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Memories from My Acacia Scented Childhood

I stepped into this world when the sun was rising on a serene Sunday at the end of the winter, in Bucharest. Perhaps my whole life, beginning on that day at the threshold of the seasons, was meant to be a holy celebration. It hasn't quite been like that, as many moments of that day, the 27th of February 1972, were far from untroubled. It must have clouded over towards noon or evening, who can say. Later on, as I began to understand the world around me and ask questions, I was told of the blinding light that filled the maternity ward where I was born, and reached my mother's heart.

I was a happy-go-lucky child, just like any other. Many of you would say that not all children are blessed with a happy beginning in life—and rightfully so! What I’m saying is that no matter how hard a child’s life might get, in their own little bubble they are bound to always be happy because over there everything is beautiful. Everything is untainted and everything is possible. This is why you will never hear me saying that I had a miserable childhood, although from the outside my first years of climbing the ladder of life might well look like a struggle. Indeed, from the outside, my brother and I were often looked upon with pity— the kind that weighs on you, judges you, and simultaneously smudges and washes you clean. Oh, I have never accepted anyone’s pity—a stranger’s pity, I mean. I welcomed my mother’s compassion because coming from her it was filled with love. It meant protection and tenderness. It meant warmth from the depth of her heart. Other people’s pity starts as unwanted attention and can become altogether nasty at times  ...

My brother Marius—one year, one month and one day my junior—and I grew up like Siamese twins, always entwined. We used to play together or on our own, but always in one another’s proximity, each of us with our toys. We had a few dear friends as well, neighbours from our block of flats who would visit and play with us. And, of course, Mihai and Flory, our siblings, were always around us. Mihai, my mother’s son from her first marriage, was more of a spiritual support, as we never lived together. He was brought up by grandma Stefania, my mother’s mother, in her house.

We sort of grasped that we were different due to the intrusive questions of the people in the neighbourhood who kept pestering our parents with questions about our inability to walk. I could hear my folks answering anything in between “this is how they were born „or “it’s from the anti-polio vaccine „or “we don’t know for sure. ”When we were little, it was not us asking the questions—what did we know?! Or, to put it differently, we were not able to tell better, our world at that time did not exactly claim its right to be different. We used to crawl through the room, or we would use our potties to move around; we had developed a special technique that we now call “adaptation.” We used balance, leaning on one side, as we were pushing forward with the whole strength of our bodies. We were really having fun, but grandma would watch us and shake her head in sadness, as sometimes we could hear her whispering grudgingly: “All this because of him  ... ” Why would grandma say that? It was not that she was the stereotypical monster-in-law; it was because she was absolutely convinced that our ailment was due to my father. He used to drink a lot, and when he drank, he would become violent. Although my mother did not tell me that I was an unwanted child, the moment of my birth was not by far as happy a moment as it should be in any family. When she was pregnant, like many men who become frustrated by the lack of sex, my father hooked up with a mistress. Just one night before I was born, on a rainy Saturday night, father had come home drunk after an entire day spent with the other woman and beaten my mom black and blue, even though he was perfectly aware of how advanced her pregnancy was and that she could give birth from one second to another. He had beaten her mercilessly, kicking her big tummy savagely, without any care for her life or the child she was carrying  ... And this is how I was pushed into this world, jolted into life by the kicks of a mindless pie-eyed father.

Someone might ask if a child born under such circum- stances can still be a healthy human being—and this would be a legitimate question, given that my mother had been assaulted not once, but countless times, as my father was always drunk as a lord. I’m going to share with you the truth that I uncovered, later. The red flags regarding my health started to pop up when I was around eleven months old, after I had learned to toddle around my cot, grabbing at its bars. I was told that everything happened in a flash—I lost my ability to stand, I became extremely restless, and I would cry day and night, sobbing to the point of breathlessness. It was only a year after this—when my brother Marius started showing the same symptoms—that my parents realised that something bad was happening, something that seemed to not go away; it is then that they started to seek answers and medical treatment for us.

Although I was extremely young at that time, I can still remember a hospital in the Covasna County—a region where almost everybody spoke only Hungarian. We went there every summer, three years in a row. Communication outside the hospital was tricky, but inside all the doctors and nurses spoke Romanian, and were terribly kind; as for the patients—they were from all over the country, with so many different accents and illnesses. At this hospital we underwent physical therapy— exercise and thermal therapy. Under this name an extremely unpleasant procedure was hidden, downright torture if I am honest. They would explain that paraffin wraps on your legs are good for the peripheral nervous system, restoring poor blood flow and enhancing mobility, but all I can remember is how unbearable they were; the paraffin was so hot that burned you to the bones, and the physical exercises were inconceivably hard. In spite of the fact that we could not stand, we were required to hold on to some bars fixed on the wall and try to climb up. That for us was impossible!

Despite all the drama, our days in Covasna are unforgettable. Except for the fact that we were in a hospital, under medical observation, to us all the experience felt more like a holiday. The drive from our home in Bucharest to Covasna would take an average of four hours and it was an opportunity to see the mountains and marvel at their greatness, to cross the beautiful Prahova valley towards Brasov, through to Saint George’s. We would always go by car, driven by an uncle or one of my father’s friends, since at that time, my dad had neither a driving license nor an automobile. Someone else would drive us, and that made the trip even more adventurous. 

