace, through my real-virtual brothers, all possibilities, and fulfill all the virtualities meshed in the joints of my body and mind. Some will be so different from me they will cross the barrier of sex, the imperatives of ethics, the Gestalt of the body, becoming sub- or superhumans or alternative-humans, others will only differ from me in unobservable details: a single molecule of ACTH that his striated body released while your striated body did not, a single extra K cell in your blood, an odd glint in his eye …

         I don’t know what I would have been like now, writing here in this cobweb-filled room in my boat-shaped house, in this semidarkness with only a yellow glow around the old windows, if my poem had been better received on October 24, 1977. Perhaps behind me I would have had a bookshelf (I’m ill just thinking about it) lined with my own books, with my name on the spine, with titles I cannot imagine. Over thirty years, volume after volume, these would have constituted a complete investigation of my interior world, since I can’t imagine I would have ever written about anything else. Perhaps I would have become, as written in Scripture, a man clothed in soft raiment, before whom the multitudes will prostrate themselves. If we were to meet now, after seven years, the one whose Fall found success at the Workshop of the Moon, and I, whose Fall, although identical to his letter by letter, was reviled, it could only be at some meeting between teachers and a well-known author, during a Saturday training session at Iulia Hasdeu High, or at Caragiale. We would have waited for him patiently, a herd of instructors, bitter about their inadequate salaries, the tyranny of state inspections, the old textbooks with reading passages about children who are torn apart by vultures or blown up on a bridge, with the attributes and complements and divisions of sentences, while he would have peacefully sipped his coffee in the principal’s office, made jokes and heard servile laughter, then they all would have proceeded, like a group of dignified statues, down the hallway lined with portraits of writers toward the auditorium, and the colleague on my right would have leaned 34 toward the one in front of her and whispered in her ear: He looks so nice … Because for them, all writers are dead, and the deader they are, they better they sound. In fact, the writer on stage would have looked younger than me. He would have had that self-assurance that prestige and a body of work will give you; the chorus of literary world naysayers may dispute it, but it remains incontestable. He would have spoken simply, although his books spoke in complexities and subtleties. He would have allowed himself to be modest and warm toward this little world that he didn’t know and couldn’t know anything about. Afterward, he would have signed autographs (good Lord, signing autographs!), and I would have waited in a long line, holding his book, thinking it could have been my own. He would have asked my name, when I reached him, and he would have looked into my eyes just for a moment. He wouldn’t have been surprised that our names were identical, everything would have been—or is now, as I am writing—like a trance, like a dream. He would have written my name, then something like, “with best wishes,” he would have signed the same name, its shape deformed by the habit of hurried autographs. He would have moved on to the teacher from School 84, who gazed at him as happily as she would a fiancé. I would have gotten my coat and walked home in the wintry slush, with his book in my bag, along with a stack of seventh-grade homework. I would have read his book all at once, all night, because, whatever may be said, I love literature, I still love it, it’s a vice I can’t put down, a vice that will destroy me.

         That evening at the workshop, I was wearing a dirty-yellow mohair sweater with a thick collar that my mother had knitted. Both my white turtleneck and my sweater were meant to seem bookish: I knew what a writer looked like. A few years earlier I had seen Breakfast at Tiffany’s, and the author in that film wore a turtleneck, a little frayed around the neck. All he did all day was hammer at the typewriter in this kind of uniform, and, as a result, beautiful girls came in through the window, via the fire escape. I couldn’t imagine what creatures would appear in my panoramic window on the fifth floor, where I would see the Balkan expanse of the city, its old walls, its facades, its baroque pediments drowning in vegetation. I was twenty-one, I was as skinny as a shadow, with a bowl cut and a precarious red mustache with a bare patch on the left. My dark face, with rings under my eyes, with all my life gathered 35 in my eyes, looked like a charcoal sketch. But I had written The Fall, the insane spiral, broad as a maelstrom in the first cantos, then more and more frenetic, more hysterical, as the divine transformed into the obscene, geometry into chaos, angels into demons worthy of a medieval bestiary. I walked into the shabby classroom, an ordinary classroom with tables and benches, with brown paneling, along with ten or fifteen other college students. There, between dark walls hung with mold-stained portraits of linguists, the rest of my life would be decided. I knew the moment the workshop began, when the young professor and literary critic, endowed with a greater authority than humanly possible, with an oracular voice, with judgments no one could ever contest, announced the poems to be read. Seated beside the critic was a woman I didn’t know, dressed in pink, like one of those camouflaged mantids who hunt in the cups of flowers, disguised as harmless petals. Everyone else was a classmate, most of them poets, already accustomed to the Workshop of the Moon. It was a young workshop, founded only the year before, named for the huge, perfectly round moon that floated over the university the first night, covering a quarter of the sky. With only two or three windows lit, the dark university building groaned beneath it, compressed in the middle like under a marble of incalculable weight.

         First to read was a guy with a mustache, someone I had not seen before. His collection of poems was called Autumnal Technology: dense, bizarre poems, each with an unexpected twist. I went next. My sheets of paper, thirty or so, were written by hand. I read through them, one after the next, in an impersonal voice. My reading lasted almost an hour, while my thin shape probably disappeared completely into the air of the room. I, in any case, no longer had a body or paper covered in handwriting. I was inside my poem that had replaced the world. I twisted inside its lines in an ever-tightening spiral. I plummeted from line to line, torn by its rough reptilian skin, its thorny scorpion tails. For me, the recital lasted just a moment, as though the first lines:

         
            
               Golden lyre, pulse your wings ’til I conclude this song

               Hide your horse’s head deep under silence

               Golden lyre, pulse your wings ’til I conclude this song

            

         

         36 had turned themselves over in another dimension and adhered to the last, becoming identical, indiscernible:

         
            
               mud so versatile

               mud of crates

               mud of muds

               mud of mists

               mud

               mud

            

         

         The last word of the poem, in capital letters, was FINIS.

         As was customary, a break followed the readings, with commentary to come after that. During the break, no one came near me. They were probably all in the thrall of the sacred horror of a magisterial work. I, in any case, was covered in goosebumps. I had been in the center of my skull, I had seen the living, chryselephantine statue that completely filled its dome of pale bones, and yet I had escaped with my life. Now, all I felt was the unfortunate itching of mohair on my bare neck. I was so tired my eyes went in different directions. The shapes of the room and of the people sitting on the benches blended together in the ashen light, until they turned into golden skeletons floating ghostly through the air. I inhaled my glory, steadily, through dry lips. A canonization would follow: I, the unknown kid who looked like a hairshirted friar with a rope belt, I would become the hope of world poetry, achieving in a single bound what others needed a lifetime to accomplish. I would never have to write another word. I would always be the author of The Fall, he with an eternal, marble cathedra in posterity’s Eden. Toward the end of the break, the great critic, the mentor of the workshop, came over to me and asked one thing, “What’s your real name, in fact?” That evening, he was wearing an impeccable gray suit and a cold blue tie. He was not yet forty. We would have to go back to another epoch to find someone who had garnered such authority and power at such a young age. I rose to my feet and responded that it was just as I had said when I introduced myself. “Oh, I thought that was a pseudonym …” Then he turned his back and went to the front of the room, as a sign the meeting would resume. Beside him, with the stony face of a Kabuki actress, was the floral woman. 37

         I don’t know if Akasha exists, the universal memory of the anthroposophists, where every gesture ever made and every word ever spoken is recorded, and every nuance of green ever seen by the compound eye of every locust, but in my meager memory, rent and consumed by misfortune’s flames, nothing of what I experienced that evening has been lost. The train turntable of my life. In that hour of not even ferocious slaughter—offhand slaughter, scornful and smiling—the coin fell on the wrong side, I drew the short straw, and my career as a writer continued, perhaps, within another possible world, wrapped in glory and splendor (but also in conformism, falseness, self-deception, superbia, disappointment), but here all that was left was an unfulfilled promise. I have poisoned my nights, for the seven years since, in a masochistic effort to remember the grimaces, the sounds, the movements of air in that basement room that turned into the tomb of my hopes. Someone spun a pen around their fingers. Someone turned to the girl behind him and gave a knowing smile. Someone was wearing suede moccasins. The mohair collar itched, my cheeks burned.

         They talked about my poem as though it were a specimen of literary disease. A mixture of poorly digested cultural detritus. A pastiche of … (here a list of about twenty names). The first reader was a real poet, I was an eccentric. “We have discovered a valuable addition to our contemporary cabinet of poetic curiosities.” “‘To aim for a thousand, to hit just a six,’ Arghezi can be so devastating.” As more and more people spoke, my amazement and my shame spun out of control, exceeding all limits. It wasn’t possible, I couldn’t be sitting in a congress of the blind. I clung to every positive nuance, I tried to ignore the sarcasm and not to hear the judgments raining down with careless severity. Surely things would turn around. The first speakers were mistaken, they were small fry without any taste. When someone new took a turn, I fixed my mind on him, under the illusion I could make him say what I wanted to hear, the way you push your entire body against the steering wheel when passing someone on a two-lane road. This time it will be okay, things will change starting now, I told myself, but the young man commenting, a classmate of mine, proved just as independent and impliable and brutal as a surgeon with a trepanning drill. And this was just what was happening: the vivisection of my martyred body. Cutting out my heart on the temple-top altar. Amputation without anesthetic, 38 but also without hate, the way children pull the legs off flies. I screamed too, as inaudible as a fly and just as futile. Pompous, baroque, with an ambition suited to a higher goal, my poem was passed from hand to hand, they read aloud from its impossible prosody and “obvious” aesthetic inconsistencies. At times, “by the law of large numbers,” one could find a formulation “that, considering the author’s age, might give us some hope for the future.” As the evening went on, they talked less and less about The Fall, and more about the other poet’s work, mature and brutally masterful, elliptical and enigmatic. In the end, I was forgotten completely, in a pitiful, shadowy corner, where my turpitude was camouflaged.

         I felt ashamed, more ashamed than I had ever been. At the start I had been shocked and indignant, but now I only wanted to disappear, to stop existing, to have never existed. I stopped hoping, stopped defending myself, my thoughts stopped fighting against theirs. I was like a rat left to float in a bucket without escape, losing hope and letting himself sink to the bottom. Still, charred as I was by their stubbornness and scorn, I held on to my last shard of hope: the great critic. With some regularity, he would overturn, without the right to appeal, the sentences handed down by those in the room, and his statements were chiseled in immortal granite. Like a medium, he could make no mistakes, because a daimon lived inside him, and if he did make a mistake, everyone would ignore the evidence and follow in his mistaken footsteps. The critic, who always spoke last and always to great effect, would restore to The Fall its initial grandeur, its marvelous depth and ecumenicism. The cathedral had been turned into a public toilet, but with his thin, playful voice, making caveats yet full of power, the critic could douse it again with holy water. Feverish, my head sank to my chest, I was waiting for nothing more than the evening’s final speech, as were the others in the room. And he began to speak, after a long pause that showed no one else had anything more to say.

         He began with me and described my poem as “a pointless whirlpool of words.” Interesting, even moving in its intentions, but an obvious failure in its actual outcome, “because the poet has no feel for language and nowhere near the talent needed for such an undertaking.” It was precisely its boundless ambition that made the poem ridiculous. “You need to learn to walk before you can run. The poet who read here tonight is like a toddler who wants to not 39 only run a marathon, but to win.” He continued in the same vein, quoting here and there, recalling earlier comments, always to agree with them, and in the end, before turning to the second author, he turned his thumb down with one last line: “The poem reminds me of those cartoons where the fuse burns down to the powder and the cannon swells up as much as it can, but then the ball rolls out and falls, flop, onto the ground, just in front of the barrel …”

         I have no idea what he said about the other poet.

         The manuscript of The Fall, still today, bears the fingerprints of those who spoke that night. Hundreds of sleepless nights since then have I ruminated over the same rocambolesque scenario: I track down and punish all of those who mocked my poem and destroyed my life. But especially, after so many years, I take my revenge on the single person who—bound and helpless, a simple, living anatomical specimen, made for torture—has fallen into my hands forever: me, no one but me.

         6

         I am, thus, a Romanian teacher at School 86 in Bucharest. I live alone in an old house, “the boat-shaped house” I have already mentioned, on the street called Maica Domnului, in the Tei Lake neighborhood. Like any other teacher in my field, I dreamed of becoming a writer, just the same way that, inside the café fiddler playing from table to table, a cramped and degenerate Efimov still lives who once thought himself a great violinist. Why it didn’t happen—why I didn’t have enough self-confidence to overcome, with a superior smile, that evening at the workshop, why I didn’t have the maniacal conviction in my beliefs in spite of everyone else, when the myth of the misunderstood writer is so powerful, even with its concomitant measure of kitsch, why I didn’t believe in my poem more than I did the reality of the world—I have searched for an answer to all these questions every day of my life. Starting in the depths of that damp autumn night when I walked home, blinded by headlights, in a state of paranoia I had never felt before. I couldn’t breathe for rage and humiliation. My parents, who opened the door for me as always, were left speechless. “You looked like a ghost, you were white as lime and didn’t hear a word we said,” 40 my mother would tell me later. I didn’t sleep at all. I reread the poem several times, and every time it seemed different: wonderful, imbecilic, imbecilically wonderful, wonderfully imbecilic, or just pointless, as though the pages were blank. I had just read Dostoevsky’s Netochka Nezvanova, and I thought it was his best work, unfinished because it couldn’t be continued, because the young author had reached one of his world’s extremes too early. I often thought about Netochka’s father, Efimov, the self-taught violinist who, consumed with passion and inspiration, had become famous in his far-off province. The pride of a lowly man in the throes of a fantastic power knows no limits: Efimov came to think of himself the greatest violinist in the world. Up until, as Netochka writes (but can we believe her? What did that girl know about art, about music, about the violin? How her father must have tortured her with his furious insanity, with his crises of pride followed by despair, illness, and drink?), a “real” violinist came from Moscow to give a concert in the provincial capital. Of course, of course, after he heard “the real one,” Efimov never touched the violin again and disappeared from his own fantasy world, his daughter’s world, and even Dostoevsky’s world, leaving behind only the fumes of wincing tragedy and a scherzo damnation. A poor man deceived by the shabby, provincial devil. I am sure that no one who reads Netochka ever doubts Efimov’s mediocrity, the risible glory of the one-eyed man in the land of the blind, his pitiful self-deception. But I—who had lived, for several months in the summer of ’76, like him and like the gods, terrified by my own greatness, by the all-encompassing power of the one who took my place and drove my hand across the paper, so that my poem ran for pages, without erasing, without revising, without adding, without rewriting, as though I had pulled away, line by line, a white strip covering the letters and words—I knew that Efimov truly was a great violinist, too great and too new and too out of nowhere to be truly understood, that the governor and those around him, although they had felt the power of his art, could never perceive more than a great, boundless light, and they could never explain why that music, so different from its birthplace, had moved them so deeply. I knew that it wasn’t him, who was manipulated like a doll by a hand from another world, who was the imposter, but “the great,” “the real,” successful Muscovite violinist, who was world-famous, who had played for crowned heads in Paris and Vienna, and who had deigned, at the end of his 41 career, to descend to the end of Russia to perform for the barbarians’ pleasure out of the grace and nobleness of his art. An art that followed the rules, the centuries-old canons, a successful kind of music, of course, but a human one. And just this humanity was the coin that passed everywhere, in palaces and hovels alike, because the weight of the coin feels so nice in the palm of your hand. But inhuman, disordered art that didn’t follow even the construction of the human ear, nor the construction of the violin, that knew not the limits of fingers on the strings, art from another world that magically penetrated Efimov’s body, that art presses against your hand like the icy blade of a razor, it slices down your life line, leaving you scarred forever.

         Of the thousands of answers I’ve given myself—during painful, feverish nights or nightmare-filled days, while I’m teaching and the students are writing an essay, or in a shoe store, icy bus stations, or waiting outside a doctor’s office—to the question of why I never became a writer, one answer seems truer than any other in its paradoxicality and ambiguity. I have read all the books, and I have never known a single author. I have heard all the voices, with schizophrenic clarity, but no real voice has ever spoken to me. I have wandered through thousands of rooms of the museum of literature, charmed at first by the art with which a door was painted on every wall, in trompe l’oeil, meticulously matching each splinter of wood with a pointed shadow, each coating of paint with a feeling of fragility and transparence that made you admire the artists of illusion more than you’ve ever admired anything, but in the end, after hundreds of kilometers of corridors of false doors, with the ever-stronger smell of oil paints and thinners in the stale air, the route ceases to be a contemplative stroll and becomes first a state of disquiet, then a breathless panic. Each door fools you and disappoints you, and the more completely you are fooled, the more it hurts. They are wonderfully painted, but they do not open. Literature is a hermetically sealed museum, a museum of illusionary doors, of artists worrying over the nuance of beige and the most expressive imitation of a knocker, hinge, or doorknob, the velvety black of the keyhole. All it takes is for you to close your eyes and run your fingers over the continuous, unending wall to understand that nowhere in the house of literature are there any openings or fissures. But, seduced by the grandeur of the doors loaded with bas-reliefs and cabalistic symbols, or by the humility of a peasant’s kitchen door, 42 one that has a pork bladder stretched in place of a window, you don’t feel like closing your eyes, on the contrary, you’d prefer a thousand eyes for the thousand false exits arranged before you. Like sex, like drugs, like all the manipulations of our minds that attempt to break out of the skull, literature is a machine for producing first beatitude, then disappointment. After you’ve read tens of thousands of books, you can’t help but ask yourself: while I was doing that, where did my life go? You’ve gulped down the lives of others, which always lack a dimension in comparison to the world in which you exist, however amazing their tours of artistic force may be. You have seen colors of others and felt the bitterness and sweetness and potential and exasperation of other consciousnesses, to the point that they have eclipsed your own sensations and pushed them into the shadows. If only you could pass into the tactile space of beings other than you—but again and again, you were only rolled between the fingertips of literature. Unceasingly, in a thousand voices, it promised you escape, while it robbed you of even the frozen crust of reality that you once had.

         As a writer, you make yourself less real with each book you write. You always try to write about your life, and you never write about anything but literature. It is a curse, a Fata Morgana, a falsification of the simple fact that you are alive, you are real in a real world. You multiply your worlds, but your own world would be enough to fill billions of lives. With every page you write the pressure of the enormous house of literature on top of you grows, it forces your hand to make movements it doesn’t want to make, it confines you to the level of the page, even though you could burst through the paper and write perpendicular to its surface, just as a painter is constrained to use color and a musician sound and a sculptor volume, endlessly, until they feel disgusted and hateful, and only because we cannot imagine any other way. Could you get out of your own cranium by painting a door on the smooth, yellow interior of your brow? The despair you feel is that of one who lives in two dimensions and is trapped inside a square, in the middle of an infinite piece of paper. How can you escape this terrifying prison? Even if you could cross one side of the square, the paper extends endlessly—but that’s not the real reason the side can’t be crossed; rather, the two-dimensional mind cannot conceive of rising, perpendicular to the level of the world, between the prison walls. 43

         One answer, perhaps truer than the others, would be just this: I never became a writer because I never was, from the start, a writer. I loved literature like a vice, but I never truly believed that it was the way. Fiction does not attract me, it was not my life’s dream to add a few false doors to the walls of literature. I was always aware that style (the hand of literature inserted into your own hand as if it were a glove), so admired in the great writers, is nothing more than raptus and possession. That writing eats up your life and brain like heroin. That at the end of your career you have to admit that you, with your own mind and mouth, haven’t said anything about yourself, about the minor events that shaped your life, but always about a reality foreign to you, whose intentions you followed because it promised you salvation, a bidimensional, symbolic salvation that has no meaning. Too often literature constitutes the eclipse of the writer’s mind and body.

         Since I have not written anything (I have kept a diary, true, over all these years, but who cares about the diary of an unknown person?), I can see my body and my mind. They are not beautiful or worthy of public attention. But they are worthy of my attention. I look at them from day to day and they seem as fresh as transparent potatoes, without chlorophyll, grown in the dark. Precisely because they were not turned over on every side in twenty books of short stories, poetry, novels, precisely because they were not deformed by calligraphy. I began writing in this notebook (and I haven’t breathed a word about it to anyone) under special circumstances, just the kind of book no one would ever write. It is a text condemned from the start, and not because it will never become a book, will remain a manuscript, will be tossed on top of The Fall in my drawer with my baby teeth and navel thread and old photos, but because its topic is so foreign to literature and so closely wrapped around life, feeding on life like a weed, more foreign than any text that was ever spread upon the page. Something is happening to me, within me. Different than all the writers of the world, precisely because I am not a writer, I feel I have something to say. And I will say it poorly and truthfully, the way anything worth putting down on paper should be said. I often think that this is what should have happened: for me to be taken apart in that far-off night at the workshop, to completely withdraw from any literary space, to be a Romanian teacher in an elementary school, the most obscure person on Earth. See me writing now, writing just 44 the text that—as I read those sophisticated and powerful and smart and coherent books, full of madness and wisdom—I always imagined and never found anywhere: a text outside the museum of literature, a real door scrawled onto the air, one I hope will let me truly escape my own cranium. A text that he—the one giving autographs and meetings with teachers and who knows what in other countries—never dreamed of.
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         I am usually one of the last to arrive in the teachers’ lounge, long after the bell has rung. The olive-drab room (the color of schools, hospitals, and army camps) is pitiful and desolate. On the long table, almost the only piece of furniture in the room, the tablecloth has been worn thin by the friction of countless elbows. I usually find a sole teacher in the lounge, sitting at the table with a class’s grade register open in front of him, making changes in blue pencil. He won’t raise his eyes to see who comes in. The drawing teacher. The Latin teacher. The physics teacher. A melancholy fog will wander through, especially in winter, when the light is still dim and snow sticks to the windows with peeling sills. You are inside a dream, but whose?

         I take a grade register from the pile on the table and exit into the school’s empty hallways. They are narrow with low ceilings, like mole tunnels, illuminated by a diffuse light from the interior schoolyard. I pass countless white doors, behind which unknown things occur. I can hear voices—sharp, hysterical, authoritarian. They yell, they explain, they plead. Suddenly, a door flies open against the wall, like a flower in a time-lapse film exploding from a bud, and a child shoots out beside me. Then the shouting teacher is ten times as loud. The door closes again and the murmuring returns. The child disappears around a corner and never shows himself again.

         The halls seem to have no end, even though the school is fairly small. You are constantly turning at right angles, constantly going up or down stairs that haven’t been properly washed. You pass bathrooms with their doors wide open, you pass the nurse. I have been wandering through this mirage for three years, and I have yet to understand its layout. To this day, I will pick up the 45 wrong register and end up in a strange room. The lab rooms seem to change location constantly, the portraits of star students are sometimes at the front door, sometimes in the secretary’s office, sometimes at the back end of the furthest hall. Occasionally, I’ll stop in front of them: the thirty photos, in six rows, photos of boys and girls, they seem so ghostly in the Nile-green air that I always get a chill: these are larval faces, all the same and yet each one different, as though the gallery of star students were an insect collection on the walls of a natural science museum. It is hard to pull myself away and continue down the corridor, the Romanian teacher with an enormous register under his arm.

         I go up one floor, then another, then another. I know the school only has two floors, that I haven’t woken up yet (it’s 8:15 am), but still, I climb the stairs, I climb for centuries. It is an infinite tower of superimposed classrooms and hallways. I stop one afternoon in a wide and dark space (very little light comes in here from the schoolyard) with the same white doors around me. Grade 5-A, 5-B, 5-C … As the hallways continue, the class names exhaust the Latin alphabet and change to Greek, Hebrew, Cyrillic, then Arab and Indian signs, hideous Mayan heads, and, eventually, signs that are completely unknown. I have never learned how many groups there actually are for each grade in School 86.

         It is foggy and desolate. Forty children are waiting for me in a room, but which one? I almost always get it wrong. I uncertainly open a door, the students in their seats turn toward me, the teacher interrupts her explanation of fractions (if it’s the lovely Florabela) or reptilian paralysis (if it’s the timid Gionea) or the tics of a Tourette’s patient (if I come upon Vintilă, the geography teacher). “Pardon me,” I say and close the door contritely, feeling like someone who, without wanting to, has witnessed a shameful, secret event. I have always felt that whatever happens there between the children and the teachers, behind the countless white doors, is sealed under a taboo just as powerful and as unbreakable as the door of the women’s restroom. During the break between each class, I sweat and tremble, not at the thought that I won’t find the right room again, but that I will constantly open the wrong door, again and again, onto places I have no business going.

