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  For my son Stefano and my daughter Alisa




   




  

    

      

        

          	

            We stood among


          

        




        

          	

            Those who owned their land, spoke


          

        




        

          	

            Of our homelands as if they were reachable


          

        




        

          	

             


          

        




        

          	

            

              

                From ‘At a Gathering of Refugees’
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  From a page in the files headed: PHOTOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE




  

    ‘After we lifted the plastic sac we saw in the hole a plastic white container, buried 40 cm deep.’ Stamp of the Socialist Republic of România and the

    signature of Colonel Coman, in charge of penal research.
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  PHOTOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE




  

    ‘Represents a typewriter, after it was taken out of its container. The typewriter is an “Erika” model 115, series 6368642, made in the Democratic Republic of

    Germany (East Germany).’ Stamp of the Socialist Republic of România and the signature of Colonel Coman; the stamp of CNSAS.
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  Visiting the country of my birth




  The tyrant and his wife were exhumed




  For proper burial; it is twenty years since




  They were shot against a wall in Christmas snow.




  *




  The fish in the Black Sea are dead. Waves roll them




  To the beach. Tractors comb the sand. We stand at water’s edge




  Whispering, glassy-eyed, throats parched from heat.




  Stray dogs howl through nights like choirs




  Of mutilated angels, circle around us on hill paths,




  Outside gas stations, shops, streets, in parking lots.




  Farther, into wilderness, we slow down where horse




  And foal walk home to the clay hut by themselves,




  Cows cross roads in evenings alone, bells clinking.




  People sit on wooden benches in front of their houses,




  Counting hours until darkness, while




  Shadows of mountains caress their heads.




  On through hot dust of open plain, to my village:




  A toothless man from twenty years ago




  Asks for money, says he used to work for us.




  *




  I am searching for prints of mares’ hooves in our yard




  Between stable and kitchen window, now gone




  With the time my two feet used to fit inside one hoof.




  We sit down to eat on the porch when two sparrows




  Come flying in circles over the table, low and fast, happily!




  ‘My grandparents’ souls’ I think aloud, but my cousin says:




  ‘No, the sparrows have nested under eaves, look




  Past the grapevine.’ Nests big as cupped hands, twigs




  And straw. Bird song skids in the air above us.




  Into still-remaining rooms no sewing machine,




  Or old furniture with sculpted flowers on walnut wood.




  No rose bushes climbing windowsills, outside.




  And here, our water well, a vase of cracked cement. Past




  Ghosts of lilac, pear, and quince in the sun-bitten yard I step




  On re-imagined hooves, pull the chain, smell wet rust.




  Unblemished sky ripples inside the tin bucket,




  Cradled in my arms the way I used to hold




  Warm goose eggs close to skin so not to break them:




  ‘The earth will remember you’ my grandparents once said.




  Here, where such dreams do not come true, I have come




  To find hoof-prints as well as signs from sparrows.




   




  România, July 2010




  







  Old photographs




  Every few weeks my mother rearranges the family pictures around the house. She also moves the beds and the rugs, and she places every movable desk in front of a different

  window. Then she calls me. My father builds a new garage in every house we buy, but it’s never about the garage. He takes his favourite photos of us to the shops, enlarges and frames them,

  setting them between the tools and around the car crane. Lately he turned a summer shed into a writer’s hut where he spends his time drafting letters to the presidents of the world. He tells

  them about the rotten state of forgetting to which he has been condemned since we emigrated to America.




  Since we moved into Thelma’s basement on 17 November 1989, the snowy evening when we first landed in America, I must have moved again at least fifteen times. Whenever I go home I argue

  with my parents about not wanting to build a house in their back yard with my brother and my sister and our husbands. And I clean my parents’ house, changing all the pictures around the

  walls. Then I call my mother at work to hurry up and come see the new arrangement. My brother chose a career in the US Army, my sister still wants to be a travelling nurse, and I have lived in

  America, Ireland, England, and on the French-Swiss border, writing poems about wanting to be rooted to one place that I will never leave.