The hospital was in an exquisitely beautiful, quiet area, with nature at its doorstep, without any other building around. We used to go out every day, in a huge park that had a feeling of exclusivity, which did not happen at home, where we would hardly ever go out. We used to make friends with other patients and it felt like another world, filled with more attention and more joy  ... I would have loved to keep in touch with some of these friends, but after we would leave the hospital to return to our daily routines, the holiday feeling would dwindle as well. These people stayed only in our memories, in pictures inside our minds, and in childhood longings. We never even wrote, as I was too young to write letters. 

Something that I would always keep in my inner child’s eyes is the memory of a 10-year-old girl—short and fair hair, hazel eyes, sharing the ward with us. It was a Sunday and she kept her nose glued to the window, hoping that her father would come to visit her. The fair-haired girl was called Ana and me, together with Marius, seeing how desperately sad she was, were trying to soothe her and build up her spirit. She remained heartbroken for the whole day because her father failed to show up. And she still stays like that in my recollections. 

From this point of view, my brother and I were absolutely blessed—our mother never left us alone in a hospital, not even for a single day. She used to demand to be hospitalised with us and she never needed to put in an effort for her requirement to be suddenly met, as our state was the best argument in her support. We depended on our caregivers a lot; we needed bathing, dressing, being carried from one place to another. During the night we needed help with turning from one side to the other. All this made us almost entirely dependent on those around us. It was strange that, during a period when we were supposed to explore and discover the world we were born into, we were confined to a bed, requiring an adult presence even for tiny things that children learn in their first months of life as is turning from side to side during sleep. 

It was in the hospital I told you about that my parents were presented with the opportunity to abandon my brother Marius and me. For ever. The doctors were of the opinion that we would never get better and along the years we would grow into becoming a burden for our family, and it was somehow true. At that time they had a special department for hopeless cases—like we were. I met some of the children who were labelled “hopeless  ...” It is not at all easy to keep in mind the images of those experiences. It actually is so sad that my mind refuses to bring up the details, as part of a defence mechanism. All I can say about those poor beings is that you had serious trouble telling the girls from the boys, young children from older ones, those who at some point had had a chance from those who had completely given up any hope. They all looked the same. Gaunt, just skin and bones, bold, crawling almost naked along the hospital corridors, always hungry. So hungry! If they saw you eating they would beg for a slice of bread or a biscuit with tear in their eyes. I cannot and do not want to imagine the fate of those poor souls! And no, no, no! Our parents did not abandon us there, not matter how gloomy the future was painted by the doctors. They loved us and always took care of us, we never felt like a burden. I am fully aware that my father was far from being a good dad, but he loved us in his own way and, at least during our childhood, he supported us. My mother was, without a shadow of a doubt, an angel on Earth, always close to us, loving us and caring for us until her last breath. Despite our dire situation, which can be easily labelled as “misfortune,” I can now clearly see how lucky we were indeed having parents who never gave up on us. I deeply believe that the seeds of a fulfilled life, no matter of the circumstances, are planted during the early childhood, and we benefited from this happening. 

In spite of all the prognoses, my parents never gave up the hope that, perhaps through a miracle, one day we would be cured. At the end of the 70’s they found out about a well-known neurologist from a hospital in Suceava County, where they made an appointment for a second opinion regarding my and my brother’s illness. After examining us he concluded that in our generation there were multiple similar cases believed to be due to the anti-polio vaccine, but that there was not anything to be done—it was irreversible. I cannot remember our consultation, much as it was worked for and anticipated, but I can definitely recall the journey. It was long, almost seven hours drive, and tiring, but very beautiful, mainly the return part. Because our hospital visit ended late, my uncle, who was also our driver, unwilling to embark upon a night journey, decided together with my parents to stop for the night and then take another road back home, so that we could see other unfamiliar beautiful places, unexplored by us before. So, after a few hours’ drive, my folks found a host somewhere in the Harghita County. This was not by any means an easy mission, as we were five people and we were again in the middle of a Hungarian speaking community. In the end, an old lady who barely managed to speak a little Romanian, offered us shelter in her loft. It was a strange night spent in a cool, shady place, with the pouring rain making all seem even more spooky! I did not sleep a wink, but I got up enthused that we could leave, noticing that the rain had stopped and the sun was promising a lovely day! We visited exciting new places: the Bicaz Gorge, the Bistrita lake (where, on the lake shore, we stopped as I was taking in the mirific view) and the Transfagarasan highway.

When we got home my brother, who was beside himself with joy, impatient to share the story with our sister, shouted to her, totally mispronouncing the word: 


“Flory, we went through the Bacaraz Gorge!”



As my parents and uncle were in stitches, Marius started crying out of shame. It stayed as a reference moment with our family and we keep remembering it, although nobody can tell if Marius has ever overcome the shame and embarrassment that any a child experiences when all those around laugh at him. 