         In the end, the children in the most improbable room seem to be expecting me. In front, at the teacher’s desk, there is no one. Still, my uncertainty continues: what if the real teacher is also late? Only when I see them open 46 their books and notebooks, as a sign they will accept me there, in the little space in front of the rows of desks, do I calm down somewhat: it is my class, I am, at last, where I should be. But what grade is this, sixth? eighth? All the children look the same to me. I strain to recall, from the three or four faces I recognize, if I am in the Rădulescu class or the group that has homeroom with Uzun. I walk to the teacher’s desk, put the register down. I sit, I take attendance. I rise and walk among the rows of benches and desks, looking at their textbooks out of the corner of my eye: what in God’s name am I supposed to be teaching? Grammar or literature? I am the worst teacher that has ever been. “How far did we get?” I ask them. A girl responds from the row beside the window, “We identified the principal ideas of Childhood Memories from Broșteni, part three.” Okay, sixth grade, probably 6-B; good, I know this much at least. I can take it from here. I look at my students with something approaching gratitude. I start to speak automatically, my mind elsewhere. They write down what I tell them, also automatically, their minds also elsewhere. They were likely also wondering what class they had next, what strange and inexplicable animal would come into the room, what adult (therefore foreign and monstrous) person would be their master until the next break. We are now face to face: my face, the one I know from the mirror and hate the way I’ve never hated anything else in the world, and their forty faces, their small, unformed features, the faces I have always feared. “Suffer little children to come unto me,” the phrase comes into my head every time I walk into the classroom—that is, five times a day—“for of such is the kingdom of heaven.” The faces of children, faces that are not of this earth but from a foreign, faraway kingdom. I could tell them many things, I could carefully construct a bridge between our two cultures or two civilizations (two species?), but instead, I talk to them about Irinuca’s goats and explain what sarcoptic mites are, because I have to look out for myself, because I’ve spent three years doing everything I can to escape and run away, to not call attention to myself, to not be cornered.

         There are good classes and bad ones, classes where I can enter calmly and others where I do not dare to go. There is one of those for every grade, a group of all the problem children, the unstable, recalcitrant, and dyslexic. And Gypsies, whom teachers up to their gills in prejudice regard as nothing but psychopaths. Children who cannot bring their teachers flowers and candy. 47 In the lower school, these children had stupid teachers—drunks the school keeps on out of pity—but now, when they have different teachers for each subject, they cannot do the work, and neither can their teachers. “Class 5-D is like a lion’s den, I fend them off with the register and a ruler,” someone in the teachers’ lounge will say. Women, especially first-year teachers, come back from these groups in tears. Everyone beats the kids up, and in the next class they start all over again. There’s nothing to be done. I go into this kind of classroom like I’m entering a torture chamber, one of many waiting for me in my life (and my life is one torture chamber after another). There’s nothing to be done: it’s best if you don’t think ahead. You walk automatically, the register under your arm, toward that corner of hell. You will be tortured for an hour and then escape. For an hour, you will be challenged, defied, and mocked by creatures who come up as high as your chest, but who are many and attack in waves. You can’t defend yourself with the vastness of your knowledge of the world. Your world is not theirs. Your authority ends at the classroom door, where theirs begins. You’ll get off most easily by not making eye contact, taking your seat at the front of the room, and sitting there catatonic until the bell rings, unmoved by the chaos, shouting, and running around the room, the battles of erasers and pencils, the glue they put on your chair. You’ll want your senses to shut down, one by one, like somnolent eyes, to become a statue of yourself late in life, when the heroism of former teachers will be repaid with their image in stone, placed at the head of a class of forty stone children, as a memorial to the education system’s double agony.

         The bell always takes me by surprise: I don’t know if the trumpets of the apocalypse will blow any louder, but the bell at the end of every class is enough to raise the dead from their tombs. Every time it rings, I am so shattered I can barely put myself back together. The children all run out of the room long before I do, leaving me alone among the empty benches and tables, a sight so sad that I look up, toward the ceiling, for a beam from which to hang myself. The walls around me are hung with absurd posters: pictures of pigs and cows for the younger kids, the periodic table and the digestive tract of a dissected pigeon for the older. Pieces of a world we will never understand. I take the register and walk with it tucked under my arm toward the teachers’ lounge. This time the way seems short and utterly simple, as though the lounge 48 were around the corner. But it takes me just as long to get there, because the space is packed with children swarming like hornets in their hive, without rest, their screams piercing your eardrums like a needle. You can’t get through them, they are stuck together like conjoined twins, but you can launch yourself on top of them in a particular vault that all the teachers know—those that didn’t learn it did not survive—and the children will pass you hand by hand over their lice-filled heads, feeling under your dress if you’re a woman, picking your pocket if you’re a man, but conveying you safely in the end to the door of the teacher’s lounge. There you can pat your clothes smooth, wipe the despair from your face, and enter the room affably, ready for jokes and chat, as though nothing had happened.

         My colleagues sit around the table. On the walls around them are large, moldy photos of defunct historical figures. Through the window, the water tower is visible, as well as an ancient disused factory, its roof broken and trees growing from seeds blown by the wind into its brick cornices. The neighborhood kids play there, slipping into the abandoned industrial halls through entrances only they know. When I finish teaching and walk past the mechanic’s toward the end of the tramline, I come upon groups of two or three children, all with that look that says, “I went there again.” At each corner of the schoolyard, before they can go into class, the children go through uniform checks. Teachers put their hands through the boys’ hair, and if it is longer than the width of their fingers, they are sent away for a haircut. The girls have two vulnerabilities: the headband (white fabric, not plastic, always on) and the length of their sundress, which has to come to the knees. And there are those who have another sign of scholarly slavery: their school registration number, which used to be sewn with yellow thread beside the name of the school, on a scrap of muslin tacked to the left sleeve of the uniform. The number is used to identify those students whose behavior in public spaces is lacking, who go to the movies or hang out in bars when school is in session. I don’t remember when the tag was replaced with a tattoo, but I remember it was because the students stapled their numbers on, so they could be removed when they left school, when the girls ripped off their headbands as though they burned. For many years, on the first day of school, when the nurse checked their torsos for hives and their heads for lice, and when everyone had to ingest their 49 vaccines—a squirt of pink liquid onto a sugar cube—the shop teacher (boys studied locksmithing, the girls dressmaking) appeared with his pyrography tool red hot. One by one, their sleeves rolled up, the children’s left shoulders were subjected to the meticulous inscription, in crude figures, of the number that identified them as students of School 86. The haircut check, the dresses (the girls knelt in the aisle between the benches, their hems could not touch the floor) and the numbers were invariably followed by the principal’s warning: “And don’t let me catch you going to the old factory. Whoever I see there will get three day’s suspension studying in the library!”

         Mentioning the library had an immediate effect: few children would take that chance. The school library is also the detention hall. A narrow cement staircase next to the nurse’s office leads far below the earth, like the public toilets in an old train station. The librarian is the math teacher, who, since she has diabetes, teaches only part-time and spends a few hours on guard duty. She is wide, she spans the width of the table in the little entryway, and her face is full of warts. The children barely have room to pass the barbarian idol who blocks the entrance. On her rough wood desk covered in red ink doodles, she keeps a jar of cloudy liquid. Inside are her algae. She uses them to treat not only her diabetes but also her vision, bladder, bowel movements, ovarian cysts, memory, snoring, warts, indigestion, and boredom. Her algae are the panacea humanity has been waiting for, the revelation of a Russian scientist named Naumov. They appeared in the school a few months ago, introduced by Mrs. Bernini, the music teacher. Her mystical jar shone in the sun like the holy grail. There were a few pallid, translucent creatures inside, with delicate internal anatomies, floating in a hyaline liquid that resembled sperm. With her colleagues gathered around, Mrs. Bernini gravely unfolded a piece of paper, the mimeograph of many mimeographs, wherein, one after another, in almost illegible, ink-soaked letters, were typed the words of the great, wise man. They explained that the algae, of a complicated scientific name, grew and multiplied in the jar without needing to be fed, and their liquid should be consumed once a week and replaced with tap water. The miraculous algae treatment should be followed for at least a year, after which one was guaranteed perfect health in this century and, in the next, eternal life. The music teacher sent her colleagues for some cups of water, in each of which she poured a portion of the lazy, 50 whitish animals from the primordial jar. The teachers now piously followed Professor Naumov. The algae did in fact multiply, and the cloudy liquid, while a little disgusting, could be consumed in the bathroom, while holding your nose. The teachers had completely forgotten their numerous past attempts at youth without age and life without death, for example, keeping a teaspoon of oil under your tongue for six hours every Monday, as prescribed by the Czech professor Němeček, or holding in their urine for three days, once a month, in terrible pain, as a cure for nostalgia.

         The library has no books. There were at one time hundreds of children’s books, but the damp underground air has covered them with mold. The covers are now rotten, stained green, and smelling like penicillin, and their pages teem with minuscule scorpions that have no stingers. Most of the old books lie, piled with dust, on rotting shelves. The room is small, the light comes from a high window behind a wire screen, like all the windows in the school. The worst-behaved kids are punished with afternoons spent here, sitting until it turns dark, with nothing else to contemplate but the librarian’s elephantine, overflowing backside. Even when she falls asleep, her head on the table, watched over by the jar in strange illumination from the window’s rays, the student cannot escape her custody, since it is impossible to pass between the librarian’s fat, hairy legs, where varicose veins climb up and down like soft worms.

         The other teachers are always writing in the registers, putting in grades, changing them, erasing them with hard erasers that wear through the paper, and they whisper when they speak, their mouths clenched or covered by a notebook, like the students do in class. And also like them, the teachers are pathologically afraid of the principal, Borcescu. When called to his office, they turn white as lime, as though an enormous tarantula had invited them to visit its lair. I am scared of Borcescu too. I never really want to see him, even though I know he has a certain weakness for the Romanian and math teachers. His whole office smells of makeup powder and foundation. It is his characteristic scent, it saturates his clothes, his hands, his face and hair. When this sweet air wafts into the lounge, the teachers automatically leap to their feet—they know that in two or three seconds the master of the school will appear. And look, really, look at his short, obese body, his disproportionately large and perfectly 51 round head that looks like the top of a snowman. His appearance is unforgettable, because the brownish-pink powder that masks his sweaty skin never obscures his strangeness sufficiently, rather it replaces it with something just as strange. He has vitiligo, his face and hands (maybe the rest of his body, as well) are covered with spots, pale in some patches, others densely pigmented, giving his body the appearance of a soccer ball sewn from variously colored skins, over which someone has spread a thick layer of disgustingly perfumed makeup. Placed beneath three mustache threads the color and texture of tobacco, his toothless mouth cannot pronounce sibilants and is helpless before fricatives. Borcescu is as feared as his words are unintelligible. He is constantly giving orders that the person receiving strains to understand, terrorized that he could misinterpret the marble-mouthed principal. The poor teacher might stand with his head against the window for a quarter hour, turning over in his mind the words that lack any of their essential consonants.

         Some time ago, in the 1970s, Borcescu’s specialty was inviting the young female teachers on a trip to the mountains. He was a gallant then, courteous, with thicker hair and a paler illness. And above all, he had a Fiat 600, unusual for the time and irresistible to more than a few women. They would set off happily, and in the middle of nowhere he would stop, and he would tell his passenger that he would kick her out of the car if she didn’t let him … Many of the teachers were subjected to this. He taught biology, which he turned into a tidy business: when he taught the anatomy of a rabbit, all the children had to bring a rabbit in. Borcescu would dissect one of them, with evident pleasure, on the large tile work surface placed over the desk, and the others he would take home, where his rabbit nursery prospered. If he taught about fish, each child had to buy him a carp from the neighborhood grocery. He dissected one, the children saw the gills, intestines, the pearly bladder, the eggs in dense packets, and the other carp were for the principal, who sold them from his apartment door, holding a scale as old as the hills. Shortly before I came to the school, he fell into the hands of one Mimi: poor old Borcescu paid for all his outings in a single day of suffering. He had picked up a hitchhiker and stopped a few kilometers on, plying his usual extortion. The woman said nothing, she let herself be encroached on in the tiny Fiat, but afterward she wouldn’t let him go until they celebrated a civil union: it turned out that Mimi, an old crone as ugly 52 as a pig, a teacher somewhere near Berceni, outranked the future principal—the blackmailed blackmailer who in the end capsized. From that moment on, Borcescu lost not only his sexual escapades, but also control over his own life, since seldom was a man ever as terrorized by his wife as he was by the one who now, with an iron hand, governed his home. In the first two years of my time there, I was occasionally called into his office, and if he was in a good mood, our conversation would invariably end with him calling me around to his side of the desk, as though he needed to tell me something very important. I was loath to do so, the smell of his powder almost made me faint. He would bring his pink lips to my ear, almost touching, and with his eyes wide in irrepressible fear he would whisper: “My young man, really … don’t ever get married! Do you hear me?” I would play along and ask, innocently, “But why shouldn’t I, sir?” “Eh, you, do you know what marriage is like?” “What’s it like, sir?” “Worse than being hanged!” He looked in my eyes and went on, as though he were joking, “Not much worse. But a bit … Don’t forget what I’m telling you …” None of the older teachers missed the chance to tell me the story, one hard to believe but true and endlessly repeated in the thirty years Borcescu had taught in the neighborhood, the last twenty as principal, about the time this Mimi, mad with rage, had burst through the front door of the school, breaking its windows with her shoulder, and had kicked the secretary’s door flat against the wall, bowling over the student assistant with pompoms in her hair, and had blown like a blizzard into the principal’s office. Teachers and students alike gathered outside to watch through the office window as Mimi, finding the office empty, stopped for a moment, disoriented, then looked everywhere for her unhappy husband, finally plucking him out from under his desk by his ear, like a bad kid, and began to pound his round head while he, red as fire, babbled unintelligibly.

         I usually sit near the radiator, looking out the window at the old factory, the water tower, and the dusty Bucharest sky. I don’t gossip with the other teachers, I don’t drink liquids from a jar, I don’t try to get as close as possible to giant Florabela, whose breasts and mound of Venus are always evident and damp, no matter how decently she dresses. I am, in the teacher’s lounge, an absence, a shadow of a man: the Romanian teacher who comes and goes so unobtrusively he might have never been. After my last class, I only go to 53 the lounge to drop off the register. I go downstairs and exit the front door. No matter the month, when I leave school it is always autumn: the cold wind blows a thick, shiny dust, it sticks to my eyelashes and hair. I come to the tram turnaround. The tram cars look like they came from another century: their sides are rusted through, their lights are broken. A sea of people are at the stop, all looking in the same direction. Far, far away, from the depths of Şoseaua Colentina, tram 21 clambers toward us. Three times as many people as it can handle try to board. Some ride on the back bumper, others hang from the door handles. I let it and its load of human polyps go without me, and since it will be half an hour until the next, I decide to walk home, setting off along the pipe factory. The wind pushes me from behind, tosses my hair, blows paper and other street trash against my body. I pass minuscule seltzer shops, bread distributors, tire repair shops, lumberyards. The sun goes down, the world turns scarlet, and every passing person feeds my loneliness.

         8

         I bought my house in 1981 for the price of a Dacia automobile. I was living with my parents at the time, on Ştefan cel Mare, in a wide apartment block with eight entrances, right next to the State Directorate General of the Militia. I grew up near the sunny State Circus Park, and later, as a teenager, I often went back to sink inside its sparkles and shadows, near the reed-filled lake shaded by weeping willows. I would walk, during frightening evenings of monstrous clouds, down to the lake to sit on a bench. I would stare at the brown waters for hours on end, muttering the lines of poetry that filled my mind: Apollinaire, Rimbaud, Lautréamont … I would borrow books from the neighborhood library, the one beside the grocery, where it seemed no one aside from me ever went. Sometimes I took my load of potatoes, tomatoes, and cucumbers to the library. I would leave them in the entryway and pass into the shadowy, book-filled chambers. The librarian was a reserved man, as inconsequential in reality as he was concrete and corporeal in countless later dreams of mine. The books, in alphabetical order, were for me like those rows of apartment building mailboxes that covered an entire wall. When I was a child, I always wanted the 54 key to every box! I would have spent my mornings reading the letters, entering everyone’s sad, run-down lives. I did sometimes, with great effort, manage to pull an envelope out through the narrow slot, using a stick and poking my fingers as far as I could into the dark space, frightened to death I might get caught. Then I would read about diseases and burials, appeals for money, shameful propositions, and estate arrangements. And now I finally had all the keys! Each book was a slot where I could look into another person’s skull. They were all brains with organs of intelligence, courage, pride, melancholy, and evil outlined and numbered in permanent marker. I opened each book like a trepanning surgeon, with the additional amazement of a doctor who, instead of the same circumvolutions and the same ashy-brown substance irrigated by the arborescence of veins of blood, would find something different in every dura mater he pried open: a child, curled up and ready to be born, an enormous spider, a city in the first hours of dawn, a giant, fresh grapefruit, a doll’s head with its eyes rolled back. What strange osmosis occurred between my brain and an author’s, what bizarre process turned our brows transparent! How our foreheads stuck together, like conjoined twins, how their cerebral substances melted into mine! I looked into their minds, I read their thoughts, I could feel their trials, their silences, their orgasms. Their moments of illumination. I poured the contents of my mind over them the way a starfish digests a nest of snails. We joined, we mixed, Apollinaire and me, T. S. Eliot and me, Valéry and me, until, like a holograph, an unreal hybrid was born, one that made your spine shiver: the book. Poetry. The insanity of dissolving into a cistern filled with the liquid gold of poetry.

         I would watch the lake, the reflections of clouds and the apartment blocks on the other shore, until dark fell and the park emptied itself of people completely. I would no longer notice my unhappiness, the way we are not aware that we are billions of cells, a cluster of lives. Only once the surface of the lake reflected nothing but the stars did I stand up, all pins and needles, and sink again into the network of park paths. One night, I found the circle of the lake floating a half meter over the ground. On another, I saw I could walk across the pitch-black surface, passing diagonally to the other shore. But the Circus Park at night, as different from the daytime park as a woman is from a man, never ravished me as much as it did the night I suddenly came 55 upon an area I had never seen before, not even as a child, although I knew it existed: it was very far, toward Tei Lake, where the serpentine paths opened suddenly onto a vast space of terrible loneliness. In the center was a pool filled with black water. A statue rose from the pool, a naked young man, his arms raised to defend himself from a terrible threat. His fear, carved in silent marble, overwhelmed me: obviously, I was that young man, and his eyes wide with terror were my own.

         I have always been afraid, purely afraid, with a fear that sprang not from the thought of some danger, but from life itself. I live in a blind person’s fear, in the uneasiness of one who does not hear. I have never truly slept, because I know the moment I close my eyes, someone is in the room, watching me, slowly moving toward my sleeping face. How could I protect myself when my senses closed down, when I gave myself over to enormous worlds? My fear came especially from the fact that we don’t know what the world is like, we only know that facet our senses illuminate. We only know the world our senses construct inside our minds, the way you might build a dollhouse under a bell jar. But the enormous world, the world as it really is—indescribable even if there were millions of senses open like sea anemones in the untamable flux of the ocean—surrounds us and it crushes us, bone by bone, in its embrace. When I turned twelve, my fear of the world became acute and focused. I understood for the first time that the source of my fear was not the jaws, tusks, claws, or hooks of beastly monsters, not the specter of my fragile body being torn open: it came from the void, the nothing, the unseen. I was at the time an avid reader of fantasy and adventure stories, printed in paper pamphlets. Every Thursday I would get up at the break of dawn and run to the newsstand so I wouldn’t miss an issue. The paper was poor, the illustrations cheap and amateurish, but the stories filled me with wonder, enchantment, and passion, or with horror and anguish. Whether they told of temples and bars of gold in the jungles of southern continents, cities beneath the sea, experiments performed by psychopathic scientists, incomprehensible extraterrestrials, selfaware viruses that took over the world, or spirits that entered your mind and took over the reins of your will, the stories took up my hours of loneliness and, naturally, flowed into my dreams, becoming homogeneous with my interior life. Two of these stories made a deep impression, still there today. 56

         In the first story (who wrote it? I never knew; the authors’ names on the cover were just hieroglyphs I could ignore), a muzhik in faraway Siberia is sleeping next to his wife, while a biting wind blows in snow through the cracks of their wooden hut. The peasant wakes a little before dawn and notices his wife is not beside him in bed. He decides she must have gone outside for something and falls back asleep. But when it becomes light and she hasn’t returned, he goes out onto the porch, pulling his nightshirt to his chest against the cold. What he sees outside leaves his mouth gaping: on the fresh snow that fell overnight, so pure that God himself wouldn’t dare to step on it, he sees his wife’s footprints go from the porch to the middle of the yard, where they suddenly stop. The snow all around them is untouched. The last lines of this story, which like so many others gave no explanation for what had happened, describe the muzhik looking dim-wittedly toward the sky.

         The second was about a convict left to rot in his cell. He was sentenced to life and is guarded so closely that he is sure he will die in prison. But one night, he hears a weak tapping from one of the walls. He presses his ear against it and hears it even better: clear, intelligible, repeating at certain intervals in an elaborate series of taps. Amazed, the prisoner decides it is just another of the many hallucinations of his miserable seclusion. But the next day, at the same time, he hears the taps again, and then again, consistently, day after day. He memorizes the series of taps, he makes notes on the bit of wall hidden behind his bed. From time to time, the pattern becomes more complicated, as though newer and newer “words” are appearing in this code from his neighbor beyond the wall. It takes the prisoner months to guess the first connections in the secret fabric of taps, and then years until he can master the language. In the end, a dialogue begins, the prisoner responding in the same code (which he wrote in an invented hand, with crescents, gears, crosses, and triangles scratched into the plaster of his cell wall). His neighbor, as he now understands, is sending him an escape plan, one of a breathtaking brazenness and incredible simplicity. One night, after he has made all the necessary preparations, the prisoner escapes, following the instructions to the letter. Many years later, rich and well known under a false identity, he asks for permission to visit the prison, intending to meet, finally, the one to whom he owes everything, and to attempt to save him too. The man is taken to the cell 57 where his youth was wasted, and he asks the guard about the prisoner on the other side of the wall. But on the other side, he learns to his amazement, is only the sky and sea. It is an exterior wall, dozens of meters above the waves crashing against a rocky shore …

         That same holy terror, that same feeling that something beyond the pasteboard model of the world was staring at you, its prey, and this something was slowly approaching with its thousands of sticky hairs, and you were unaware because you have only a couple antennae when you need organs to perceive Everything, I felt it that night in Circus Park beside the silent pool with concrete edges where the stars were reflected, and I had that same feeling of hopeless loneliness much later, in the autumn of 1981, the first time I walked down Maica Domnului. It was a putrid and luminous autumn. I was twenty-five and had no future on Earth. I had been a teacher at the end of Colentina for a year, and I knew then (as I do now) that I would be there until I retired. Then I would die, without leaving any trace of my passage through the world, a fact which gave me a kind of dark contentment. One Sunday in October, my unhappiness—the very air I breathed—pulled me out of the house. It had been raining furiously all morning, but it became suddenly quiet that afternoon, and the apartment blocks across the street became suddenly clear and translucent, vested in a light that came from nowhere. I left my building and walked through the glittering wind and across Circus Park. The lake was muddy and trash floated on its surface. I had never, not as a child nor later, gone to the far other side of the lake, beyond the line of those four blocks the lake reflected, the “diplomats’ blocks,” on whose balconies girls with chocolate-colored skin or boys with slanted eyes played with tops and mirrors. I knew that beyond them was the Tei Lake neighborhood, whose geography was for me mythical, because my godmother lived there on an endless little street bordered by construction sites where people dumped their wash-water. In their fenced yards, you could see stakes for tomatoes and beans, each with a colored glass ball on top, mirroring the clouds. Galvani High School was there too, and a half-collapsed elementary, and a large lumberyard that filled the neighborhood with the smell of fresh sap. But Maica Domnului didn’t lead directly to this neighborhood, it went diagonally toward Colentina. 58

         After the park, I crossed railroad tracks where I had never seen a train, and there, as I had imagined, I came upon a place unlike any other in the world. When you are four years old, every new place is like this. You move in the field of hallucination and vision, until the trails of memory are worn into your brain. Any new sight feels like a fable, however banal it might be, because expressions such as “in reality,” “truly,” or “as it is” are meaningless to one who sees reality the way that later we relive our earliest memories or live within our dreams. Maica Domnului always seemed to me like the tentacle of a dream stretched into the waking world, or, if everything is interior and reality is only an illusory artifact, a glimmer of a deep and sunken childhood.

         Maica Domnului had no normal houses, because here normality itself ended. The weather wasn’t even normal. When you arrived in this zone, this channel from another world and another life, the climate changed and the seasons turned upside down. Here it was always, as I wrote, a putrid and luminous autumn. The splinter of asphalt, lain who knowns when over the old gravel road, had faded and torn like an old rag. It was full of bumps from the powerful plant seeds germinating underneath. On either side of the road were old houses, merchant-style, including some built between the wars, little villas that once were modern and attractive. But how odd they were! Each one had some monstrous, or at best out of place, addition, the excessive imagination of an architect who seemed to have planned part of the building in the daytime, and the other part when awoken in the middle of the night, compelled to draw on his slanted table by the light of the full moon.