  My father’s prize photograph is the one in which he reenacted his protest against Ceauşescu and the communist regime in România in 1983, when he left

  us to God’s will and the secret police, the Securitate. He posed for us on Helen Street with an American car, on which he placed our Dacia’s number-plate, 2GL 666. On top of the car, at

  the front, there is a black placard on which he painted, in big white capital letters, this text: CĂLĂULE, NU TE VREM

  CONDUCĂTOR: CRIMINAL, WE DON’T WANT YOU TO LEAD US. At the back of the car there is a similar placard reading, in translation,

  ARMY, JUSTICE, POLICE, WHAT DO YOU DEFEND, THE CEAUŞESCU DYNASTY OR THE RIGHTS AND THE LIBERTY OF MAN? He is wearing the same black suit

  he had on when he demonstrated in 1983, was released from prison in the general amnesty of 1988, and wore on the train between Tecuci and Rome at the end of 1989 when we were expelled from the

  country with death threats, as we began our exile to Michigan. On his chest he has pinned a piece of paper on which is typed: I Fight for Human Rights. And he is holding on to a gargantuan

  portrait of Ceauşescu that he has decorated with black ribbons and the Romanian flag, to symbolize the death of the tyrant’s reign. Every time I introduce my

  father to my friends he wants to talk about this, and when he knows there is a chance of meeting someone new he takes a small print of this picture with him as his passport to show that he is not

  just any old immigrant.




  In my mother’s bedroom there is now a black-and-white photo of my sister and me dressed up for a children’s show in nursery school: the show at the village hall, where I recited my

  first poem on stage and sang a song about mushrooms dancing with their red-and-white polka-dot hats in the forest. On top of my head I have a big, peony-like white bow, which I try to balance while

  smiling widely at the camera. My sister has a hat which looks like a mushroom cap. This photograph, like all the others, is forced on the walls on West River Drive: it looks the kind of

  old print which makes you think your life (the version in which you are in the present together with the version from the old pictures) is invented. I remember being young and putting our

  photographs on the walls of the house we built with my parents, room by room, picture by picture, golden frames matching brass curtain rods. My sister and I were allowed to choose them and chose

  places for them, just where we wanted, so our nursery school picture hung above the bookcase in the hallway, where everyone could see it when they looked at the books.




  Our portraits were first taken off the walls when the secret police came to search the house just after my father’s protest. I was home with my grandmother, who was summoned by my father

  before he left, to ‘spend a little bit of time’ with me while mother was in the hospital after giving complicated birth to my brother; my father said he had to ‘take a trip for a

  couple of days’. My sister was away at the gymnastics school. When the Securitate plucked the family portraits from the walls and threw them over the blankets and pillows they had pulled from

  the dressers and the beds, I was twelve years old.




  Sometimes when I go home now to Michigan to visit my parents, I take out the Romanian photo albums from the bottom of the stack which mum keeps in the living-room cupboards. The cover of my

  parents’ album is red, my sister’s and mine are green. Though all the pictures are black and white, I remember the colours of our clothes and the dusty green or the sandy green of

  holidays. I also see now how different from each other’s our lives have been. The pictures and the icons, though moving from the walls to a pile of things and then on to various other walls,

  have turned into stores of riches that nourish us when we feel out of place. They are passageways back in time. I call them ‘our first inheritance’.




  Our ‘second inheritance’ is eighteen volumes, amounting to nearly one thousand five hundred pages, which I have seen recently at the National Council for the Study of the Archives of

  the Securitate (CNSAS) in Bucureşti; I was granted access to these files after I finished the present book. These are some of the secret files from the

  penal and informative dossiers kept by the communist government on my father from 1961 until we emigrated to the United States at the end of 1989, just a few weeks before the Revolution. They

  document his lifetime of political dissidence and his three incarcerations, one of which I witnessed. I do not appear in my father’s dossiers, or in the photo showing the buried typewriter on

  which my parents typed anti-communist propaganda, or in the log of interrogations. But my heart beats between the lines of the reports; I am just at the edge, a ghost. The story I am telling here

  is the one with me in it, the story of the last penal dossier. It doesn’t include anything of what I have done in the twenty years since we left România, from October 1989 until July

  2010, when I was given access to the secret files and I sat with my mother in the archives looking at our lives as if other people had lived them. In this book I want only to talk about my

  childhood, a childhood in which a typewriter was buried, unearthed, buried, and unearthed again by two people who had children for whom they wanted a better future. So this story starts in the

  1970s a few years after I was born, about the time when I began to have memories and my father’s code name was already long established as ‘Andronic’, a name we learned about only

  last summer.