Our trips and examinations in the hospital lasted until around the age of 10. The overwhelming unanimous opinion of the doctors was that nothing could be done and we were recommended a lot of physio and muscles exercises. “Don’t let them sit around, ma’am! Keep them busy and let them use their hands as much as possible!” I kept hearing these words being told to my mother.

Keeping up with the exercises proved hard. We did not get physio, as it was suggested, as it was both physically and financially challenging. Mom tried for a while to stick to the exercises, but in time her health took a turn for the worse when she got a slipped disc and was forced to rest for days on end. This was by no means a surprise, as she was the one putting in a huge amount of effort, on a daily basis, to support us in every respect. But keeping our hands busy was a piece of cake, as it is for any child: we would play the whole day with our favourite toys: the Lego interlocking plastic bricks. A whole world would emerge out of those little pieces! We used to build doll houses, castles and apartment buildings  ... I remember that I had another very special house for my dolls—the shell of a big old radio, which I loved dearly because I was able to decorate it as I pleased. Beside the creative games, Marius and I used to play volley with a light ball or a balloon, or even badminton. It was mom’s way to keep us in shape, but for us it was a pleasant and exciting competition, as each of us was eager to score the most points and be the winner. As for me personally, I always enjoyed crocheting, knitting and making dresses for my dolls. I would often draw and paint, so I kept using my hands a lot, making them serve my imagination.

When we were little, around the age of five, we received from our parents a tricycle—they were hoping that it would motivate us to exercise our legs muscles at least a little bit. We stared at the three wheeled marvel with wide eyes, full of amazement and enthusiasm, with our imagination stretched to its limits. We could already see it being able to walk us where our legs could not, either inside or out and started asking if we could have two of those devices, so that Marius and I could compete! Much to our dismay, the enthusiasm did not last; once we were placed on the saddle, our legs failed to move the bike. Dis heartened and disappointed, we still carried on clinging on to our dream and kept trying for a while, as the pedals remained frozen in they stubbornness every single time we touched them. After a while the bike vanished; I guess mom considered that we had nothing to gain from staring at it in helplessness. 

The memory of this moment makes me particularly emotional, as I remember my mother’s thoughtfulness.  Discreetly, she made the bike evaporate into thin air, without letting us feel in any way disempowered, or other than normal.

Shortly after I turned five and Marius drew closer to his fourth year, the earthquake on the 4th of March 1977 got deeply set into our memories. That night, as dad was supposed to work the graveyard shift, he had just stepped out of the door. Mom had boiled him some eggs and made two for us as well, exactly the way we liked them: soft, crushed and mixed with bread. We were watching TV and mom fed us both, from the same little plate, with the same teaspoon, and everything felt normal and natural at that time  ... After a few minutes, we could hear the keys dangling in the door and dad saying that he had come back for his cigarettes. Then, a bloodcurdling roar muffled his words  ... The almighty voice of the Earth. The shriek of the buildings as they were losing balance  ... I could see the walls twisting in strange shapes in front of me and I could not make sense of what was going on  ... Mom picked me up, screaming, “It’s an earthquake!” Dad took Marius and we went to Flory’s bedroom, where we found her half asleep and confused. After a while the quake ceased, the noise stopped, but the sheer terror that we had experienced pushed us out of our houses. We found ourselves on the stairs, with all our neighbours, asking ourselves what the best option was—should we stay inside the apartment, should we get out from the building  ... It was downright generalised panic. It was pitch dark and everybody was trying to find a candle or a flashlight. Holding Marius in his arms, dad went into the kitchen where he found the content from the wall mounted cupboards scattered on the floor—shards of shattered plates and glasses everywhere! Eventually we returned to the apartment and got to sleep late at night, exhausted and terrified.

The following days and weeks were dismal, gloomy  ... Everybody was talking about the earthquake and its aftermath. We could see on TV all the buildings that had fallen throughout the town, as people were mourning their lost families and friends. 

A few weeks after this another disaster struck: on his birthday, the 28th of March, Marius scalded himself badly. Mom had taken him with her to the kitchen, as she always used to do while she was cooking. At the top of the kitchen table, with our legs folded, we adored watching her cooking—it was our favourite place! Marius, who was in his cheeky monkey mood during that day, pulled the gas hose from the cooker and the pan filled with boiling water slipped splashing its contents mainly on his leg, from the ankle down. The burn was serious and painful and for a few weeks mom had to go with him to the hospital to clean his wound—poor mom, tirelessly concerned with our health. The hospital was in the city centre, where the earthquake had devastated a lot of buildings, and every time Marius came home from his trip to have his leg treated, he would tell us about the torn down buildings and wrecked houses he had seen. I am certain he was deeply affected by those images, as we all were, realizing how frail the human condition is.