         All the houses have round windows that glow brightly in the sunset. All have wrought iron gates, art nouveau vine works over stained-glass portals of flickering orange, azure, and lilac. All are covered in an age-worn, discolored calcio-vecchio. But every facade has at least half its plaster missing. The flayed wall reveals its dusty brick. Between the bricks are ancient gaps in the mortar. Most of the windows do not have glass: they are covered over with ragged, yellow newspapers. Rising over the roofs—like stumps raised toward the sky, in reproach and indignation, by giant amputees—are bizarre, rusty ornaments: towers and cupolas made of tin, vulgar cement statues, their faces chipped, clusters of pale pink angels like larvae on parade. One of the houses has ramparts, like a medieval fortress, another looks like a tram depot, a third 59 is, pure and simple, a solemn crypt in the middle of the yard, without a single flower. At sundown, the scene soaks up the scarlet like tissue paper and becomes unbearable.

         Most of the yards grow nightshade flowers, white and pale purple, that darken the evening air with their scent. Other yards are all weeds. At dusk, the people who live here come out and squat in front of their strange houses, people even stranger and more enigmatic than the houses themselves. Mountains of sunflower seed shells collect in front of them. Most of the ruins are home to Gypsies. They don’t have running water or electricity, they don’t pay any bills or taxes. There are also Romanians from the slums, carpenters who make funeral banners, pattern-makers at some factory, ticket-takers on a tram. They idle their days away with their shirts hanging open. You can see them on the balconies: young girls dressed like prostitutes hanging undershirts, bras, underpants, and other, unidentifiable, brightly colored rags out to dry. Tattooed men, with a dangerous air, smoke while staring toward the end of the street. All talk loudly, in what seems an endless argument, and yet all of them have an air of melancholy that makes them, you might say, the most fitting residents of my street.

         You have to go down the street quite a way to reach the boat-shaped house. It is the only one with no fence, and it doesn’t need one, enthroned and somber at the end of a lot full of rusted springs and ancient refrigerator carcasses. Whoever wants to, even those that don’t, will throw out their old things in front of my house. It isn’t, actually, boat-shaped, but a shape that stubbornly resists description. The bottom should have been a cube, but, no one knows how, it ended up an upside-down pyramid, like a paper boat. From this platform a crooked and asymmetrical watchtower rises, with a bare concrete staircase winding tightly around it, leading up to a single door, worn by the wind and rain. The lower level, the house itself, has an almost monumental entrance: a wrought iron gate in the form of two young women with their hair down, each with a lamp in her thin hands. To their left are two square windows, with wrought iron lattices, black, thin bars that seem convulsively twisted. The facade is gray, ancient, and worn, like all the other houses on the street. The tower’s round window glows manically in the sun, at any moment of the day. Set against a clear sky, full of white, puffy clouds, on a summer 60morning, the tower has an unearthly beauty, but in the deep evenings, the window’s scarlet flame is petrifying. This demented, desperate brilliance, this cry for help, made me, on that October evening, want this ugly, sad house more than anything in the world. I immediately strode across the lot to the front door. Behind the black bars, the glass was broken, like every other window. A cold breeze came from inside and it smelled like debris. A piece of paper was pasted beside the door, with “For Sale” written in pen. Below was a telephone number, and below that, “Ask for Mikola.” I walked around the house, in the thickening dusk. Behind it was another street, with ashen apartment blocks, as though it was only on Maica Domnului that the neighborhood’s arborescence produced these fruits of an exuberant, creole sadness. The windowless back wall of the house had once had a door, now bricked over. At that moment, looking at the outline of the door, I could see myself living there my whole life. If a house is the image of the one who lives there, as anamorphic and deceptive as it may be, I knew that there, in that ashen tesseract, I had found my ideal self-portrait. I could already see myself in the narrow tower room, watching the sky through the round window, while on the horizon, the sky turns dirty yellow and, all across this gaslight hue, the first stars emerge.

         That same evening, when I came home, I spoke with my parents about buying the house. My mother knew Maica Domnului very well: nothing but whores and switchblades. They began to shout at me: “Is this why you went to college? To live with Gypsies? Tomorrow are you going to bring me a daughter-in-law in a gaudy dress? Tell me she’s not going to leave you out on your bare ass, you little dog!” “You don’t know them, listen to me,” my father threw gas on the fire. “How are you going to sleep? All night it’ll be shouting, fiddle, accordions, insults, like, like Gypsies are … Put a shirt out to dry, when you come back the next day it’s gone.” They kept on like that until I ran out of patience and left, went down to the phone booth, and called Mikola.

         The man’s voice on the phone made him seem very old, an impression confirmed when we met. He had built the house, he said, during the previous regime. So it was about a half century old. Since he had been away a long time (in prison, I was more than certain), the house had not been cared for after the war, and bit by bit it had fallen into disrepair. It needed a little structural work, and the plumbing and wiring had to be redone. Otherwise it was 61a good house, he had designed it and built it there, in a part of the city that seemed to have a future. It had lain empty about six years, after the last inhabitant had left for Israel, and the Gypsies couldn’t or hadn’t wanted to move in. The interior was relatively functional. I could, if I wanted, buy it with the furniture included. After he told me all of this in a single breath, in a hoarse voice, I asked him the price, and Mr. Mikola, pulling his beret farther back on his head, looked at me with his round, blue eyes, which the unusually deep folds on his forehead gave an expression of permanent surprise. Through the window of the narrow kitchen, where we were talking beside a plastic tablecloth, you could see the grassy banks of the Dâmbovița. “Eh, we’ll settle on something,” he told me. I seemed like a decent guy, and that was more important to him than money. He wasn’t going to leave his house in just anyone’s hands. Then, with a sort of senile inspiration, he told me a story that was, at first, quite confused. I was supposed to teach second period, I had already missed drill practice, and I couldn’t let myself miss my first actual class. But in the end I did, because the old man’s story, as incredible as it was, captivated me, and I didn’t have the heart to rush or interrupt him.

         What the man had been was hard to define: as an inventor, physicist, architect, even a kind of doctor, he had been known as Nicolae Borina, if that meant anything to me. I looked at him blankly. Among other things, he had invented the “Borina solenoid” but never patented it, because in the first place he didn’t have any real education. He had only gone to the first few grades in Abrud, or Aleșd, “where I ought to have a statue!” Ten years he spent in the United States, where he had caught Tesla (for me at that time, the name was a brand of radio), and his solenoid was, as far as I understood, a continuation, an extension of his master’s research into electromagnetism. Returning to Bucharest in 1925, he had wandered from one thing to another, modernizing the electric trams, studying escalators, trying to produce electricity at almost no cost by combining coils and magnets … He had built three or four industrial halls and even appeared in the circus, where he did a stunning (as he said) number with voltaic arcs. “We made electric sparks eight meters long, we did, until that stupid tent caught fire and they kicked us out.” He peppered his story with, if you believed him, tens and hundreds of other achievements, including the famous Two-Wheel Maria, a sophisticated 62 grisette who performed at the Grand Palace on Christian Tell; he mounted a dynamo to the front wheel of her pink Dorlay bicycle, apparently the first in Romania. He was subsequently hired by an Austrian firm that produced medical equipment, primarily chairs and other tools for dentist offices. He built the house during this period, the most productive of his life, when the famous solenoid was perfected and Mr. Mikola was about to conquer the world. He had been living in a hotel, like everyone in Bucharest high society, but in those years, especially once he began to practice “unipolar medicine,” he saved up enough to construct the house. At this point in the story, I asked him what kind of therapy it was, how it treated illness. “Don’t think I was one of those quacks from Flacăra. I actually healed people, I did. Don’t ask me how, but I healed them. The best people came to me and they all left satisfied. Here was what we did: we used a device I invented (based on master Tesla’s sketches, if I’m honest, but with my original contributions) which consisted of a pink spiral and a blue one (made of a very pure copper that we painted and insulated) in a double helix. This double spiral was two meters tall and wide enough inside for a person. So we had people stand in a chalk circle on the floor, and then we lowered the spiral down over them from the ceiling. Then we sent magnetic unipoles through the spirals, in opposing directions, the greatest secret science ever had. Not even the great Tesla could get to the bottom of it. The treatment lasted two hours, and the patient left healed of every sickness of the soul and body. Hepatitis, tuberculosis, melancholy, syphilis, hangnails, loving the wrong person, bad dreams, even some types of cancer were eliminated from the organism, which blossomed again as it had at age twenty.” Of course, the envy of his guild was not slow to arrive, and within just a few years, the practice became the target of terrible attacks. In the end he was put in prison as a charlatan, and only interventions from high-placed people saved him from losing his fortune.

         He had chosen his house’s location through a complicated process. I listened to the old man, up to this moment, with interest and amusement. From here on the story became difficult to follow, with a lot of technical details I could not comprehend and which did not interest me. I understood the main idea of his discourse only later: Mr. Mikola seemed to believe in a planetwide magnetic network, which had, here and there, points of great intensity 63 (nodes) and, in the opposite sense, inert points (valleys). His house was supposed to be over a node, the closest one on the map. You could find these points through either geomantic sensibility or a dizzying series of numerological calculations. The old man had followed both paths: when, through the art of combination, he found one of the Bucharest nodes, he checked the accuracy of his calculations with his own supersensorial faculties. “There, in the Gypsy neighborhood, in that vacant lot, was the magic place. I felt it as soon as I arrived. In that moment I perceived a silence as pure as white snow, I did, a silence from before there were ears, before the idea of sound. Or a silence from before the world appeared.”

         He purchased a tract of about five hundred square meters, taking care to cover the entire node. He dug a deep, wide foundation for the house, discovering some very old ruins from the abyss of history. There, in the grave of fresh clay, Nicolae Borina put his solenoid. It had cost a fortune. It was a torus shape, nine meters in diameter. Around the iron core were placed—in an incredibly complex pattern, in alternating directions and orientations calculated in an obtuse numerological system—sixteen layers of copper coils, each five millimeters thick. The giant spool had been manufactured in Basel and brought into the country by rail, on a special train. It was transported from the Filaret station at night and installed in secret, onto a socket with hydraulic cylinders and bearings, in the pit in Maica Domnului, where the medieval remnants were scooped out and dumped without much discussion into the landfill. A layer of concrete went over the solenoid, and the house was built on top.

         My life had included, even before that moment, a fair amount of insanity, but the old man’s story left me breathless. Second period at school had come and gone, and the rest of the day was not far behind. I could not care less. The old man seemed delirious, but I knew better than anyone that delirium is not the detritus of reality but a part of reality itself, sometimes the most precious part. In addition to the house, as a kind of advertising brochure or instruction booklet, I was buying a story. From then on, I would be the owner of a house that had been constructed, even if only in the senile imagination of a nonagenarian, on top of a gigantic coil buried in the earth. It was as though Mr. Mikola, in an inexplicable magnanimity, had given me a bell jar containing his own brain, with a boat-shaped house built upon its hemispheres. 64

         “On the twelfth of September 1936, young man, I finished the house. It stood alone, beautiful as a pearl, amid the empty lots and tin shacks. And inside it was painted and furnished, framed paintings and photographs were on every last wall, precious carpets (today worn down to their discolored webbing) glistened in vivid hues … In the windows, black stems of wrought iron sprouted buds and tender branches … It was a wonder, as lovable as a woman with wide hips and generous thighs … I had a house and land, but I didn’t enjoy it, I didn’t …” The woman proved to be frigid. The solenoid, whatever the hell it was supposed to do, never worked. It was the greatest disappointment and defeat of the inventor’s life. He had started the machine on the very first night. Aside from the large coil, it had a number of motors and other devices, many he had invented himself. The air began to buzz, the floor vibrated gently, but the wonder (which the old man, unexpectedly stubborn after so many revelations, refused to explain in the slightest) did not appear. He advised me, therefore, to take a look at the coil and, if I still wanted the house, to enjoy it as though it were a normal building, even though … Even though, he added with remorse, it’s too bad …

         Mr. Mikola did not even get to enjoy the normal parts of the house. Immediately after the change of regime, he was imprisoned for political reasons (a former fascist? member of one of the historical parties?) and not released until 1964. After a difficult struggle, he regained his right to own the house, with the help of a friend at the highest levels of the party. Luckily, it had not attracted the greedy eyes of any of the new vultures, since it was in a rundown neighborhood of ill repute. After it had sat empty a while, worn by rain and snow, the old man had rented it to one person or another, but lately he had not been able to find renters. Now, as he was living what might be his last years, he thought to sell it, even though he did not believe he could. “Only a person like yourself sees my house as worthy of desire. I can tell you want to live there. It’s clear you didn’t choose the house, it chose you. I can only wish you more luck with it than I had. This is why I said (it’s so seldom I talk to anyone) you should fix it up for yourself and the woman you choose to live with. It’s a good house, it is, you’ll be comfortable there.”

         He sold it to me for seventy-five thousand lei. In the end my parents gave me the money, what else could they do? The borrowed it from the Banca 65 CAER, and they are still making payments. I had looked at the inside of the house with the old man the weekend after we talked, but still, when I set off for the first time down Maica Domnului, with the closing papers in my briefcase and the key in my pocket, it was like I was going there for the first time, and, in fact, it has been like that every time since: I am always surprised and charmed by the melancholic smell of rot around me, the silence and distance, as though I were in another realm, so different on that street than on any other. No more do I have that feeling of rending happiness, except in the afternoons, when I am about to fall asleep and see flashes from my most important dreams.

         Every time I enter my house, I feel as though I am entering an enormous stomach. I can almost hear, around it, the whispering intestines. At night, when I look at the stars through the latticed windows, I see the ganglions of the grand woman inside of whom I live. The creaks of the old furniture and the flooring sometimes seem to me, in the middle of the night, like the popping vertebrae of an enormous column of spongiform bone. I am happy in my home. I have come to know its interior anatomy quite well. The rooms have tilted walls, none of them is as tall as any other. The wardrobes reach the ceiling. Their wood is spongy, swollen as though puffed out by invisible breezes. The hanging light fixtures are the same wrought iron as on the doors and windows. The bathroom is always damp, the oil paint on the green walls is faded, the metal faucets look like salt has eaten them away. The tub is a deep, old-fashioned type, with lion-claw feet. At the bottom, the porcelain is worn away like the enamel off of old teeth. When I stand naked, facing the gray water that fills the tub, I sometimes feel I am in a world without time, in a photograph: I have always been, I will always be this way, frozen there, beside the toilet with a rusty handle, unable to move, looking silently at water I will never enter.

         My home has tens, hundreds, or thousands of rooms. When I go through a door, I never know where I will end up. All the rooms are silent, with giant macramé tablecloths, pedestals with red crystal candy bowls, showcases where model ships sail. Sometimes there are narrow hallways between the rooms, with windows heaped with pots of pale flowers hanging over the edge. Passing between rooms always takes me up or down a few steps, always to discover behind the next door an enormous salon, with strange allegories painted on the ceiling, or the opposite, a closet with mops and rags. When I 66come home from school, usually at six in the evening, I start my meanderings through the house. The light is clear and rosy, like a gelatin that fills the entire space. Sometimes I feel I stay still and the house rotates around me: windows approach, hallways slowly take me in, doors swing open to greet me … Perspectives constantly change, and I proceed by standing still, amazed by the ever-changing views.

         Finally, I come to the bedroom; of all the shifting rooms, it always stays the same: the only ordinary, dusty place, where the texture of faded sheets, the chipped finish on the dresser, and the nightstand where I keep my treasures have become transparent and in the end disappeared from my field of consciousness, the way you can’t see the soft, inverted grail of jellyfish in the ocean waters. Everything in my bedroom is true: the sheet is a sheet, the plaster is plaster, I am an unimportant mammal who has lived for a moment on Earth. Beside the dresser is a ladder that leads up to the deck. It is a library ladder, one that glides along the wall. But this one has been solidly screwed into the ceiling. There is a hatch above it, awkward to open from the top of the ladder, where suddenly the blue sky appears with summer clouds, through this rift in the variable geometry of the ceiling. I climb onto the deck, which, if there were not a tilted white tower growing asymmetrically above, would resemble those white cubes where people in the Near East live. The tower’s thick, white plaster is flaking off from the rain and heat. A spiral staircase surrounds it, making one complete circumference. The deck is flat, without a wall or rail; sometimes in the summer I spread out a sheet and lie in the sun, under clouds so low that I can feel them, warm and damp as sponges, on my thighs, nipples, nose, and chin. The sun reflects in the tower’s round window, making it glow like a lighthouse on a craggy peak.

         The tower, whose oddness and metaphysics made me buy the house, has a door at the top, just under the roof. For a long time I did not understand why it needed a spiral staircase and an entry point hanging from the side. At some point the door had been painted scarlet red, but by my time, only traces and flakes of the paint still clung to the timeworn door, covered with insect larvae and translucent cobwebs. It was always locked, but not with a key, as you might expect, rather with a code, like a briefcase. Within an iron rectangle were four wheels, each as oily as the next (thanks to this dark grease they turned easily, in 67 spite of the rust that had nearly obliterated the numbers), which turned under your finger to show a digit. The number that opened the lock, with a click of the tumblers, was 7129. Mikola had wheezed this great mystery into my ear: the number was secret and should never be written down anywhere.

         When you opened the door, the darkness inside appeared hard and dense: where could you enter, where could you fit? You had to push the door again, with a force equivalent to the volume of darkness you displaced. After your eyes adjusted to the dark, you saw you could step onto a small landing, a metal walkway suspended over the night. I remember when, my heart beating forcefully, I entered the tower for the first time: Once I closed the door, the world disappeared. It wasn’t just that I couldn’t see anything: sight itself disappeared. I could not remember what it was like to see. I opened and closed my eyes without any change. The other senses also disappeared, along with their worlds, except for the pressure of my feet on the metal. Terrified, I tried to open the door. There was no door. There were no walls around me. I held my hands out into the void, into nothing, and the tips of my fingers, like insect antennae, tried to latch on to reality. Or to generate reality, like tiny electric sparks. My fingertips returned inert, without any report from death and absence. I was alone, placed like a statue on my walkway, in the infinity of the night. I stayed this way for hour after hour. I felt my hands across my face and body to demonstrate the continued existence of existence. I shouted unheard, I felt, as I had in so many nights of fear and cold sweats, the terror of the end of being, the disappearance of the world. In the end, surfaces and sounds and tastes, and my internal organs, and the perception of acceleration, and ineffable aromas, these returned, or my brain re-created them, like a tireless weaver with his flying shuttle, so that out of nonbeing, first the imperceptible filaments were woven together, the infra-real strings and curls, braided into the fabric of space and time. Vague, phosphorescent, the walls remade themselves around me, as though a light had begun to flicker, growing by a single photon each minute, but growing, and ricocheting off surfaces in order to invent them, bit by bit. I began to sense things around me again, and, when my fingers found the extraordinarily vague ebony switch, I felt, for a nanosecond, that I had slipped into the refined flame of the creator. I pressed it and there was light, blinding and unbearable. It took another eternity for my eyes to become accustomed. 68

         Hanging from the metal platform was a ladder, also made of metal. It led toward the tower floor, in the center of which, though apparently floating about halfway up, was a round, ivory-colored object occupying a quarter of the field of vision, the rest of which contained the rectangular stone tiles of the floor. The object seemed to levitate in the shaft of the tower, but once you climbed far enough down to touch it, you could see it was actually held on a metal column, also ivory-colored, stuck to the thing that now appeared clearly: an old and complicated dentist’s chair, the leather headrest faded, the iron of the drill and turbine covered by a fine dust, the tray in front full of nickeled utensils. The round body above it was full of curved glass apertures, like spotlights. In front, at the same height as a patient would sit, there was a round window, like a porthole, making my dwelling look even more like a ship. The window was covered with a kind of lid, which also had a number on it, this time with several more digits. I didn’t try to open the hatch for a long time, because all my attention was on the chair, waiting there for decades perhaps, bolted to the floor. Not a speck of dust, not a strand of cobweb, not the tiniest trace of mold was there to show the passage of time in that silent room. It seemed like an image from the center of your mind, clear as a camera lucida and just as enigmatic. I sat, as I would do so many times, in the yellowed, imitation leather chair. A push of a metal button turned on the lights in the giant porcelain saucer. I was bathed in light, supported from behind, with my head back on the headrest, like a navigator in a ship set to cross the void between galaxies.

         What was this vision? The old man hadn’t told me anything about a “dentist’s office,” as I imagined the tower originally was. But what kind of office could this have been; in order to get to the dentist, you had to go through a bedroom, climb a ladder, cross the porch, go up another stairway, a narrow and dangerous one made of cement, around a tower, and then climb down like you were in a submarine? Who would ever enter this claustrophobic and sinister trap? And where was the waiting room? I thought about all of this in the hours when, having retreated to my tower, under the clear light of the bulbs adorning the ivory cap, I toyed with the instruments on the porcelainized tray: strange, narrow pliers, snippers, grinders shaped like tops … It was only missing the substances that give dentist offices their special smell: filling paste, plaster, anesthetics. There was no smell at all in my tower. 69

         Was it possible that Mr. Mikola, in who knows what moment of trial and penury in his life, would have worked as a dentist? Could he have used this chair to study dentistry? Who would have been his guinea pig? Or was he trying, as an inventor, to make these chairs better, to improve their circuitry, transmissions, rheostats? But there was no sign of handiwork, no trace of oil, no loose screws: the mechanism was as perfect as an insect with a hard carapace and flawless mechanical joints. It all worked, even though it was an older model and therefore a little strange-looking: every turn of a button lit a dim bulb and whirred the tips of mechanisms hanging from thick cables of twisted metal. A button raised and lowered the chair, with a sound like an old elevator. Another caused a pink rubber tube, with a metal tip, to suck up imaginary saliva.

         I was, for a long time, a guest in my own house. Because the times were terrible and the stores had nothing but jars of floating, livid vegetables you could not possibly eat, and because I suffered from loneliness like a dog, I preferred to stay on with my parents, on Ştefan cel Mare. My mother knew where to get her ration of eggs, where “they stashed” the cheese. We went to stand in line at dawn, sometimes while it was still night, behind the apartment block across the street, in an awful winter wind, in an animalistic crowd, for a speck of chicken or a bottle of milk as thin as water. Still, it was food, and, still, I was with my folks; I had someone to talk to. But sometimes I went straight home after school and spent the night in my silent bedroom on Maica Domnului. How many times, in that period of unending sadness, did I wake in the dead of night with the feeling that I was inside a cell as narrow as a tomb, buried deep below the earth? How many dozens of times did it seem to me that through the walls I could hear the tap-tap of an impossible escape? How many notebooks did I fill with crescents, gears, crosses, and triangles, an obscure language and yet the only important one, resembling logical notation? The terror of being in the world, my animalistic fear of the nothingness of our lives, displayed itself in all its desperation. But the taps on the wall stopped before I could decipher them, to be replaced by the endless night. 70

         9

         I want to write a report of my anomalies. In my obscure life, lying outside any version of history, placeable perhaps within the taxonomies of a history of literature, things have happened that do not happen, not in life and not in books. I could write novels about them, but a novel would muddy the facts, would make them ambiguous. I could keep them to myself, as I have until now, and ponder them until my head cracks open every night that I spend balled up under my blanket while the rain beats furiously against my window. But I don’t want to keep them to myself. I want to write a report, even though I don’t know what kind of report or what I’m going to do with these pages once I’m done. I don’t even know if this is the right moment. I haven’t come to any conclusion, I don’t have a coherent story, the facts of my life are vague flashes over the banal surface of the most banal of lives, little fissures, small discrepancies. These unshaped shapes, allusions and insinuations, topographical irregularities are sometimes insignificant by themselves, but taken together they become strange and haunting, they need a new and unusual form in which their story is to be told. Not a novel, not a poem, because these anomalies are not fiction (or at least not entirely), not a scientific study, because many of these events are singularities that even the laboratory of my mind cannot reproduce. In the case of my anomalies, I can’t even separate dreams from ancient memories from reality, the fantastic from the magical, the scientific from the paranoid. My hunch is that, in fact, my anomalies come from that part of the mind where these distinctions do not hold, and that this zone of my mind is nothing but another anomaly. The facts of my report are going to be phantasmic and transparent, but that is the nature of the worlds in which we simultaneously live.