  







  
Bunicu and bunica





   




  DRĂGĂNEŞTI, 1975




  ‘Mînă caii,1Neculai! Mînă caii,

  Neculai! Ehhh, heeeh!’ I am nearly five years old and grandpa Neculai with his horse and cart is visiting us at our new house. ‘Ho, ho, Steluţa,’ I hear him call to the mare, ‘prrr, Steluţa,’ just outside the gate. I bolt out of the door straight into his

  arms. Dad comes after me, laughing:




  ‘Carmenuţo, you have good ears!’ and he shakes grandpa’s hand.




  Grandpa is always wearing the same black dusty suit, only today, because it’s not Sunday, he hasn’t smoothed his hair with walnut oil, so there is a white mess sticking out of his

  hat.




  ‘Mum, mum, bunicu’s here!’ I shout with my arms coiled around grandpa’s neck, my skin all tickly from his hair.




  Mum takes him around the house we bought from the old village priest who moved away. We all go in through the front door, by the jasmine bush. The sitting room still smells like the priest and

  his wife, which is incense and old people, but the rest of the house reeks of moth-killing naftalină from unpacking.




  ‘The new priest is good,’ says grandpa. ‘He lives near the nursery school, so he’ll get to know the people, and I hear he spends the day on the porch playing cards with

  his wife.’




  Mum sighs, ‘Oh, the scandal about the old priest!’




  But I don’t listen to the conversation. I wriggle my nose and kiss grandpa’s stubbly cheek. ‘Can I go home with you?’




  ‘But aren’t you going to show bunicu the house?’ asks mum.




  ‘Of course.’




  Each room has two doors leading into other rooms. It’s a labyrinth of cramped spaces with brooms and shoes in corners and toys strewn in the middle of the bedroom my sister, Loredana, and

  I share. The kitchen has a very short blue door so grandpa has to lower himself as he walks through it; from his arms I grab the top of the lintel. When we’re inside, I show him the square

  hole in a side wall through which the kitchen communicates with the dining room: ‘This is the spy-window.’




  Except for the ‘spy-window’ my sister and I don’t really like the priest’s house as much as we like grandpa and grandma’s house. Loredana, whom I almost always call

  Dana and dad calls Dănuţa, is one year younger than me but is the tomboy of the family. At grandpa’s house she loves to make

  the turkey angry until it puffs up its feathers like a barrel and the pale skin-beads around its neck turn all red. She puffs her little body up too and blows her lips at it, screaming, imitating

  its clookedoodle sound and shaking her dark hair. Her eyebrows arch above her black eyes and her red cheeks. Here there isn’t much to play with.




  Grandpa left his cart outside the gates. When we’re all out and I am on the horse, I take grandpa’s black dusty hat, which falls too deeply over my face, wrapping me in the scent of

  hay and his old sweaty hair. I push the hat to the back of my head so I can see. His blue-grey eyes fill with light, his sculpted cheeks with sun. Everyone roars with laughter when I imitate

  grandma Anghelina on trips to the farmers’ market in Tecuci: ‘Mînă caii, Neculai!’ The horse starts to move obediently. I am

  thrilled. I want to go home with grandpa in his cart. Dad takes me from the horse, puts me down. Bunicu kisses my cheek, climbs in without me, and picks up his whip. When he click-clacks

  his tongue, Steluţa starts again and I run screaming and crying in the dust raised by the wheels. I try very hard to catch up with them, but I fall behind. Dust

  comes into my nose and eyes making me cough and cry more, my sounds rising over the gluop gluop of Steluţa’s hooves.




  *




  I don’t like being with my parents, because they are too strict. I love running my hands over the polished furniture to make fingerprints on the shine of the tables and

  glass displays, something for which I get punished. Mum is obsessive about cleaning and keeps the shoes-off rule when we’re inside. My sister and I are not allowed to bring the cats or the

  dogs into the house. We must eat at exact times and have big plates of tomato salad after our afternoon naps instead of going straight into the street to play. And we can only go and play in the

  street for an hour or two. Plus, mum always likes to ‘make observations’ about how Loredana and I behave, so we are scolded all the time, something we are not used to. Our grandparents

  didn’t scold us even on the day when the gypsies came with their cart and asked my sister and me to give them maize in exchange for wild apples. Loredana, my cousin Florin and I ran to the

  granary and brought as much maize as we could carry in our shirts. We made many trips back and forth but when bunica heard all our clambering around the yard and saw what we were doing,

  she just told the gypsies, that’s enough maize. There are too many rules at my parents’ house, so my sister and I want to go to mum’s adoptive parents, my grandparents.




