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1. Perca the Mushroom
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When we were children, there was always something or someone that scared us: a shadow, an object, or even another person. My sister and I were frightened by a homeless man, even though, in those years, everyone believed we didn't have such people in the country. This was a consequence of communist propaganda, which aimed to create the new man, happy and carefree. Indeed, our parents were never afraid to let us play outside alone.

It was a beautiful spring day, and Mom needed some quiet to prepare lunch. She sent me and my sister, who was two years younger, outside to play. We were lucky to live on the first floor, so we didn't have to go down too many stairs to the ground floor. We took the ball and headed towards the playground, located next to a small lake, which I never found out if it was artificial or natural. On the way, I met my friend, Andrei. This place was common for all the children from the surrounding blocks, and we frequented it often.

— Listen, did you bring your sister with you again? he scolded me sharply, putting his hands on his hips and spreading his legs like a true neighborhood militiaman.

— Are you starting again? Don't you know Mom won't let me go out without her? I replied, rushing past him.

— Fine, fine, he gave up, after making a slight face.

Mirela was silent and watched us curiously, in turn, as if we were deciding whether she came with us or not. She clearly knew that Mom could never be convinced to let me go out alone. "Take your sister with you and take care of her, understood?" she always told me when I tried to protest, hoping, maybe, I'd go out alone.

The three of us headed towards the area around the lake, where there were several benches and a little sand. There, we usually played with my green rubber ball, which Dad had bought me at the Saint Mary's fair—a fair that took place every year on the outskirts of the city and was a very good opportunity for us to find all sorts of things that brightened our childhood. Andrei took the ball and went ahead, and I was pulling my sister after me, to get to the playground as quickly as possible.

Once we arrived at the little park, I let Mirela play in the sand, and we, like two first-division footballers, started running and passing the ball to each other. At one point, when our match was somewhere in the seventh half and we had scored countless goals, a child from the other side of the park shouted:

— Perca the Mushroom, Perca the Mushroom is coming!

Everyone there raised their heads to see the man considered the children's number one enemy. He came slowly past the park, with a small bag full of something we never found out, and headed towards a bench on the opposite side—a bench we all avoided, knowing that he, Perca, would sit there as if to recharge his batteries after long searches through the dumpsters behind each block.

We watched him frozen from the moment we heard his name. It felt like an eternity for us until he covered the few meters separating him from the bench, with slow movements, as if he were a mime acting in a slow-motion film. He placed the bag next to the bench and slowly sat down, sighing. He stretched his legs a little, numbed from so much walking through the city, day after day, and with his head tilted back, he began to leisurely watch the clouds that rushed across the sky and disappeared behind the blocks on the hill.

As if awakened from paralysis, the children in the park started playing again. Andrei looked at me as if he expected me to pass him the ball, but a thought brought me back to reality. I no longer saw Mirela, and this was a big problem, as I was responsible for her. I looked left, then right, and nothing. My heart began to pound. The only one who knew about her could be my friend.

— Andrei, where's Mirela? Did you see her?

— No. Wasn't she just playing in the sand a few moments ago?

— Yes, she was there. In fact, that's where I left her, as far as I remember.

I tried to remain calm, though there was no way I could. Mom would have scolded me terribly if I went home without her. Looking around, at one point, I caught sight of Perca sitting on his bench, quietly, looking at the clouds. When I lowered my gaze, I saw Mirela huddled under the bench. I started and realized what had happened. When the children shouted "Perca the Mushroom," she, out of fear, ran and probably hid under the bench. What should I do? How could I get her out of there? Perca himself was sitting on the bench.

Andrei came next to me and, mouth agape, also looked towards the bench where I was pointing and where Mirela sat huddled and motionless.

— What do we do now? How do we get your sister out of there?

I couldn't answer him immediately, because Perca felt Mirela's presence under the bench and slowly bent towards her, looking at her in surprise as she huddled there in fear. He squatted in front of the bench and, with a gentle and calm voice—though we had never heard him speak and imagined him with a thick, strong voice—he said, extending his hand:

— Give me your hand to help you get out of there. I think your mom is looking for you now and is very worried about you.

