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  PROLOGUE




  No one in Baia Luna had the slightest doubt that the source of Ilja Botev’s visions was not some luminous gift of prophetic insight, but the delusions of a wandering

  mind—least of all me, Pavel, his grandson. When I was a little boy, I shrugged off my grandfather’s imaginings as foolish fancies, the result of the influence of the Gypsy Dimitru

  Gabor. Dimitru never gave much of a hoot about the laws of reason and logic. But later, as the solid ground of good common sense grew progressively thin and crumbly beneath Grandfather’s

  feet, I myself played no small part in the old man’s getting more and more hopelessly tangled up in the net of his fantasies. It was certainly not my intent to have Grandfather make himself

  the town idiot, the butt of everyone’s jokes. But what could you say about a tavern owner who sets off in a horse and cart on a secret mission to warn the president of the United States about

  the rocket scientist Wernher von Braun, a mysterious Fourth Power, and an impending international catastrophe? Armed, by the way, with a laughable top secret dossier, a treatise on the mystery of

  the corporeal Assumption of the Virgin Mary, handwritten and triple-sewn into the lining of his wool jacket.




  Today, I see my grandfather Ilja and his Gypsy friend Dimitru in the mild light of my own old age. I am aware of my guilt and know what I owe them, even though, in Baia Luna, memories of the

  pair are gradually fading. These days, people look to the future. If you pause to look back you’re a loser. We’re a democracy. There is no more Conducator outshining the sun, no more

  party demanding blind obedience, no Security Service throwing uppity subjects into jail. You can think and believe whatever you like. People used to write incendiary pamphlets that had to be

  smuggled out of the country. No more. Our borders are open to all our neighbors. We’re free citizens. Our children are growing up in a free country.




  Rather late in life I myself became the proud father of two daughters, begotten and born in freedom. Since then, two decades have flown by as if some crazed second hand had slung me through

  time. Back in the Golden Age of Socialism, we wanted for everything except time. That we had in abundance. It may be that we threw it away, wasted the best years of our lives in dreary queues.

  Today, time is a rare and costly commodity. It’s running away from me while younger generations race memoryless through an eternal present. But when children have forgotten where they come

  from, how will they know where they’re heading?




  As things now stand, my daughters will soon make me a grandfather in my own right. In anticipation of future grandchildren, I shall turn time back to my youth in the fifties. If I’m going

  to tell my children and grandchildren how the Madonna got to the moon, my voice will echo those of my own grandfather Ilja and the Gypsy Dimitru. The two friends dreamed their idea of freedom, and

  as a final dying ember in the midst of cold ashes, that dream would be fulfilled in their final days. But I didn’t come to understand that until after the historic Christmas of 1989, when our

  country’s Age of Gold ended on the rubbish heap of history.




  That was the day the Great Conducator, his hands fettered, hissed the words “pack of Judases” at his drumhead court-martial before singing “The Internationale” one last

  time and shouting “Long live the Free and Socialist Republic.” But no one applauded. No one waved little flags. He and his wife only made it halfway to the wall in the yard of the

  Targoviste barracks. The president wasn’t even worth the official order “Fire!” but just a couple premature bursts. Without a command. Ratta-tat-tat. Spent shells spewed

  out and danced on the cold stones. Powder smoke filled the air. Then, riddled with bullets as he was, the Conducator’s knees gave way, and the Golden Age was over. Nevertheless, as the Genius

  of the Carpathians (celebrated in the songs of his court poets as the Sweetest Kiss of the Homeland’s Soil) lay there lifeless in his own blood, his suit jacket still buttoned like a

  statesman’s but hitched up around his armpits in some disarray, something remarkable occurred.




  A spasm of horror seized the members of the firing squad. Instead of being intoxicated with victory, they were beset by fear. Bewildered by their own deed, the militiamen didn’t dare look

  at the fallen dictator. They averted their petrified gaze from the Titan of Titans whose wide-open eyes stared at the sky in incomprehension. A few young fellows cast furtive glances at their

  commander and hastily crossed themselves behind his back, then they grabbed shovels and threw a few spadefuls of dirt onto his face. Those eyes! Nobody could stand up to them except the scrawny

  curs who smelled warm blood. With lolling tongues and tails between their legs they crept closer. They had no appreciation for the final, frank expression on the face of a man who, at the moment of

  his death, revealed with disarming honesty that he really had no idea what had actually occurred on that Christmas Day in 1989.




  Following the execution, Dr. Florin Pauker noted the time—2:45 p.m.—on the death certificate. Rather accidentally, he had been present at the self-appointed Revolutionary Tribunal of

  National Salvation. He was a neurologist, not a coroner. Only a few days earlier the party had relieved him of his duties as director of the psychiatric hospital in Vadului and given him a new

  position as military surgeon in Targoviste. And since he and his wife Dana saw no point in celebrating Christmas, Dr. Pauker had switched on-call days with a colleague. And now it was his duty to

  officially confirm the clinical death of the Conducator and his spouse.




  Florin Pauker bent over the corpse, searched for a pulse, and looked into the dead man’s eyes, possibly a moment too long. He scribbled a hasty signature on the death certificate, then

  reached for the telephone, asked to be connected to the Athenee Palace Hotel in the capital and put through to the presidential suite. After uttering the words “It’s over,” he got

  into his Dacia and drove back to the capital and home to his wife in the Strada Fortuna. There Dr. Pauker told her that the revolutionary tribunal had put up against the Targoviste barracks-yard

  wall not evil incarnate, but innocence.




  His wife Dana and his daughter Irisetta, their only child, stated that their husband and father changed fundamentally after this Bloody Christmas, as they called the day of the revolution.

  “His personality changed one hundred eighty degrees. He turned sentimental. He was no longer the energetic physician with an intellect keen as a knife to whom I’d been faithful for more

  than thirty years,” Dana told a French journalist who was trying to reconstruct the fall of the Conducator.




  “It was terrible,” daughter Irisetta confirmed. “Father turned into an empty-headed, sentimental softy. He started to go out all the time—not to breathe the fresh air of

  freedom but intending to comfort all the unhappy brats he could find.” He crammed his pockets full of American chewing gum and the multicolored lollipops that bald detective who suddenly

  appeared on TV always sucked on during an investigation. On every street corner children surrounded her father, and he would give each one something. But every time he spotted a kid with big eyes,

  he would start to shed bitter tears. She didn’t dare go out with him anymore, she was so ashamed of her father’s never-ending weeping and wailing.




  To brighten up his melancholy mood, Dr. Pauker undertook numerous trips during the nineties. He was drawn to the holy sites of Christendom, especially the places where people said that in days

  gone by Mary the Mother of God had appeared. At first he visited local pilgrimage towns in Transmontania, then he journeyed to Fatíma in Portugal and Medjugorje in Bosnia. But neither in the

  little town of Lourdes in the French Pyrenees nor from the Black Madonna of Czestochowa did the neurologist find the relief he was seeking for his melancholy soul.




  For Dana, her husband’s metamorphosis into a sanctimonious sissy was almost unbearable. To her it was humiliating and even intellectually insulting that Florin brought back suitcases full

  of kitschy implements from these trips: plaster statuettes of the Madonna, vials of holy water and plastic rosaries, bottles of miraculous fluids, and postcards that when waggled back and forth

  showed first the crucified Christ with his crown of thorns, eyes downcast in sorrow, and then transfigured, lifting them up to heaven. With every new devotional object that entered the house, Dana

  sensed that the path her husband was on was destined never to cross hers again.




  Not for lack of trying on her part. For years, Dana Pauker had appealed to his long-dormant intellectual powers. She invoked his years as the seasoned director of a neurological institute and

  pleaded with him to come to his senses: in vain.




  As she was preparing their apartment for New Year’s Eve dinner on the final night of the last millennium and ten years after the revolution, she noticed to her dismay that Florin had

  removed the portrait of the Conducator from the living room wall. For ten years she had fought to have his picture left in place, ten years of resistance to what she called the arbitrariness of

  historical consciousness. And now Florin had simply taken the portrait down from the wall and replaced it with a photograph of a statue of the Virgin. Dana Pauker knew she had lost the battle. She

  was alone. Their last friends from the party had turned their backs on them. The Paukers had disappeared into the void of social insignificance. Who wanted anything to do with a washed-up doctor

  who wandered the streets with a rosary, handing out sticky sweets?




  In a final outburst of anger, Dana snatched the Madonna from the wall, threw open a window, and hurled the picture out into the street. Then she went to the medicine cabinet. While she swallowed

  down all the pills she could lay her hands on in a rush of blind rage, passersby on their way to some New Year’s party clutching bottles of cheap sparkling wine were surprised to find lying

  on the asphalt of the Strada Fortuna a splintered picture frame with a portrait of the Madonna under shards of glass. She was stretching out a protective hand over the naked Baby Jesus, who sat on

  a globe of the world, while her right foot trod on a crescent moon.




  On August 14, the eve of the Feast of the Assumption and barely eight months after the beginning of the new millennium, a grizzled but robust man in his midseventies showed up in Baia Luna

  asking for Mr. Pavel Botev. They sent him to me and I recognized him at once. The penetrating gaze behind his round glasses was no longer quite so keen as in the photographs I remembered from my

  youth, but there was no mistake: it was him. He introduced himself with some other name I’ve forgotten and asked me to guide him up to the Mondberg the following day, to the Chapel of the

  Virgin of Eternal Consolation. I agreed.