         Since I was seven, I have kept a cheap medallion I received from some foreign tourists whose buses stopped at the State Circus. Whenever we heard that a bus was nearby, we dropped whatever we were doing into the sand, jumped off the swings, left the frogs alone in the reed-filled lake at the end of the park, and ran toward the circus building, with its enormous prismatic 71 windows and its azure, corrugated cupola, under which I had lived my whole life. We gathered around the massive bus and, in spite of our parents’ warnings (“Don’t let me catch you begging from the foreigners! What, are we beggars now? What are people going to say?”), we held out our hands to receive a stick of gum or an Eiffel Tower keychain or a brightly painted metal car … I was about seven when a woman stepped out of the bus in a printed dress and pink hoop earrings, smiled at me, and put this gilded copper coin in my hand. I ran off to the heavy chestnut tree that hung over the fountain; here, a big kid wouldn’t take it from me. I looked more closely at the gift: it shone brightly in the summer sun. It was a round, gilded coin set in a metal frame. There were letters on both sides of the coin: A, O, R on one side, M and U on the other. Several days passed before I solved the mystery when on a whim I flicked the coin and it spun so quickly in its metal frame that it became a gold sphere, as free and transparent as a dandelion, with the ghostly word AMOUR in the middle. This is what my life is like, how it has always seemed: the singular, uniform, and tangible world on one side of the coin, and the secret, private, phantasmagoric world of my mind’s dreams on the other side. Neither is complete and true without the other. Only the rotation, only the whirling, only vestibular syndromes, only a god’s careless finger spins the coin, adds a dimension, and makes visible (but for whose eyes?) the inscription engraved in our minds—on one side and the other, on day and night, lucidity and dream, woman and man, animal and god, while we remain eternally ignorant because we cannot see both sides at the same time. And it doesn’t end there, because you need to comprehend the transparent inscription of liquid gold in the middle of the sphere, and in order to understand it with your mind, not just to see it with your eyes, your mind must become an eye in a higher dimension. The dandelion sphere must itself be spun, on a plane impossible to imagine, in order to become, in relation to the sphere, what the sphere is in relation to the flat disk. The meaning lies in the hypersphere, in the unnamable, transparent object that results from spinning the sphere in the fourth dimension. But here I’ve come, much too quickly, to Hinton and his cubes, to which my anomalies seem in some obscure way to be connected.

         My facts will be, therefore, ghostly and transparent and undecidable, but never unreal. I have always felt them touch my own skin. They have tortured me 72 much more than necessary. In a way, they have stolen my life from me, in the same way my books would have, if I had managed to write them. Furthermore, there is another reason to regard these facts as dubious and undecided: they are not finished, they are ongoing. I have some signs, I’ve made some connections, I’ve begun to see something that resembles coherence in the charade of my life. Clearly, something is speaking to me, insistently, constantly, like a continuous pressure on my skull, on certain organs, but what is this message, what is its nature, from whom does it come? What does it ask of me? I sometimes feel like a child in front of a chessboard. You’ve grabbed the pawn, wonderful. But why are you sticking it in your mouth? Why are you tilting the board so all the pieces fall off? Or could this be the solution? Maybe the game is won by the person who suddenly understands its absurdity and throws it to the ground, the one who cuts through the knot while everyone else is trying to unravel it?

         I will, therefore, put a story of my life together. Its visible part, as I know better than anyone, is the least spectacular, the tamest of lives, the life that fits my timidity, my introversion, my lack of meaning and lack of future. A matchstick burned almost to its end, leaving behind a gray-white line of ash. A Romanian teacher at School 86 at the end of Colentina. In spite of that, I have memories that tell another story, I have dreams that solidify and confirm these memories, and together, there, in the underground caverns of my mind, they have built a world full of fantastical events, indecipherable facts that, nonetheless, demand deciphering. It is as though a floor of my life collapsed: the cables snapped and the connections broke off the building on the surface. My memories of childhood and adolescence contain chains of events I can barely place and cannot understand, like puzzle pieces tossed into a box. Like dreams awaiting interpretation. I have thought about them often; they appear so clearly before my eyes (I hold a shining piece of cardboard in the light, it has round or invaginated edges; its illustrations are clear as a mirror: a few blue flowers, part of a lampshade, a string of pearls on a throat with no body, a cat’s paw …) that my mind is full of images and allegorical figures, all of them enigmatic, because enigma is a sign of incompleteness: a god is only the visible part of a world with one dimension more than our own. Each of my memories and dreams (and dreamed memories, and remembered dreams, 73 because my world has thousands of hues and shades) contain indications that they belong to a system, like puzzle pieces that stick out and poke in: this coupling mechanism is the most salient part of their “abnormalities”—of “my anomalies”—because, to the extent of my knowledge of people, literature, and life, no one has noticed the interlocking system, the hooks and eyes, of certain ancient memories and dreams. When I was a child, my parents would buy me, at the Little Red Riding Hood store on Str. Lizeanu whose floors smelled so powerfully of kerosene cleaner, the cheapest and most banal toys: a tin cart with crude decorations, a dwarf that came out of a rubber egg, a mechanical goose with a key that turned to make it hop across the shining table, cubes with pictures of cows, horses, and sheep, and the “Jumbled Pieces” game with pictures from fairy tales. This last one made me the happiest. On one side were parts of a picture as shown on a separate piece of paper, and on the other side, each tale had a decoration, a backing paper with colors and shapes. Naturally, I would first put the squares together according to the pictures: Snow White’s left eye goes with her right. The dwarf’s elbow connects to his shoulder and a part of his chin. But soon, assembling the picture from the jumbled fragments seemed too easy, too boring. I began to put the puzzle pieces together by their backs. I would sort them by color and follow their logical connections: the circle continuing out of one piece connected to a circle cut from the shining square of another. Sometimes it was very hard, but the difficulty increased my satisfaction and gave the game new meaning.

         I cannot help but wonder whether our oldest memories—the limpid memories that flow through our lives while thousands of other, perhaps more important, moments have left our memory—and likewise, our dreams of haunting clarity that seem made from the same substance as our haunting memories, are not this kind of a game; a test, a challenge we have to pass through in the inexplicable adventure of this life. Perhaps the beating of our hearts is only the stopwatch that measures the time we have to find the answer. Perhaps, if we get to the last beat without understanding any part of the immense puzzle in which we live, it will be bad for us. Perhaps, if we find the solution, if we give the right answer, we will be released from our cell in the great penitentiary, or at least ascend one level closer to release. The white mouse running through plexiglass hallways doesn’t know its memory is being tested—it’s just living its life. Its 74 brain is not capable of asking: Why am I here? How did I end up in this maze? But isn’t the maze, with its symmetries, its piece of cheese at the farthest end, itself the marker of a higher realm, of an intelligence, in comparison to which my poor little mind is just babbling in the darkness?

         The fact that I have not become a writer, the fact that I am nothing, that I have no importance to the world outside, that nothing outside interests me, that I have no ambitions or needs, that I don’t fool myself by painting doors “with sensitivity and talent” on the maze’s smooth walls, doors that will never open, gives me a unique opportunity, or perhaps the opportunity available to all those who are alone and forgotten: I can explore the odd artifacts of my own mind as they appear during the endless series of evenings when, as my silent room darkens, my mind rises like the moon and glows brighter and brighter. Then I see palaces and hidden worlds on its surface, things never revealed to those running inside the maze, obsessed by the piece of cheese, without a moment’s rest, convinced that this is all the world holds, that beyond the white, curving walls there is nothing. I wonder how many lonely and insignificant people, how many clerks and tram drivers, how many unhappy, mourning women without an inheritance or a university title, without power and without hope, are actually excavators working the thick earth of autumn evenings, an earth of pupae and worms, an earth that trembles with beetles scurrying through their tunnels?

         Since the autumn of 1974, from the age of seventeen, my life has had a double, a paper wrapping, and, until now, I have paid it no more than the careless attention a beggar gives the newspapers he puts over himself so he won’t be cold. I am talking about my diary, where, for thirteen years, I have recorded, without any intentions, in a pure reflection of my inner voice, happenings, literary exercises, reactions to books I have read, frustrations and sufferings, unusual states and dreams. I have written in old school notebooks with ruled or graph paper and flimsy, turquoise cardboard covers with an idiotic dwarf on the front and a multiplication table on the back, I’ve also written in expired day planners with cracked plastic covers, in wire-bound student notebooks, in notebooks as long and narrow as train tickets, whatever I could find, whatever I had on hand, with pens and markers (some pages have faded beyond legibility) … All these notebooks are in a disordered pile in the bottom drawer of my 75 nightstand. Today I am going to put them in chronological order, so I can pull out those fragments that are interesting to me, that I almost know by heart. Many of my anomalies are recorded there, in pages that feel almost soldered together. Each entry is dated and sometimes recorded in passing, sometimes shaking with a terror that runs transparently through the text. At least these facts I cannot doubt, at least these were embedded within the irreal reality of my life. If it weren’t for the diary, I doubt I would ever have begun to write these pages. First, because I would have fallen out of the habit of writing, of writing even nonliterary texts, of filling pages with inky curls. It is impossible to imagine how stultifying the profession of teaching is, how much you degenerate, year after year, correcting homework and goading students to learn, repeating the same phrase dozens or hundreds of times, reading the same text aloud “with feeling,” talking to the same colleagues in whose eyes you perceive the same desperation and helplessness that they see in yours (and which you see in the mirror, every morning as you shave). And you know you are decaying, that your mind is a pool of bombastic vomit and clichéd quotations, and still you can do nothing but scream, silently, like someone being tortured in an underground cell, alone with his executioner, watching in complete lucidity as the fabric of his body is rent, as he is eviscerated alive and unable to object. Second, because I would have forgotten what has happened to me. These pages are living folds of my memory, the curls and braids of the letters are flexible, raw synapses, like tendrils of vines. I haven’t written any novels, but if I had, they would have only been ramifications of my diary, my veins and arteries branching into further networks of tunnels where each node is an umbilical cord where a chubby fetus grows, whose face looks like mine. My diary is my witness, it is proof that at a particular moment, in a place with precise coordinates, the world opened up, there was a breach, and the charming and terrifying pseudopods arrived from another world, not the world of fiction, not the world of a feverish brain, but a world embedded in what we still call reality. Not in a dream, not in hallucinations did the visitors arrive, not in hypnagogic or hypnopompic states was I hurled against the wardrobe after I was yanked, sheets and all, from my bed by an irresistible force, and not within the secondary game of fiction did I dissolve in flames of mad ecstasy, not in overexcited fantasies was I forced into horrible, horrible couplings … Everything 76 was real, everything lay on the same plane of existence where we eat and drink and comb our hair and lie and go to work and die from longing and loneliness. Dreams are also real, our first memories our real, and fiction is real (so real!), yet we feel foreign to our ashen homeland, we feel hard, prickly, stubborn, unimaginative, meaningless, or unsalvageable, the cell where we were tossed after we sipped the dark waters of Lethe. The real—our legitimate homeland—ought to be a fabulous realm, but it is instead an oppressive prison. Our destiny ought to be escape, if only to escape into a bigger prison that connects to an even larger one in an endless line of cells, but for this to happen the doors in the yellowed wall of our brow bone must burst open. I will scratch, with a rusty nail, for months and years of miserable, animal strain, on this door in the wall that in the end (I have my signs) must fall.

         I know no one does this; people are resigned and stay quiet. This prison is inescapable. The walls, definitely, are infinitely thick, it is the night before our birth and after our death. “What’s the point of pondering the infinity of the nonbeing to come? I will darken my life for no reason. I still have a few years until then, I can still enjoy this blessed light, the full moon rising over the forest, the discrete functioning of my gallbladder, my ejaculations into happy wombs, the productivity of my work, the bug that climbs toward my fingertip to spread its crumpled cellophane wings. No one knows what lies beyond the grave.” We have the same attitude as the ancients: let’s eat and drink, for tomorrow we die. And within the logic of the prison with infinite walls, we can’t think any differently. Is there another way, aside from digging like a mite through the wall’s endless dermis?

         As long as I can remember, I have had a strong feeling of predestination. The very act of opening my eyes in the world made me feel like I was chosen—because they weren’t a spider’s eyes, they weren’t the thousands of hexagons of a fly’s eye, they weren’t the eyes on the tips of a snail’s horns; because I didn’t come into the world as a bacterium or a myriapod. The enormous ganglion of my brain, I felt, predestined me to an obsessive search for a way out. I understood I must use my brain like an eye, open and observant under the skull’s transparent shell, able to see with another kind of sight and to detect fissures and signs, hidden artifacts and obscure connections in this test of intelligence, patience, love, and faith that is this world. As long as I can remember, I have 77 done nothing but search for breaches in the apparently flat, logical, fissureless surface of the model within my skull. What am I supposed to think, what am I supposed to understand, what are you saying to me, what are you whispering in an unknown language?

         “As long as I exist, as long I have been given the impossible opportunity of being,” I have often told myself, “I am, without a doubt, chosen.” We are all chosen in this sense, we are all illuminated, because the sun of existence illuminates us all. And I am chosen twice over because, unlike a wasp or crustacean, I am able to think in logical space and I can make models of the world in which I can move on their reduced, virtual scale, while my arms and legs move through the inconceivable real world. And I am thrice chosen because unlike shopkeepers and plumbers and warriors and whores and clowns and other groups of people who look like me, I can ponder my choices and think of myself thinking. The object of my thought is my thought, and my world is the same as my mind. My mission is, thus, that of a surveyor and cartographer, an explorer of organs and caves, of the oubliettes and prisons of my mind, as well as its Alps, full of glaciers and ravines. Walking in the footsteps of Gall, Lombroso, and Freud, I also attempt to understand the colossal, intricate, imperial, and, in the end, inextricable Gordian knot that fills the forbidden room of the brain, its braids of wire and hemp, its spider silk and strands of saliva, its obscene lace of garters and fine scales of gold chains, its flexible bindweed ductwork and anthracite black whips of a beetle’s antennae.

         Up to this point, our chosen status is natural, like a gift we assumed would come, although it still feels like a wonder. If I had been a writer, I would have stopped here and been happy, ultrahappy, with my power of invention, with the beauty and singularity of my books. We live in a charming jail, no less magical than anything else we can imagine. At the end of my life, I could have proudly pointed to a line of novels or books of poetry, arranged like so much bread sliced from the world in which I lived. To be human, to live the life of a person, to bring new people and new beings formed by your mind into the world, to rejoice in the seventy rotations of your world around the ball of lava that gives it life—we may call this happiness, even if every life adds some blood, sweat, and tears to the mixture. But there is a fourth level of chosen, in comparison to which all of the world’s literature is just as volatile as dandelion puff. 78

         Our school’s porter, Ispas, is an old Gypsy man, always smoking, eternally unshaven, with the dry skin of those who were born in the unhealthy air of the big and ugly city. He sits in between the two latticed entrance doors at a minuscule table dusted with the dandruff that falls from his hair. No one takes any notice of him, not even the kids. No one sees him come or go. He sits there, like a rag doll, stuffed into his brown uniform, in the lowliest job in the world. But his watery, chestnut eyes are as human as those of a stray dog. No one looks at him, but he looks at those who pass as though he were counting them, classifying them, giving them purpose. The only people who sometimes stop and chat are the janitors, usually the voluble and overweight Aunt Iakab, with her mongoloid face and pronounced mustache, who constantly butts in on chatter in the teachers’ lounge. She’s the one who told everyone about the porter’s crazy idea. He lives alone, splitting his life between school and a stairway in an apartment block on Râul Colentina, where he sleeps on a mattress. The tenants let him stay there out of pity, they even let him sleep in their apartments when they are traveling, because the old man tries hard but can’t earn two coins to rub together. “But guess what he thinks,” Aunt Iakab says, bursting with laughter. When she laughs, her olive cheeks poke out left and right like she’s holding bread buns. “He thinks that one day a flying saucer’s going to come and take him to another world. ‘Obviously,’ I say to him, ‘it’ll be you, of all people.’ I mean really …” At night, Ispas walks through the neighborhood, stopping in the middle of intersections. He stands there for hours on end, ready, his old, dirty suitcase swollen like an accordion, and the neck of a bottle with a corncob plug sticking out one side. He looks at the sky and yells to “them” that he’s ready. “I mean, they’ve found the right person,” a bored teacher will mutter, before she tucks the register under her arm. They’ve been making fun of the porter for years, but he, silent and humble in between the doors, knows better. He has time to wait, he has his faith. At night he looks up from our minuscule world at the star-filled sky, and even if he will never be taken, this hope alone makes him better than those around him, people who mock others and run around the plexiglass maze day after day, looking for the cheese. At least he looks at the stars, he, the lowliest person who has ever lived on Earth; at least he wants to get out.

         Any definition of “the chosen” is controversial. It has nothing to do with a person’s face, his actions or ideas. Being chosen is unimaginable, and for a 79 rational mind built for this world, it is complete insanity. When a Christian says, “I will be saved,” the skeptic recalls that there is no reason an unimportant mite—living for a nanosecond on a speck of dust in one of a billion billion galaxies—should be noticed, in particular, by an eye from another world and in the end be saved. We cannot pretend that we will be saved any sooner than a single bacterium in our intestinal flora. Why should I be saved, in particular, of all the people on the planet? What is precious in me, what fruit could be picked, and who could do it, from the seed of light that is my consciousness?

         I never laugh at the porter and his flying saucers. He, like others, feels foreign to our world. Like others, he writhes, searches, and waits. I think that the discomfort of those like him, however ridiculous, is a sign of being chosen. Because no one in this world, where everything conspires in the construction of perfect illusions and a corresponding despair, no one can hope if it wasn’t given to him to hope, and they cannot search if they do not have the instinct for seeking engraved in the flesh of their mind. We search like idiots, we look in places where there is nothing to find, like spiders that weave webs in the corner of a bathroom where flies don’t come, where not even mosquitos can reach. We shrivel in our webs by the thousands, but what doesn’t die is our need for truth. We are like people drawn inside of a square on a piece of paper. We cannot get out of the black lines, we exhaust ourselves by examining, dozens and hundreds of times, every part of the square, hoping to find a fissure. Until one of us suddenly understands, because he was predestined to understand, that within the plane of the paper escape is impossible. That the exit, simple and open wide, is perpendicular to the paper, in a third dimension that up until that moment was inconceivable. Such that, to the amazement of those still inside the four ink lines, the chosen one breaks out of his chrysalis, spreads his enormous wings, and rises gently, leaving his shadow below in his former world.

         10

         Sometimes Irina comes over. She is the physics teacher, skinny and pale, with the face of a martyr illuminated by her incredible blue eyes. I have never seen eyes like hers. Irina is like an old, worn photograph, a sepia portrait of an 80 anemic creature, the very image of resignation, but her eyes look like someone poked holes in the photo to let the blue sky show through. I remember the first time I saw her in the teachers’ lounge. It was winter, the winter of ’81. I had come to school while it was still dark outside, and I was standing at a window half-covered with frost blossoms. I was quietly enjoying the last ten minutes before class began. I was still half-asleep, alone in the room, when the door opened and Irina appeared. From the first moment, her eyes surprised me: she seemed like a collage, like a magic trick. It wasn’t just that the eyes did not fit the woman’s then jaundiced face: they didn’t even fit reality itself. They were beautiful, but not as you would say, “A flower is beautiful,” or, “A child is beautiful,” rather as you would say, “It is beautiful that there are flowers and children.” The word “beautiful” didn’t fit her except as a substitute for a word that doesn’t exist. She didn’t greet me, although I nodded toward her. Only after a few minutes, when others started coming into the lounge, did I overhear her say she was the new physics teacher. Of course, over the following weeks, Irina became part of the living furniture of the teachers’ lounge. I saw her during the breaks between classes, when she, like all the others, tossed the register into the cupboard and sat at a corner of the table. As soon as she lowered her eyes, and she spent most of her time looking at the floor, Irina disappeared. She melted, pure and simple, into the background. She was extremely shy, she usually sat alone, only seldom joining in the endless conversations among teachers who had small children: how hard it was to find powdered milk, where she could find a stroller that didn’t look like a wheelbarrow … We took the same tram home, number 21. It was the only tram toward the city, so I knew where she lived: she got off each time near the Suveica dress shop, as did I, and lost herself among the apartment blocks across the way. It took two years before I came to know her, if you can ever know someone. In all this time we never exchanged more than a couple words, as was true of many of my fellow teachers, the way that, while you might see the same clerk at the bread shop every day, a whole lifetime may pass and you still won’t be sure if she is a human being like you or a bizarre coloration that inexplicably appears from time to time on your retina. It took two years for us to wait for the tram together under a pale sky last spring, alongside other teachers, all of us dressed lightly for the first time although the air was still damp and cold, to stand silently in the tram 81 full of passengers, to get off at Suveica and go to my place, almost in a single motion, almost without a thought, seemingly as we had done countless times before. As we stood next to each other in the tram, pushed together by the animal crowd, she suddenly turned her face toward me and said, “Aren’t you a poet?” I decided in a split second to take this as a joke, so I smiled and answered, “What makes you think that?” “I thought that poets acted like you do: in the lounge you’re always staring out the window, never making a sound … I’ve never seen anyone so silent.” She kept smiling, she looked in my eyes, and she did it for the first time, maintaining this absurd story: “I think you and I, in a way, are a lot alike.”

         That’s how it all started, not between us, since there is no “between us,” that’s just how it started. Things happened to begin with this conversation, but I think everything would have been the same if she had said to me, at that moment in the tram, “These are the first warm days we’ve had this March,” or “Look how the sun is reflecting off the windows.” I felt, suddenly, as I stepped off the tram behind her, straightening my jacket the crowd had crumpled, that there was no border between us, and I could have taken her hand then if I had known that there were no other teachers, parents, or children in the tram. Suddenly, where there had been nothing, a portal opened, suddenly the door to a house you’ve passed hundreds of times is wide open, waiting for you in the night with all its windows lit. It’s not magic, because it is just as natural as a dream of embracing, on the street, a woman you don’t know. In a dream, nothing is magic, the dream itself is magic. It’s natural, but in a suddenly unnatural world. It’s normal, but in a life that is sweet and sad and not your own. I walked alongside Irina down Str. Suren Spandarian, talking about Krishnamurti, while the overflowing trash bins began to stink, the way they did every spring after the thaw … A rag here and there had fallen from an apartment and landed in a tree’s bare branches, a skeletal dog curled up at the foot of a stairway here and there reflected us in its yellow eyes … When she said, “Here’s where I live,” pointing to one of the blocks without slowing her steps and without turning to say goodbye, my certainty that we would end up at my house and in my bed simply became a reality, as though we were already in bed and this were nothing unusual. I know—and she confirmed it later—that in all that ten-minute walk together, from the tram stop to the front of her 82 block, as opposed to a love story where they make all the decisions, we didn’t make a single one, as we had never not decided anything in our lives, but even more so: the way you don’t decide to float downstream when you fall into a rain-swollen river that bears you along with an uprooted tree and bits of a roof, or the way a beetle encased in amber doesn’t decide to stay there for eternity. We are embedded in existence, we are woven into its great tapestry, we are not expected to make decisions, since everything is decided ahead of time, the way the rungs on a chair don’t decide to make up the chair, they just do. That is how it is with things you don’t feel every day, but just like what happened to me with Irina—when you shouldn’t be there and yet you are, when everything should be different and yet it is as it is, and you have the quiet feeling that this is how it should be, how it was supposed to be.

         “It’s crazy that I teach physics,” she said to me, “Me, when I don’t believe in reality at all … I talk to the kids about matter and physical laws, when I know everything is an illusion …” Irina was reading theosophy and anthroposophy, teaching herself English so she could read Krishnamurti, but for now she had to guess at half of the words, and she had invented, pure and simple, her own Krishnamurti, guessing meanings that never existed and mistranslating the already disconnected and vague phrases into luminous and exalted textual whirlpools that, in her eyes, were sacred and as indisputable as sensory data.

         I have never been interested in ecstatic blather about Madame Blavatsky and her white cat, about Rudolf Steiner and Gurdjieff, about Templars and Rosicrucians, it never spoke to me; at most, I’ve paid them unconscious attention, the way you notice a woman’s perfume at a party. And this was basically the story: Irina’s fragrance was her meager originality—without any connection to either her real life or her otherworldly eyes, more metaphysical and more insane than any writings of the Illuminati or alchemists. “I want to believe that things exist,” she once said, while with the same lazy, unhurried steps we walked from Nada Florilor toward Tei Lake Boulevard, “but honestly, I can’t. I touch them and say to myself, ‘it’s an illusion, these aren’t real.’ I touch myself and I cannot believe I am wrapped inside this body. Do you understand what it means to live like this? To feel, in every moment, that you are someone else, that you come from somewhere else, that you have no connection to those around you, to your job, that everything around you is foreign?” 83

         On Maica Domnului the houses shed their plaster facades in the violent, frozen sun. I knew them all well, in their teratological succession. It was like we were living inside an insect collection, and we were walking down the space between two lines of enormous coleoptera with metallic shells and extravagant appendices. As the dusk grew deeper, each chip of their porous plaster left a rosy shadow, pointed like a needle, across the facade. And we spread our rosy shadows, like the hands of a clock, across the street. When we came to the front of my house, Irina stopped in the middle of her sentence about the pain a past offense had left in her brain. We stood for a moment face-to-face, with the empty lot behind us full of rusty pipes and springs from who knows what bed frame. Before I had time to wonder how she knew I lived precisely there, precisely in the boat-shaped house at the back of the blurry optical field where we were standing, the pale and tired but smiling woman (without her detached and strange eyes, like the stars above a battlefield, taking part in her smile) took me by the hand, and like that, hand in hand, we walked the fifty or so paces to the building. A moment later, we came to the bedroom, and there was nothing more for us to say, as though we had not been colleagues at 86, and also that the world really was an arbitrary illusion, and words like suffering, Gurdjieff, spirit, psychology, even biology, had melted like a sugar cube in water. Her vulva, her breasts, even the muscles of her exhausted body, even the dizzying power of her sexual mind were familiar to me, as though our bodies had danced their somber rite hundreds of times before. I don’t want to write about Irina’s sexuality now, but I will later; this manuscript needs it, because I have never had a darker, more fantastic, more incarnate, or more bittersweet experience, and I believe that in this world, where we live enveloped in sensitive flesh, there is no drug more powerful. During our first evening in bed, while the room got darker and darker, her whispers in my ear also became darker, until both of us saw nothing else. I accepted her fantasies—from the first moment, as though they had always been mine too—as naturally as I accepted her lips and tongue, her moans and writhing. Not even when we were completely quiet, lying on our backs one beside the other in the semishadow, passively regarding the stripes of light crossing the ceiling as cars passed down the street, did I wonder, as I had often done almost at random while making love with other women: what, in 84 fact, am I doing here? who is this person beside me? The way a homeless person must wonder, moment by moment, looking at the fellow who ends up sharing his campsite.