Mirela also extended her hand and came out from under the bench. Meanwhile, we overcame our fear and reached her side. After Mirela came out, I pulled her close to me and held her in my arms, like a protective older brother.

The three of us stood looking at Perca, who bent down to pick up his small bag from the ground and, turning to us, said in a warm voice:

— Take care of yourselves!

He walked away, while we, standing motionless, watched him. From that moment on, we were no longer afraid when we met him on the street or at the playground. We always greeted him, because we knew he was "Perca the Mushroom", the homeless man, the one with the warm and gentle voice.
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2. The Frozen Lake
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In the hilly area, winters were neither harsh nor too mild, but exactly as they should have been: with enough snow and sufficient cold for us to enjoy it. When the water froze, it was a joy to break the ice with our heels and slide on the improvised skating rinks in front of the apartment buildings.

On such a winter day, after a light snowfall had frozen the lake, children began to emerge from morning to play outside in the snow, with their sleds and on icy patches. The sun was hidden behind a few clouds, but its strong enough light made the snow sparkle beautifully. I was returning from shopping with my father. We used to shop at the grocery store on the main street, one of the few in our neighborhood. As we turned onto our street, we met a friend of my father’s. After the usual greetings, they remembered they had something to discuss regarding a job my father needed to do. At that time, he was a mechanic and also worked privately for a "quick buck." So, we invited him over for a chat, to warm his bones and have a drink.

Passing by the small park near our building, my eyes lingered on all the children playing there, on the snowmen they had made like little works of art. Dad looked at me and sensed my desire to stay outside, but he said nothing. Once home, he noticed that Mom wasn't there, and because they wanted to talk undisturbed, he told me:

— You can go outside if you want.

— I can? I asked, curious, since he had brought me up and hadn't let me go straight outside. Can I take the ball too?

— Yes, but don't sweat too much, it's cold. If you need to, come up quickly to change.

He said this to avoid being blamed for not taking care of me, in case I came back sweaty and Mom found out. "I told him not to sweat!" would have been his later excuse for not having paid attention to me.

— Yes, Dad.

I grabbed the ball and hurried outside, happy that I didn't have to take my sister with me, as she was in the countryside with our maternal grandparents, Bica and Bicu. Reaching the front of the building, I stopped and looked towards the small park, searching for my friend Andrei. He wasn't there, but I spotted him at the other stairwell, standing behind a partially built snowman.

— Andrei! I called out.

— Hey, Cosmin, come here and help me with this snowman! he replied.

I ran over and, leaving the ball on the snow, helped him roll a snowball that was meant to be the head. We pushed it a few times to make it bigger, and then we both lifted it and placed it on top of the other two, which I didn't know if he had made or not, but I didn't care, as long as we were the ones finishing it. I looked for a branch in the hedge that surrounded the area in front of the building and made a nose. We didn't find pebbles under the snow for eyes, as we expected, but we made some indentations. We did the same for the mouth. After we finished, we stepped back and admired our creation. Andrei said:

— I'm shooting first! and ran towards the small park, already starting to make a goal out of two snowballs he had found there, the result of a failed attempt to build another snowman. I picked up the ball and ran too, placing it a few meters from where Andrei was trying to improvise a goal. Turning to me, he saw me placing the ball.

— I shoot first.

— Okay, I'll be goalie. I went to take my position in the goal formed by the two snowballs.

We each took two shots at the goal. At one point, when I was in goal, Andrei shot harder, and the ball went past the goal, as he usually did, and rolled straight onto the frozen lake, stopping in the middle. On the opposite side of us, on the lake, two older boys were skating and didn't bother with our ball. With a glance, we decided I should go retrieve the ball; it was my ball after all. I went around the stone wall that surrounded the small lake and went down to the shore. However, just as I was about to step onto the ice, I realized it was a bit thin and hesitated. It was obvious that I wasn't sure if I could step on the edge of the ice.

— You can cross, it's no problem, one of the boys skating told me, seeing my hesitation. If we're on the ice, it means it's holding, and he did a pirouette to show me that the ice was indeed thick.