  He told me his story while we climbed to the summit. Of course, I wondered why he had asked in particular for me to guide him up the mountain. Today, I think the old man knew I had already heard

  his story long before, not the details of it but its essentials. When we got to the top of the Mondberg, he ignored the chapel of the Virgin and strode straight toward the steep southern flank of

  the mountain where there was a small cemetery with five anonymous white crosses.




  “Which cross is for Angela?”




  “The middle one,” I said.




  He knelt down, said a Hail Mary, and got to his feet.




  “Thank you, Mr. Botev.” He extended his hand and I shook it.




  “Have you reached your goal, Doctor?”




  He smiled. “Yes, Mr. Botev, soon. Very soon.”




  Then he spread his arms and launched himself silently into the abyss, like an eagle. He flew like a king of the air who no longer wanted to be king. Dr. Florin Pauker was free.
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    BAIA LUNA, NEW YORK, AND ANGELA BARBULESCU’S FEAR


  




  “He’s flying! He’s flying! Long live Socialism! Three cheers for the party!”




  The three Brancusi brothers, Liviu, Roman, and Nico, burst into our taproom one evening about eight in a splendid mood, their chests swelling with pride and the cash to stand a few rounds

  burning holes in their pockets.




  “Who’s flying?” asked my grandfather Ilja.




  “The dog of course! Laika! The first animal in space! Aboard Sputnik II! Brandy, Pavel! Zuika for everybody! But avanti! It’s on us.” Liviu was playing the

  big shot, and I could foresee I’d have to run myself ragged the next few hours.




  “Gr-gr-gr-gravity has been co-co-conquered! Now nothing can hold back pr-pr-progress. Sp-Sputnik beeps and Laika b-barks all around the w-w-world,” Roman stammered, as he always did

  when his tongue couldn’t keep up with his excitement.




  “Progress, yes sir,” Nico, the youngest Brancusi, fell in with his stammering brother. “A toast to the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics! Side by side we will be victorious!

  We will conquer the heavens!”




  “You can keep your schnapps to yourselves.” The Saxons Hermann Schuster and Karl Koch threw on their coats and left the taproom.




  Trouble hung in the air that November 5, 1957. It was a Tuesday and the eve of my grandfather Ilja’s fifty-fifth birthday. I was fifteen. In the mornings I reluctantly attended the eighth

  (and final) grade, in the afternoons I killed time, and evenings and Sundays I helped my grandfather, waiting on his clientele in our family’s tavern. I should mention that it wasn’t an

  inn in the ordinary sense of the word. Ilja, my mother Kathalina, and Aunt Antonia ran a shop by day whose inventory provided the housewives of Baia Luna with the basic necessities. By night, we

  moved a few tables and chairs into the shop and transformed it into a pub for the men.




  All I understood of the Brancusis’ blabber about progress was that a dog was zooming across the sky in a beeping Sputnik that managed to do without jet engines and rotating propellers and

  had nothing in common with ordinary airplanes. At the price, however, of never being able to return to earth. Satellites had escaped the rules of gravity and were on their way to eternal flight in

  space.




  While the men in the bar were getting hot under the collar discussing the whys and wherefores of the newfangled airships, my grandfather Ilja was unmoved: “Weightlessness—not bad. My

  compliments. But the Russian beeping won’t fill my belly.”




  Dimitru Carolea Gabor stood up and took the floor. Some of the men lowered their chins in contempt. After all, didn’t people say the Gypsy had his feet in the clouds and thought with his

  tongue? Dimitru clutched his right fist to his heart as if taking an oath. He stood there like a rock and swore that the chirping flying contraption was the work of the Supreme Comrade of all

  Comrades, Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin himself. While still alive, he’d ordered a whole armada of Sputniks to be built. “Sly machines camouflaged as harmless balls of tin, under way on

  secret missions, and now they even have a dog onboard. I don’t quite get the point of that yapper among the stars, but I’ll tell you something: those aluminum spiders aren’t

  poking their antennae into the sky just for fun. The Supreme Soviet has something up its sleeve. That beeping, that cosmic cicada, robs peaceful human beings of their sleep and of their sanity,

  too. And you know what that means? If you’re crazy, you turn into a zombie, and the world revolution just goose-steps right past you. And then, comrades”—Dimitru stared at the

  three Brancusis—“then you’ve finally achieved the equality of the entire proletariat. The idiot among equals thinks everyone’s smart.”




  “In your case, the beeping seems to be working already.” Liviu tapped his finger on his forehead to mock the crazy Gypsy. “You Blacks are nothing to write home about, anyway.

  Why don’t you do something productive for a change? Under Stalin, you all would’ve been—”




  “Right! Exactamente! What’d I tell you?” Dimitru interrupted him. “Joseph was a sly dog. But he had problems getting everyone proletarianized. Big problems.

  Because his policy of state control just couldn’t achieve the equality of all the Soviets. Sure, the Supreme Comrade really tried hard: bigger jails, higher prison walls, bread and water,

  half rations. He tried to rub out the last vestiges of inequality with more and more gallows and firing squads. But what did that achieve? Joseph had to keep expanding the labor camps for the

  unequal. The boundaries of the prisons grew incalculably vast. Today no one knows who’s in and who’s out. What a dilemma. The Supreme Soviet can’t keep track of it all anymore.

  That’s why they need Sputnik. The beeping eliminates the mind and the will. And where there’s no will, there’s no—”




  “Who needs this bullshit?” yelled Nico Brancusi. Purple with rage, he jumped up and glared around at the assembled company. “Who wants to hear this crap, goddamnit!” From

  way back in his throat he hocked up a loogie and spat it onto the floorboards with the words, “Gypsy lies! Black talk!”




  Dimitru drummed his fingers nervously on the table.




  “It’s the truth,” he said. “If my calculations are correct, Sputnik will be flying over the Transmontanian Carpathians between the forty-sixth degree of latitude and the

  twenty-fourth degree of longitude in the morning hours of my friend Ilja’s special day. It’ll be beeping right over our heads. I’m telling you, Sputnik is the beginning of the

  end. And you, Comrade Nico, you can offer your naked ass to whoever you want, that’s your business. But I’m a Gypsy, and you’ll never find a Gypsy in bed with the

  Bolsheviks.”




  Nico went for the Gypsy’s throat, but his brothers held him back. Dimitru emptied his glass, belched, and after whispering to grandfather, “Five on the dot. I’ll be waiting for

  you,” left the tavern without a backward glance.




  I didn’t know what to think about all the excitement. I went to bed but had a hard time falling asleep. The Gypsy had probably catapulted himself

  out of the track of logical thought again (as so often in the past) with his hair-raising speculations about the beeping Sputnik.




  But my bedtime prayer (which admittedly I usually forgot) suddenly gave me pause. “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come . . .” Now, at fifteen, I was

  already clear that the kingdom of heaven was not about to arrive in the foreseeable future, at least not in Baia Luna. But it was different with the Sputnik. The kingdom of heaven might not be

  expanding on earth, but on the other hand, man was heading for the heavens. Or at least an earthly creature was: a dog. Surely the beast would soon be dead of starvation. But what was a dead mutt

  doing in the infinity of space anyway? Up where the Lord God and his hosts reigned, as our aged parish priest Johannes Baptiste thundered from his pulpit every Sunday.




  Night was already drawing to a close when the floorboards in the hall creaked. I heard cautious footsteps, as if someone didn’t want to be heard. Grandfather was taking great pains not to

  wake up my mother Kathalina, Aunt Antonia, and me. The footsteps descended the stairs and died out in the interior of the shop. I waited awhile, got dressed, and stole downstairs, full of

  curiosity. The outside door was open. It was pitch black.




  “Fucking shit,” hissed a voice. “Goddamn crappy weather!” It was Dimitru.




  “Be quiet or you’ll wake up the whole village.”




  “I prayed, Ilja, I mean I really beseeched the Creator to make short work of it and with one puff of his almighty breath sweep away these goddamn clouds. And what does he do when just once

  a Gypsy asks for something? He sends us this fog from hell. We can forget about hearing the Sputnik in this pea soup.”




  I hid behind the doorjamb and peered outside. Dimitru was right. It had been raining buckets for days, and now the fog had crept down from the mountains. You couldn’t even see the outline

  of the church steeple. Five muffled strokes of the clock penetrated the night. Ilja and Dimitru looked up at the sky. They cocked their heads, put their hands behind their ears, and listened again.

  Obviously in vain. Disappointed, the two shuffled back into the shop. They didn’t see me.




  “Ilja, I’m wondering if it wouldn’t make sense to go back to bed for a while,” said Dimitru.




  “It does make sense.”




  Then the Gypsy’s gaze fell on the tin funnel my grandfather always used to pour the sunflower oil delivered in canisters from Walachia into the bottles the village housewives brought.




  “Man, Ilja, that’s it! Your funnel. We’ll use it as a megaphone, only in reverse. You’ve heard of the principle of the concentration of sound waves—sonatus

  concentrates or something like that? We can use it to capture even the faintest hint of a noise.”




  The two went back outside and took turns sticking the tin funnel first into their left ear and then their right, hoping to amplify the sound. For a good quarter of an hour they swiveled their

  heads in all directions.