  Mum was adopted when she was three, at her mother’s funeral. Grandma Anghelina gave her a tablespoon of honey, after which she followed her and grandpa Neculai all the way to their house.

  Mum’s natural mother died when she gave birth to mum’s youngest sister, who also died. At the funeral, mum’s older sister, Balaşa, who was already

  eleven years old, was taken in by an aunt who said she could help with the housework. Mum’s natural father had tuberculosis and spent the whole time at the funeral coughing; people knew he

  couldn’t take care of kids. When a couple of years later he was brought to my adoptive grandparents to die, he was kept at the back of the house in the shed and mum was told to call him

  ‘mister’ for fear that she would remember him as a father and suffer losing him. Mum’s brother, Ştefan, went to another aunt because he was also

  older and was useful around the farm. No one wanted my mum because she was too young, so when grandmother Anghelina saw her running barefoot in the dust after the funeral procession, she felt sorry

  for her. She sent grandpa Neculai home to get a jar of honey and after they gave mum a tablespoon she didn’t want to leave them. I have always known this story.




  Bunicu and bunica, that’s how we say grandfather and grandmother. Loredana is bunicu’s girl and I am bunica’s, which means that Loredana

  gets to feed the horse before me and I get to feed the pigeons and the chickens before her. In the mornings, just before the sunrise, when the cockerel calls coo-coo-reee-goo!,

  bunica goes straight to the pantry where she keeps sacks of grain and maize. She fills two pots and goes outside barefoot. Sometimes I watch her from the bed, wrapped in the colourful

  quilts she makes from our old clothes and old sheets. Loredana usually turns to the other side, snoring. Most mornings I rush after bunica on the cold damp earth: we throw handfuls of

  grain, which sound like rain hitting the bald middle of the yard. Pigeons fly from their nests (that bunicu looks after and repairs every year) making a cloud of wings over us. And then

  all the chickens, cockerels, turkeys, and geese come for the maize. We grab the hens and feel underneath their throats to make sure they are full before we stop feeding. There is so much noise in

  the yard from hissing geese, little chicks with their tiny beaks and yellow coats, turkeys puffing up and spitting air!




  Next we must milk the cow, so bunica takes her wooden stool and her blue tin pail to the back yard. She talks to the cow softly while she squeezes its teats between her big finger and

  her forefinger; milk glides warm and fragrant from the depth of her palm, her dress spreading out an imaginary field of blue flowers on her lap. Then we feed the pigs who smell so awful and look so

  badly caked in their own shit, I always have to have my sweater lifted to my nose like a mask. My favourite ritual is to collect the eggs from the hens; they are brown and warm and I have to reach

  into the hay under the hens’ bottoms, which makes them chuckle pleasantly. They are used to my disturbing them in the mornings and evenings. When it’s time for making chicks, in the

  spring, bunica brings all the eggs in the willow basket to the kitchen table and we look inside them with a lamp, letting the light filter through the yolk to see if there are babies in

  there. Those eggs we take back to the nests so the hens can sit on them until baby chicks peck their way out. I am fascinated by this. When bunica says it’s happening, I go and watch

  forever until the shell begins to crack and pieces of it fall on the grass, revealing a tiny beak, and then the chick, astonished with life. They are fuzzy and furry, the little chicks, all bright

  yellow. They fit in my cupped hands.




  So, as I walk back to my parents with my face dirty from dust and tears, I know exactly what I would have done today if bunicu had taken me home with him. To begin with, it is summer so

  we would water the big animals at the well, one by one: the cow, the calf, the horse. I love the smell of wet rust coming from the chain and how bunicu lets me clamber to the edge of the

  well to look into the water, make faces in it before the bucket drops and the mirror-like surface breaks into tiny waves. Then I put my hand in the bucket to feel the horse’s nose as he

  snorts while he drinks. After this we fill the wooden boat-like trough for the pigs, then the various rusted pots spread around the yard and under the trees for the hens. When we’re done with

  all this I am soaked. My feet are all black from the wet dust I run through. I stamp my feet and tell my mum and dad that they have no horses, no well, no hens, no eggs for me to collect, no

  pigeons to fly for the grain in the mornings and therefore I want to go to bunicu and bunica. Mum pretends to cry because I want to leave her but I don’t care.