Encouraged by their urging, I jumped onto the ice instead of stepping lightly. There was a crack, and the ice beneath my feet broke. I fell through the small opening, into the water. As I fell, I instinctively tried to grab onto something and supported myself with my elbows on the edge of the ice.

The two boys started laughing at that moment. It was normal: a "little squirt" had broken the ice and fallen into the water. I didn't get discouraged and made a plan about how to get out of the water as quickly as possible. I started to paddle with my elbows and lift my legs to climb onto the surrounding ice which, surprisingly, was thick and had remained intact after my fall. Andrei stood there, watching me motionless. I didn't ask for help, thinking only of ways to get out of the water.

Seeing that I couldn't get out and was struggling endlessly for nothing, one of the boys stopped laughing and realized it wasn't good for me to stay in the water too long. He took the initiative and urged the other boy:

— Come on, let's help him! I see he can't get out by himself and I'm afraid he'll freeze.

They both came over and, checking the ice, chose a position where it was thick enough not to fall into the water. They grabbed my arms and pulled me out. My pants and part of my clothes were completely wet. I had already started to shiver and my lips were turning blue. With their help, I managed to reach the shore safely.

— You know, the ice is thinner on this part of the lake, one of them observed, gently tapping the surface with the blade of his skate. We were lucky we didn't cross here.

Turning to me, he said:

— Stay away from the lake, kid! Go home, you'll freeze!

I ran off like a shot, almost crying, my gaze fixed on both the ball and Andrei. I don't remember how I reached the front of the building and how I climbed the stairs to the first floor. The door was unlocked, so I entered the house, took off my wet boots, and went straight to the living room, where Dad and his friend were discussing replacing an engine block. I stood in front of him and, with trembling lips, wanted to tell him to change me.

Dad realized I was next to him and, turning to me, noticed the trail of footsteps on the linoleum floor that stretched from the door to me.

— What, did you wet yourself? Go and change in the bathroom. Your indoor clothes and wool vest are on the hanger.

He turned back to finish his discussion about engines. I didn't say anything else, because I didn't want him to find out that I had gone near the lake or that I had fallen into the water. So I went to the bathroom and changed into my indoor clothes.

Later, when Mom came home from her first shift, she noticed the wet clothes in the bathroom and asked my father what had happened.

— He wet himself outside, he replied. I told him so many times to come quickly when he needed to go.

Seeing the wet clothes, Mom immediately understood that something was wrong. She questioned me, wanting to hear the whole story directly from me. I told her everything, as I could share any mischief with her. Then, she prepared me a warm tea and gave me thicker socks, extracting a promise that I would never again step on the lake's ice.
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3. My first bike
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Spring in our town, in '78–'79, was truly enchanting. It rained every day at the same hour, and after the rain, the air became so clean you didn't want to go back inside. The leaves of the trees that lined every alley, especially the main boulevard, had a vibrant green hue that brought a sense of peace and relaxation just by looking at them.

On one such wonderful day, I was watching the last raindrops scatter from the clouds through the living room window, as they made an effort to make way for the sun. I knew that as soon as the rain stopped, I would go out with my red bicycle. Dad had told me that today he would try to teach me to ride on two wheels. I was eagerly awaiting this moment, as Andrei had already managed to ride his bike, and I didn't want to be outdone.

At one point, the rain stopped; not a single drop was falling from that cloud, and the asphalt began to dry.

— Dad, Dad! It's not raining outside anymore! Can we go now? I called out to Dad, who was in the kitchen, helping Mom cook.

— Yes, just wait a minute, I need to finish up here, and then we'll go.

The wait was hard; the minutes seemed to pass slower and slower. Finally, Dad finished what he had to do. He liked spending time in the kitchen and, occasionally, even cooked meals himself, especially when Mom was busy. He seemed to have inherited this talent from a distant relative, who had been a cook for a boyar in her youth.

— What do you say, shall we go now? Dad asked me.

— Yes! I replied happily.

We quickly got dressed, and Dad took my bicycle with training wheels and a wrench from his mechanic's toolkit. We went downstairs in front of the building, and Dad put my bike down and told me:

— Ride it down the alley to the street; it's too narrow here to try on two wheels.