  When at last I cleared my throat and wished them good morning, they gave it up.




  “So, Dimitru, you’re going to let Sputnik steal your sanity?” I ribbed him.




  “Go ahead and laugh, Pavel. Blessed are those who neither see nor hear but still believe. Let me assure you, it’s beeping. Evidentamente. We just can’t hear

  it.”




  “No wonder,” I pretended to be sympathetic. “The November fog. It swallows everything up and you can’t hear a thing. Not the calves bleating, not even the cocks crowing.

  To say nothing of Sputnik, it’s so far away. Beyond the pull of gravity, if I’ve got it right.”




  “Good thinking, Pavel! You’re right, when it’s foggy the Sputnik’s not worth much. The Supreme Comrade didn’t think of that. Between you and me and in the cold

  light of day, Stalin was pretty much of an idiot. But don’t spread it around. That can get you into trouble nowadays. And now, forgive me, but my bed is calling.”




  Grandfather looked a little sheepish. It made him self-conscious to be caught holding a funnel to his ear out in front of the shop on his fifty-fifth birthday.




  “Pavel, go with Dimitru so he doesn’t break his neck on the way home. You can’t see your hand in front of your face.”




  Out of sorts, I groped my way with Dimitru to the lower end of the village where his people lived. At the doorstep of his cottage he put his hand to his ear again and listened.




  “Give it up, Dimitru. What’s the point?”




  “Sic est. You’re right,” he said, thanked me for my company, and disappeared inside.




  Was it mere coincidence? No idea. But just as I set off back through the village, the roosters began to crow, and across from the Gypsy settlement a weak light shimmered through the fog. For the

  second time on that early morning I let myself be driven by curiosity. The light was shining from the cottage of Angela Barbulescu, the village schoolteacher. This early in the morning!

  “Barbu,” as we called her, usually slept till all hours. She seldom showed up for class on time, and once in front of the class, she often stared at us from swollen eyes because the

  brandy from the previous evening was still having its effect. I left the street and peeked through her window. She was sitting at the kitchen table with a warm wool blanket thrown over her

  shoulders. Incredible! She was sitting there writing something. She lifted her head from time to time and looked at the ceiling as if seeking the right word. Much more than the fact that Barbu was

  apparently getting something important down on paper at this ungodly hour, it was her face I found astonishing. In the last few years of school, I had come to think she was disgusting. I never

  looked at her except with contempt, if not revulsion.




  Yet the Barbu I saw early on the morning of November 6, 1957, was different. She was bright and clear. Beautiful, even. Someday in the not-too-distant future I would understand what was

  happening in Angela Barbulescu’s cottage that morning, and it would plunge me into the abyss. But how could I have known it in that dreary November dawn?




  Pavel, you’re not going to tell Kathalina about that dumb idea with the funnel, are you? Your mother is not amused by that stuff.”




  “I didn’t see anything. Especially not on your birthday. Word of honor.”




  That took a load off Grandfather’s mind, whereupon I shook his hand, wished him happy fifty-fifth, and gave him a package wrapped in shiny red paper.




  As she did every year, my mother (and Granddad’s daughter-in-law) had asked Adamski the mailman to purchase a box of cigars in Kronauburg, the district capital. Ilja unwrapped his present,

  knowing full well he would soon be holding a wooden box with sixty Caballeros Finos, each thick as his thumb. Sixty cigars were the precise number Grandfather needed for his systematic smoking

  habits, plotted out for the year ahead. Sixty cigars were exactly enough for one every Sunday, one each for the parish fairs on the Feast of the Assumption, the Feast of the Virgin of Eternal

  Consolation (the patron saint of Baia Luna), and two or three other holidays. When he added in the birthdays of his closest friends and compensated for the doubling that sometimes occurred when a

  religious or secular holiday such as All Saints’, Christmas, or the Day of the Republic fell on a Sunday, then the inevitable result was that one final Caballero remained for his birthday,

  just before he opened the box for the following year.




  Ilja thanked me and, contrary to his customary procedure of smoking only in the evening, decided to allow himself then and there the pleasure of a Cuban, as he called his cigars. He pulled out

  his last Caballero and lit up. “America”—he sighed and blew a few smoke rings into the air—“America! What a country!”




  Of course, my mother Kathalina and I knew that Ilja’s Cubans had never seen the hold of a transatlantic freighter. The Cyrillic letters on the cigar bands betrayed the fact that the

  tobacco had been rolled in a Bulgarian factory near Blagoevgrad and probably transported across the Danube on the new Bridge of Friendship between Ruse and Giurgiu in a diesel rig. But

  Mother’s lips were sealed, leaving her father-in-law with the conviction that Cuba was the most marvelous among the United States of America.




  By the age of five or six, I had already guessed that Granddad could barely read. Up to then I had hung devotedly on his lips when he told me stories or pretended to be reading one from a book.

  But I began to notice that sometimes he got the plot hopelessly tangled up, mixing up persons, places, and times and very seldom turning the page. Once I started first grade, my suspicions were

  confirmed. So as not to embarrass Grandfather I didn’t tell anyone about my discovery. And since Ilja could juggle numbers with great facility and my unmarried aunt Antonia, who had set up

  her digs in the garret upstairs, took care of the bookkeeping for our family’s shop, Ilja’s defect remained for many years hidden from the rest of the village and even from the Gypsy

  Dimitru.




  My father Nicolai, on the other hand, certainly had no problem reading and writing when still alive. I gathered that from the underlinings and marginal notes he had made, as a young man, in a

  volume of poetical works by Mihail Eminescu. The only other things of any value he left me were Das Kapital by Karl Marx and a beat-up chess set with the stub of a candle replacing the

  missing white queen.




  I had no memories of my father. For me, Nicolai Botev was a stranger who existed only in a framed photograph standing in the glass-fronted cabinet in the living room. It showed him as a soldier

  on leave and a note on the back dated it to December 1942. With his thin cheeks, Nicolai sits next to my mother in a sleigh in front of the snow-covered slope of Cemetery Hill in Baia Luna. I am

  about one year old and stand between his knees, wrapped in a scarf and with a Kazak cap pulled down over my ears. There was something unsettling about this family photo that always caught my eye.

  It was Father’s hands. They lay on my shoulders limp and lifeless, incapable of providing support.




  On winter evenings, my mother would take the photo out of the cabinet and sit silently in her chair holding it on her lap. She could sit that way hour after hour until sleep wrote an ethereal

  smile on her face. She never talked about my father. I think she wanted to hide the fact that she thought about him constantly so I wouldn’t be reminded that he was gone. But his absence

  seemed quite natural to me. Besides, Grandfather made sure that nobody in the village could complain that I didn’t have enough paternal oversight.




  In the 1950s two hundred and fifty people lived in Baia Luna, distributed among thirty houses. To the southeast rose the Mondberg with the pilgrimage

  Chapel of the Virgin of Eternal Consolation, to the west the village was bordered by the mighty cliffs of the Carpathians, while the village fields and pastures extended in a northerly direction

  until one’s gaze was lost in the landscape of the distant Transmontanian hills. Below the Mondberg flowed the Tirnava. After the spring thaw the river became a raging torrent, but in the hot,

  dry summers the Tirnava shriveled to a thin, foul-smelling trickle, and the fish jumped onto the bank so as not to suffocate. Following the river downstream, one came to a wooden wayside cross in

  memory of the tragedy that occurred during the blizzard of 1935, and continuing on foot, one could reach the neighboring village of Apoldasch in an hour and a half.




  The ascent of the Mondberg took three hours. Once my legs were strong enough to survive the climb without whining and whimpering, Granddad regularly took me along to the Virgin of Eternal

  Consolation. As we entered the chapel, we crossed ourselves and presented our compliments to the Mother of God. As a child I always found the Madonna a bit creepy. Her face, carved from red beech

  centuries ago by a sculptor of manifestly modest talent, was anything but beautiful. The Queen of Heaven stood on a pedestal, and when I looked up at her, I found her expression more tortured than

  majestic. With files and chisels, the artist had set about his work quite coarsely, so that Mary’s gentleness only touched me on second or third glance. The right foot of the Mother of God

  peeked out from under her enveloping cloak and trod on a crescent moon. Obviously the sculptor had no sense of proportion. He made Baby Jesus, who sat on the globe with Mary’s protective hand

  above his head, too small. By contrast, the Madonna’s imposing breasts were too big, as was the crescent moon. Generations of believers interpreted the foot on the crescent as a symbol of the

  Virgin’s victory over the Turks, who under the sign of the crescent moon had tried by force to turn Europeans into Mussulmen. But which—thanks to the heavenly intervention of the Virgin

  of Eternal Consolation—they failed to do in Baia Luna.




  After paying our respects to the Mother of God, Grandfather and I sat on the rocks among the juniper bushes. With the stock phrase “Then let’s take a look and see what Kathalina has

  packed up for us,” Granddad would open his rucksack and take out a thermos of sweet black tea, hard-boiled eggs, tomatoes, bacon, and ham sandwiches. After lunch Ilja stretched out on the

  warm grass, napped for a half hour, and awoke refreshed. Then we sat awhile longer, gazing out over the countryside.




  If, like the Mother of God (who is known to have ascended bodily into heaven), one could take off from the Mondberg, Grandfather explained, one would at some point settle to earth in America.