  *




  Soon we find out we don’t have to worry about being away from bunicu and bunica for long. We are going to build our own brand-new house in the back yard

  of the priest’s and then demolish the old one. Plus, mum and dad, who run the grocer’s shop in Iveşti, which is a long drive from Drăgăneşti, have to be there from morning until late at night. Iveşti is a small

  merchant village with concrete houses lined up against the main street and gypsy shacks in the deep, unpaved back streets. The centre is always buzzing with people who mostly shop for food, so my

  parents see a lot of them at the grocer’s shop, forever asking for salami de Sibiu and hard cheese, which are delicacies. The clothing shop doesn’t have many things to choose from and

  there everyone hangs around mostly for the gossip, since we all go to seamstresses. My dad also repairs people’s radios and TVs to make extra money. His little shop, in a two-room rented

  house next to the grocer’s shop, belongs to the government, like all the shops and stores, but many ask him privately to go to their homes to fix their radios and TVs. They pay him in kind:

  with hens, eggs, flour, wine. Ever since I can remember, mum and dad are mostly at Iveşti. The grocer’s shop takes most of their energy because they have to

  struggle to get supplies. The food situation is not too bad yet, but, as dad often says, more food is going to Russia than coming into our kitchens.




  My sister and I are used to moving house even though we are so young. We were both born in Vrancea, about forty kilometres south of Drăgăneşti; I have no memories of it, I only know that my parents began their married life there as a modern couple, after mum gave up her teaching

  job. Vrancea was mum’s only move away from my grandparents but my father lived all over the country before my parents were married. He tells all kinds of stories about driving reels up

  mountain roads and showing films in small villages. I must have been about two or three when my parents returned to bunicu and bunica and began working at the grocer’s shop

  in Iveşti.




  There is an agreement that from the end of the summer my sister and I will go to stay with our grandparents during the week. Mum and dad will come at the weekends to visit or take us away for a

  day or two. Bunica Floarea, dad’s mum, will come from Satul Nou to stay at the priest’s house, which is just a walk from bunicu and bunica’s home, in

  Drăgăneşti. Bunica Floarea will oversee the deliveries of materials for the building work.

  We will have lots of places to explore and a whole new grandmother to play with when we come back to our new house!




  *




  Nursery school is five doors down from my grandparents’ house. There we have all of our friends: the twin girls from next door, our cousin Florin, and lots of others. We

  have to wear little blue uniforms, learn songs and poems, draw and paint. We learn about the father of all children, comrade Ceauşescu, and his wife, Elena, the

  mother of all children and a famous scientist. Their portraits are in our classroom: they are always smiling. My favourite days at the nursery school are at the end of summer when there are sudden

  rainstorms. The raindrops hit the concrete courtyard and bounce up like transparent butterflies, which we sometimes run barefoot to catch. But otherwise I am lazy and get bored easily. Some days I

  just want to stay home with bunica, which is never a problem with her. One morning when the nursery-school teacher comes looking for me at the house, bunica argues with her and

  sends her back without me:




  ‘Mind your own business, dear. Leave the child alone to sleep and play. Life is going to be hard soon enough with real school coming. Ooohhh! You go on now, dear, and have a nice

  day.’




  We spend a long time with bunica holding me and brushing my hair in two long braids which she ties with red ribbons and flips over my shoulders to my back. She washes my face in the

  yard with cold water from a tin cup; the water drips all over my toes. She tells me I have hair like Goldilocks, she kisses me, and I love her. She is small, has very soft grey eyes, soft folds of

  skin on her face and two white thin braids coiled around her head. Her flowery dresses always go down to her ankles and her apron, where I like to hide my head when I run to her, smells of

  parsley.




  *




  Loredana and I spend the weeks licking cream from the clay pots where bunica ages milk for buttermilk. We pretend it was the cat that did it, so the cat regularly gets

  shooed away from the kitchen. We watch the stork come back to her nest on the tall stub of the oak tree in the back yard and fly off with her babes, practising for the migration. We go to the

  family vineyard with bunicu to check on the ripeness of grapes. Bunica is superstitious about everything: if your nose itches on the outside, you will laugh, if it itches on the

  inside, you will cry; if there is a thunderstorm, it means that St Ilie is driving his chariot in the sky and is angry; if you hear the owl at night, you must feed it polenta and salt to send it

  away with its bad news; if you dream about snakes, next day it will be windy. She has an explanation for absolutely everything, which turns me too into an interpreter of everyone’s symptoms

  and dreams.