         I remember I showed her, that first night, pictures of me when I was a kid, and my baby teeth shining in the luminous dark of the lamp like milky crystals. But I didn’t tell her about the diary, the dentist’s office, or my ex-wife, who played a strange role in our bed and our fantasies but whom Irina didn’t need to know more about. I chose to keep a secret, impenetrable place in my relationship with the physics teacher, because, even if she would never think of disrupting my search, she could still be replaced at any moment with someone identical yet somehow different, a stranger with the same eyes and same erotic energy but subordinated to a power more terrible than sex or the mind. This had happened to me before. My experience with Ştefana forced this prudence upon me, to surround myself with multiple crenelated walls, because even if they fell one after another, at least the central tower would remain secure. My baby teeth and my photos defend my diary, they create diversions from what is just as confused as it is fundamental, because there, there is no more fiction, but truth, in all its implausibility and unbearableness.

         When I came back from the bathroom, I found Irina in the middle of the room. And not because she had gotten out of bed and started to wander around the house, but because she was floating, naked and glistening, a meter above the bed, her hands under her head and her blond hair running through her fingers toward the floor. “I should go,” she said, “it’s enough for one day.” I couldn’t make a sound. Glassy, semitransparent, her internal organs undulating softly in the dark under her skin, Irina floated in the coffee-colored air and everything had the atmosphere of an old memory, impossible to place. She extended her finger toward the ebony button above the bed, which I noticed now for the first time, pushed it gently and began to sink slowly, flickering like a light bulb and undulating like a silk scarf, onto the crumpled sheet. “You have a very pleasant house,” she said, sitting up. “I would like to live like this.” It’s the solenoid, the thought flashed through my mind. How had I never noticed the button, especially since, in the golden spot of the wall lamp, it was as scarlet as a woman’s nipple surrounded by a darker areola? From that night on, when I pushed the button immediately after Irina left, I always slept aloft, floating 85 between the bed and ceiling, occasionally turning over as if I were swimming in the lazy, glittering light.

         When I visited my aunt as a child, in Dudești-Cioplea—always an adventure, because it didn’t happen often and we had to get up early, and mornings in the summer were unexpectedly cool, especially because my mother would only put me in an undershirt to wear all day, and because the trip through the city, changing trams three times, passing through places with magical names: Obor Market, Fire Watchtower, Endocrinology Institute, which always made me imagine crinum lilies hidden in its strange name, was long and winding—the first thing I did when we arrived and my seamstress aunt opened the door with broad gestures of exaggerated pleasure was to explore the hidden places of her house, to open the drawers of her treadle sewing machine, and to work on the wonders of her buffet display case: fish made of glass, a box of rummy tiles, lovers and drunks in porcelain, the usual inhabitants of living rooms on the periphery. From the drawers in the sewing machine, from among all the buttons, thimbles, elastic, and pieces of colored cloth, I took out two curved, black magnets, full of needles stuck by their points to the magnets’ shiny coal, as though I pulled two prickly hedgehogs out of their dens. I cleaned off the stubborn layer of needles and began to play with them, sticking chains of coins together, or moving a nail across the table with the magnet underneath. The strong metallic click the magnets made whenever I brought them together, or the fact that they could pull ferrous metals: paperclips, staples, needles, coins, didn’t seem so strange to me—they were magnets, after all, and I knew all about them from the Electrospooling Cooperative on Ghiocei; when I was in the sixth grade, I would jump over the fence to investigate the heaps of scrap in the yard. The miracle, as well as a slight panic, began in the moment when you turned the magnets around, and suddenly there was an unseen, elastic cushion between them; no matter how you tried to bring them together, they would, at best, slide to one side or the other, as though the cushion were a transparent floe of melting ice. It was the first evidence I had that there were things in the world you cannot see with your eyes, yet were there, preventing your progress and occupying space with the same bored legitimacy as a table or a glass. The two magnets detected a phantom between them, an unreality, they opened a portal to a world of concrete and palpable impossibilities. You wanted to 86 hold that chubby pillow of air in your hands, like a sick sparrow, to play with it like a rubber ball, but its existence seemed connected to the two magnets, just as powerfully and inseparably as reality itself seemed to be connected to the miraculous magnets of our own eyes. The blind—I thought then, while my aunt, kneeling, took pins from her lips to hem my mother’s new skirt, and everything was framed by the door like in an old painting—spent their lives playing with invisible things like these, palpable things, with unrealities, with the electromagnetic, metaphysical, and existential fields of things in the world, without sight or light. For hours on end I would handle the unseen face of my world, suddenly caught, unveiled, and shamed by the two magnets that did not want to and could not come near each other, because coming near would have crushed the unknown mystery of our lives.

         In the same way, I float at night, in my bedroom, in the blue light of the moon, on the unseen mattress of the magnetic field, more relaxed than a yogi, more voluptuous than a cat curled up asleep in its special spot with a paw over its eyes. The solenoid under the floor fills the room with an almost inaudible buzzing. Four times per night, I slide down the stages of sleep until the paradoxical sleep robes me in its light of melted gold. Four times I rise again, gradually, to the surface, with my skin still dully shining in the night of the chamber with the glimmer of flames in the deep. I spend much of my time in decompression, like deep-sea divers, so that the dense foam of dreams doesn’t explode my mind. When I open my eyes in the gray cold of the morning, I am startled by the sight of myself in the mirror: an unshaven man, with damp hair, floating face down like a drowned body, in the middle of a silent room.

         Irina, without whom I would have never discovered my bedroom’s little secret—I could swear that the ebony button wasn’t there before her first visit—comes by once a week, or every other week, unpredictably but fairly regularly. Our sex life has gained an incredible amount thanks to levitation; we make love in the air, without the awkwardness of people handicapped by a bed. We close the drapes, lie down naked across the bed, push the button, and we rise gently through the total, unblemished darkness, such that it doesn’t matter if we open our eyes or keep them closed. We embrace without knowing who is above and who is below; suddenly space has no point of orientation. We are only bodies, with dry parts and wet parts, with warm parts and rough 87 parts, with hairinesses and smoothnesses, with acrid tastes and fatty tastes, with softnesses and tumescences. We devour each other, we cleave to each other, we enter and exit each other’s cavities, we lose ourselves in the dark and find ourselves, ever sweatier and more ardent, after our fingers claw through nothing and nevermore to find other fingers, or a foot, or a shoulder, or hair, or a mouth, or the eyelashes of the other person, so we can approach and touch and come close. We almost make a metallic click, like two curved magnets, but our click, which culminates in a physic aura and an unimaginable jet of light, is never the end of our encounters over the undisturbed bed. After our epileptic screams subside and our membranes calm down, we turn on the light, and the image, violently mirrored, of our bodies floating, surrounded by droplets of sperm and sweat, Irina’s soaked hair, our membranes, our starving sexes, fill the suddenly alien, unbearable reality. We insert ourselves between the sheets, we land and the bed creaks beneath us, we feel heavy, as though we were wearing lead armor, and, turning out the light again, we sink (the moment I’ve been waiting for ever since, hours before, we began to undress) into our true, secret life, in comparison with which our physical love has been a weak and insignificant prelude.
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         I haven’t had time to write here for the past ten days or so, since I’ve been grading, buried under heaps of thin notebooks, stacked by class. I grade, I fill up the pages with underlining and corrections, then with a violent twitch of my hand I toss a grade into the corner. I read mechanically, my mind elsewhere, although I know all the children well. As soon as I open the notebook, I know who I’m dealing with. The handwriting itself shows his nature, the grease and ink stains on the cover are as revealing as any personality test. I don’t even need to read their compositions and grammatical analyses to know what grade I’m going to give them, and how unfair, how mistaken, this grade is. How unfit I am, the judge set above them, a risible god, with my obscene red pen. Here’s Palianos: he never knows when to write sa as a separate word and when to hyphenate, but he has to take care of his five brothers, to cook, 88 wash, iron, even though he’s only twelve. Here’s Mădălina Teșoiu: she’s in the seventh grade and already her cheap perfume stinks up the classroom. She’s always surrounded by boys from the high school, they pull on her clothes, they touch her at parties and she never says no, that’s what they call her, “Mădă who won’t say no.” And Mădă here has written a fairly accurate study of Alecsandri’s poetry. Chințoiu is the scruffy kid in the last row: so far this year, I’ve taken at least four pornographic magazines away from him, but once, when I promised extra credit to whoever came to the next class and recited a long poem from memory, I’ll be damned if the runt didn’t do it, in a mumbled rush of words, without missing a line. Since his triumph with the Eminescu poem in class, he recites it at Christmas in the trams, then he gets off at a snowy tram stop to wait for the next one: Eminescu makes him a lot of money. And with Valeria Olaru, the chunky and pimply girl from class 7-C, there’s an embarrassing story: last year, I stayed behind with her one evening in late autumn to tutor her for the Romanian literature Olympiad that Sunday, and I was just explaining how we study characters in the short story and the novel, when the door suddenly opened and the girl beside me jumped with a yelp, and Aunt Iakab came in holding a bucket. “Why are you sitting here in the dark?” she said offhandedly, frowning and suspicious, then she clicked the lights on and left, and only then did I realize I was sitting on a bench next to a young girl whose face was beet red and suddenly running with sweat, in an empty classroom without realizing time had passed, while it had gradually turned so dark that the room was almost black.

         I am not a teacher and I never will be, that is the truth, even though the Gypsy girls with headscarves and crepe skirts selling sunflower seeds on Maica Domnului call me “dom profesor” when I pass. Even though the children, roughhousing in the hall during the class breaks and yelling and playing soccer with the eraser in an unbelievable swarm, will snap to the walls when I pass with the register under my arm and call me, “dom profesor!” half seriously, half sarcastically, because I am the dumb Romanian teacher who never beats them. In my first year teaching, when I was an adolescent with a straggly mustache, always wearing pleated shirts that emphasized my skinniness and Romanian jeans made from a terrible material, the children would flagrantly light up cigarettes when I went down the hall and blow smoke in my face just 89 to show the others that I wouldn’t do anything, or they would roll a ball down the hall to me and shout at me to kick it back. During class, they would put paste on my chair or send paper airplanes through the air to knock their blunt tips against the chalkboard where I was writing. Later, things settled down; I learned how to control my fear, they learned my tics, and now we function like an old machine that more or less does its job. As I look more and more like a teacher—the passing years homogenize those in the lounge until we look like dried moths in an ancient collection—the role seems stranger to me and less fitting, like a black pantyhose pulled over the face of a bank robber.

         During the long break between classes, I eat at the auto shop beside the school. A cement building painted, in who knows whose idea, pink and Nile green like one of the cheap desserts from the cafeteria over the shop. In the yard there are heaps of car tires you have to walk carefully around to get to the building, where Dacias and Opels covered with dirt a finger thick await on lifts raised toward the ceiling. Workers in overalls, some of them the parents of our students, wander around the cars, or slide underneath, while talking about soccer nonstop. They don’t even notice us walking upstairs to the dining room. Everything is dirty and smells like burnt motor oil, but this is the atmosphere where we eat; there isn’t another option on the whole street. I wait in line, behind the young mechanics in oil-stained blue overalls, behind girls from our school who flirt shamelessly with the mechanics. Many already have a woman’s figure, and when they see themselves clear of the prison of the school, they change the way they walk and talk, their hair glistens in ringlets that they all seem to let fall onto their shoulders at the same time, and they become different people, more seductive and aggressive than their age. They are little women with lips already used to their mothers’ cheap lipstick, staring emptily like their older sisters into the mirror, making out under the Voluntari bridge with boys from the edge of town. The mechanics are jealous of the power I have over these girls, since just after I finish my marinated meatballs or my cardboard pork chop, I stand up and motion to the girls (who are drinking soda, giggling, pulling their hair over their eyes and talking louder than they should), and they get up to follow me, like a platonic harem. Now transformed back into students, they go to class with me in the school next door. 90

         Exactly a week ago, just as I came back from the cafeteria, I had the displeasure of meeting Borcescu at the front door. His round head, variegated like a soccer ball, nodded for me to come to his office. Waiting there was Goia, the new math teacher, a tall young man with a tragic face, pale as death, and a slow, reptilian manner. His face seemed to have been carved into his flaccid, puffy flesh, and his brown, exophthalmic eyes reflected everything as clearly and cuttingly as a soap bubble. He might be the most intelligent teacher in the school—we talk whenever we have a few minutes, because he likes to read, poetry in particular, and I yearn for knowledge of certain areas of mathematics. With Goia, you feel awkward and fearful at first, you avoid looking at him too much, as though he were ill. But now that a few months have passed and he has settled in, the women teachers all like him because he is modest and incapable of sarcasm or irony, and the children feel he is one of them, because although he is tall, floating like an enormous lobster over their heads, the new math teacher speaks to them the way he does to everyone: directly, without particular emphasis, and crystal clear. “We don’t even have to go over it again at home,” the students say, and it’s true. I didn’t need books on topology or nonlinear equations: Goia knew how to make the most incomprehensible and abstract things simple and straightforward. He transformed the counterintuitive into the familiar, without grotesquely popularizing the subject like some books do. He found the most natural explanation.

         We glanced at each other, enough for me to understand that he didn’t have any idea what this was about and was just as surprised by the meeting as I was. Borcescu didn’t usually call teachers into his office. Perhaps he was embarrassed by the bags full of wine bottles or the boxes of cigarettes that lined the walls, burnt offerings from the parents, or perhaps the smell of his foundation and powder seemed too strong in his office, in any case he preferred to install order in the classrooms, like an old constable, happy to be king of his street corner, where passersby looked at him with fear and respect.

         “My young man,” he declaimed at me from his chair, with warm eyes and a toothless smile, “my young man, as I was saying to this kid … you tell him what I’ve always told you since you came here …” “What do you want me to say, sir?” “What else? What being married is like …” “Like what, Mr. Borcescu?” The principal’s face lit up. The foundation on his eyelashes seemed 91 to melt and streak across the inside of his glasses. “Worse than being hanged, Mr. Goia, you listen to me! Not much worse, but nearly …” And the principal indicated how much worse by separating two discolored, powdered fingers of his right hand. Goia smiled crookedly, but we both relaxed, because it was clear we hadn’t been called in to be dressed down.

         No, as many times before, the principal wanted to talk about the old factory. The children skipped class from time to time, in groups of three or four, and when their teacher noted the absences in the register, the other kids in the class would chorus, along with “He’s sick” or “He’s skipping,” the enigmatic phrase, “They’re at the old factory!” This had been happening for a long time, with the same regularity with which people ate at the auto shop. The kids went to the water tower where the trams turned around, or they went on organized trips to the pipe factory where almost all the neighborhood parents worked. There were school investigations, generations of children had been questioned, herded into the principal’s office to have their palms smacked, their heads knocked against the wall, their cheeks slapped and hair yanked, but aside from ordinary things, like smoking together in the abandoned industrial halls, they provided no revelations. It was one of those secrets smaller people have, with their large heads balanced on thin necks and their shining, black eyes; people different than us, the adults, as different as women and men, but even more so, because they lived in their tiny, enclosed world, without a past or future but full of myths and strange rituals. They were tiny, with narrow shoulders and fragile bones, they jealously guarded their secrets, and the big people forgot them, once they discovered the mystery of sex, drugs, and fantasy. In their irreducible hostility, the two human species thought differently, dreamed differently, and secreted different neurotransmitters across their synaptic gaps; they faced off in an unending game of secrets, and the tall and arrogant ones often forgot how vulnerable they were in this war. Because the children were human larvae, they must be kept in a state of slavery and ignorance. I was an unwilling mercenary in the eternal, the ambiguous and treacherous war between the species. Under the shell of a dominant species, always faced with dozens of members of the other group, always imparting, like the gods, rudiments of a strange wisdom, always forced to endure, with poorly disguised fear, their hatred and mockery while they in turn smoldered under a false oppression, I hid a child, still intact, dressed like 92 Charlot in my own skin, now grown too big for him. On the last day of school, I saw my colleagues in the lounge, a pantheon of decrepit gods, trembling at the windows, where they watched the children running around, pushing each other, almost knocking down the school’s fence and singing their savage hymn of liberation from captivity:

         
            
               Now it’s summer vacation

               All across the nation,

               The schools are all knocked down,

               The teachers are all drowned!

            

         

         No uprising, no revolution, however bloody, was ever so radical, because in this case they wanted the gods to die and to destroy the magic tools that forced the children of light to listen. In millions of dusty, poorly lit rooms, cold as the chilled chambers of slaughterhouses, a lonely adult confronted thirty pygmies wading in their crude dreams and fantasies. Who were these beings with hypnotic, beelike eyes? Why must they be tamed, year after year, and eventually transformed into beings like us? Was it only to keep them from devouring us?

         Borescu talked on for a while behind his desk, bobbing his pink noggin, but neither Goia nor I was listening anymore. To understand what splattered forth from the two yellow teeth remaining in his lower gums, you would have needed a superhuman level of concentration. You felt for poor Mrs. Idoraș, the secretary who had to pound his dictation out at the typewriter: the echoes of his whistling teeth kept her up at night, and usually you would find her asleep with her cheek on the pearly gray metal of her typewriter in the cold, sad main office, brightened only by the benighted ficus tree in the corner. No woman ever had such watery eyes: a liquid quivered between her eyelids, and her pupils, like the bubble of a level, slid slowly from one side to the other, glittering sleepily in the gray chamber. We were given to understand we should take a trip to the old factory across the lot behind the school to see what was going on. “You’ll see that those demons are doing more than smoking. Drugs, or … I don’t have to explain. These seventh- and eighth-grade girls are like goats, their tits are already huge and they’ve got a fire between their legs, why beat around the bush. These older Romanians, you know, the ones that tan a little deeper, 93 they’ll get married in the eighth and stop coming to school. If you go around to see why, some fourteen-year-old punk comes out to the fence in his indispensables and he tells you, ‘I’m supposed to go to school, dom profesor? I’m a married man, it’s too embarrassing …’ You have to go see what’s going on, they’re not going to tell you. This is the neighborhood, these are the troops, lucky some of our kids come from simple people with common sense …”

         I knew these common-sense people. They came to me in the evening, after school, with a pack of cigarettes, even though they knew I didn’t smoke, and they tried to convince me to hit their kids, whenever I could, with holy fury: “Smack the back of their necks, dom profesor, don’t go easy or they’ll walk all over you! Give ’em the back of your hand! You know I won’t get mad. My dad used his cane on me, the big one he kept behind the door, and now I thank him for beating some sense into me, for not letting me play ball in the lot.” No one knew why, but the men in the neighborhood—the lathe-operators, machinists, planers, millers at the pipe factory—all grew out the nails of their little fingers, on both hands, and this gave them a dangerous, criminal air, in spite of their beer guts and undershirts, their shirts unbuttoned to show their chest hair, the slippers they wore to parent meetings. If you didn’t accept their little bribes—bottles of rachiu with corncob stoppers, plates with a kilo of meat, packs of cigarettes and coffee, cartons of eggs—they would be offended to the depths of their souls and stomp out of the lounge cursing your mother. The wives were almost always pregnant, with empty eyes and slack jaws, holding a two-year-old by the hand. They dressed their little ones, another strange thing in this neighborhood, with their underpants over the pink crepe shorts, and they always put at least two hats on, one over the other. The mothers also asked me to beat their stinky little scholars, who only understood physical violence—if you spoke to them nicely you’d get nothing out of them.

         School 86 beat its kids. It beat them with the register, it beat them with a ruler, it knocked them on the head with a man’s gold ring. It yanked their hair and smacked the backs of their necks with the side of the hand. It gave them nosebleeds with a well-aimed slap. It called them to the front of the class at the smallest infraction and whipped their hands with an electric cord. It jabbed the pointer into their ribs. Any classroom door you opened, you always saw 94 the same line of kids against the wall with their hands raised like surrendering soldiers: they stood like this the entire period, their arms shaking terribly. Kids who failed had their legs bruised like prostitutes. Naughty boys caught playing with a rabbit from home had their heads knocked together so hard you could hear it in the schoolyard. The children defended themselves savagely, and woe betide the teacher who got ambushed in some far-off part of the school, in the yard, in back of the school, or on the second floor between the dentist’s office and the chemistry lab. At the end of every year, someone, usually one of the men who beat their kids the most, would be stalked on his way out of the brightly lit school one winter evening, and through the darkness full of thick snowflakes, he would feel the heavy, dirty folds of a blanket thrown over his head. There followed a rain of fists and steel-toed boots, because some of the eighth-graders were veterans, sixteen or seventeen years of age, already neighborhood terrors.

         We left the principal’s office some twenty minutes before the start of classes. Walking with Goia down the dirty, Nile-green hallways with unfamiliar faces hung on the walls—they might have been Slovenian writers or Latvian physicians—was unpleasant and strange: he was two heads taller than me. His intelligent, mothlike face floated beside the ceiling on a dark and slow, almost threadlike body. It was like walking next to one of those fake circus tall men who is actually a coat with three men on each other’s shoulders inside. We took our registers from the empty lounge and parted in front of the stairway. I went up alone, feeling the old lump in my throat, up the stairs to the melancholy, frightening upper story, where the classrooms lined a pillared hallway, one so long that the doors were barely visible in a Nile-green fog. Through a few of the windows at the end, slants of light fell, breaking up the dark pattern of the floor tile. I was suddenly blinded as I passed through them, my clothes and hair in flames, because the next moment I would dissolve into the deep darkness. Every time I came to this floor, I would leave reality. I didn’t know and didn’t dare imagine what happened behind the doors of the physics, chemistry, or biology laboratories, or, especially, the door to the dentist’s office. Behind the painted plywood doors, I could imagine a dense wall of ancient brick, sealing off who knows what crypt. Along one side of the hall stood a line of children, boys and girls, silent and pale. Through some of their bodies, as they stood in 95 the liquid amber of a light pillar, you could see their little hearts beating and their lungs drawn with a pencil, like in the bodies of water fleas or aphids. A nurse I didn’t recognize at first put a drop of a thick, pink liquid on a bit of sugar and then put it on the tongue of each child in the slowly advancing line. Those who had already received this strange communion, with their hair in bangs or pinned under plastic headbands, returned to the back of the line, meaning this process would never end. The cubes of sugar and the viscous liquid from the pipette multiplied miraculously, and the nurse seemed to whisper to each student as she set the friable cube on their tongue, the same words, in the same concentrated, almost passionate intonation. Of course, I went to the wrong class again—Florabela, Mrs. Rădulescu, Preda, Bernini, Spirescu, shouting and ranting in front of the same children, interrupting themselves and staring at me with disapproval, and thirty pairs of eyes sticking into me suddenly, like thirty pins—until I found, finally, the room where my children (the same that all the others had, the same Anghel, Arășanu, Avram, Boșcu, Bunea, Bogdan, Calalb, Corduneanu, Cană, and so on, up to Zorilă and Ion, the new kid) were waiting for me beside their benches, with glassy eyes and their hands clasped behind their backs. None of them showed the slightest movement the whole time I spoke to them about pronouns and relative adjectives. I could have taught them zvidrida and hohabira, it would have been just the same. When the bell rang, I left them motionless, as though they were submerged in silver nitrate, and I went out with the register under my arm, almost running down the stairs toward our world. I threw myself into a chair in the lounge, where an ancient, phantasmagoric cloud of cigarette smoke floated.