As our days were floating away at the same pace, we would spend them inside the house, sitting in bed, on the carpet or on the balcony. Since we lived on the fourth floor of a block of flats without a lift, going outside to play with other children was a rarity for us. It was not exactly a breeze to go up or down the stairs carrying two children. From our balcony, we used to watch the kids playing outside, without any sort of acrimony, on the contrary, we were delighted, as if watching a movie on TV. Even now I am somehow baffled by how mature we were and at the same time completely devoid of bitterness towards normal children. We would take everything at face value, without weighing our fortune or measuring ourselves against others. Hopscotch, Blind man’s bluff, Hide-and-seek, Duck, Duck, Gray Duck—we enjoyed them all watching other children from our balcony. Ferentari, the neighbourhood we used to live in, was considered at that time Bucharest’s ghetto because of the large Rromani community, which in our country was subjected to a lot of prejudice, more or less justified. In front of our block of flats there were houses and an enormous lively playground where there was always something interesting to observe—a wedding procession, a funeral cortege, a football game or even a fight. One day we witnessed a terrible accident. First, we could hear desperate horrifying screams that were engulfed by the noise of a car driven at high speed. As we were watching to see where the mayhem was coming from, we could see just round the corner of another block an out-of-control car wiping out all the children that were playing in the area. We were to find out that the driver had been drunk and three kids were dead. Awful!

From my birthplace I can fondly remember the towering poplars in front of our flat, the smell of the linden flowers, the white acacia trees, and lilacs in bloom in the surrounding gardens. But I can also recall less pleasant days, as those when the “poopoos” (as we used to call the sewage suction truck) would come to service the cesspits of the surrounding houses, and we would do battle with the smell using equally displeasing bellows:

“Mooom, the poo-poos are here! Shut the window! It stinks!”

In the summer of 1980, our father decided to enclose the balcony. It was a trend at the time and dad fell in love with it. Many of our neighbours had already done it, and he wanted to keep up. And this is how the place from which we used to watch the world go by was encased in wrought iron bars and a green died window. We could hardly bare it and after just a few weeks I scratched the paint out—an opening the size of an eye, allowing me to see the people in the street. Our peephole to the outside world. Dad went ballistic, of course, and kicked up a storm, but he finally came to terms with the situation. In a few days, the “peephole” morphed into two little windows the size of a playing card, separate from one another—one for me, the other for Marius. We could not care less about one more fight. The only good thing about having the balcony enclosed was that during the warm summer nights I could ask Mom to let me sleep there. Laying on my back, I would watch the starry night through the open window and dream with my eyes wide open. Many a times I would excitedly try to imagine the future. How would my life look like when I was to be Mom’s age, which was 30 at that time  ... I would have wished to stop time in that very moment and forever stay a child! In my heart of hearts, I would fear the unknown future and how I was supposed to face life after Mom would have disappeared from my life, with her endless devotion. I have now come to realise that the love my mother gave me day after day was the passport to the good life I enjoy, as it seeded in me the belief of being enough for whatever I want to achieve. The best inheritance a child can receive! 

1981 brought us our first wheelchair—I cannot remember where from, really. A wheelchair which, even though it was a little bit bigger than we needed, we regarded as perfect. We were thrilled! We could finally move around! We took turns using it, without any fight. During the first two years we used it only indoors, as Flory or Mummy would wheel us along the hallway or even on the landing in our block of flats; playing outside still stayed out of reach because of the four floors without a lift. 

I have been thoroughly considering how I could best describe my parents  ... My father, Tudor or Gigi—as the nearest and dearest used to call him—was a jealous, aggressive guy with a penchant for women and drinking. My mother, Natalia, was a delicate, beautiful and mild-mannered woman, who could turn stormy when she felt offended; proud and capable. Dad had worked for a button factory and was then promoted to safety manager for a chain of stores. He made good money and, due to his electrician qualification, he could manage “a little extra” with occasional side jobs. He appeared somehow sociable, mainly after a glass of wine or hard liquor, but he did not have long-term friends or a nice relationship with the extended family. He had buddies, work mates with whom he would regularly spend his time after service hours. He would often come home late in the evening, drunk, or even the next morning after spending the night with other women. When these situations occurred, we would go to sleep terrified by what was to follow, knowing that mum, triggered by her wounded pride, would put up a fight that she was to fall victim to, as surely, she would be beaten and kicked. We did our best to keep dad calm, using pacifying words and begging him not to harm her. I can remember such a moment when mum started crying, yelling at us: “That’s right, love him! You are the reason why I’m still with him, suffering all this, and you are taking his side!” Those words hurt me deeply. I could understand that they were words spewed in anger, and at the bottom of my heart I had always known that it was true, and she endured being with him just for us. As a single stay-at-home mum, she would not have been able to raise three children; only because of Marius and me, she could not afford to go out and get a job. Nevertheless, there was a moment when she tried to leave him—and I admire her for that, fully understanding her impossible situation. In a moment of desperation or, perhaps, courage, after dad left for work, she packed a few things, put us in a taxi and we went to grandma’s. It did not help. He was plastered when he came to get us and beat not only mum, but grandma as well. He even punched Marius, cursing at him, because he was yelling at dad to stop. A passer-by called the police and dad was arrested as he was threatening to come back and set the house on fire. None of us was able to sleep that night. The next day he came back repentant, begging for forgiveness and promising that he would change. Of course, nobody believed him, but, ashamed by what people would say, mum gave in and agreed to return home. Extremely scared and outraged, I refused to go back with them as hard as I could. They left me at my grandma’s one more day, to calm down. 