I got on the bike and rode ahead of him to the end of the alley, at the corner of the building, where the street I was going to learn on began. Back then, it wasn't yet busy with cars and gently sloped up to another quite crowded street. Full of enthusiasm that I could freely ride my bike, I forgot why I had come and picked up a little speed, going up the slope and turning at the top; then I delighted in a quick descent. Dad let me do a few turns, during which I fully enjoyed every moment, while he quietly savored a cigarette. On the last descent, he stood in front of me and stopped me.

— Let's take off the wheels and see how you do.

He started to remove the two training wheels with the wrench he had brought from the house. After he finished, he temporarily placed them near a green fence nearby. He checked the back wheel to make sure everything was alright and told me:

— Come on, get on it, and let's go.

I got on, a little nervous, and started to pedal, with Dad behind me, holding me by the saddle. Being still inexperienced in maintaining balance, I sometimes leaned left, sometimes right, but he corrected me every time. I did a few turns, and noticing that I was slowly starting to keep my balance, Dad gradually released his support, only catching me again when I deviated from the path or leaned too much to one side or the other. After a while, we stopped.

— Now, try it by yourself. I'll hold you when you start, and then try to keep your balance. Understand?

I didn't say anything; I was silent and focused on what I wanted to achieve. I just nodded slightly as if in agreement and got on the bike again. I was at the top of that gentle slope and started to pedal, gripping the handlebars tightly. Dad held me by the saddle for a few meters, gradually releasing it depending on the balance I had. At one point, feeling that I was doing quite well, he let go. However, after a few meters, I lost my balance and fell to the right side, supporting myself with the hand I hadn't let go of the handlebars at all. Since it was asphalt, I got a pretty nasty scrape on my thumb. At first, I didn't feel anything, but after Dad reached me and got me out of the bike I was stuck in, the pain began to set in, and I started to cry.

— Did you hurt yourself badly? he asked me. Where did you hurt yourself?

I showed him my hand, from where blood had started to flow, and, crying, I told him:

— Just here, on my hand.

He looked for a bit, took out a handkerchief, wiped me, and then bandaged my finger.

— Let's go upstairs so your mom can wash it, to prevent infection.

He went to get the two training wheels from beside the hedge where he had put them earlier. I, gritting my teeth and crying—not from pain, but rather from frustration that I hadn't managed to learn to ride on two wheels—picked up the bike from the ground, lifted it, and slammed it down so it would sit properly, got on it, and, frowning, started to pedal, pulling the handlebars now left, now right, without losing my balance. I rode to the middle of the slope, where I made a turn without taking my eyes off the asphalt; and when I lifted them, I saw Dad watching me motionless, with the two wheels in his hand and smiling contentedly.

— Daddy, Daddy, I did it! I shouted as I rode past him.

— See, you can do it, well done! Now you're a real cyclist. You just needed a little ambition.

From then on, I started going out alone with my bike, because I knew how to ride on two wheels.
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4. The Rotten Egg
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When my sister and I were little, we used to spend our summer vacations in the countryside, in a village hidden among the hills, on the valley of a river that came tumultuous from the mountains. This was our mother's native village. Our two grandparents, Bica and Bicu, as we always affectionately called them, took care of us. Bica was gentle and kind, while Bicu was more grumpy and stern. He didn't really like little kids, but he had no choice but to put up with us.

The village was a quiet place, with houses lost among numerous trees, and its alleys were typical Romanian village streets, unpaved. The only paved road was the main one, leading to a mountain resort. The wooden bridge, forgotten by time, crossed the river and allowed only one vehicle to pass at a time. Nevertheless, the village was a wonder, a typical example of a Romanian village, where the clean air and tranquility filled your lungs and soothed your ears.

The house we lived in, our grandparents' house, resembled those from Creangă's stories. It was built of earth, with a wattle frame, and had only two rooms and a pantry. Three wooden steps led onto the porch, from where one entered the two small rooms. The porch had a small wooden railing, aged by years, but still sturdy.