         Goia was one of the last to arrive, coming through the door with the music teacher. We put on our coats and set out together into the dusky neighborhood. We had come to know it fairly well: a modest village at the edge of the city, beyond it were only the train line and empty fields. Perfectly straight streets that went on forever, nostalgic like all paths through poor neighborhoods, with multicolored kites stuck in the electrical wires, with rusty cars on bricks in the yards, with little kids digging worms out of the ground and gray-haired people eating outside under a walnut or cherry tree by the light of a single bulb surrounded by moths and transparent flies. In the sky, a low crescent moon, with its tips pointing up, yellow as a slice of squash. Here, the idiot who 96 always sat on the fence and wore a gray wool hat even in the middle of summer, shaking hands with whoever passed. There, the kiosk where the children bought juice and ice cream. You could walk all night along these streets without finding any place other than the grocery where all our children’s parents bought potatoes, cheese, and cigarettes. In the store’s endless lines we’d run into the little kids, who’d say hello.

         Turning at the propane tank exchange, you went down Depozitului, through lines of those same houses with trellises of grapevines in front, with the same cats with black fur spots over their eyes and nose, until you came to the edge of the lot where the factory rose. Evening had come, a homogeneous, dirty-pink evening, against which the ruined industrial halls looked black as pitch. The math teacher went first, sinking into the waist-high grass and laurel trees. It was the only place in the field where you could cross to the factory: a barely visible trail led across a reedy ditch toward the closest, thick-looking wall, without an opening down its entire length. The endless brick wall was black with soot. The factory was ancient, built in an empty field, and the neighborhood assembled around it only as an afterthought, no more than four decades ago, because it was just after the war that Colentina was extended toward Voluntari, lined along both sides with lumberyards and cement factories, seltzer shops and low-ceilinged bars, military barracks and hideous funeral homes with black banners and freshly polished coffins propped against the wall and ebony hearses with glass windows and horses with blinders waiting eternally on the pavement in front. And in back, like patches on the blankets of agricultural fields, courtyards spilled down silent streets, with houses cobbled together from tin and tarpaper at one end, flanked by chicken coops and rabbit hutches. Here, the new city-dwellers lived, those who left the countryside after the war and the famine, and then again after the change of regime. The new residents, who made their brick or mud houses by themselves, with their own hands, never worked at the old factory, because when they arrived it was already abandoned and ruined. A smaller hall, set like a chapel in front of the principal building, had been demolished by the first settlers, and its bricks, clay rectangles still bearing the petrified mortar, had been hauled off in carts, pulled by bony horses with bridle sores, to build the surrounding houses. No one, however, had touched the main building. Its main wall, with a large, 97 circular hole in the middle, still loomed over the fragile model of the neighborhood in a dramatic foreshortening, so tall and so melancholy that, especially in the summers, when clouds in a glinting sky crossed the great rosette, the building tore at your heart, it made you feel your loneliness more than ever. Like the water tower where tram 21 turned around, and all the warehouses, halls, covered markets, disused factories, steam-puffing mills, and tanks of gas in our crepuscular city, the industrial architecture of the old factory was paradoxical and fascinating. It had massive walls, flat and functional, from which the ends of metallic ramps covered in bolts poked out, windows made of thick, bubbly glass letting little light in, bas-reliefs and friezes buttressing the heavy volumes that combined, improbably, absurdly, in a way touchingly (like a corpulent woman bound in the satin ribbons of a corset that does nothing but make her fat behind and love handles overflow), with grotesque and pointless decorations of cheap stucco, born of the frustrated aesthetics of an age as refined and heroic as it was languorous and dreaming. The factory walls were adorned with oval windows framed by plaster angels with yellowed wings, now missing an arm or a head, holding the window frames as you might a large, heavy mirror; with crenelations and moldings, human faces in plaster, unending trusses marked with indentations; with a single, chlorotic virgin, almost breastless and hipless, her hair pouring down two floors over the wall’s broken brick, and a philosopher in a toga, plucking an unknown instrument. Aside from the unusual proportions of the building, now so black it looked like it had survived a fire—when in fact it had not been touched by anything but the devastating gusts of time—that looked, in fact, with its triangles, squares, and circles, like one of the toy block constructions I would make as a child, only to knock it down with a flick of my finger, the hallucinatory ornamentation, both neoclassical and art nouveau, gave the factory the air of an artifact from another world. We were sure, however, that the real surprises were waiting for us inside.

         No one knew what the factory had made. Perhaps pipes, to make the city sewer system, or to help the war? Maybe the pipe factory was nothing but the modern avatar of the factory we were now walking around, through mud full of mortar fragments. But we knew, from what other teachers or a child’s father had said, that nothing of what could be found in the bowels of the halls could 98 have come from any pipe production line, in fact it didn’t fit any production line they were familiar with. More probably, like all of Bucharest, the saddest city on the face of the earth, the factory had been designed as a ruin from the start, as a saturnine witness to time devouring its children, as an illustration of the unforgiving second law of thermodynamics, as a silent, submissive, masochistic bowing of the head in the face of the destruction of all things and the pointlessness of all activity, from the effort of carbon to form crystals to the effort of our minds to understand the tragedy in which we live. Like Brasília, but more deeply and more truly, Bucharest was born on a drawing board from a philosophical impulse to imagine a city that would most poignantly illustrate human destiny: a city of ruin, decline, illness, debris, and rust. That is, the most appropriate construction for the faces and appearances of its inhabitants. The old factory’s production lines, driven by long-immobile motors, had produced—and perhaps, in a quiet isolation beyond humanity, continued to produce—the fear and grief, the unhappiness and agony, the melancholy and suffering of our life on Earth, in sufficient quantities for the surrounding neighborhood.

         On turning the corner we saw the entrance, since the front of the building was much narrower than the sides. We reached it in a few steps. It was a wide and very tall entryway with two scarlet doors. A thin rail line extended beneath it, out into the lot’s weeds. The front wall was so tall and narrow that it seemed ready to topple onto us. Over the door, at an extraordinary height: the wings of a large chimera. I couldn’t see it well since the light had faded to an oily brown. It might have been any winged creature, an owl, falcon, or bat, chiseled into gray rock. Its glass eyes filled with the yellow hues of dusk.

         The door was, naturally, locked. A dense layer of rust covered the padlock mechanism, rising in relief around the four tumblers. The slanted light fell onto the rust, turning it into the surface of an uninhabited planet, only just revealing the characters on the tumblers: a cross, a crescent, a gear, and a triangle pointing up. It was clear that no one, for decades, had unlocked the frozen mechanism. This was not the real entrance. We needed to go around the next corner, to the north side of the building, to that wall we saw extend endlessly without an entrance. Large, copper-colored braces held up the walls in places where the bricks ballooned out dangerously. Flakes of mica glittered in the 99 penumbra, like a field of snow. Here and there among the bricks, a damp and fragile branch grew out: a poplar seed wrapped in its delicate fuzz had been carried here by the wind, into a crack, and opened its little vegetable stem. A pale leaf rose and fell in the weak breeze of dusk.

         We saw no holes in the wall, and yet the children somehow got into the building from the side facing Str. Arbustului. Borcescu had gotten at least that much from his gestapo interrogations. There might be a small group inside right now. As everyone knew, every child went into the factory at least once; it was just as natural to visit this ancient ruin as it was to go to school. Walking ahead of me, Goia’s gnomon-shaped shadow fell across the enormous wall. But the wall, the only one without any tacky, chipped plaster sculptures, the only one that, on an inhuman scale, rose as high as the invisible roof, was impenetrable. Not even the outline of a door, not even a piece of metal sticking out that could have been a handle or hinge.

         We stood for a good fifteen minutes in front of this blind wall, looking at each other in confusion. We might have given up, because it was already getting cold and the sun had disappeared behind the outlines of the extremely distant blocks lining Şoseaua Colentina. The field was dotted with twisted wires, crooked carburetors, truck tires, dead animals with dirty fur. The sky was now as scarlet as nail polish, with a single cloud, like a lunula, floating over the neighborhood. We didn’t have more than another hour of light.

         We would have never found the entrance, or at least not that evening, if a rat hadn’t appeared, one of the many that had invaded the neighborhood in the past few years. They were incredibly intelligent and brazen. They weren’t afraid of cats or people. The rat came around the corner, stopped when it saw us, frozen for a moment, its translucent ears catching the light, its golden whiskers trembling, and then it ran off through the reeds and umbelliferous wildflowers, chamomile and snapdragons, until their rustling stopped suddenly, as though the animal had disappeared into a burrow. The lot was just as desolate and immobile as it had been before, a simple, neutral background for the construction in its center.

         “I think there’s something there.” Goia turned toward me and we peered down the trodden sprigs of grass. “A circular thing, do you see it? About fifteen meters or so. Could be a truck tire …” The light continued to dim, but this 100 intensified the contrast between what was lit and the shadows. After I came home, I wondered for a week if it was only at a certain time of day, just in the moment of crepuscular light, that the entrance appeared. More than this, I began to wonder if somehow the dusk light created the entrance, pure and simple, out of nothing, just as the immaculate face of photographic paper, in a bath of revealer, draws the outlines of a building or the eyes of an unknown being. We walked through the waist-high bay trees and grass, harassed by hundreds of mosquitoes, and before we had taken twenty steps we saw, in a small pit in the earth, the end of a large cement tube, its reinforced lip protruding a little above the vegetation and disappearing, at a steep slant, into the earth. The pit, about a meter deep, was revolting: hardened human feces with stained newspaper thrown on top, burnt rags, and three or four metal curlers, with elastics full of hair, were scattered about and hard to avoid. The tube was massive, with walls as thick as your palm, and there were letters printed along the lip. It was big enough that you could walk in it bent over, or at least crawl. As it pointed toward the wall, and as we couldn’t see its end, melted into the dark, we realized that the entrance couldn’t be anywhere but there. “The problem is,” Goia said, “that judging by the angle of the tube, by the time we come to the middle of the building, we will be several meters deep. Maybe there’ll be a place to climb up.” But this wasn’t the real problem, my colleague knew as well as I did. The problem was we were afraid. We were alone in a barren field, beside a ruined building. Night was falling. The pit stank horribly. The mouth of a sewer pipe was waiting for us, one that could lead smack into a filthy mud of urine and feces, or a swarm of snakes or rats. Or it could be barred by a grate with lime-eaten bars and a dog had who decided to die there, unknown, mummified, with its teeth bared, almost embedded in the bars. In the end we decided to climb in, with uncontrollable horror and fear, but at least there were two of us, and that meant a lot in this kind of situation.

         The sewer pipe was not blocked. It only became slimier as it descended into the ground. After a few more meters we were slipping and sliding so much, we realized we would not be able to get back up. The steep slope would be impossible for us to climb, as the tube became more and more covered with a thick, black gel that stank of mold. We didn’t have time, however, to become more scared than we already were. About halfway down, we started to slide, 101 pure and simple, like we were on a sled, covering ourselves top to bottom with the green-black slime. Then the mouth of the tunnel threw us onto a hard, bad-smelling surface that scraped against our hands.

         We were inside the building. It was a realm of emptiness and melancholy. We were, as we realized before we stood up, inside a huge pit, excavated along one wall in a corner of the factory who knows when, a kind of archaeological dig site or an ancient cemetery. All around us, half emerging from the dry earth, were tombs, crypts, and funeral monuments sculpted in the delicate transparency of marble, travertine, chalcedony, and malachite. There were broken columns and statues with shining arms, there were crosses decorated with porphyry wreaths. There were winged children with sweet faces, lying with their cheeks in their hands on the slab of a grave. There were cenotaphs resembling enormous wardrobes, covered with large letters chiseled with mechanical precision. Everything glowed enigmatically in an olive light, falling in thick bands that contrasted violently against the shadow of these depths. The source of these transparent bars of light was the half-collapsed roof of the hall, at a disproportionate height. There were the same thick windows, with their wire reinforcements, through which the light filtered and took on this cadaverous color in the huge pit. But in the roof there were also large gaps where we could see, even paler in color than the walls, the sky. We walked for a while around the pit, we peered closely at the faces of the stone children, asexual and pure, with pronounced, anatomically perfect muscles, and wrinkled clothing without a trace of a chisel, as though the rocks had once been soft and been poured into forms of an unmatched smoothness. We contemplated the perfect corners of the tombstones, we passed our fingers along the soft piping carved into the marbled agate or the onyx darker than the night itself. Crossing the light that came from above, beyond the rim of the pit, two long, thin metal ramps rose toward the surface, propped up here and there in the loose dirt floor. “Should we go up?” I whispered to my colleague, who stood there amazed by the fantastic sight. We climbed one of the pitch-black ramps, and a minute later found ourselves in the hall itself.

         The light was green-olive, clear, and uniform. The walls of the hall, lined with long metal bars, cables, and girders in complicated shapes made to guide carts now resting at one end, rose smooth and straight, the farthest of them 102 dissolving into the light. Everything shone dimly, everything had the aura of an indescribable loneliness, as you find in great cathedrals. Fastened to the floor by enormous bolts, along a centerline of the hall running from the locked entryway to the other end of the factory, five pieces of machinery rose almost to the ceiling. Each sat on a circular base as high as my chest, in the shape of a ring. Each base was a different color that in daylight must have been much brighter. As far as we could tell, in the olive shadow that denatured everything, the first base was a dirty pink, the second dark blue, the third scarlet, the fourth a kind of orange-sienna, the fifth a yellow so bright it seemed to glow in the distance. The concrete rings must have been six or seven meters in diameter. The mechanisms or equipment on top, all identical as far as we could tell, were completely unknown to me. They were all made of polished metal and comprised enormous parts that could change position, sliding along round rods and racks with tiny, sharp teeth. Everything seemed recently oiled and completely outside of time. The floor was full of debris, bits of rope, burnt oil, dead rats, metal filings, and rusty scraps, but none of that touched the machinery, not a shard, not a black splash, not a speck of dirt. It was as though we were under the hood of a brand-new car, with the motor glimmering in cleanliness. Neither Goia nor I could identify the technology behind the enormous machinery. They didn’t seem powered by steam or electricity. There were no cables; however, strange conveyor belts, on either side of the five monstruous mechanisms, connected them like engorged veins across the floor. Around them the air was vast and gelatinous, and we seemed as unimportant and black as two minuscule insects inside the carcass of an ancient radio.

         Truly, the hall resembled nothing so much as the tube radios and televisions that my family had owned. When stripes began to roll across the minuscule black and white screen, with a contrast so weak that everything was drowned in a dance of gray shadows, my irritated father, always in his cotton shorts like he played for Dinamo Moscow, first would give the veneered carcass a few quick slaps and then take reprisals. One of my great pleasures was to help him take the TV apart, a ceremony always held with the solemnity of a complicated operation, the patient open and all its organs exposed. First, we moved the surprisingly heavy television onto the gateleg table in the kitchen, where my dad and I often played ping-pong, then we went for the tools. We 103 took out our old “turnscrew,” with its broken ebony handle, and the old pair of narrow tongs that he would use as pliers. Then my father undid the pressboard back, swearing like a cab driver because the soft metal screws had stripped out long ago. Inside was an incredible amount of dust and a kind of lint felt that had to be cleaned off to get to the electronic components. He would untwist the colored wires and carefully pull out the trays of tubes. He would let me have the burnt-out one to play with, and then he would put a new one in. Nothing fascinated me more than the sight of the diodes and triodes under their glass capsules—like vials for injections—with tiny gray letters and numbers printed along their base. And now I found myself just there, inside the place I would have wanted to explore as a child. I almost expected a wall of the factory to come off suddenly and to see my father’s colossal face, red with irritation, and watch his blackened lathe-worker fingers enter the hall, feeling for the burnt-out tube.

         We walked around the five metal monoliths for a long time, investigating them with an almost maniacal minuteness. What were our little scholars doing in this giant hangar? Had they found something that we could not—either because we weren’t kids anymore, or because no one had initiated us, through who knows what mystical hopscotch or symbolic number system, into the mystery of the old factory? Or perhaps we had forgotten, the way we forget everything, and more than once, over the course of our lives, when our brain molts like a crab and must quickly find another, more spacious world to house its soft stomach? Through enormous cracks in the roof, we could see the first stars, pale in the still-rosy sky, even if its rose color, here inside, turned a dense amber, holding sinister insects in its glass forever. Goia had gone somewhere toward the end of the hall. I heard him shout in a choked voice while I was busy following the thick veins, damp and lilac-colored like the ones under your tongue, that carved through the floor between the machinery and the conveyor belts. I ran toward the far corner, veiled in green light, and I saw Goia, taller than ever, more like a wise praying mantis than ever, but also more menacing, gesturing with a hand that appeared to hold a small, soft object. “Look at this,” he said, opening his enormous, acromegalic hand to reveal a square of black canvas with yellow letters crudely sewn into its surface. “I found it on the ground, it must have come from one of the children.” The tag had the name of the school and, 104 underneath, a number. Of course, I didn’t recognize the number, I never paid attention to this aspect of the student uniform. When I was on duty, I would sometimes line the students up in the schoolyard, but the principal did all the work, seconded by the history teacher, the famous Mrs. Rădulescu. And once the children had their school numbers tattooed directly onto their arm, where their fathers had mermaids and hearts crossed by crooked, misspelled words, no one sewed the numbers with yellow thread anymore. The canvas square that Goia held must have been a few years old, and whoever had worn it on his left sleeve was, almost certainly, no longer a student.

         I added this object to my collection of treasures, and since the factory visit, I take it out every day. It is a kind of proof, a witness to the reality of that world, which remains foreign no matter how much we would like to understand it through reality. In a way, the school ID number is like a lily with its petals curving open, found one morning on a pillow by a person who just dreamed he had received such a flower from a winged being. It is an object taken from its world, but abnormal in ours, an amphibious object, paradoxical like marine mammals that breathe air but look like fish, because even if the tag had once been the most banal accessory of an empire of slavery, its number hadn’t belonged and didn’t belong to this world, because it was larger than the total number of atoms inside itself, so large that my colleague, when he read it out loud, felt a mental strain. “Nine hundred fifty-two to the power of seventy-six … it makes no sense … Maybe the mother sewed it on wrong and folded it over. But the last numbers are clearly exponents.” Cantor’s mind was shattered when he imagined infinity to the power of infinity. For the ganglions in our skulls, there was no difference: the number on the tag was, practically speaking, just as inconceivable.

         I think we never would have noticed the entrance if Goia hadn’t found that tag, in the corner where the walls were covered with mechanisms of an unknown technology. They were all metal, the same silvery metal as the large machines that dominated the hall, and they were also lubricated with a thin oil that stayed on your fingers after you touched it. There were intricate pieces inside strangely cut-out frames—Maltese crosses, pushrods and flywheels, worm drives, and, of course, gears and racks—and yet most of it was other shapes, unknown mechanisms resembling clockworks. If you stood in front 105 of these panels for a few minutes, you saw the pieces slowly change shape, as though the metal was in fact a dense liquid that made elaborate waves across the surface. Together, all the frames of coupled mechanisms formed a wall of technology, like the command center of an electric plant or a dam. In the center was the luminescent blue outline of a door. It took a while for us to notice, in the lower-right corner of the door, just above the floor, a box with movable numbers, like the lock on a briefcase. Each of the five tumblers was set to the most enigmatic number a human ever imagined, one that eternally bites its own tail, as it does not delimit but excludes the infinity of the world: zero. Meanwhile, it had become so dark that only the light of the stars painted the lines and contours of the panel surfaces, as they slowly glided into new configurations. The numbers on the box were still visible, since they were engraved in a gray metal that glinted even in total darkness.

         We played with the numbers, spinning the five wheels through their ten facets, for a good long time. No combination would open the blue outline of the door. And yet it must be true that every child in our school knew the code, because we were sure that there, in the secret room of the old factory, things happened—scandalous, strange, and frightening, or only juvenile?—things that everyone knew about, but which, like the ancient mysteries of sunken worlds, they could not or would not divulge. “Maybe there isn’t a single combination, but one for each person who wants to enter. Maybe it’s a personal number that has to be used in conjunction with your fingerprint on a phone, or your face projected onto the photosensitive material of the door, or simply your breath. And the code could serve as proof you are called, or chosen. In this case, you would have to have received the combination from somewhere, it must be somewhere in your data, in your memory, in your world.” But I believed that the five numbers could be connected to the colors of the enormous concrete rings where the mechanisms were mounted. Everything in the sinister darkness of the building was gray, vast, and desolate, like an empty visual field. A feeling came over me, as I looked around, disoriented and frightened: that I was within the visual field of a strange being. Goia kept rotating the tumblers. He crouched at the base of the door, and I could hear the soft clicks of the tumbler mechanism, obscured now by the dark body of the math teacher. And suddenly, the door slid open and the ray of intense and pure blue outlining the door became the rectangular frame of 106 a hallway of azure fog. “I don’t get it, I just played with the numbers,” Goia said as he stood up, but when I saw the number on the box that looked like a metal pencil case, I understood how marvelously his unconscious memory had functioned. The number that opened the door was 95276.

         In the enormous factory hall, now it was completely dark. Night had fallen quickly, before we could notice, like the time when the janitor had surprised me, in that dark, empty classroom, sitting on the bench next to the girl I was tutoring. The milky light that flowed from the secret door almost blinded us. Without a word, Goia walked into the corridor, which, I could now see, had glass display cases along both sides. The light eroded his outline, making him thinner and taller, as if he were loops of black wire. His movements became more careful, his triangular head tilted toward the right and then to the left, glimmering in the blue fog. “Amazing,” he said from time to time, in a broken, almost inaudible voice. I didn’t budge until the outline of his body had almost completely disappeared. Vague, brown traces toward the end of the corridor, visible only in their slow movements, were all that indicated someone’s presence, the way the tips of a spider’s feet are visible, dark bits of mist in his cotton lair. I was suddenly very afraid. I remembered that we hadn’t found the entrance, more so we had been drawn toward it, guided by the terrifying ruin, and now we were in its belly and there was no escape. My panic grew to an unbearable intensity, and I fled through the darkened hall, under the stars blazing in the holes in the roof, I tripped over the bumps of veins in the floor several times, I almost fell into the pit of tombstones—their solitary forms, soft and round, glinted rosily in the deep—and suddenly I thought that I was dreaming, that I was having a nightmare, so I threw myself onto the cement floor, into the scraps of twine and metal filings and black grease. I rolled around and hit my face to wake myself up, but the pain proved that everything was real—because pain is another word for reality. The surfaces were hard, indeed. My eyes were wide open and my mind lucid, but fear had deformed everything, it had driven me into hallucination and delirium. I stood up, shook the industrial refuse from my clothes, and went back, my heart beating more strongly than it should have, to the door gaping open in the great building’s wall. I knew full well that on the outside, the building was perfectly rectangular, that there was no way for the door to open into a room, and 107 yet it led into a virtual depth, as inexplicable as the depth of a photograph, or the depths of perspective that create a third, and false, dimension in paintings on a wall. If you could go inside a trompe l’oeil mural, you wouldn’t descend into its fraudulent depths, you would only get smaller as you moved along unseen lines of perspective. You wouldn’t move through constantly changing spaces, with porphyry arches and columns and unintelligible Biblical images opening and closing behind you; rather, they would change their shapes constantly, rectangles would become parallelograms and trapezoids, the arcs of circles would change into hyperbolas, and circles into ellipses, becoming thinner and thinner as they tried to look deeper and farther away. I often thought that the world, along its three dimensions, is an equally deceiving trompe l’oeil for the infinitely more complex eye of our mind, with its two cerebral hemispheres taking in the world at slightly different angles, such that, by combining rational analysis and mystical sensibility, speech and song, happiness and depression, the abject and the sublime, it will make the amazing rosebud of the fourth dimension open before us, with its pearly petals, with its full depth, with its cubic surface, with its hypercubic volume. As though an embryo didn’t grow in its mother’s womb but arrived, from far away, and only the illusion of perspective made it seem to grow, like a wayfarer approaching along an empty road. A wayfarer who, after he passes through the iliac portal, continues his illusory rise, first an infant, then a child, then an adolescent, and in the end, when he is face-to-face with you and looks you in the eyes, he smiles at you like a friend from the other side of the mirror, having found you again, at last.