I have mixed feelings about these events. I loved both my parents, like any child, but I was aware that my father’s behaviour was wrong. I never judged mummy, even less so now. From the perspective of the society in which I now live, it is hard to explain the reason why a woman would stay with a man who treats her that badly, but in the 80’s Romania, I dread to say, that was normality.

Mummy could not have a job, but for a while she was employed by a company which allowed her to work from home. Unfortunately, this lasted about four years, until this enterprise shut down. We even used to help her—it was fun for us! We used to make ornaments and toys, including little cotton wool “bombs” that resembled grapes and were used by the army to clean gun barrels. We were neither poor, nor rich, but our house was always well kept, due to the effort of our relentless mother and Sundays were indeed celebration days for our family, when we would all eat together, listening to folkloric music and enjoying chicken roast with potatoes. Fortunately, there were days, even weeks or months we could enjoy, until our father’s behaviour ran amok again. 

At the beginning of the ’80s, my parents decided to have a religious wedding ceremony. Mummy wanted to be blessed by a priest in the hope that afterwards, perhaps, life together with her God-acknowledged husband would be better and more settled, as many women are still hoping nowadays, out of sheer naiveté or romanticism. The preparations took a long time and required a lot of effort, bringing about a huge amount of stress and nervousness. And right on the wedding day, dad was on the brink of punching mum again because of her uninspired attempt to move an old heavy sideboard from its place. The party took place at our home, so two rooms needed to be left empty, and the furniture moved in the other two rooms. That was the custom in Romania: even if you had not kept in touch with your relatives, they would not miss the major events in your life—wedding, baptism, funeral. Everybody would gather as the family has to be together  ...

I can remember that Marius and I were not part of the church ceremony. We were no longer small and easy to carry. It goes without saying we wished we were there, but we made peace with the situation and accepted it, even if it was deeply saddening. We stayed at home with our aunt Nina, who was left in charge of the kitchen and receiving the guests. The party lasted a long time and it was noisy, and that was why we spent the second half of the day and the following night at our downstairs neighbours, with whom we were extremely close. At some point, grandma and our parents came to us for the sake of being together in the wedding pictures. 

Unfortunately, the ceremonial crowns placed on the bride and groom’s heads in front of God did not seem to help. Father was neither enlightened, nor calmed down in the slightest, and mummy went on to endure tremendous hardship until her last breath. 

I have got crystal-clear memories of the wedding day. I can remember the wedding Godparents, who lived next to us and used to come round often enough. Virgil and Didina were impressive people and had two children, Doru and Catalin, a few years our seniors. They were loaded, as they had relatives abroad, and even a nephew who was married in France—and at that time this was something fascinating indeed! Every time when this nephew came to visit, we were in the balcony, waiting to see him. He had a young family, with a boy around 4 or 5 and they looked so ...  exotic! We regarded them as people from another world, completely different from our own. And indeed, they were! The days that followed felt surreal. Didina would come round not only with chocolate goodies and chewing gum, but with the famous French comics magazines Pif and Rahan, which Marius and I loved dearly. Even though we could not understand the writing, it was not hard at all to follow the stories of our beloved heroes and, as such, we would spend days on end in the world of Rahan or Pif, completely immersed in their adventures. Didina had an entire collection of foreign magazines, which we would often borrow from, as we loved browsing them. Among those publications was the then-famous Neckermann Magazine, which we studied cover to cover. We were drawn in by the glossy fine pages with vividly coloured pictures, good-looking people who modelled fabulous clothes, and all those new things we had never seen before. 

Sometimes, on Sundays, my dad used to invite Virgil over to spend the afternoon, which meant listening to folkloric music and getting drunk together. On these kinds of days, Didina would invite mum to have coffee with her, and Marius and I would go as well. We would spend time with the godparents’ boys. They were passionate about airplanes and helicopters, and their room was absolutely fascinating to Marius. Wherever you turned your glance, there were helicopters and planes in different shapes and sizes. One day they offered my brother a plane from their collection—a bi-motor fighter jet. Marius was over the moon and treasured it for many years, until it started crumbling down, coming apart piece-by-piece. 

During the winter, Doru and Catalin took us out on the sledge. How beautiful the winters of yesteryear were! Everything surrounding was white and enchanting! And even though it was cold outside, in Flory’s arms I felt warm and safe, and Doru used to pull the sledge to the highest nearby slopes. “One more time, Mary?” he would ask me every now and again, and I used to answer from the bottom of my heart: “Yes, one more, one more

time!”

Being confined to our home, we missed contact with the world, and this is why we loved the company of people. And this time “we” does not mean only Marius and me, but my mother as well, who, because of my father’s jealous outbursts, would hardly ever go out by herself, maybe only to the market or to the doctor’s, adventure after which we were subjected to a gruesome interrogatory, with questions such as: “When did she leave? When did she come back?” Adding to the responsibility of taking care of us, mother had to endure our father’s persecutions, living in a cage whose bars squashed her from every possible angle. I am still in awe of her strength of character and psychological force, which enabled her to bear her heavy cross with dignity and stoicism. 