  The walnuts slowly begin to fall out of the sun-cracked shells on the pavement and we eat lots of seeds straight from the sunflowers, which are as big as my head. Bunica is making prune

  jam and marmalade over an open fire in the bald part of the yard. The air around the garden smells of burnt sugar and fruit. I hang around waiting for her to dip the wooden spoon in the pot so that

  I can taste the reddish melted prunes after she stirs them. We are still cooking outside in the back yard at the summer stove. The twig fire crackles and puffs. Loredana and I pick the salads from

  the garden and wash the tomatoes, while bunica grills the chicken and rubs it with fresh crushed garlic and sunflower oil garnished with parsley. Bunicu stirs the polenta over the

  stove, sweating under his black hat. We fry eggs and garnish them with fresh dill, then eat everything with our hands, licking our fingers at the oak table in the garden. The dog begs for bones,

  now growling at the cat, now making thin throat-sounds for us. About sunset time, the hens climb to their tree to sleep. They flap their brown wings up in the branches, making their

  chuckle sounds as they settle against the trunk.




  On Saturday mornings there is the beep-beep of the car at the gates. Out come my parents with oranges, salami de Sibiu, sweets, and fresh clean clothes for me and my sister. Mum heats up large

  cauldrons of water for our baths and she scrubs my sister and me, washes our hair, until, satisfied, she declares us ‘less smelly’. After she dresses us, we’re ready for a big

  family lunch. There are tomatoes and dill, stewed white beans with soured pickles and polenta, fresh cheese with bread, and roast or fried chicken served with roasted red peppers dipped in vinegar.

  We go away with my parents until Sunday afternoon and just like that the horizon from the window of the room where bunica, Loredana, and I sleep disappears.




  Sometimes we go to the priest’s house to visit grandma Floarea. Dad usually makes an inventory of the materials being brought for building the new house while the rest of us hang around

  with bunica. She is quite short, has a sharp voice that carries far into the yard, and for Sunday lunch she cooks us soured meatball soup with polenta. Almost always we bring her a flask

  of red wine from bunicu and bunica Anghelina which she loves drinking to get ‘power’ for the work around the house. Bunica Floarea has made friends with all

  the new neighbours, so there are always ladies coming to visit or already there when we arrive. One of them is tanti Jana, who wears light-green dresses and wraps her headscarf behind,

  instead of tying it under her chin. From a distance she always smells like wine, and she has happy red cheeks and red hands. Many of the older neighbourhood kids help bunica Floarea with

  the work around the priest’s garden.




  By the time our parents drop us back from the weekends with clear instructions to brush our teeth and keep our ears clean, bunicu and bunica are already back from church

  smelling of incense and bunicu’s hair is all greasy with walnut oil. My sister and I bolt out the door to our friends before mum and dad have a chance to get back into the car. We

  like to play hide and seek in the maize fields at our neighbours’ houses from where we come back home in the evening tired, our limbs and cheeks crisscrossed with scratches from the leaves of

  maize.




  *




  One day bunicu and I are inside playing with Loredana, while bunica is getting water from the well. Loredana sits on bunicu’s left knee, me on

  the right one, and we play the ‘game’ of our favourite cheek: something we learned from a story bunica read to us. I kiss bunicu’s right cheek because it’s

  my favourite and I slap Loredana’s favourite cheek, which is bunicu’s left. Loredana does the same, in reverse. Bunicu says this is a cruel game and tries to tell us

  the end of the story but we are too absorbed in acting the characters. Suddenly there are sharp screams. The neighbours are yelling. We rush outside to find bunica slumped over the edge of

  the well while the bull hits her in the ribs with its head.




  ‘Oh, God, how did the beast break loose?’ screams bunicu.




  People from the street try to reach over the well to beat the bull with sticks. ‘Hoh, hoh, get the beast, the beast!’




  Bunicu rushes over and hits the animal as hard as he can to make it stop. He takes it to the back yard. Women rush with water screaming at bunica to come to her senses but she

  is a weak bundle now despite all the water thrown on her face. I am so scared I scream at the top of my lungs that my bunica is dying. The priest is called to pray and open the book to see

  if she’s going to live. He spreads his black crow-like robes around her, chants for a long time, and holds her hand until she comes to her senses.