         In the end, I entered the picture in the wall loaded with strange technology. The air in the corridor beyond was sweet and cool, and its walls glistened with reality. Here and there, their surface became glassy, and suddenly I found myself in a kind of natural science museum, with showcases, dioramas, and aquaria lining the corridor. After no more than ten meters, the corridor ramified into a labyrinth of rooms and smaller rooms teeming with items on display, artificially colored biological specimens and hideous creatures in jars, with explanatory wall texts celebrating the exobiology of these nightmarish creatures. Far away, from another section of the museum, I could hear, like slow drips into a fountain, my colleague’s footsteps, lost among the spectral exhibits. I dared to look at the large dioramas. 108

         Monsters, monsters that the mind can neither conceive nor house nor accept, suspended like spiders on glittering threads, monsters out of our ancestral reflexes, with pale skin, clattering teeth, eyes drooping from their sockets. That make our piloerector muscles fire, that send cold sweat running over our already cadaverous bodies. Fear, horror, petrification, terror, fascination, dread, screams, and insanity. Torture beyond our brain’s capacity to imagine the contents of hell. Not fangs, not claws, not rending, not the perineum tearing during birth, not the living dismemberment of cancer, not being buried in a mound of tropical ants, not being bound to the mouth of a cannon, not the plucking out of eyes and tongue in a barbaric oubliette, not heaps of red and black demons ulcerating in the terror of demonic joy around mournful and pure white bodies with virginal breasts and unblemished braids in their hair, or olive bodies with broad shoulders and beards fresh from the scissors sunk into lava up to the waist. Instead, these were absolute monsters, monsters of the psyche; forms made to suffer eternally in the eternal life of the mind, like regret, like remorse, like embarrassment, like dishonor, like the memory of things that shouldn’t have happened and yet burn in your memory like red-hot iron. Like horror beyond horror, the greatest horror, the mother of all our fears: the fear of an eternity in which you no longer exist.

         Excessively huge, as big as tigers, buffalo, giant tortoises, and polar bears from the dioramas in ordinary museums, the great display cases held creatures I knew well. When I was sixteen, my parents sent me to a village along the Danube, so I could have something to do during my endless summer vacation, when three weeks might pass without my speaking to anyone; I was eager for any adventure, even a trip through hell. I was an adolescent on the threshold of insanity. I read the greater part of every day, and often my parents found me still reading at dawn. Only when I heard the first trams on Ştefan cel Mare would I close my book and go to sleep. I had no friends. When my loneliness and desperation became unbearable, I would go out for walks, taking side streets I didn’t know, lined with old, merchant-style houses covered in plaster putti and gargoyles. I would leave in the morning and return late in the evening, as the moon rose. At lunch, with the money my parents gave me (a single three-lei coin with a tractor heading nowhere), I would buy myself a soda and a cheese pastry. When I got tired, I would go to a park and sit on a bench, 109 in the summer’s paradoxical cool. I would sometimes look in on other kids from the high school, but I never found them at home. I would take the tram fourteen stops, rocking back and forth in the rear car, until it came to a distant periphery of the city filled with empty streets, where I imagined one of the girls I liked was living. But the address was always wrong. And June, July, August, full of dust and sweat in the desolate city, refused to pass. Every summer seemed immobile and eternal. When the fifteenth of September finally came and I went back to school, it felt like salvation. My classmates looked at me like I was crazy, the teachers were mean and uncaring, but at least I could see people’s faces, at least I could talk with someone. I could never understand how I had survived the summer that had just passed, how my aloneness hadn’t suffocated me completely.

         At the time, I read almost two hundred books a year. On my bedstead, I had heaps of books I would read simultaneously. I would go to the B. P. Hasdeu Library, located across the street in an old block that, when they widened the street, was put on rollers and shifted ten meters back. To the left of the library was the grocery, I knew its sections so well: cold cuts, cheeses, and in another area, candy. To the right was the fruit and vegetable shop, whose clerks kept their thumbs on the scales. The library was minuscule. It was actually just two rooms: one where the librarian sat, the only entirely gray person I have ever met (gray hair, gray eyes, gray skin), and another with bookshelves on every side. I may have been the library’s only patron; at least, I never saw anyone else. Sometimes I imagined that the library and the quiet and lonesome man at its helm existed only for my sake. Every few days, I would read the author’s name and title on the spines and choose a few books to take home. The register on the librarian’s table, where I signed the books out, never showed another patron’s name: only mine, from top to bottom, on every page. I read a lot of poetry, sometimes out loud on the street, making people turn their heads toward me sympathetically, and I read novels and essays. I was especially interested in books about people as alone as I was, with whom I could have, finally, an actual dialogue: The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge, Alone by Strindberg, Hunger by Hamsun … Reading in my room, until I didn’t know if it was night or day. I would only turn on the light when I couldn’t make the letters out at all. 110

         So this trip to the shores of the Danube, where I would stay for a month with an agricultural engineer and keep records of the trucks hauling the grain harvest away, was manna from heaven to me. I still didn’t talk to anyone, I was still alone from morning to night, listening to Los Paraguayos records and walking in the sunflower fields, but the landscape was new, and this meant a lot. I was breathing fresh air, under enormous skies. At night, I would go into the backyard filled with flowering poppies and look at the stars: I had never seen them so glorious, so blazing, never had they arranged themselves so clearly into constellations. Never had they scared me so much.

         The agricultural engineer did not have many books. After I finished the ones I had brought with me (Return to Tipasa by Camus, The Dwarf by Pär Lagerkvist, Doctor Faustus by Thomas Mann), I began to look through his cabinets, while he was gone all day. He only came back in the evening, when, without losing a moment, he would get drunk, show me his diplomas, cry, and go over to see his neighbor, who was also his lover. I wouldn’t see any more of him until morning. He mostly had specialized books: agricultural treatises, old university textbooks about the care of grape plants and raising sheep … and I read these too. I read the articles on the square pieces of newspaper stuck on a nail in the bathroom in place of toilet paper. I read the labels off cans of liver pâté and jars of honey, I read the vacuum cleaner instructions. One night, however, in the cupboard where he put old letters, postcards, and all kinds of notebooks, I made an amazing discovery, one which marked my life more deeply than any book of literature.

         It was a parasitological treatise, with a dirty, worn cover, like all my notebooks had at that time, like my high school uniform that seemed made of blotter paper soaked in faded ink. On the cover, crudely drawn in a dirty Nile green, I could just make out an odd kind of flower, which I later identified as the scolex of a tapeworm. At first, I looked through the dirty, dusty book because I was bored. When I opened it, minuscule, amber-colored beetles scurried across the pages to hide. But then I found, within the world of the animals that infest your body, devouring you from without and within, a great, somber poem. Not Dante, not Bosch, not even Lautréamont had ever seen, when they imagined their infernos, the bestial face of the louse in close-up, the visage of a larval fly, the flagellate legs of mites. They could not invent, for 111 their subterranean caverns of flames and tears, any demons more terrible than lice and ticks, roundworms and tapeworms, eye worms and the blind armies of mites. I saw, in the book’s plates—crudely drawn, and for that all the more horrible—the saga of creatures not of our world, perverse metamorphoses, improbable transits between heteroclite hosts, diabolical techniques impregnated by a malign genius that could come from nowhere but the Adversary who rules the tunnels under the earth, as well as those dug through our skin and flesh. I saw the figure of an angelic infant parasite that ate your tongue and then took its place, taking its share of what you ingested and teaching you an unknown manner of speech. I saw transparent larvae that entered your brain, rummaging their bristles through your hippocampus, that altered your memories and desires. I saw the exuberant appendices—a kind of hand and a kind of knife and a beak like a hypodermic syringe—of a parasite that dug tunnels through your eardrums, and I shuddered at the crustacean parasite with neither face nor body nor internal organs that infects the hermit crab, penetrating its thorax and abdomen, entering the thin tubes of its legs, hollowing out its flesh and replacing it with its own, until the empty shell begins to move its segments under a foreign will, and the false hermit crab spreads its eggs by mating with the true ones. Divisions of worms, minuscule arachnid phalanges, without pity and without the blessing of light, expulsing seas of eggs and oceans of feces, living in our pores and our pulmonary alveoli, invading our sex and nipples at night with the wet tubes of their stomachs borne on legs with hooks and claws; the quilted, pearly, metallic, or only damp and bloody textures of worms, speckled pink and violet—an infraworld of light and divinity, of devourers and self-devourers, real and beautiful. A world forever damned.

         I saw now, in the horrifying museum in the abandoned factory, in its strangely clear dioramas, creatures from that old book, but grown as big as tigers and elephants, inhabiting environments that were hard to recognize, even though they were only our own world at an exaggerated scale. I saw in one display an enormous piece of ivory—gray flecked with pink, twisted and dense like an old string of pearls around the frame of a miraculous icon—the size of a giant tortoise. Nothing indicated that the riverstone-smooth object was alive. And yet, when I least expected it, from one edge of the shiny ivory, from a dark dent the size of a bean (the pearly skin’s only irregularity), a few 112 dots, black as anthracite, transformed into eight thin claws and a curved beak. Its black legs barely able to transport its blood-filled body, the tick that usually lived behind a cat’s ear now marched across the diorama. In another display, there was a broad louse that favored the pubis and underarms, with its tiny, skeptical eyes on a pink face, with its leprous body, with the nightmarish anatomy of its claws. I walked through the maze of corridors, fascinated and pale, drenched in cold sweat. Living larvae, their gills spread open, scuttled away at my passing, tentacles stuck across the glassy transparency showed interior pharynxes and lilac veins, blind faces beat against the glass, baroque and incomprehensible appendages contracted and relaxed among the porous, striped boulders of dead skin the size of Amazonian serpents that made up the substrate of the monstrous aquaria. A cross section of a living animal’s epidermis with hyaline endoplasm beating in every cell, with strands of hair as thick as trees stemming from its sweat glands, revealed, among the Golgi corpuscles and pressure-sensitive disks, the wavering tunnels of the mites that cause mange. And I saw them, large as sheep, with beak-shaped legs where twisted flagella burst out, with potbellied bodies full of hair, blindly dragging each other along, their voracious jaws biting into the gelatinous skin of the enormous animal on which they lived, mating and devouring each other, insensibly climbing over and under each other …

         These creatures were alive, but did they really live? They doubtless sensed the world around them, but how? And what did the fact that they sensed it mean? What kind of life was that? Ever since I found, at age sixteen, the treatise in the agricultural engineer’s house, I hadn’t stopped wondering what it would have been like to be born as a mite or a louse, or one of the billions of polyps on coral reefs. I would have lived without knowing that I lived, my life would have been a moment of obscure agitation, with pains and pleasures and contacts and alarms and urges, far from thought and far from consciousness, in some abject hole, in a blind dot, in total oblivion. “But that is what I am, it is,” I suddenly found myself saying out loud. This is what we all are, blind mites stumbling along our piece of dust in an unknown, irrational infinity, in the horrible dead end of this world. We think we have access to the logical-mathematical structure of the world, but we continue to live without self-consciousness and without understanding, digging tunnels through the skin of God, 113 causing him nothing but fits and irritation. The mite that burrows through my skin does not know me and cannot understand me. Its ganglions of nerves are not made for it. Its sensory organs do not spread their sails more than a few millimeters around the body it does not know it has. Neither can we know the miraculous creatures that are to us what we are to the parasites in our skin and the mites on the pillow where we sleep. We cannot detect their chemical secrets, and our thought is equally powerless. All our knowledge is a stammering tactility. But just as their bodies are made of the same substance as ours, our thoughts are the same substance as those creatures who are nothing but thought. To know them, however, you need thought of another nature and on another level, thought of a body of thought we cannot conceive of, just as the mite cannot conceive of our thought and cannot, truly, think.

         I toured the parasite dioramas for a long time, in the crepuscular light. I looked lice and ichneumon larvae in the eyes. I saw how, like in the bolgia of thieves in the other Inferno, the host and parasite melt into an agonic embrace, one passes into the other, they become each other’s organs and limbs. With eyes that opened wider as much as I tried to close them, fighting my desire to curl up in a corner of the labyrinth and transform over time into a heap of dust, I saw myself: how strange, how unreal will I seem to the great and marvelous creatures bent deeply over our world, with my eyeballs, with my hands that end in five fingers, with my baroque lungs and intestines, with my penis and my testes and my fingernails and my brain and my blood flowing through the supple tubes of my veins! I was made of flesh, just like the flexible and compact monsters in the display cases. My fate was the same as theirs. For a long time I circled the enormous displays, perhaps for hours. Then I came out unexpectedly into a large rotunda.

         A single, circular diorama, like a layer of gelatin, wrapped entirely around the room. The diorama was occupied by a fantastical, dark purple worm made from shimmering velvet, a living, moving creature of unparalleled beauty. It swam in graceful contortions and undulations through a liquid medium that it filled almost completely; it had a rose of plumage around its circular mouth, and orange demilunes and electric blue stripes on its muscular body. From the base of the bell to its apex in the ceiling, the worm moved ceaselessly, peristaltically, hypnotically, as though it was the Ouroboros serpent eating its tail 114 for all eternity. And on the polished onyx floor—a black mirror that reflected even the smallest details of the room—there lay, with her eyes closed and breathing gently, a young girl of colossal size.

         She might have been fifteen meters long. She was completely undressed, white as milk and as baby teeth, with shiny, chestnut hair held in two elastics with plastic daisies, each as big as a truck tire. Her just-budding breasts, her narrow hips and chaste thighs showed she was eleven or twelve years old. Her body warmed the first few meters of the floor surrounding her. I walked around her in amazement, brushing against her ponytails as I passed, and on the other side of her immense body, I found Goia, who gazed at her with his usual gravity. “Maybe she’s the girl who wore that school number,” he whispered to me. “This place is all for her.” But his whispers echoed unexpectedly loudly under the large dome, enough that, before our eyes, the girl began to awaken. We stood back while the girl slowly sat up, still groggy, looking around her.

         We left quickly by way of a door we hadn’t noticed before, and we ran down the narrow corridor. After about a hundred meters, the corridor stopped suddenly inside a room at the base of a tower, inside which a metal stairway rose in a spiral. We kept running, climbing step after step with great effort. The tower was tall and round, with massive cement walls. Not one window disrupted the smoothness. Turning constantly in the same direction made us dizzy. My heart was beating through my ribs. The vision of the gigantic girl pursued me with a fantastic power, it drove into my mind. After a long time, we came to the top and exited, finally, to the stars, onto a metal platform that extended around a large, white sphere. Below us, in the night, we saw flickering streetlights. A few late trams were stopped at the station at the base of the tower. Across the street, beyond the few cars driving with their lights on, we could see the green-lit windows of the pipe factory. “How can this be? We’re on top of the water tower,” I said to Goia. “Look, there’s the old factory!” The massive building we had just escaped stood, black and silent, against the rosy city sky. A few shadows, from the trees growing on its roof, just as dark, scrubbed the sky at every breath of wind. The moon, rocked onto its back with its peaks toward the top of the sky, was larger than I had ever seen, as though the tower were thousands of kilometers tall, stretching toward it. But what amazed me even more, as I stood with my back stuck to the railing and my damp hair blowing in the wind, was 115 what I saw when I looked more carefully at my colleague, who usually loomed over me with his height. He looked around indifferently, occasionally pointing out a place in the neighborhood. “There’s the seltzer shop. And the Roibulestis’ house, the one with the second story that hangs off the back. The grocery is over there. And look, there’s our school, do you see the basketball court?” But his legs vanished somewhere inside the staircase, as though he hadn’t climbed all the steps up to the platform at the top of the water tower. I looked down into the illuminated emptiness inside the tower, and I saw, shockingly, that Goia’s body was twisted like a snake down to the end of the stairs, down the length of the tower, and his feet were still at the bottom, on the ground. “Let’s go back and look for an exit,” he said, and he retreated, getting shorter and shorter, in a spiral, toward the bottom of the stairs. I was so tired that my mind didn’t ask any questions. We left through the door at the bottom of the water tower, which we found unlocked, and we set off down Str. Dimitrie Herescu, passing the auto shop, until we came to the tram station. We got on the second of the two cars and rode to Doamna Ghica, alone in the brightly lit car. I got off at Doamna Ghica, while he continued. I arrived home exhausted, my clothes dirty and stained with oil, smelling like dog feces and fear. I soaked in the tub for an hour before going to bed.

         At school the next day, the math teacher and I went to the principal’s office, and I let my colleague do the talking. He said, with his weak voice and a sincerity that you could not doubt, that we went to the old factory, got inside through a crack in the wall, and found nothing but dirt, rubble, and bare walls—so what our students were doing in the dilapidated industrial hall remained an enigma. Maybe they were smoking, maybe they were daring each other to jump off the old conveyor belts … We agreed we would poke our heads in, “at least once a month,” just to keep the situation under control.

         12

         I picked up the coins from under the bed, behind the wardrobe, off the carpet, from the far corner of the room. This evening, when I took off my pants, a shower of noises shattered the total silence of the house: the fistful of little 116 objects from my pockets scattered across the floor with an unexpected harshness. It shook me out of my daydreams, like one of those times when you wake up like you’ve been hit with an adrenaline hammer: you’re shaken, it screams in your ears, it pours a cup of cold water over your head; or, like being deep in your dreams and the heat of your blankets, when you hear your mother’s far-off voice in the dark, winter morning saying it’s time to get up and go to school. The coins suddenly glittered in the raw light and scattered across the floor, bouncing, spinning, and glittering, with a metallic noise that irritated my nerves. Two or three coins spun on the parquet long enough for me to wonder what side they would fall on, heads or tails, and I watched them without moving, with one bare foot in the air and the other still in its pant leg, until their spinning slowed and the final rotations became louder and more random as gravity sapped their liberty and exuberance. And then silence and dark light again, and the disks of silver and copper coins spread over the floor. Little divination machines, on one side Urim, on the other Thummim, now emptied of their premonitions and life.

         I stacked them on top of each other, in a thick and uneven roll on the corner of my desk, and I tried to start working. The story of my life, as I would like to begin it today, is the story of an unknown person. This is precisely why I need to write it, because if it’s not written by me, the only one to whom it means anything, then no one will write it. I am writing, not in order to read it, as its sole future reader, forgetting myself for a few hours beside the fire, but to read it while I write it and attempt to understand it. I will be the only writer/reader of this story, the purpose of which, I’ll say for the tenth time, is nonaesthetic and nonliterary. I have no other pretension than being the writer/reader/liver of my own life. It could be the biography of a louse or a mite, but it would still be just as important as my own skin, because I am that obscure creature, the tunnels where I swarm are my own, the excrements: mine, the sensations: mine, the turpitude: all mine. Even if I am no one, I feel pain if I prick my hand, and the pain I feel is mine and mine alone. Even if no one else cares, I do.

         I did not see daylight for the first time one June day in 1956. I see it only now, in my imagination, for the sake of the workers’ child born that year in a miserable maternity ward in a dirty world. I believe, in fact, that I had seen 117 much more light before, through my shut eyelids and through the rest of the thin skin that enveloped my little body, while I was floating in the cavernous pool of liquid diamond, embracing my mirror image. After the uterine bath of luminous oil, after the ecstasy of life budding from another life, I was brutally pulled from my cavern, pushed through the tunnel of flesh between my mother’s legs, pointing my head and lengthening my body into the shape of a boat, and the land to which I was exiled seemed to be a somber, gray realm of ruins. I came into a world where reality is rotten, with holes in its fabric big enough for your finger, and I search precisely for these rips and tears in the stories. My parents were young at that time and had also arrived in a new world. They were new to the city, they had left their families behind in the country and were trying to deal with their new life of lathes, metal scrap, emulsions, fabric looms, bits of thread, and unbearable screaming in their ears. But also the world of privacy in their little rented rooms, where they made love at night, like awkward Puritans, always with a feeling of guilt. The moon of that neighborhood, filtering through the geraniums in the window, cast a pallor onto the faces turning toward each other. For a long time, even after our birth, they didn’t change: two country people in the city, trying to remake the village, there between the concrete apartment blocks and rumbling factories and trams ringing their bells as they zipped through intersections. They were from different parts of the country and would never have met. But they happened to both be on a union trip to the same resort, I think it was Govora, where, as a young man and young woman, she was twenty-five, he twenty-two, they would have laughed together at the workers’ parties and stepped on each other’s feet while dancing, they would have kissed against the wall of the girls’ dorm, a cute converted house, and they would have promised to meet again in the enormous city of Bucharest, where no one had a phone and where some couples were lost forever on account of a missed date. But my father, a brown-haired boy from Bănăt, as handsome as a prewar movie star—wherever he went, color retreated and the world turned black and white—didn’t want to lose Maria and got a transfer to Bucharest, to the ITB workshops, to be with her. He spent his days working on tram couplings, tightening the bolts with a blackened wrench, he was always thinking—and even his thoughts had a Bănăt accent—of the girl who would be not only the first in his life, but the 118 only. My mother had not, on the other hand, decided to spend her life with her “boy”; she had just recovered from a big breakup, she had loved a medical student who dumped her once he became a doctor, because my mother, as was customary in Tântava, didn’t want to give herself to him before they married. What happened between a man and a woman was disgusting if it wasn’t consecrated by a veil, bridal gown, and wedding, a cross kissed in the church and a crown on their heads. And she had told her older sister, an apprentice seamstress, that she didn’t want to raise this boy, even if he was svelte and handsome, with the velvetiest brown eyes that ever were. Her sister was more practical and talked some sense into her: she was twenty-five, and old women needed to marry quick. What was she waiting for? Costel was a good boy, serious, he loved her, he had a trade, he didn’t drink, didn’t smoke. Where was she going to find another like him? And another thing, he had asked her to marry him one evening, on a little bridge in Cișmigiu Park after a photographer had posed them against the railing, she with her “Cicero” haircut and he with his hair slicked back with walnut oil … What else did she want? To be an old maid? To take care of other people’s kids? She and her new husband could live with them for a bit after the wedding, with Ştefan and her in Dudești-Cioplea, they had two rooms and their boy slept with them. She kept at her so much that Maria said yes and went with Costel. I have in front of me, as I am writing, their wedding portrait, the official one, the two of them against a velvet curtain backdrop with a vase of flowers on a tall pedestal next to the bride. This picture, enlarged and framed in a plaster oval, hung above their bed for a long time, in their tiny, rented room on Silistra. It’s been touched up, but you can still see—beyond the formal and certainly rented clothes—their fears and uncertainties, their embarrassment and stiffness in that double tomb, the wax dolls in the diorama of the inevitable photograph. Nothing could have made them smile: my father is frowning and clenching his teeth as though he wanted to kill someone, and my mother is already thinking, it seems, of all there was to do after the wedding, since no one had given them so much as a spoon. Not a single member of his family had come from this Bănăt of theirs on the edge of the world, and my mother’s relations were poor and stingy, people from the mountains who talked sharply and held on to their money. My grandparents, in the group pictures, are complete peasants, he with his 119 freshly trimmed mustache, she with her headscarf that barely showed the tip of her nose, both of them with country clothes and a lost look in their eyes. The clerk is my mother’s brother. The other country girl is her older sister. A few city people, bald men with big bellies, brassy women with beehives, are the witnesses, friends from the dress shop, neighbors, who knows. My cousins Costeluș and Aura are little, two or three years old, staring at the camera with round eyes. They all seem to be looking toward part of the room that isn’t visible; something unexpected and miraculous must have happened there, magic tricks with doves, or flowers drawn from a glove.

         It was hard for me to pull myself, that June day in 1956, at eleven in the morning, from the embrace of Victor, my twin brother. We had become used to each other as we hung there, two balloons in the azure, diamond-filled cavern, each tied down by the thread of his umbilical cord. We had grown together, we had felt each other’s bioelectrical field as our first sensation, two weak lights in the forms of our curled bodies. Later, when our eyes developed, we opened their lids, saw each other, and smiled. Victor, in that godly light, was the most beautiful thing in the universe. His body was transparent, like those minuscule creatures in stagnant water. For months we looked at each other’s eyes, then we looked at the organic walls around us, so dematerialized by the honey-thick light of the amniotic fluid that we could see the world outside, without any clue that it would one day be ours; we heard, filtered through the beating of our mother’s heart, through the gurgling of her intestines, through the rushing of her pulmonary alveoli, voices, music, sounds of trams and tears, the laughter of those outside. If I could have, I would have warned Victor to stay inside, and sometimes I cannot help but think how good it would have been to have been hidden somewhere, to have been reabsorbed into the placenta, to have regressed to the egg, to have never been born. Over the course of a quarter hour, we both arrived, one after the other, identically insecure—neither of us weighed more than two kilograms, “couple of kittens,” as the doctor later said to our father—and identically unhappy. The new world seemed to be sunk in darkness, drowned like pictures in the newspaper, where the ink overflows the outlines.

         For a few months, our parents did stay with my mother’s sister. How they got along with us, I do not know. The times, need I say, were terrible. 120 My mother had no milk, since she ate nothing but pasta and jam. There was no powdered milk to be found. In the end, my father spent a third of his salary on cow’s milk from someone who kept two or three cows in a yard nearby. The milk was bluish, thinned with water, and infested with tuberculosis bacteria. This caused, several years later, my intradermal reaction test to produce a saucer on my arm, and I was sent for preventative care to Voila. After half a year, my parents took us, one at a time—no one but my mother could tell us apart, and she would hesitate so long that even I am not sure who to think I am—they took us out on the trams and brought us, asleep, back to their rented room in a house with twenty or so rooms like it, on Str. Silistra in Colentina. I lived there until I was three, in the place where Victor tragically disappeared, when we were about one.