My mother used to knit, and she taught me as well, but I have always been more attracted to the crochet than the needles. We had two close neighbours who used to come over with their handicrafts, and one of them crocheted macramé. She taught me how to hold the crochet and how to make a simple stitch, then a triple one, which slowly morphed into a flower. Auntie Annie was Hungarian, from somewhere around Maramures, and she was past her fifties. We loved her because she was a larger-than life person who liked talking a lot, and every time we heard the doorbell ringing two times, ding-dong, ding-dong, we knew for sure it was her coming to bring us home-made doughnuts and spend some time crocheting with our mum. The other lady we were close to was our “downstairs neighbour.” The Iordache family were our favourite neighbours and used to live at the third floor. Our parents would spend a lot of time together and we, the kids, three in each of the families, were extremely close too. The older Iordache children, Mariana and Dan, were about the same age as our sister Flory; and the young one, Viorel, was of my age and was our friend—mine and Marius’. There used to be this sort of funny competition—jealousy between our families! Every time they bought something special for the house or for themselves, the mother or Mariana would come to us to show off: “Look, what a pretty blouse I’ve got! It was the last one—lucky me!” Oh, and it always used to be “the last one” for fear that mum would go and buy a similar item. So, every time Flory got something new, say a pair of jeans, dad used to push her: “Beat it, gal! Rush downstairs to Mariana to see your pants and tell her it was the last pair—surely it will make her mad! „Except for this constant banter, we cared for one another and we supported each other. Dan was a very nice boy, shy and with a mysterious aura surrounding him. He was my first love—the secret love of an eleven year old girl, frail and useless like a dandelion stalk  ... I loved thinking about him, being next to him and looking at him, even if many a times I would blush when he looked back at me or talked to me. One day I decided to confess my feelings to him, and I wrote a note. I cannot remember the exact words, but I know for sure I did not sign it  ... LOL  ... I folded the paper and threw it down onto his balcony. For a few days after this my heart kept racing, as I was envisioning Ms Iordache coming over to show my mother the note. I would have died with shame! But nothing happened as, for sure, this little note was blown away by the wind and nobody has ever read it. 

Viorel was our best friend—he would often come and visit us and spend a lot of time with us. Life was to take him away from us and his family far too soon, when he was only 11. This was a tragedy that left us all bereft. It was the Holy Saturday when Viorel went to the park with his sister Mariana and climbed a tree to pick some chestnuts for a school project. He fell and lost consciousness under the powerless gaze of his sister. They were not able to save him at the hospital, so they asked the family to take him home, where he died a few hours later. The following days were dark and gloomy  ... I can remember my neighbour, not crying, but bellowing in pain, like an animal torn apart while still alive. My mother helped with all the preparations for the vigil and the funeral, as we witnessed in silence and grief, being acquainted with death for the first time  ...

Once or twice per year we would go to our grandparents in the countryside, at Coteni, Giurgiu County. The holidays spent with our grandmother in Bucharest or with the grand parents were the happiest days of our lives. How could it have been otherwise, after months on end spent indoors, where not even the sun could see us?! And from where we could not see it either. We could just feel it burning through the green window against which we would press our foreheads in order to be closer to the outdoors  ... “Come on, sweetie, don’t do that! Your back

is going to hurt! Leave the bloody window alone!” mum would scold us. 

Grandma Stefania, mother’s mother, lived by herself for many years after she split from grandpa, whom we never met. Then, towards her senior years, she re-married with an elderly guy with a presence and some money, we used to call Gaffer, but she was widowed only a few years after. She lived in the Gaffer’s house, somewhere on the outskirts of Bucharest, on a street called Antiaircraft. It was a small house, some sort of bungalow with three bedrooms and a small kitchen, but with a special feature: an awesome garden, full of fruit trees—fig, quince, sour cherry and plum trees, and lots of roses, in all colours, but mainly red, which are still my favourite flowers. Everything there was harmony, from the delicate chatter of the tree leaves to our scouring out earthworms with our bare hands. I was happy there. I had a perfect grandmother, with a great heart filled with love and kindness. “What shall Granny bring you?” She was fond of us and used to spoil us with her goodies. Nowhere were the fruits sweeter, nor have I ever eaten a bread-and-butter jam sandwich as good as the one prepared by our granny. Every time we went to visit her we wished we stayed for ever, never going back home, as it was so much peace and quiet there  ...

Grandma taught me the art of self-pampering and how to make myself pretty. She showed me how to style my hair, always telling me that I am “Grandma’s beautiful girl” and, because I used to watch her using her rollers, I started to ask for curlers as well. She was a woman who always took care of her appearance, without becoming in any way frivolous or outrageously coquette. She was extremely feminine, and I can happily claim that I inherited this trait from her. 

I remember that one day grandma took me shopping in the city centre, in a toy shop, to buy me a doll. I was looking up, around me, at the shelves stuffed with big and small dolls, similarly beautiful, and at the same time down, where the enticing strollers were, when I said: 

“Grandma, I’ve got dolls at home already. Isn’t it better to buy them a stroller, so that they can go out?”