  And he stretched out his arm and pointed in the direction where he thought the skyscrapers of a city he called “Noueeyorka” were located. According to Grandfather, that splendid city

  would obviously be the only logical goal of such a flight. Dimitru had also assured him it was so and declared that the geographic space between the towns of Baia Luna and Noueeyorka was like an

  electromagnetic field between positive and negative poles in which one pole without the other would be reduced to a void of nothingness. Seen in this light, the American Noueeyorka owed its very

  greatness to the existence of Baia Luna. From Grandfather I learned that, thanks to an independent disposition, an American never concerns himself with petty details and on principle always thinks

  on a gigantic scale. The Americans build the tallest buildings in the world, roll the best cigars, and in honor of the Mother of God erected the most colossal of all statues of the Virgin at the

  gates of Noueeyorka, surrounded by water on all sides. Mary guarantees the inhabitants of the skyscrapers peace, prosperity, and protection from enemy attack. The burning torch in her hand not only

  shows the way for ships from all over the world, but the broken chains at her feet also promise new arrivals freedom from all forms of servitude. That’s why seven beams of light emerge from

  the crown on her head, each beam bigger than the church steeple of Baia Luna. Dimitru had interpreted the number 7 as Mary’s seven closest confidants, of whom the Lord God, the Son of God,

  and the Holy Spirit represented the Fields of Heaven, while the four Evangelists were in charge of earthly affairs.




  I couldn’t find a city with the name Noueeyorka on the globe at school, but the story about the giant Madonna and her blazing torch seemed to be true, for at my school-friend Fritz

  Hofmann’s house I had seen an impressive poster of Mary hanging on the living room wall. I stared at it openmouthed. There she was. I was surprised to find a picture of the Madonna here in

  the house of the photographer Hofmann, since Fritz and his parents Heinrich and Birta were ethnic Germans with no interest in the Catholic religion and were the only people in the village not to

  attend Mass. It was also strange that the statue stood not in Noueeyorka but clearly in New York, as one could read on the poster in black and white. Since Herr Hofmann had a photographic studio in

  the district capital of Kronauburg, it seemed logical to ask if he had taken this impressive picture with his own camera. The only response I got was a gruff “No!”




  Fritz Hofmann and I were the same age, and in the mornings we attended the village school, crammed together in one classroom with sixty boys and girls

  between the ages of seven and fifteen. There were enough seats for everyone, however, because the Gypsies seldom or never sent their children to school. Angela Barbulescu was the teacher for

  everyone. At the beginning of the fifties, the Ministry of Education had sent her to Baia Luna from the capital—under compulsion, it was rumored, although the reasons for this measure

  remained obscure. I had overheard the men in Grandfather’s tavern say that she used to be quite good-looking and took care to conceal her tendency to drink too much. But at some point,

  she’d lost all sense of shame. The village women, however, maintained that Barbu could never have lost her feel for when the bounds of decency had been overstepped, since she’d never

  had a woman’s natural instinct for propriety in the first place. After all, when she went up to the altar to receive the Body of the Lord on her first Sunday in the village, everybody at Mass

  had seen her hands. Her fingernails were painted a garish blood red. Kora Konstantin even reported that the obscene trollop had prevented her from listening to the priest’s words in the

  proper spirit of devotion. Kora put into circulation that Barbu had something called a “nimmfomaniac” character defect and had been banished to the mountains to cure this inclination. I

  hadn’t heard any gossip about her for a long time, however. Angela Barbulescu’s nail polish had cracked and peeled. And besides, the wives and mothers behind their curtains gave her no

  chance to go more than three steps unobserved.




  In my last year of school Barbu shuffled to class every morning wearing rubber boots and a dark blue dress with shiny grease stains and a smell like rancid butter. Often she would stand

  unsteadily at the blackboard, struggling to stay on her feet. While she waved her pointer around to direct the national anthem, we had to stand at attention, put our hands on our hearts, and crank

  out all eight verses. After that she quizzed us on local history. The younger kids sat and listened while we older ones sang the praises of the deeds of Michael the Brave, conqueror of the Turks,

  rattled off historic dates from the Dacians to Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej, and explained for the millionth time why Catholic Baia Luna had not joined the Protestants in the previous centuries and had

  never been captured by the Turks. Then we sang the song to the Virgin about the patron saint full of grace and her protective cloak. Then it was time for math.




  Grades 1 to 4 added and subtracted columns of figures from zero to a hundred. Grades 5 to 8 had to multiply four- and five-place numbers and calculate the percentage increases in the quotas for

  milk production and fattened hogs since the collectivization of agriculture, even though the farms in the district of Kronauburg had yet to be nationalized. Luckily, Barbu never gave our results

  more than a cursory glance. That’s why my neighbor Fritz Hofmann and I finished the assignment in a flash by writing down fantastically inflated numbers.




  But when Miss Barbulescu was sober and having a good day, she sat on her desk, smoothed out her blue dress, and told us about life in the Paris of the East, which is what they called the

  capital. “A glittering gem of Western culture,” she often repeated. She praised the powerful voices of its nightclub singers and the grace of the “chorines of Swan

  Lake,” waxed ecstatic about the mirrored halls of culture, the temples of dramatic art, and the moving-picture palaces where top stars of the American silver screen enchanted audiences

  with their art. So poignant was her depiction of two lovers named Rhett and Scarlett that I found myself listening closely and feeling a twinge of sympathy.




  In the moments she spent gazing pensively out the window, the teacher dreamed herself into the world of “ahpray culture.” Something like that was what she called high society’s

  habit of going to the very best restaurants after they’ve been to some cultural event—not to eat or even to dine but rather to enjoy a “sumptuous repast.” I had no idea back

  then what a sump had to do with the most elegant form of taking nourishment. As for cultivated drinking, she told of waiters in tails gliding silently around four-star establishments with a hundred

  different glasses on hand for a hundred different cocktails, which particularly astonished me, since in Grandfather’s tavern we had one kind of glass on offer. But as I listened to Barbu

  praising the men in evening dress dispensing wine a few splashes at a time into crystal flutes and carefully dabbing up the drip with white linen napkins and at the same time looked into the

  brandy-ravaged face of my teacher, it was clear to me that something had gone wrong in her life.




  That’s why the good days in school were outweighed by the bad days when civics was on the agenda. The regime had also started requiring a pledge of allegiance to the fatherland combined

  with an oath of loyalty to the Workers’ Party everyone was talking about back then. Every day the Kronauburg Courier reported the founding of new local chapters. In Baia Luna it was

  especially the Brancusi brothers and the blacksmith Emil Simenov who grabbed the initiative in the effort to persuade the farmers to join the party and welcome collectivization as the wave of the

  future, which met with little enthusiasm but no open resistance. What could you resist, after all? The puffed-up Brancusis who made propaganda speeches in the village but were otherwise big

  nobodies? The party big shots way off in the capital who passed laws but didn’t check to see if they were being followed in Baia Luna? So people just waited things out in the conviction that

  if the collectivizers ever showed up someday in the village, they’d show them what was what. And sometimes I got the impression from Barbu, too, that she only grudgingly taught us the

  precepts of the party. Sometimes it seemed to me she was exaggerating the party blabber so much in order to provoke disgusted boredom in her pupils.




  “Maybe she’s settling a score,” I’d suggested to Fritz. “For something that happened to her in the Paris of the East. A bitter disappointment, possibly, or a cruel

  injustice.”




  “Hard to imagine,” Fritz had answered. “So you think she forces party slogans down our throats just to make us barf? No, Barbu isn’t that crafty.”




  So the only obvious explanation for Barbu’s Socialist blabber was the schnapps that had interfered with the rhythm of her brain waves. Anyway, only someone with brain damage would get the

  idea of having defenseless schoolchildren copy out the poems of Alfred Margul-Sperber. We must have had to copy the poem “The Party” a dozen times:




  

    

      Now look about. Where’er you bend your gaze,




      Appears a new world struggling to be born,




      And what you see now only through the haze,




      Shall be completed long before the morn.


    


  




  That’s the first verse. Printed in black and white on page 5 of the state anthology, right after the portrait of President Gheorghiu-Dej.




  Since copy work bored Fritz to tears, he’d gotten into the habit of modifying the text of the poem. One day in class, he slid his notebook over to me. I read:




  

    

      Now look about. Where’er you bend your gaze,




      Another party idiot is born,




      And our Miss Barbu’s daily drunken daze,




      Shall be in progress long before the morn.


    


  




  “Are you crazy?” I whispered. “Put that away!” It wasn’t the rebellious words that frightened me but the cold-bloodedness with which Fritz had written

  the rhymes in his good notebook. Any fear of discovery by Barbu, however, proved unfounded. Since she evinced no zeal in checking our copybooks, she seemed never to notice Fritz’s

  insubordinate poetizing. Which only emboldened him. With growing enthusiasm, he inflated his parodies of the party to insane levels of grotesqueness. Until his father Heinrich discovered his

  copybook, that is. After that, Fritz Hofmann didn’t appear in school for two weeks and then showed up with a letter his mother had written excusing him from physical education. Fritz

  didn’t say a word about what had happened at home.