The main room we stayed in had, on the right side, an earthen stove with a hob and oven. Often, Bica would take out polenta dumplings with sheep cheese from there, which we adored. On the left side, under the front window, there was an old wooden table where we ate, and a couple of chairs. Next to the back and left walls—where there was another window with small, many square panes—the bed was placed, also made of wood, filled with straw. All four of us slept in that bed: my sister, Bica, Bicu, and I. For this reason, it had been specially modified to fit us all. We always remember this bed because it was quite narrow, and Bicu had added a slightly wider plank, attached to its edge with hinges. In the evening, when we went to bed, he would lift it and place two chairs under it, thus extending the bed so we could all sleep.

As in many Romanian villages, each house had a generous yard and garden. In the yard, there was a so-called summer kitchen, which wasn't completely enclosed, but had only two side walls and a roof with a small attic, which we called "polată." On the left side of the yard, the grandparents had a pen where they kept about ten "critters," as they liked to call them, and a pigsty, but they had given up raising other animals.

In the same yard was also the good house, our parents' house, built especially for them by our grandparents and where we, as small children, were forbidden to enter, being considered a kind of taboo. We didn't stay there because it wasn't finished inside yet, and they were afraid we might break something if we played there. The house was quite large and connected the yard to the garden, which was divided into two: a front area with vegetable beds, and one with fruit trees, which also housed a shed for hay and wood, as well as a huge walnut tree in the center. About this walnut tree, Bica said she had known it since she was little. And her grandmother knew it too. When I grew up, I found out that from the top of this walnut tree, you could see the entire village, after I managed to climb up there.

So, it was a beautiful summer day, and we were in the yard, running back and forth, breathing in the clean air and looking enviously at the big, beautiful house we weren't allowed to enter. Bica was in the garden, weeding some beds, standing up and straightening her back from time to time. Bicu was out in the village dealing with some matters that we, the children, didn't need to know about, being too young.

Mirela, my sister, after so much running, sat down on the steps of the house to rest a little.

— I'm kind of hungry, you know... she said more to herself.

— So what do you want me to do? Bica said we'd eat later, I replied.

— But I'm hungry! she continued, looking at me. Bica! she then shouted, standing up and heading towards the fence that separated the yard from the garden, to the left of the summer kitchen.

— Bica, I'm hungry! she repeated loudly.

— I'll be right there! Bica said, catching sight of her nose through the fence pickets.

She stood up, wiped her dirt-covered hands on the apron she always wore, and slowly walked towards the yard, straightening her lower back. She went through the gate that separated the garden from the yard and, reaching the water bucket, lifted the wooden lid that covered it, telling me:

— You can pour me a cup of water so I can wash. Take the clean cup from the porch.

Everything happened so slowly, as if the wheels of time had rusted and no longer had the strength to turn. But when I dashed towards the porch, time sped up, and everything started moving as before. I poured her a cup of water to wash, after which, entering the room, she removed the napkin from the polenta.

— Is a small piece of polenta enough for you? Mirela said nothing; she stood in the doorway of the room, her head resting against the doorframe.

Bica took a string from a nail specially hammered into the wall and, pulling it under the polenta, arranged it so as to divide it into two equal parts. She pulled the two ends of the string, and the polenta cut immediately. She gave Mirela the smaller piece, as the cut hadn't turned out exactly as she had initially wished.

— Here, but don't drop it.

Mirela took a generous bite and went out happily. Bica covered the polenta with a napkin, closed the door, and went back to the garden to finish weeding the beds.

After a while, when I stopped my imaginary motorcycle race, I realized I was alone. I turned my gaze and saw my sister in the chicken coop, trying to feed the chickens with the piece of polenta. When the chickens saw her with the polenta in her hand, they all rushed towards her, trying to grab as big a piece as possible. Seeing herself surrounded, Mirela grabbed the piece of polenta with both hands and dodged a chicken jumping to her left, raising it over her right shoulder. Being small, she had no chance of fending them off, because they would stretch their necks and could reach above her head. Thus, the chicken on the right, seeing the piece of polenta at beak-level, pecked at it in a hurry. A "hmmm" was heard, and she moved her hands over her left shoulder, but then another chicken reached the polenta piece and pecked at it. And so on, about two or three times, until all the chickens in the pen rushed at her. With no other option, Mirela threw the piece of polenta as far as she could and ran out of the coop, crying.