She kept thinking for a few moments and then replied:



“Grandma doesn’t have that kind of money, sweetie, let’s buy another doll to play with the others.”

I was a good and understanding child and I wouldn’t argue when I was told that something cannot be done. But the real reason why she didn’t buy the stroller became obvious to me a lot later  ... How would you tell a child that it is no use to buy them a stroller for the dolls when they couldn’t go walking?! Making decisions that were never put into words, like in a quiet and dignified resistance, the ladies in our family behaved in such a way that our physical shortcomings wouldn’t overshadow our childhood and we didn’t grow up learning to make choices taking those challenges into account. Sometimes, though, we haven’t had a choice  ...

Another reason why we were so happy to spend time at grandma’s was that our brother, Mihai, used to live there. Ten years our senior, he was our hero and we treasured every second spent with him. He didn’t use to be home a lot, but we could see a lot more of him than we usually did. Mihai was a rebellious teenager and, because he was brought up by grandma, he sailed through life on his own terms, which taught him how to become independent and self-assured. Because he liked driving, he made it his job, working on tractors and lorries, in the beginning for supermarket chains and afterwards working for the city council.

Grandma Stefania had cataract and, in time, she almost completely lost her sight. It was because of this that she couldn’t take care of us any longer, so, after a while, we stopped going to visit her during the holidays. Very soon afterwards she wasn’t able to live by herself any longer and was taken into care by her other two children—aunt Gina and uncle Dan. From time to time, she used to call mum and tell her that she was missing us and wanted to come over and see us. The following day she would come and stay for a few days. While we were glad, our father was extremely enraged, as he never wanted her anywhere near. The love our grandma shared helped us a lot. Unfortunately, she passed away at the not so advanced age of 72, ill and sad. The last time when she came to see us she said “farewell,” as if she could feel she would be gone forever  ... She asked me to wear a black headband after her death. I didn’t and I’m not sure if I need to regret it or not. What I am certain of is that I’ve always kept her in my heart, and the grieving and longing are still with me today. 

We visited our father’s parents in the countryside far more often than we went to our grandma in Bucharest, mainly after dad took his driver’s license and bought a blue Moskvitch—a Russian car, extremely appreciated in our country during the communist era. We would go visit in the summer and in the autumn as well, when they needed help with the harvesting. We even went one time during the winter, at the traditional pig slaughtering! We took pity on the poor beast’s sacrifice and didn’t witness it, but we took part in the feast afterwards, as the local custom required. And the food was delicious, I can tell. 

We were never left on our own at our grandparents’, as they couldn’t take care of us and wouldn’t know how to. They were up to their eyes with the husbandry. They weren’t big landowners, but they had chicken, three cows, some pigs and a horse. They had a piece of land at the back of the house, where they cultivated corn and tobacco on one half, and grape vine on the other. The house was a two-bedroom, one bathroom bungalow. Every time I visited, I kept asking myself how the house is still standing  ... Mum and Flory would always come with us and we stayed there together for at least one week. We totally loved spending time in the garden, on the veranda or on a chair, watching the chicken running free around us! When the time for the hatchlings came, we asked either mummy or Flory to catch and fetch us a little yellow one, so we could take turns holding and petting it. Other times, we would put up a fight with the turkey and the noisy cockerels or played with the puppies. Sometimes, we would touch with a shaky hand the horse from our grandpa’s cart when they came back from afar. One day, our grandfather took us for a cart ride. Marius and I were overjoyed, more so before than after this adventure, as it ended with terrible back and leg pains due to the layer of hay we stayed on, as the horse-drawn wagon struggled through the potholes on the bumpy country road.

In my mind, grandpa and grandma remain as two thin elderly people, with sun burned skin, always working, always tired. The biological mother of my father had died when dad was a mere child, so grandma wasn’t his biological mother. They were not the cuddly type and we rarely heard tender words from them. I don’t mean just Marius and I here, but our other cousins as well, who used to come over to spend the holiday in the countryside, helping the elders with their work. They didn’t have time for fun—they would take the cows grazing and bring them back, follow grandpa in the field and we often heard them being scolded and threatened for not doing their jobs well or for being lazy and obnoxious. We were often regarded with pity by our grandmother and could regularly hear her saying “poor them.” I completely disliked those words, uttered as if we weren’t there to hear them. But I liked hearing her telling mum: “Nathalie, common girl, let’s make a cheese pie for the kids!” Cheese made of our cows’ milk, eggs from our hens—pie baked in the clay oven  ... yum! The sweet taste of childhood  ... Plus another delicacy made by our grandma—custard made from milk and flour, which we adored! 

In the evenings, grandpa would often sit next to us, and with a tender look used to ask “Hello there, have you eaten? Did

you enjoy the meal?” And he would tell us true stories from the war. He told us about the Stalingrad battle, where he had fought and fallen prisoner to the Russians and then taken to a camp in Siberia. He had suffered tremendously there, he had been beaten, forced into hard labour in freezing conditions and starved. You could tell how deeply affected he had been, as he called the Russians “Bolsheviks” and “brutes.” He had managed to escape out of there together with other prisoners, but, much to my shame, I cannot remember the details of this story.