  From my visits to the house of my school friend I gathered that despite his very Germanic name, Heinrich Hofmann held no stock in the traditions of his fellow Germans. Among the Saxons whose

  ancestors had settled in Baia Luna generations ago, the Hofmann family was the only one that didn’t live from farming or raising livestock. There weren’t even any chickens clucking in

  their yard. Hofmann avoided contact with the villagers, and people left him alone. I only saw or heard him once in a while, roaring off to Kronauburg in black leather on a big motorcycle of Italian

  manufacture that no one else in Baia Luna could have afforded.




  During the week Heinrich Hofmann was the proprietor of a photographic studio in the district capital. People used to go to Herr Hofmann when they needed a souvenir picture of their wedding or a

  photo for their identity cards. But in the fifties he earned his money as an “artistic studio portraitist.” That’s what Fritz called the occupation that must have earned his

  father a considerable income. At least to me, the Hofmann family seemed quite well-to-do. Fritz’s mother Birta was the only woman in the village who didn’t need to heat up a

  wood-burning stove to cook. She put her pots on electric burners that glowed with heat at the turn of a Bakelite knob and set a teakettle whistling in a matter of seconds. Birta was a woman in her

  midthirties with short blond locks and steel-blue eyes. When she laughed, white teeth shone between red lips. But I noticed that she was only relaxed and jovial when her husband was in Kronauburg.

  On the weekends, when Heinrich Hofmann sat in his reading chair beneath the poster with the Virgin of the Torch from New York and next to a bookcase containing many volumes by a certain F. W.

  Nietzsche, then Birta always made a nervous impression on me. She chewed her fingernails, and her laugh seemed forced. Fritz also fell instantly silent as soon as his father entered the room.

  Unlike in school, he kept his cheeky remarks to himself and restricted his utterances to a curt yes or no.




  I couldn’t stand Fritz’s father. When I entered the Hofmanns’ living room and went to shake his hand politely, as I had been taught to do, he lowered whatever Nietzsche volume

  he was reading for a moment and gave me a sharp look over the top of his reading glasses. Then he gave a brief twitch of his head like someone shooing off an annoying fly and applied himself to his

  book again. At some point, I promised myself to ignore Herr Hofmann, and I kept that pledge until just before the fall recess in October 1957.




  In the last hour of school Barbu instructed us older students to calculate the increased quotas for the export of fattened hogs to the Soviet Union. As so often before, Fritz and I made a bet on

  how abstruse we could make our results and still have Barbu nod and check them off. I put down a seven and then fourteen places after the decimal point on my paper. When Fritz upped the stakes to

  twenty-three, Barbu patted his shoulder. “Accurate, very accurate. Your precision will be a great advantage to you, Fritz. An incalculable advantage.”




  Fritz looked up at her, nodded in feigned zeal, and said, “Thank you, beautiful Miss Barbulescu.”




  I was surprised that Fritz didn’t even grin. Personally, I couldn’t control myself and had to laugh out loud. Everyone in the class knew what the consequences of a laugh like that

  were. Barbu stared at me and picked up her hazel pointer. She raised her arm and I cringed.




  At that moment, something unexpected happened. I only hoped the pointer would miss me, but Fritz jumped to his feet. He grabbed Barbu’s arm and held it fast. With a cold stare, he spoke

  calmly, almost whispering: “Go ahead! Hit my friend if you want my father to make your life a hell.”




  I didn’t understand this brazen threat against the teacher. Although it protected me from her blows, it seemed outrageous to me. Shocked, Barbu turned from me, and her face went white as

  cheese. Fritz let go of her arm, and for a moment it looked as if she was lowering the pointer. But then she struck. Again and again she rained blows on Fritz, more in desperation than in fury was

  my impression. Fritz just stood there without uttering a sound. He grinned while she turned red as a turkey. Then the stick broke and, exhausted, she stopped thrashing him.




  As I grabbed my satchel and was heading for the door at the end of the hour, she called, “Botev! I’m giving you an hour’s detention! Copy work!” She pronounced this

  harmless punishment not like an order but a request.




  I lounged insolently on a bench in the empty classroom and registered the fact that Barbu was more upset than I was. She was pacing up and down by the blackboard while her hands fiddled with a

  piece of chalk. Finally she said with feigned strictness that it hadn’t escaped her I was bored by class and found schoolwork very undemanding of my talents.




  “Just tell me what I’m supposed to copy out,” I grumbled.




  “You don’t have to copy out anything.”




  “So why am I here?”




  The teacher swallowed hard, looked at the ceiling, and chewed her lips as though trying to keep an unconsidered word from slipping out.




  “Pavel, I thought . . . you and Fritz, you’re friends . . . and maybe, I mean, Fritz’s father is . . .” She put her hand over her mouth and fell silent.




  “You’re just afraid of Herr Hofmann!” I said cheekily.




  The chalk between her fingers snapped, and white dust trickled onto her blue dress.




  “Yes,” she replied. “Yes, Botev, your Barbu is afraid.”




  I bit my tongue. It took me awhile to stammer out in consternation, “But why? ‘My father will make your life a hell.’ What did Fritz mean by that? I thought he was just trying

  to be a big shot like always. He’s always got such a big mouth, that’s just the way he is.”




  Angela Barbulescu looked out the window. “Fritz will be like his father.” She said nothing more, but it was enough to let me know I was just a boy of fifteen, not a man. What

  separated me from the grown-ups was their knowledge of secrets I didn’t have the slightest inkling of.




  “Your detention is over,” she said suddenly.




  I made no move to get up. “Herr Hofmann won’t hurt you,” I said spontaneously.




  She gave a pained laugh. “And you’re going to protect me. You mean well, young man. Better go home now.”




  “No! I won’t go until you tell me why you’re afraid of Herr Hofmann!” I was surprised by the resolution in my own voice.




  “Believe me, Pavel, you’re too young to understand.”




  I bent down and picked up a piece of the broken chalk. “It’s true, I’m young. Just like Fritz. But he’s old enough to make his teacher go white with fear. Your face was

  as white as this chalk.”




  She looked at me. “Not here. Not in the school. Come see me tonight after dark. And don’t tell anyone where you’re going.”




  With the excuse that I had to go over to Fritz Hofmann’s for something, I left my mother, Aunt Antonia, and Grandfather sitting at the dinner

  table. In the shadows of twilight I dawdled up the main street of the village. Just before I reached the Hofmanns’ front gate I turned around, saw that no one was watching, and quickly ducked

  down along the massive wall of the church. Behind the church, I hurried off in the opposite direction past Cemetery Hill to the lower part of the village where Barbu lived in a wooden cottage

  across from the Gypsies.




  She opened the door before I even had a chance to knock. I went in and took off my shoes as one does when entering someone else’s house. She took my jacket, led me into her overheated

  parlor, and offered me a seat on her sofa. To my surprise, she wasn’t wearing the grubby dark blue dress she’d had on that morning in school. Instead, she’d put on a fresh, airy

  summer dress with yellow sunflowers on it. The dress smelled like a field of roses, and her parlor made an unexpectedly neat and clean impression. Yet I felt uncomfortable. On the coffee table, a

  candle was burning on a round brocade doily. Next to it stood a bottle of the plum schnapps we call zuika with a cork in it. There was no glass in sight. Next to the bottle, a well-worn

  book lay open and facedown. To have something to do, I picked it up. It was a book of poems by Mihail Eminescu.




  “Mind if I have a look?” I asked to hide my embarrassment.




  “You’re too young for those poems.”




  I ignored the remark. Someone had underlined verses in pencil: “And one more thing I ask you, / please grant that I may die / upon that distant shoreline, / red evening in the sky.”

  I caught sight of a few other phrases: “cool evening wind,” “trees bare of leaves,” “moonlight on gravestones.” I quickly clapped Eminescu shut.




  Something had slipped out of the book and landed on the table. It was a square photo with a scalloped white border.




  “Go ahead and have a look, my boy,” said the teacher and she handed me the picture.




  “I’m not a boy anymore,” I protested. “You were going to tell me about Herr Hofmann now that I’m here.”




  She picked up the bottle, pulled out the cork, and drank.




  “Not a boy anymore! We’ll see about that.”




  I said nothing and stared intently at the photo.




  “You can see that I wasn’t such a bad catch.”




  I had to admit to myself that Barbu was right. The photograph showed her with a man who had pomaded and combed back his dark hair in the style of a university student. He wore his sport coat

  open and his tie was loosened. He had a cigarette in the corner of his mouth and displayed what I thought was a roguish grin for the camera. Maybe even rakish. Between the middle and ring fingers

  of his left hand he casually swirled a big-bellied glass such as I had never seen in my grandfather’s taproom. Mr. Pomade’s right arm firmly encircled Miss Barbulescu’s shoulder,

  while only one side of her face was turned toward the camera. Unlike this evening, in the photo she had long blond hair that she had gathered into a ponytail and tied with a scarf. Although her

  eyes were closed, she was beaming, and her puckered lips were a fraction of a second away from kissing the cheek of the man at her side. If I wasn’t mistaken, in this black-and-white photo

  she was wearing the same sunflower dress in which she now sat next to me on the sofa.




  “Taken in the capital?” I asked, studiedly casual.




  “Yes, and guess who pressed the shutter release.”




  “Heinrich Hofmann?”




  “Correct, boy. Exactly right. It was Hofmann.”




  “And the man in the photo? Your fiancé?”