— What happened, Mireluș? asked Bica, who had stood up to see what was happening, hearing the agitated chickens.

— A chicken stole my piece of polenta, was Mirela's tearful reply.

— How many times have I told you not to go with polenta or bread among the chickens? she added.

Bica didn't continue and let Mirela calm down from crying. She went back to weeding. Mirela, eventually, calmed down and went behind the house to look for snails, a place where she always found a few, in the shade. After parking my imaginary motorcycle, I went to drink some water from the bucket. When I quenched my thirst, I noticed the half-open door to the attic of the summer kitchen. I had long wondered what was up there, knowing that in old attics, even small ones in summer kitchens, interesting and long-forgotten things could be found. I thought I'd take a look, given that Bica was in the garden, Bicu was gone, and Mirela, who could have tattled on me, was behind the house. I took the small ladder leaning against the fence, to the left of the summer kitchen, placed it in front of the little door, and climbed up. I opened it carefully, knowing it might creak quite loudly. It was dark, but after a few moments my eyes adjusted, and I went in. It smelled of smoke, which was normal, being above the summer stove. I looked around, inventorying the things there. On the right, some spare shingles for the roof were stacked, further back some empty, chipped pitchers. In the back were some flat stones, collected from the river, used to keep pickles at the bottom of the barrel. So far, nothing interesting.

I wanted to climb down, but on the left side, something white and round, gleaming, lit by a sunbeam entering through a crack in the roof, caught my attention. "A ball," I thought, and since I liked playing football, I went to see what it actually was. When I got there, I discovered it was nothing but an egg. But what was an egg doing in the attic of the summer kitchen? It was simple: from time to time, Bica would let the chickens roam in the yard to peck grass there, and maybe one of them climbed up and laid an egg.

Happy to have found the egg, I took it, holding it tight so I wouldn't drop it, and wanted to climb down the ladder. Having only one hand free, I lost my balance and leaned my chest against the ladder, and the hand holding the egg got caught between my chest and the ladder. The egg broke, and its contents spilled onto my t-shirt. Suddenly, an unbearable smell enveloped me completely. The egg was rotten, or perhaps even worse, because the smell was unbearable, like a corpse, and it brought tears to my eyes. I shook my hand and wiped my t-shirt as best I could, then got off the ladder and, with tears in my eyes, ran into the garden to Bica. When she saw me, she exclaimed:

— Phew, what a horrible smell!

I told her everything that had happened and, in her gentle criticisms, which I always endured without saying anything, she took me by the sleeve, took off my t-shirt, and washed me. For three days afterwards, I kept washing my hands, because the bad smell seemed to have seeped into my skin and wouldn't come out.

I promised myself I would never touch a rotten egg again.
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5. The Black Cat
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In the early 1980s, my father got a job at a steel mill in a Bărăgan town, which was then undergoing extensive expansion. Many people came from all corners of the country, attracted by high salaries and the possibility of receiving an apartment, seeking a better life. Most came from the Moldova region, and this phenomenon greatly influenced the town's development. We were allocated a four-room apartment with a detached layout in one of the newly formed neighborhoods, a corner apartment with two balconies, cherry-red carpeting, and two bathrooms. This was a significant step up from the two-room, non-detached wagon without balconies where we had lived previously.

My parents sold all their old furniture and took out an additional loan from the C.A.R. to furnish it. However, one room remained unfurnished. For us, the children, this was wonderful: we had a room all to ourselves where we could play freely.

The apartment building was poorly located, on the outskirts of town, near a cemetery and close to the steel mill. However, new blocks for workers were being built all around, transforming the area into a large playground for all the neighborhood children. On one side of the building, where construction on a new one was beginning, the freshly dug pit was full of water, ideal for our boat races with "cellulose" boats propelled by a paddle operated by a tendon.
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