Once we had our first wheelchair, we started taking it with us in the countryside. This is how we could get out of the yard, to the lake. Since the Bragadiru dam had been built, a pond was formed on the village pasture—a place to have a swim and, for us, a place to just sit on a blanket in the grass, enjoying the surrounding verdure. 

Both grandma and grandpa withered und er the old age ailments and passed away one after the other at the beginning of the 2000s. 

Since I was little, I’ve been listening to music, a lot of music, no matter the genre, as in our home the radio was on all day long. Plus, we had a record player and lots of vinyl records, then we had a reel-to-reel tape deck that we promptly learned how to handle and afterwards came the cassette tape, far easier to deal with, all of them bought by dad, to whom music was the best drinking companion. 

I grew up listening to all sorts of music—pop, folk, rock, operetta, Vivaldi’s “Seasons” and Ravel’s “Bolero  ...” I believe that when I was little, I dreamt of being a dancer or an actress. To experience and express emotions. I’ve always loved to close my eyes and let my body feel the rhythm of music! I used to close my eyes and  ... dance. In my fantasies I used to be a ballet or ballroom dancer. I could see myself performing modern dance or sliding on to the ice in the rhythm of music, as I had been watching on TV all the figure skating competitions and floating on the ice, carried by the wings of a melody, was to me the most beautiful and fascinating thing  ... Many a times I would sing or read poetry aloud. I enjoyed interpreting, giving life to words  ... The only one I believe could hear me was sometimes Marius. Other than that, I was by myself, alone, in my world of meaningful words, song and poetry, far from the maddening real world.

When I wasn’t listening to music or dancing in my daydreams, I would read or tune in to theatre on the radio. We had a large enough library in our home, as at that time people used to read, so were my parents, especially mummy. After growing out of the fairy tales’ phase, I embarked upon Jules Verne, Marco Polo or Robison Crusoe adventure stories, Greek mythology and its gods or other children’s books. From famous authors such as Agatha Christie to local writers, to Charlotte Brontë’s “Jane Eyre.” These and many other creators made me live their heroes’ love stories until the late hours of the night  ... 

For many years, each Tuesday evening, we had a theatre programme on TV. Those were the ’80s and there was a lot of communist propaganda in most of the subjects, but I enjoyed the story and the actors. The selection of plays on the radio was far richer. I used to look forward to those. I admired and even loved a bunch of actors, but one of them came to mean much more to me. His voice made my heart skip a beat and his face was one of a handsome rebel, ready to face this crazy world! I followed his appearances religiously and there wasn’t one film or TV play that I skipped which had him on its cast! I even created a scrapbook filled with his pictures and interviews, clipped from cinema and theatre magazines or from almanacs. Unfortunately, I’ve never had the chance to meet him, and my burning desire of having his autograph remains unfulfilled. For well over a year, he was my idol, my dearest friend to whom I would talk in my thoughts and dreams  ... His name is Dan Condurache and he is my second love—the passion of a blossoming teenage girl, who used to love music, dance, theatre and literature. 

Mummy did everything in her power for us to go to school, driven by her relentless instinct of making the best choices for us. Dad had the opinion that it wouldn’t do us much good, as we could learn how to write and read without any teachers.

We took a sort of long-distance classes, learning from home. Some teachers were curious to meet us, so they used to come to our home to test us. The rest of the time, we would get homework from our “classmates.” We did our homework daily, supported by mummy or Flory. I could even say that the first four years were beautiful, as we had the chance of having a teacher that is every child’s dream. Mrs Dumitrascu offered us a lot of attention and warmth. She was a woman with great character in her 50s and both Marius and I held her dear. We were definitely nervous when we knew she was coming over, but we were never afraid of her, we enjoyed her presence, we loved learning and making her proud. Oh, and we were made “pioneers” as well! We didn’t really understand what that meant, but the ceremony itself made us feel very important and we proudly receive the red tie, which was the symbol of young communists, from our teachers! Like our primary school teacher, there were others during our secondary studies who were eager to meet us and would some times come to study with us or give us tests, just to make sure that we were indeed learning anything at all at home. I remember our Zoology teacher who used to come and visit more often than not after she finished the program at school. One day, after we had a written test, as she was checking it, she asked me if I wanted an A. I admitted that I would be happy with an A–! I don’t know why she eventually gave me a B+, perhaps to keep me motivated  ... We had a Chemistry teacher as well who used to check on us often, which made Marius clamour unhappily every time: “Here comes Potty again to give us a test!” He had received a D from her once, which he considered unfair, and since then his interest, which was by no means overwhelming as far as Ms Potty and her subject were concerned, dwindled worryingly. Marius was keen on math. Unfortunately, we didn’t have a math teacher interested in testing our abilities and potential. My preferences were different— Romanian and English language and literature.

I’ve always loved the English language. The lyrics I used to listen and the subtitles on TV helped me getting familiar with the language and pronunciation. I’ve always had the feeling, the conviction even, that English would one day be part of my life.
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