  “He had many fiancées.” Barbu laughed. It was a laugh that scared me. As the tavern gofer I was familiar with various kinds of laughter. Mischievous chuckles, malicious grins,

  idiotic guffaws. I knew the shy smile of the embarrassed, the laugh salvos of the jokesters, and the caterwauling of the drunks. I could gauge by their laughter the level of intoxication my

  grandfather’s customers had reached. But I had never heard a laugh like Barbu’s before. It alienated and confused me. I longed to get far away from it, back to Grandfather Ilja, back to

  my mother and to Aunt Antonia. I had just left their supper table, and I’d lied to them.




  “He’s a sorcerer.” Barbu’s laughter broke off suddenly. “He can cast spells. He changes wine to water and turns fields into deserts. The photographer Hofmann is his

  right-hand man. Be careful, boy. Watch out.”




  Before I could grasp the insanity of her words, she snatched the photograph from me and held it over the burning candle. The flame flickered blue and ate into the paper. When the picture was

  half consumed, she pulled it away and blew it out with a few strong breaths. Flakes of ash drifted through the room. The man at her side had been incinerated. She handed me what was left of the

  photograph, her kiss now aimed into nothingness.




  “Take it. It’s for you.”




  I resisted. “What would I do with it?”




  “Take it! Take it as a reminder that your Barbu was once Angela Maria Barbulescu.”




  Unwillingly I put the picture in my pocket. She sat down next to me on the sofa and put the volume of Eminescu’s poems into her lap. Without opening it, she recited, “A whisper from

  your lips so warm has veiled my eyes in gentle night. Encircled by your icy arm I die, succumbing to its might.”




  She drank from the bottle and hitched closer to me. The fragrance of roses was lost in her sharp alcoholic breath. She was drunk. My thoughts froze as she ran her fingers through my hair.




  “Are you afraid, boy?”




  “No,” I whispered.




  Suddenly appalled at her own attempted seduction, she withdrew her hand and smoothed out her dress the way she always did when she sat on her desk in school and told us about the Paris of the

  East. I sprang to my feet.




  “Forgive me, Pavel, please, I’m sorry,” she begged. I was already in the hall putting on my shoes. “Pavel, things are different than they seem. And believe me, people

  are, too.”




  But I was already out the door and heading up the village street. I tripped over my shoelaces, fell, got to my feet, and ran.




  Next morning in school everything was as usual. National anthem, blue dress, percentages, party poems. In the weeks that followed, winter was approaching, and school days passed in the same

  monotony, except that I refused to participate in class at all. Barbu left me alone and avoided calling on me until the day in November that began with my grandfather Ilja and his friend Dimitru

  trying to capture the beeping of the Sputnik with their tin funnel.




  More zuika, Pavel! A bottle of Sylvaner! Pavel, my glass has a hole in it!” The customers would be yelling for me, and I would have to

  scurry as I did every year on November 6, Ilja’s birthday. After school I would shove aside the crates of vegetables, tubs of sugar syrup, and heavy sacks of potatoes, put away the cash

  register and the decimal scale and iron weights, and drag in the wooden tables and wicker chairs from the storeroom. Once the bottles of plum brandy and wine were lined up on the counter, everyone

  would trickle in. Hardly a man in Baia Luna would not want to pay his respects to the storekeeper and tavern owner Ilja Botev on his special day. Hans Schneider was never one to refuse a glass of

  schnapps, nor his fellow Germans Hermann Schuster and Karl Koch either. Alexandru Kiselev and the bilious blacksmith Simenov would stop by for a more or less extended hour. The Hungarian Istvan

  Kallay would stumble home to his wife in the middle of the night, falling down drunk, and Trojan Petrov would most likely introduce his seventeen-year-old son Petre into the circle of grown-up men

  for the first time. Of course the hothead Brancusis would also put in an appearance, and it goes without saying that Dimitru the Gypsy would be there, too. The only uncertainty was whether the

  ancient priest Johannes Baptiste at almost ninety would find his way to the tavern again this year.




  As I gave Grandfather his box of cigars wrapped in red paper that morning, the thought went through my head that it was going to be a long day. While Granddad was enjoying his Cuban, my eye fell

  on the clock. I had to go to school. “You haven’t eaten anything yet!” my mother called after me as I slung my schoolbag halfheartedly over my shoulder and left the house. I

  wished the hours on the hard wooden school bench were already over. Eighth grade—my last—seemed like it was dragging along so doggedly it would never end. One more long winter, one more

  spring, then I would finally have sat out the boredom of school. As I ambled down the village street on that morning of November 6, 1957, I had not the faintest foreboding that when the school bell

  rang, it would ring in my last day of school.




  Angela Barbulescu showed up promptly at eight. She was transformed. She wasn’t staring from reddened eyes. Her gaze was open and clear, just as it had been when I spied her sitting at her

  kitchen table in the wee hours and writing something. She was holding a gray package under her arm. I already knew what was in it, but I didn’t know that its contents would derail my own

  life.




  The previous day, in a pouring rain, a messenger had arrived in Baia Luna. He came into our store, identified himself as a courier from the district administration, and asked after the teacher

  Barbulescu. Grandfather offered the man an umbrella, which he gratefully accepted.




  “Must be something important in that package,” Granddad opined, giving the messenger an opening to let off some steam.




  “This is my last delivery, thank God! Three hundred village schools in two weeks. My bones are weary, let me tell you. My sacroiliac is killing me. And this shitty weather. Two whole hours

  it took me to get to this godforsaken hole. My diesel got stuck in the mud three times. Three times! They whine and complain in the office when I don’t keep to my schedule, but no one tells

  them that the roads up here are a joke. Potholes like bomb craters.”




  I was listening with only half an ear when the courier started talking about a new party secretary in Kronauburg, a capable man with a bright future whose portrait was to be hung in all the

  schools of the district. I think that afternoon was the first time I heard the name Stefan Stephanescu. At any rate, the courier intimated that the new secretary wasn’t one of your puffed-up

  party hacks and bullshit artists, know-it-alls without a clue.




  Barbu dispensed with the national anthem. Instead, she unwrapped the gray package and took out a framed photograph. Although there were boys who were better than me with tools, I was the one she

  chose to put a nail in the wall and hang it up immediately to the right of the energetic visage of President Gheorghiu-Dej, whom the men of Baia Luna referred to respectfully, with a hand

  discreetly covering their mouth, as “Little Stalin.” Sullenly, I walked to the front of the classroom and climbed onto a chair. Restlessness spread through the class. Angela Barbulescu

  handed me a hammer and the portrait in its matte gold frame. I bent down to take the photograph from her. The same fragrance of roses reached my nostrils as on the terrible evening on the sofa in

  her parlor. She whispered something to me. It took me a moment to grasp the force of her words. Just two short sentences. I heard them distinctly despite the jumble of voices in the classroom. But

  there was a time lag as their meaning sank in. I held the picture up to see where I should place the nail. Then I recognized the man I was about to nail to the wall.




  “Send this man straight to hell! Exterminate him!”




  The hammer slipped from my hand and banged my toe. The sharp pain made me wince. I fell off the chair. The classroom roared with glee.




  Send this man straight to hell! Exterminate him!




  I knew the person in the picture. I had seen the man looking at me with a winning smile once before. Only now his hair wasn’t shiny with pomade, and his tie was properly tightened. Along

  the bottom edge of the picture was the saying CHILDREN ARE OUR FUTURE. It was the man with many fiancées. The man for whom Barbu had puckered her lips in happier

  days. The man she had burned out of the photo whose surviving half was in my room, stuck between the pages of Das Kapital by Karl Marx.




  “Quiet! Be quiet!” Barbu shouted, breaking the spell that had shocked and paralyzed me. “For this masterful portrait we are indebted to the eye of a photographer who has done

  so much to advance the art of making pictures with light. As you all know, his son Fritz will soon have to find his own way into the world of adulthood, and perhaps one day he will follow in his

  father’s footsteps.”




  Everyone’s eyes flew to Fritz Hofmann. Slowly he leaned back in his chair and pretended he was about to yawn. With the exclamation “Bravo, bravo, bravo!” he clapped his hands.

  Barbu ignored the provocation and explained that the person in the picture was the new party secretary of Kronauburg, Dr. Stefan Stephanescu, honors graduate of the university in the capital and a

  specialist in economic administration.




  “But remember: not everything that’s framed and glitters is gold.” The class grew quiet. “To distinguish the genuine from the fake,” she continued, “requires

  the greatest wisdom of heart and brain. Perhaps someday Dr. Stephanescu will meet a person who’s up to the job.”




  “Amen!” called Fritz.




  I slunk back to my seat with a blue and swollen toe. I was surprised to discover that my fright was fading, and in its place I felt a previously unknown clarity. Exterminate this man!

  That demand had knocked my legs out from under me, but I was on my feet again, calm and collected. Send him straight to hell! Only a crazy person, a drunk who had drowned her mind in

  zuika, could have whispered such a mad assignment into the ear of a fifteen-year-old, into my ear. Me, Pavel Botev? I’m supposed to exterminate this Dr. Stephanescu? What a joke! A

  man I don’t even know, who looks anything but unpleasant in his photos. No. I wasn’t about to let a lunatic recruit me for some dirty business. Never.




  “Barbu is nuts. Stephanescu is a good guy, a close friend of my father’s.”