         I don’t remember him, honestly, even though he is always in my mind, sometimes it seems he inhabits it completely. My mother never wanted to talk with me about him, the lost one. How often did I wonder whether Victor had been an imaginary child, born out of who knows what deep need of my mother’s mind, the way some forms of hysteria mimic a nonexistent pregnancy, with pains just as rending as a real birth. My locks and baby teeth are a kind of archaeological proof of my existence at that time. The pictures—even though the oldest one dates from when I was eighteen months—show that, one spring or autumn day, photons sprang from the sun and ricocheted off my eyelashes and cheeks and fell like snow onto the plastic film, corroding it, the same way that today, other photons, released by a sun thirty years older, ricochet off the eyelashes of the child in the picture and enter my pupil. But where are his locks of hair, his baby teeth, his pictures? Where are his baby clothes? At the back of a shelf in the yellow chiffonier in the front room, my mother still has mine … Our navels were tied, one after the other, with the same twine, in the same crude knot, there, in the delivery room with the roof that let in the wind and rain, that dripped water full of grit and rust onto the white stomachs of pregnant women. I am still pulling out stiff, blackened pieces of the thread; he may have been buried with the string still in his navel, and together they rotted in the earth.

         What I do know is that, according to what my relatives said, when we were about a year old, an ambulance came and took us to the hospital, burning 121 with fever like a pair of furnaces. We both had double pneumonia. It wasn’t hard to get sick: the room had a cement floor, like a prison, my parents were as poor as could be, the winter had been hard, with snow up to the windowsill, and wood was expensive. Both of us ended up with lung infections. A few cold and rainy days were enough for all the motley crowd in that Cour des miracles (thieves, prostitutes, trash men, simple tradesmen, and all the dirty-mouthed types from the outskirts of town, who all made a constant racket) to be overwhelmed with colds and flu. Since everyone wanted to kiss our cheeks, like we were little local princes, and our mother was so proud, it’s no surprise that we were sick most of the time. Our little bodies were so tortured with fever you could barely touch us.

         The hospital was a yellow building beneath yellow clouds, as though the clouds had been constructed and painted at the same time as the building. In the children’s ward there were thirty beds with white, iron frames, but so old and broken it was a wonder they could hold all the sick girls and boys. The nurses were ugly and unkempt. They wore a cheap perfume that came in bottles shaped like cars. There, in two neighboring beds, my brother and I lay in agony for several days. From time to time, they gave us shots, pitilessly, with one of the stubby needles that would continue to terrorize me my whole life. Sometimes, I would feel the frozen disk of a stethoscope on my burning skin, red as a stove top. We agonized there, alongside thirty other children, days on end, until my fever broke, my eyes cleared up, and I could see, clearly and in every detail, the empty bed next to me. Even though I don’t remember, I will never forget it.

         When they brought us to the hospital, my mother told me, they examined both of us with a stethoscope. They began with me, without much interest, even though I was almost fainting with fever. When they came to Victor, there was some confusion. The doctor, an older, bald man, moved his stethoscope all over the child’s reddened skin, without seeming to notice his screaming, and then he walked out of the ward, a tiled room like a public toilet. Our mother sat with us for about a quarter hour, despairing because she couldn’t help us (how many times did she tell me later, whenever I was sick, that she had prayed that the sickness would pass to her or that something bad would happen to her, if it meant I would get better), until the doctor came back with 122 two of his colleagues, and instead of giving him anything to soothe his suffering, they examined Victor again. They acted like they couldn’t believe what they found, as though there was something not right in his little body. Our mother waited with her heart in her throat for the doctors to say something, but they acted like she was invisible. And so she was, as were all the patients; aside from asking “where does it hurt” out of the corner of their mouths, the doctors said nothing to the patients, as though the patients were not people who could understand, but dogs or cats. They would quickly and illegibly write a prescription, then depart with the same acrid and bored expression. But this was different. Our mother heard something like “impossible” or “a highly unusual phenomenon,” and a few expressions in their lingo that she pointlessly strained to understand. In the end, all the more scared by the doctors’ agitation, she dared to ask if it was really that serious, if her boy was sicker than he seemed to be. The three didn’t even turn to face the young socialist worker, unslept and tear-stained, her hair a mess; the first doctor only said, over his shoulder, that Victor was “anormal.” At first, he had thought that Victor didn’t have a heart, or that it wasn’t beating. In the end he found it, but it was upside down, pointing toward the right. Then, little by little, tapping on his ribs and pushing his stomach, he had found that the liver was on the left, and it seemed overall that Victor was, in every organ and every asymmetrical element in his body, a mirrored child. Everything that was supposed to be on the left was on the right, and vice versa. A different doctor said a phrase he had found in a fat and well used vade mecum, a phrase our mother didn’t remember, aside from something that sounded like “inverse” and “total.” It took me a long time to locate it, but now I know that the doctor had said, “situs inversus totalis,” meaning an extremely rare condition in which all of a person’s organs are inverted along the vertical axis of our body. None of this meant anything to our mother—Victor could have two heads as long as he was healthy and not tortured by the hell of fever.

         Victor was not—is not—identical to me, in the sense of twins born from the same zygote, but inverse to me, my avatar flipped inside another dimension. We didn’t grow in our mother’s womb in an embrace, but stuck to a warm mirror, like two shark pups writhing in their mother’s parallel uteri. We would never know how far this mirroring went, if it was only the 123 organs that were inverse or also the depths of our biologies, inverted amino acids, exchanging the dextrorotatory for the levorotatory in inverted spirals of DNA. On the outside, we seemed identical, only our mother could tell us apart, but in the depths of our biology we were as different as two people could ever be.

         Victor disappeared, and he took with him perhaps the only reason, the only brilliance, the only beauty, the only opportunity of my life. Lacking him, I have always felt mutilated, like one of those half-people who push themselves along the street by their hands, planted on a dolly. A child born without a hand or an eye could not be more confused by the actions of the gods than I have felt, without Victor, my entire life. I have gazed with half my gaze, I have listened with half my hearing. There are mental patients who no longer perceive half their body or even half the world. Starting at age one, this is how I have lived.

         I don’t remember anything of what followed, but my parents must have spent months in agony. The hospital told them my brother had died, they showed them papers with stamps and signatures. But they didn’t show them a body. Where was he buried? Who was to blame for his death? No one knew. My father hollered and marched down the hospital halls, he knocked down the plaster model of a pregnant woman, with her womb viewed in section and the infant turned head-down in her uterus, he grabbed the doctor by the neck and tried to choke him. First the guards came, then the militia. My mother was screaming like crazy at the end of the bed, its sheets already changed for the next child. She was scared of losing me too. Everyone was very patient with my parents, one nurse even teared up, but they had no answer for their cries. They charged my father for the model he broke, and he had to repay them, month by month, for almost a year. My parents wrote petitions and requests all the way to the Central Committee, but who were they? They never got a response, were never given an audience anywhere. At the ATB workshops, a few days later, my father was visited by a man with a surly expression. He showed his ID discreetly and advised my father to calm down. Nothing he did would bring the child back to life. Doctors make mistakes, they’re human, what would happen if they put all of them in jail? Where would you get replacements? My father came home not consoled, but frightened. We all slept in the same bed at that time, in the little room on Silistra, Victor and me in between our parents. 124 Now it was just me, back home after a week, healthy but skeletal and my thighs covered in needle marks. Everyone along that courtyard, all the neighbors, even the most criminal, were mourning. Once my brother disappeared, I became the absolute master of the place, because I was the only small child in the revenue house teeming with people. The thieves and prostitutes melted for me, they never came home without some candy for “the girl.” I was constantly held, and, according to my mother’s wishes, dressed like a girl in dresses, my hair long and curly, dark blond at the time. Workers who stank of motor oil and were as hairy as gorillas took me for rides on their mopeds or bikes, carrying me around the slums like a trophy. Time passed, and Victor, once so present, especially because we were two kids of one kind, more spectacular than one could be alone, faded from everyone’s memory, faded like the double being of our family’s twins. I was alone, beloved as I never would be again, held in my mother’s arms, spoiled and protected, never let out of their sight, suffering from too much love and too much fear. After what happened that autumn, I was forced to wear two or even three hats on my head, one on top of the other, I was smothered all winter under the thickest clothes we had, they saturated me with penicillin and streptomycin at the smallest sniffle, in such quantities that I stank like mold from a mile away. Those were the years when they destroyed my health, out of love; and also out of love, they tortured me horribly, decade after decade.

         Penicillin and streptomycin. I heard these words hundreds of times in my childhood. I couldn’t cough without a doctor appearing. Even though he wore white, he was the darkest figure of my childhood, until he was replaced by the dentist. Has anyone else described childhood as a torture chamber? And yet that is what it was, for any child of the 1950s and ’60s. At least polio and its fears had passed a few years before, leaving its victims among us: kids like us, full of life, running around behind the apartment block, but with one leg strapped into a metal brace. I saw them later at school, during gym: one normal leg, the other as thin as a walking stick, ribcage puffed out like a bird’s, the crooked movement of the hip; poor crippled children, the more stunningly sad, the more their eyes were as clear as ours and their minds just as good. It may have been the case that the neighborhood idiots—the two or three children with dim, deformed faces who were walked up and down the Aleea Circului all day, 125 under the chestnuts, by their mothers all dressed in black as though they were in permanent mourning for the quick-witted daughter or son that they never had—were happier because their minds were incapable of understanding their own tragedy. The sight of them, which some of my colleagues enjoyed, always caused me revulsion and terrible suffering, like the sight of the dwarves when our paths crossed almost every day on Aleea Circului. How they must have suffered, these little people with a grown person’s head on the body of a rickety child, how much hate, powerless fury, and despair must they have felt: why did it have to be them? Why did they have to live in hell, without the hope of the eternally condemned, in the only life on Earth they were given? You must feel the same way when suddenly hit with a devastating illness.

         A few years ago, one of my students was a girl like all the others, a hard-working kid who, even though she was taking care of two or three little brothers at home, never lagged in her schoolwork. She had a pure face, framed by straight red hair that shone like a mirror. A beautiful child who, in the eighth grade, began to acquire the colors, shapes, and longings of an adolescent. During a break one day, the boys in her class took the handle off the door to use as a toy gun. The girls made up a game: one at a time, they looked through the round hole in the door, watching the kids act out something on the other side. No one could understand how it happened, what insanity had momentarily invaded our world, when it came time for the red-haired girl to look through the hole. On both sides of the door, kids were yelling, pushing each other, laughing, the boys were trying to lift up the girls’ skirts or hitting each other “right in the gearbox,” and in the middle of this mandala of arms and faces and motions and teeth and buttons and collars and shoes and braids, suddenly someone slammed the doorknob back in as hard as they could, and the girl’s eye burst and blood sprayed onto the door and the ground, and the kids’ faces went from red to pale. The girl was left disfigured. She came back two months later, with gauze over her right eye. It was very hard for me to teach with her there, with that gauze held to her face with pink tape. When I had to teach her group, it felt like the sky was falling around me. She would be like this all her life, one-eyed, alone, with a horrible, motionless glass eye like a stuffed animal, a one-eyed worker bent over her machine, gluing on soles in a shoe factory then taking the tram home, a woman who would have been 126 attractive if she weren’t missing an eye, who could have had a husband and child. Then summer came and the girl left for break, with her gauze pad and her fate and everything.

         But there’s no need for a nickeled brace on your breadstick leg, or a piece of bloody gauze, for you to feel the hideousness of life. The doctor that visited our modest, working-class home at the smallest sign of a cold or swollen tonsils always came with a nurse. And the nurse carried a metal box that mirrored my narrow, dark face. “It’s like she thinks you’re Saint Sisoes, she can’t stop looking at you,” my mother would say. “Your child is rachitic,” the nurse would butt in. “Sunshine, fresh air, good food, that’s what he needs. Take him outside. Enough with the books, he’s not going to be a philosopher.” But I couldn’t care any less about what they were saying, because while they chattered my eyes were glued to the frightening ritual: the cheerful nurse with bleached hair and lipstick on her teeth would take a syringe from the box, attach the needle and then—and this is what scared me the most—take out two tubes of cloudy, white liquid, their rubber stoppers held on by a thin strip of metal. I would not be the first victim of that long, thick needle’s angled tip. First, she stuck it through the stopper. The needle sucked up the slobbery liquid, the tube hanging from the needle in the air, until the entire dose traveled into the barrel of the syringe, then she pulled the tube off and pushed the piston, making the needle spit a moldy-smelling spray. The air filled with mold—puffy, green mold, like a moth’s wings, condensing on the walls. A slime of sharp-smelling mold covered the window like frost. The mold spread over my mother’s eyes and the nurse’s, over the drum of the stethoscope, which hung like a fish’s bladder from the doctor’s neck. There was mold on the roof of my mouth and in my lungs, I could feel it clearly everywhere, especially on my fear-paralyzed brain. A spider, a royal cobra, a transparent scorpion approached me with venom dripping from its stinger, I had no escape, and, even worse, my mother, my eternal refuge, pulled down my pants and my waffle-weave underpants, holey and yellow from being boiled, she herself was accomplice to my smiling and lipsticked executioners who touched my tensed buttock and said with a smile, “Don’t clench, I won’t kill you!” And then, as a sinister prelude, they rubbed a pad of terribly cold alcohol on my skin. The damp, blue pad was thrown into a corner: I saw it there, balled up and bearing the nurse’s white 127 fingerprints, I felt three or four quick smacks on the muscle, more martyred by fear than it would be by pain, and then the penetration of the needle, breaking the skin and flesh, diving into the marbled muscle tissue through which I myself flowed—my spirit that reacted to cold and heat, pressure and scrapes, burns and breaks, itches and pains—and releasing a pocket of moldy sap, to be infiltrated by a thin arborescence of blood. I yelped, my mother holding my shoulders; her betrayal hurt the most. Everyone was smiling—it was very strange to find yourself in the hands of a smiling executioner. Then they left, leaving behind the penicillin and streptomycin tubes “for me to play with.” Feeling humiliated, I got up from the bed, pulled up my pants, and began to limp around the room. That was the first dose, the first red, swollen dot on my buttock. There would be another twenty-three, every six hours, day and night, on the right and on the left. When they woke me up for shots in the middle of the night, everything became a thousand times more horrible. I wasn’t really awake, the sudden light blinded me, evil people with their needles and glass tubes cast long shadows onto the walls, I would start to scream like I was having a nightmare, I would writhe, desperately trying to protect myself, but I was held by the shoulders and subdued, like a pig whose time had come, my face pushed into the sheet (by my father, mother, the doctor, whoever was around), and the venomous insect again, implacably, approached its paralyzed victim. I felt the caustic incision again, my tissue dissolving in the saliva that stank of death and ruin, I could feel the long needle injecting a supple, fierce animal that would tear my interior to shreds. Then my pajama pants, printed with flowers and butterflies, were pulled back up and the living creatures in the room retreated, the light went off, and in all the darkened universe, only the pain shone brightly, like a star pulsing green-yellow, with a crumbling corona. Curled up like an animal, I sank into sleep, only to be awakened again, in the icy morning, for another dose.

         I developed a fear of doctors, such that my first photograph, at eighteen months, showed me frowning and tearful. I remember the moment well. They took me into the yard, where turkeys in the pen spread their feathers and their beak wattles swelled with blood, and they sat me in front of a lilac tree. I didn’t know what was going to happen. The photographer appeared suddenly, with his nickeled device around his neck, smiling like all the stethoscoped, skeletal 128 doctors. It took a while for everyone to make me sit still, and even so, tears were running down my cheeks, and the unhappiness on my sepia face is there still, decades later, like a stigmata and like a prophecy.

         For some, early childhood is a period of development with fantastic colors and dear faces; for me, it was a violent spectacle of shadows and flashes of light. I don’t remember Victor, but I know that, about six months after we were born, our mother put us both in daycare because she had to go back to the factory. Production was more important than children, and at Donca Simo our mother was a leader, she oversaw eight looms that never stopped weaving. I remember, I remember, even though I have often been told there’s no way I could, the blood-colored dawn in which our mother, at the first light, in a terrible cold, carried me to the daycare. The unreal succession of buildings, the great, purple sun rising directly in front of us, our pink shadows stretching behind. The frightening daycare building, its hallways, the polyp of children’s faces in the bedrooms. If I examine my memory, my first, my very first and oldest memory is from that place: I am being carried, but not by anyone, I levitate through a yellow air, then there is a WC with stalls, one of them opens and I am placed on an enormous toilet seat. What was that, what was I doing there? My mother told me I almost died at the worker’s daycare. “The women there would put you on the toilet and forget about you, they would forget to feed you, they didn’t care about you at all. When the mothers came to pick their children up, they found them screaming, covered in poop, oh, so awful!” We didn’t adapt in any way: we screamed from morning until five in the afternoon, inconsolable, until we were purple. We wouldn’t eat a thing, we turned transparent from starvation and abandonment. In the end, our mother took us out of there, she confronted her bosses at the fabric factory and resigned. She never worked again. She stayed at home with both of us until the bad thing happened, then she stayed with me alone, half a child, to become the half a person I am today.

         I have another extremely old memory, also linked to the lower area, to excretions and shame, but without any connection to the first memory. I am very young, barely able to stand. I am, as a consequence, as in so many other memories and dreams, in a very high room filled with dirty light. The wall in front of me is indescribable. It is the most concrete image from this illusory 129 world that I have ever received into my skull. A green-yellow wall, concave, damp, slimy, cracked, uneven like mud in one place, smooth as a mirror in another. Rivulets of water trickle down, branch out, sink into its crust and pus. Along the base of the high, wide wall, through the floor covered in puddles, runs a gutter. The gutter holds old urine that has sat so long it has corroded the grate, and within the urine there are unidentifiable, putrid shapes that emit poison gases. Am I being punished? Am I locked inside a room for urination? Where am I? Who put me here? I see my shadow lying across the floor and wall, but I don’t sense myself. I am nothing but that wall, that filthy gutter.

         Our life went on there, in the revenue house on Silistra, with its thugs, tinkers, quilters, whores, and thieves. A few seasons passed, I felt them as periods of dark and light alternating on my skin under the flowing clouds. The hairy stalks of the geraniums in the windows budded as often as their flowers rotted, turned brown and pale, and tumbled onto the sills. In our single, narrow room, with a single bed, stove, and cement floor, my mother would read to me. Sometimes we went out, into the courtyard first, and then, when I was two, onto the street covered in trash and puddles reflecting the sky. Now it seems as though the years on Silistra were one continuous springtime, raw with cold winds and a sun from the dawn of time. Other kids from other courtyards came to the same street, but at that age we didn’t know how to play together, we just looked at each other, not like human beings, but the way we would look at sheep, cats, stray dogs. We didn’t recognize other members of our own species. We lived more inside our little crania than outside, among flowering apricot trees and brick houses. I would approach children my age, I would look at their ears, fingers, the saliva running from their mouths. Then I would look at the gigantic, translucent tulips in colors I had never seen anywhere else, then I would look at the sky in the puddles. Beside our dirt-splattered house, the bulging, blind wall of the neighboring house rose like a polyp. Across its giant surface, like a worn-out map, there was an irregular pattern of plaster and places where the plaster had fallen, allowing the ancient bricks to gleam in the sun. Perhaps that wall, blocking the horizon of my earliest childhood as though dividing one age from another, engendered my fascination for blind walls, for brick surfaces 130 without windows, invaded by lichen, by moths the size of your hand that bask, motionless, in the sun. Abandoned who knows when, some scaffolding climbed the wall. It was, from God knows what caprice, painted pink (the intersecting metal bars that rose almost to the roof) and light blue (the motor at the base and the platform that it raised, like an elevator without walls). The machine, overcome with weeds, was the kids’ favorite place to play. We were there from the morning on, in our baggy overalls and dirty undershirts. We liked that wall, we would tilt our little heads back as far as possible to see the top of the wall sticking up in the air, our vertebrae popping with the effort. We liked to put a hand on the wall to feel how hot the sun had made it. It frightened us, but we also liked it when, at our touch, from the cobweb-filled holes between the bricks, black articulated legs would poke out, belonging to an unusually large and strong spider. We could make them scoot out across our hands. The spiders were big but didn’t bite, unlike the stray dogs that were a constant menace. The spiders didn’t do us any harm.

         Five or six of us would climb onto the platform between the pink bars (I can still see the nasty pink, with a lot of white from crow and pigeon droppings dried on the convexity of the dusty bars), and the oldest of us, Mia Gulia, who must have been four years old, pushed the broken ebony button. The motor would begin to buzz and vibrate and we rose slowly along the blind wall, while the street and houses sank underneath us, and the multicolored globes on top of pillars in the garden next door came into view, and the model of a ship on the second floor of our house, and the grocery with a balcony above, and, far away, a mixture of trees and roofs that extended without end, it surrounded us everywhere and none of us knew how large the world was. Or, better put, for each of us the world was our house, the neighboring house with the wall, the bit of street out front, the grocery where our parents carried us, and everything else was darkness and fear.

         When we came to the top, we huddled together, holding tightly to each other’s clothes, almost pulling them off. High above us were some crooked, rusty braces that kept the wall from falling over. Between them, among the little trees that grew there from seeds blown by the wind, a few of the bricks had been removed to make a vent for the room on the other side. There we could 131 peep in, following the thick shaft of light that slanted down from the opening. On the other side of the wall was a large, strange room, where nothing moved. Still, we felt someone was there, someone without a face, someone outside of sight, outside of the world of shadow and light. Our fear became uncontrollable. We screamed as we finally descended on the elevator platform, from which we could have been knocked by the slightest wind, but we weren’t screaming for fear of heights or danger, but because we had seen the great, frozen wasteland inside the house with the blind wall. We jumped off the platform before it thudded against the ground, and we ran for our mothers’ legs and grabbed on desperately. The oleanders that filled the courtyard had more powerful smells than the chopped meats and borscht soups that simmered in twenty rooms at once, stronger than the whores’ perfumes and the sweat-stained undershirts of the working men.

         I now know why we were so frightened by that opening, that gap in the fortifications at the top of the wall of the neighboring house. Because that was the house’s eye—because we weren’t peering in through the narrow gap between weather-beaten bricks, rather the old, decrepit house was looking at us. The neighboring house, which normally saw nothing but the sky, drank in our dirty, snotty faces, our brown eyes, our teeth hanging crooked in mouths that gaped in wonder. With its one eye of unfinished brickwork, the house stole our souls to create one of its own, it tried to pull us inside, into the silent, motionless room, so we could gaze eternally at the sky through the solitary opening.

         Just once, out of the dozens of times we raised ourselves toward the sky along the blind wall, did we ever see someone inside. Through the narrow gap we watched a woman, a snow queen. The summer clouds reflected in her wide, large eyes, her eyelashes—in the middle of July?—glittered with stars of snow. Her snowy hair trailed mist. I can still feel the pressure of her hand, when, without looking at the other children, she reached out an arm from her world, as though she were emerging from a mirror, and her lacquered fingers took hold of my own. I can still feel the click, like two magnets coming suddenly together, but I cannot decide whether it was our eyes or our hands that stuck together for an endless moment.

         We grew up, we all grew up, as though once we threw Victor out of the basket, our balloon rose high, taking along the revenue house on Silistra, the 132 oleanders, the street, the grocery store. Soon, the room where my mother and father, alone and miraculously young, loved each other and spoke to each other in distinct dialects, where there had been four sleeping in a bed, but then only three, that room couldn’t hold us anymore and expelled us from its womb. Victor had turned into an empty grave, in Ghencea, where for years I brought him flowers on my birthday. I became the boy-girl with twin ponytails down to my shoulders, my father became a journalism student, and our life took another path. Only my mother stayed the same housewife, taking care of us all. Only her mind was always closed to me, as though all the doors and windows on her side were bricked over. Why did she wait so long to tell me I had had a twin brother? Why did she “not remember” (is that possible?) the date of his death? Why did he die sometimes at four months, other times at six months, eight, and a few times at twelve? Why was he sometimes my twin, but occasionally—to my amazement and despair—was he born a year after me? How could this mystery persist in our family? Why didn’t I ask her directly to tell me, for God’s sake, what happened? Why didn’t I hold her blackened hands against the table and force her to tell me the truth? Why didn’t I ask her to let me suck milk from her breast underneath the house, to press the house against her fallen breast and its unusually large areola, until she told me the whole truth? This is what happens in the stories she told me herself, that’s how tough guys found stuff out from their sister or brother. I never did this because that’s not how things were under the cool veneer of our family. We were creatures who only met at the kitchen table or in the bed. My mother and father didn’t talk about anything but money. My father and I didn’t talk about anything but soccer. I had to circle them, like walking around a statue in the garden, to try to understand them. If they had ever started to talk, I would have been amazed, as though a marble woman in a museum had moved her lips when I passed. We were afraid to talk to each other, we never imagined it was possible. I doubt that, even on the verge of certain death, we would start to talk to each other. As the years passed, this insulating porcelain shell covered every piece of warm skin, and when we found ourselves in the same room, we heard nothing but a ceramic clinking.
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