  Fritz’s words sounded like a casual remark, but I pricked up my ears. Heinrich Hofmann! My silent misgivings about Fritz’s father’s questionable pretentions to artistry

  immediately found new and bitter nourishment. My mistrust grew to a dark suspicion but was still obscure, since except for a large dose of personal dislike I found no basis for it whatsoever. Only

  one thing was clear: Barbu and Stephanescu had a common acquaintance. But “acquaintance” was much too weak a word. Fritz’s father Heinrich must be a friend of this doctor, who in

  his turn had been my teacher’s lover in earlier years. Something must have happened between the two of them, something unpleasant, malign even, or why would Barbu reduce to ashes the face of

  a man she had once kissed? And so what if Barbu still had a score to settle with this guy? That was her business! But what did Herr Hofmann have to do with it? He’d taken Stephanescu’s

  picture at least twice, once when he was a student and now again as the Kronauburg party secretary. Hofmann frequented higher circles. He had influence. He exercised power. And with that power he

  had it in for Barbu. Before fall vacation, Fritz had threatened that his father would make her life a hell. The teacher’s face had blanched deathly white. She was afraid. But why? I was wider

  awake than ever before, burning with curiosity.




  Suddenly it made sense to me that Fritz had been explaining his lack of interest in school by saying that his days in Baia Luna were numbered. “Father’s looking for a house in

  Kronauburg, and once he’s found a suitable piece of real estate we’re out of this hick town.” I couldn’t believe Fritz was serious. The very thought of voluntarily moving

  away would never have occurred to Germans like the Schusters or the Schneiders. But once the picture of Herr Hofmann’s friend Stephanescu was hanging on our classroom wall, I realized that

  Fritz had been telling the truth. Soon he would turn his back on Baia Luna. I looked over at him. As always, he was sprawled on the school bench—and suddenly for me he was no longer a friend

  but a stranger—looking cool and unapproachable. But the coldness of alienation didn’t just emanate from Fritz. The chasm separating us yawned within me, as if it had always been there

  and only now became visible.




  “Reader, page eleven,” announced Barbu. “The patriotic poem by Hans Bohn. Julia, please begin!”




  Julia Simenov, top student in the class, stood up and recited in a clear voice,




  

    

      “I love the land of the Carpathian forests,




      So rich in natural beauty and so vast,




      The land of new construction and of heroes,




      Where each new day is better than the last.”


    


  




  We were told to get out our notebooks. While everyone except Fritz and me was writing down the words of the patriotic poem, Barbu leaned against the wall at the back of the

  classroom. She tugged at her blue dress and rubbed her chin while I chewed on my pencil. I didn’t notice her advancing until she had almost reached us. She walked up to Fritz. She ran her

  hand over his head. It seemed to me a dreamy, strangely absentminded, and almost involuntary gesture. I heard her say, “Tell your father it’s over. Barbu isn’t afraid

  anymore.”




  Fritz looked her right in the eye. Mockingly. Then he rose from his seat and walked up to the blackboard cool as a cucumber. He picked up a piece of chalk and wrote,




  

    

      When Barbu whispers in my ear,




      my thing gets hard and out to here.


    


  




  I felt hot and cold all over. Although shocked by Fritz’s impudence, I was impressed by his daring. I was sure the older kids would burst out laughing. But it stayed quiet.

  Someone in the first row dropped a pencil. Barbu walked quite slowly up to the front. In a second she would pick up her stick and start whipping him and screeching, striking again and again. And

  Fritz wouldn’t bat an eye. He would grin like always when Barbu cut him into kind ling, screamed herself into a fury, and finally collapsed in exhaustion. But Barbu didn’t strike. She

  wiped the blackboard clean with a rag and then blew her nose into it and rubbed her eyes. The chalk dust mixed with her tears and smeared her face.




  “You can go home now,” she said softly.




  Her voice sounded infinitely weary. But everyone stayed seated. Only Fritz hastily packed up his schoolbag and disappeared. Then the bell rang. Angela Barbulescu took Stephanescu’s picture

  down from the wall and shuffled out of the classroom in her rubber boots.




  





  Chapter Two
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    HONEST GYPSIES, PIOUS SAXONS,


    AND THE STUDIES OF THE BLACK PHILOSOPHER


  
    



  Send this man straight to hell! Exterminate him! Whatever Barbu had meant, it exceeded my powers of imagination. Go to hell! Devil take you! How often I had heard

  those curses in the barroom. Even Father Johannes Baptiste wasn’t any too choosy when thundering imprecations against the enemies of the faith from the pulpit. But exterminate someone?

  Forestall the Last Judgment? Never!




  Exterminate! What did that mean anyway? You exterminated weeds, annoying insects, and rats when they got to be a plague. And enemies, of course, but only in war or in self-defense and only if

  you were a hero. Father Johannes Baptiste warned us repeatedly in his sermons to beware of all exterminators whose titles ended in “-ist.” The Hitlerists exterminated the Jews, the

  fascists murdered the Socialists, the Stalinists sent their enemies to die like dogs in Siberia, and even the capitalists were exterminators who drove their competition into financial ruin and

  plunged working families into poverty and misery.




  But not in Baia Luna. No one here to my knowledge had exterminated anyone else, and nobody had ever been exterminated. Sure, the Brancusi brothers were Communists and always talked big about how

  they were going to wipe out the moneybag landowners and the parasite bourgeoisie. That did sound like extermination. But Liviu, Roman, and Nico Brancusi were basically not such bad guys. I

  couldn’t imagine they would ever really kill anyone.




  Of course from time to time, there were nasty incidents in the village. Occasional arguments flared up, heated words that sometimes ended in fistfights. But what got people worked up one day was

  usually settled by a handshake on the next or forgotten by the day after that. I was never aware of any signs of deep malignity or irreconcilable enmity in the village. To my fifteen-year-old self,

  Baia Luna seemed a peaceful place where the indigenous population lived with the Hungarians and Saxons who had settled here centuries ago in an unspoken compact not to make life difficult for one

  another.




  The Gypsies held to that as well. When people referred to them, they always called them the Blacks, as was customary in Transmontania, even though among the Gypsies in our village were a couple

  of flaxen-haired, blue-eyed children who didn’t fit the stereotype at all. The Gypsies didn’t call us the Whites in return; they referred to us as gaje, which means

  “strangers” but also “fools” or “dummkopfs.”




  Nevertheless, we gaje considered the Blacks in Baia Luna to be poor but honest folk. They belonged to the Gabor tribe and their ancestors had lived in Hungary. The men wore black

  trousers, black jackets, and wide-brimmed black hats. The women dressed in red skirts and braided gold coins and colorful ribbons into their hair. When I was little, I thought the women simply

  chose colors they liked, but then I asked Buba Gabor during recess if they meant anything. Buba was pretty as a picture and the only Gypsy girl in the village who through her own stubbornness and

  with the encouragement of her uncle Dimitru obtained her family’s permission to attend school at least on uneven days, Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. She told me that among her people, you

  could tell from the color of the ribbons if a girl was single, already engaged, or married. I blushed and asked what her own status was in this regard. Buba answered pertly that she wasn’t

  allowed to tell that to a gajo like me. Then she brushed a black lock out of her eyes and warbled sweetly, “Only a man with beautiful hands can win me.” Whereupon I stuck my

  hands into my pockets quick as a flash, who knows why. Buba laughed and ran off.




  On summer days, the Gabors strolled up and down the village street or sat in front of their houses playing cards and smoking unfiltered Carpatis. Their proudest possessions were their numerous

  children and two dozen powerful Percherons they pastured at the edge of the village. In October they went to the horse market in Bistrita where they used the meeting with other tribes to match-make

  for their sons and daughters and change the color of their ribbons. When the Gabors returned to Baia Luna, they celebrated noisy weddings for days on end before returning to their bleak everyday

  existence. In the village the Blacks’ idleness was regarded with suspicion but accepted without open hostility, even by the Germans, whose industrious character included deep contempt for any

  kind of idleness.




  The fact that the hearts of the Saxons weren’t paralyzed by zealous piety was due to the influence of Pater Johannes. I knew only the vague

  outlines of his story. What was certain was that in 1935, two years after the Hitlerists had seized power in Germany, the abbot of the Benedictine monastery in Melk had dispatched Baptiste from the

  Danube into the mountains of Transmontania. The order probably hoped to get rid of Brother Johannes in his old age, since he was already approaching seventy back then.




  Once Johannes Baptiste had moved into the empty rectory in Baia Luna with wagonfuls of theological books and philosophical writings, the most fantastic rumors began circulating in the village,

  spread mainly by the sacristan Julius Knaup, the overweight Kora Konstantin, and her equally fat mother Donata. People said Johannes Baptiste had fathered a bastard child with a Viennese hooker. It

  was also rumored that despite tortures of self-castigation he had been unable to keep his hands off the boy sopranos in the monastery choir. Even worse for the Catholics was the accusation that

  Baptiste had been banished to Baia Luna for delivering heretical sermons abusing the Holy See in Rome and even Pope Pius himself.




  These poisonous rumors must have left my grandfather no peace. On a Sunday in the autumn of 1935 he screwed up his courage and asked the priest over a Sunday-morning glass of wine in the tavern,

  “Reverend, are the things people say about you true?”




  Johannes Baptiste’s answer would enter the annals of the village as “the tavern sermon.”




  First Pater Johannes burst out laughing, slapped his thigh, and claimed he hadn’t created just one bastard with the strength of his loins but dozens of them. Then, however, the

  pater turned very serious.




  “Yes,” he said to the assembled men, “they sent me to you in the mountains because I followed my conscience and not my vows to the order and the Holy Father in Rome.”




  Then Pater Johannes told about a contractual agreement called a concordat between the Vatican and the German Reich, whose chancellor was about to plunge the world into a yawning abyss. The evil

  handwriting was long since on the wall, legible for everyone, but his Austrian homeland had deteriorated into a land of the blind. His countrymen were bedazzled by their pride in knowing that pure

  Aryan blood flowed in their veins, drunk on the idea of being part of the Germans’ Thousand-Year Reich. Instead of resisting this madness of the blood with all the power of papal authority,

  the Vatican was eating humble pie before the German gangsters and courting the goodwill of the Führer so he would treat the church kindly.




  “But I’m telling you, the Lord God didn’t permit his Son to be nailed on the cross so that something like this could happen. Not for a church that’s asking the devil to

  be nice to the clergy and leave its priests alone. If you do business with Satan, you’ve already got one foot in hell. Just like the people here in the village who sit in front of their

  radios in the evening listening to that loudmouth from Berlin promise to bring them home to the Reich.”




  Grandfather told me the young Saxons Karl Koch, Anton Zikeli, and Schneiders’ Hans got all hot under the collar when he said that, smashed their glasses against the wall, and came that

  close to laying hands on the priest. Which they would all come to bitterly regret later, after the war. Back then, however, the ethnic Germans accused Pater Johannes of getting mixed up in worldly

  affairs instead of looking after people’s souls as a priest should. An accusation Johannes Baptiste let go unanswered.




  “Either you’re a Catholic or a Hitlerist! They’re mutually exclusive. Heaven or hell, it’s your choice! Either we love our neighbors as ourselves, or we destroy those

  we’ve declared to be our enemies. And mark my words, the Hitlerists are going to be the worst destroyers that evil has ever brought forth. First the Germans will kill the Jews, then the

  Gypsies, and then anyone else who isn’t like them. The Catholics won’t cry out in protest when the killing begins. They’ll keep going to Mass on Sunday, crossing themselves, and

  singing ‘Praise the Lord.’ But not me. I’ll keep reminding everyone that our Lord Jesus Christ himself was a Jew. If his people had not taken on the heavy burden of nailing him to

  the cross, how could he have redeemed us? Without Golgotha, no Ascension. History will show if I’m right or wrong. And believe me, I pray every day that the good Lord will make me wrong. Even

  if I have to pay for my disobedience toward the Holy Father in Rome with eternal damnation.”




  After these words, my grandfather Ilja never again doubted the honesty of the man of God. Anybody who raised his voice against the Benedictine was banned from Ilja’s tavern on the spot.

  And that’s how Johannes Baptiste became the most respected priest who ever preached from the pulpit in Baia Luna, even though in my youth he had already lost a lot of his Bible knowledge.

  Unforgotten among the congregation was the previous year’s Christmas sermon in which he placed Judas among the three Wise Men from the East and sent him hurrying to Bethlehem where the

  repentant traitor paid back the thirty pieces of silver with interest.




  The Gypsies loved their Papa Baptiste. It was thanks to him they hadn’t been driven out of Baia Luna. Dimitru’s people turned up in the village late in the summer of 1935, just when

  the rumors about Pater Johannes were particularly rank. Their bulibasha, Dimitru’s father Laszlo, had asked the village council to permit his tribe to stay. As their leader, he

  proposed that they could move into a location below the village, on the banks of the Tirnava, where a few tumbledown stalls had fallen prey to high water in earlier years. As compensation for a

  residency permit the Gypsy men offered to help the farmers with their harvest in the fall. In addition, they knew everything about horses of all breeds. And last but not least, he, Bulibasha Laszlo

  Carolea Gabor, personally guaranteed that no one from his family had ever been accused of burglary or been taken to police custody for unjustified inebriation. The village council, consisting of

  four indigenous, four Hungarians, and four Saxons, considered the proposition briefly behind closed doors. Then they informed Laszlo that the Gypsies had until Sunday to make themselves scarce.




  As the men, women, and children of Baia Luna set off for church on Sunday, the Gypsies were still there. Johannes Baptiste celebrated Mass as usual. From Grandfather I know that the Gospel

  reading for that Sunday was the parable of the miracle of the loaves and fishes and the feeding of the five thousand, but the priest didn’t stick to that. He read from the Christmas story.

  Four months early. Only he didn’t announce the good tidings of the birth of the Lord but the less-good tidings about the pregnant Mary and Joseph, the father of her child, desperately looking

  for someplace to stay. The scandal came after Johannes Baptiste had consecrated the bread and wine for the Eucharist. The faithful rose and moved forward toward the communion rail. They knelt and

  stuck out their tongues but waited in vain for the host. Baptiste refused them the Body of the Lord. Instead, he splashed the congregation with a cascade of holy water while crying out, “And

  Jesus said, ‘Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.’ And now go to the Gypsies and think about that commandment.”




  Even now my grandfather couldn’t suppress an impish smile when he related what happened then. Fat Donata collapsed at the altar in a faint with her yammering daughter Kora trying in vain

  to hold her up. Some men had their noses so put out of joint by the priest that they stormed out of the church and on the spot composed a fiery letter of protest to the bishop of Kronauburg. The

  indignant postman Adamski even called for a schism and demanded that the whole congregation join the Protestants. Then Hermann Schuster emerged from among his outraged fellows. He called for quiet,

  and since he was and still is a respected person in the village, the crowd in fact calmed down after some grumbling.




  “We have to do what our priest has ordered us to do. We must bear our cross just as the Redeemer had to bear his.” No one dared to contradict Schuster’s words. Then Grandfather

  Ilja’s young wife Agneta emerged from the door of the family’s shop. In her hands she held a golden-brown Bundt cake she had baked to have with coffee that afternoon. She strode right

  through the crowd and straight as an arrow to the lower end of town where the Gypsies were encamped. Ilja followed her. Hermann Schuster and his wife Erika as well as a dozen other inhabitants of

  Baia Luna joined them, while it suddenly occurred to others that they had a sick cow, or the women said the Sunday roast had to come out of the oven right that minute.




  When Laszlo Carolea Gabor saw the little troop approaching, he walked slowly out to meet them. Agneta presented him with the cake. A big tear rolled down the bulibasha’s cheek and

  disappeared into his huge mustache. Then he started to weep uncontrollably. His family at first stood silently around the cake until the men began to cry, too, then the women, and finally the

  children. All together they spilled veritable torrents of snot and water so that their wails of joy reached the other end of the village. Then Laszlo Gabor snapped his fingers, and the river of

  tears subsided.




  “Slaughter three sheep and prepare a feast!” he ordered. Immediately, the whole clan broke out in shouts of joy, and the men began whetting their knives. The Gypsies brought out

  their cymbals, fiddles, and drums and marched through the village making an earsplitting racket. Despite their parents’ strict prohibitions, the schoolchildren were the first to start

  following them, then came the first hesitant adults, until finally both Hungarians and Saxons had joined the column. At last, the sole concern of every household was not to be the only villager to

  miss this extraordinary event.




  By early afternoon everyone was dancing on the village square. Johannes Baptiste strolled around, his face beaming with delight and his hand stretched out in benediction. He contributed a cask

  of Lake Kaltern red from the rectory cellar and twenty bottles of fruit brandy he had brought with him from Austria on his diaspora. Only the Konstantin family cowered behind their curtains and

  prayed the rosary until they were so hoarse they couldn’t anymore.




  By midnight, when the last inhabitants were wending their way home unsteady in step but steadfast in faith and old Adamski shouted at the top of his voice that the Protestants could just piss

  off, everyone in Baia Luna thought it was the best party the village had ever had. The Gypsies could stay.




  To make sure the miraculous feast would never grow pale even in the most distant chambers of memory, Pater Johannes declared an annual and onerous day of penance for the preventive purification

  of stubborn hearts. Moreover, he had them build a wooden chapel on the Mondberg to be the new home for the Virgin of Eternal Consolation whose statue had stood in the Baia Luna church for

  generations. From then on, the Mother of God would not just remind us of the victory of Christendom over the Mussulmen but also preserve us from coldness of spirit. And nothing seemed to the priest

  better suited to that purpose than a penitential hike into the mountains in the frosty midst of December, on the twenty-fourth, the day of Mary’s desperate search for shelter for her unborn

  child.




  The reason I never knew my grandmother Agneta was a blow of fate that struck my grandfather in the winter of ’35. A week before Christmas he

  hitched up his nag and drove to Kronauburg with Agneta and the two children: my aunt Antonia and my father-to-be Nicolai. While Ilja restocked his inventory, Agneta and the children visited some

  distant relatives. Since the early dusk made a return trip on the same day difficult and, in addition, the first snow began to fall, they decided to spend the night in town and leave for Baia Luna

  early the next morning.




  By noon the next day their heavily loaded wagon had already reached Apoldasch. Following the road along the Tirnava upstream, the weary horse would have them home in an hour.
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