  She doesn’t have any broken ribs but from this day onward develops breathing problems (which mum calls in a serious, mysterious tone ‘panic attacks’) and spends most of the

  time inside the house. Bunica calls these breathing troubles năduf. Bunicu takes over milking the cow. Slowly he begins to use the new

  routine to his advantage in the evenings, when he goes to the wine barrels for a few mugs before and after the milking.




  ‘Ah, Neculai, Neculai, if the barrels weren’t so close to the cowshed, you’d never do the milking. Look at your red cheeks, I can smell you all the way from the porch! Make

  sure you leave some wine for the holidays.’




  Bunica scolds him every day but he is always happy and laughing, his blue eyes glimmering guiltily. I am still so scared that bunica might die from the bull that I spend most

  of the time with her to make sure she doesn’t go to the cows’ shed. I also hate the bull, forever. Especially when she says that she has năduf.




  *




  It’s winter already. The snow seems to cover our grandparents’ house. Icicles hang from the lacy finery of the eaves that bunicu painted blue in the

  autumn. When the sun comes out it makes stars of the ice clinging to the kitchen windows. The yellow quinces we keep on the windowsill ripen slowly. When we bake them alongside pumpkins they fill

  the house with the most sweet and spicy cinnamon smell. Bunicu brings dry grapes which are hung one by one with rope in the attic: they taste both sour and sweet and the juice is sticky

  and thick. The fire burns all day long. First we start it with old vine twigs and the leftover candle stubs from church. Then we feed it with logs or coal until it roars. The coal makes the house

  smell like farts so we only use it when bunicu’s back hurts so much he can’t chop the wood.




  Bunica brings big piles of lambswool inside the kitchen (which we now use as day room and bedroom as well) and sits on the bed where she spins the puffy bits into a yarn that I roll

  over a ball made of newspaper into larger balls ready for dyeing or knitting. The sound of the distaff and spindle twirling is punctuated by her spitting between her right thumb and her right

  forefinger. Women neighbours come to visit and bring their own knitting or spinning. Most of the time I nap behind bunica’s back or at her side, listening to the stories and gossip

  from around the village: someone is buying a good cow, someone is selling really good wine from their house, there was a big fight between the neighbours, and so on. The sound of the spinning

  twirls in the air with a continuous hypnotizing whirrrr. Bunica used to be the village midwife, so there are many stories of births and first baby baths, of beautiful children and

  of skinny children or of fat children with hair on their heads already. She says that when babies smile in their sleep it’s because St Mary looks at them and talks to them.




  But she is most proud of bunicu’s midwifery story, which she tells so often I know it by heart. One late afternoon in the autumn (long before I was born) bunicu was

  coming home with his cart and horse from the fields. As he passed the edge of the woods where the fields ended, he heard a woman cry near a bush. He stopped the horse and went to see if she had

  fallen but discovered that her waters had broken and she was screaming from the birthing pains. He rolled up his sleeves and washed his hands with the drinking water from his bottle, grabbed the

  sackcloth from the cart, placed it under the woman and helped her give birth. He held her hands, told her when the head came out, and cleaned the baby’s nose. Then he loaded them all in the

  cart and took the woman to her house, where the doctor was called at the same time as bunica. When he got home he was covered in blood and was crying with happiness. I am most proud of

  this story too, because bunicu is a shy man when it comes to women’s stories. I know this because when women talk about children-making, he always leaves the room.




  In the evenings, after our dinner of polenta with pork soup soured with lemon salt, bunicu begins his favourite pastime, which is selling wine by the glass or the bottle to the village

  folk. Usually five or six people come to the house. They sit around the table talking about their work with the animals or make plans for planting maize and watermelons in the spring. The kitchen

  becomes an evening sitting room. Loredana and I sit on bunica’s bed with her. Above the bed there is a wall-sized tapestry with Turkish dancers who sound bells that hang from their

  wrists and ankles. The pink and blue folds of their dresses move below their hips, and around them there are people who sit in a circle, clapping. Loredana and I make up stories about everyone in

  the tapestry, name the characters and disagree about who the most beautiful dancer is. Everyone has tapestries like this around their houses, but ours, with time, stirs my interest in stories about

  faraway lands making me a perfect ear for One Thousand and One Nights when I reach preadolescence. So we are all set for guests and stories in the evenings. Bunicu gets a little

  tipsy, which is my favourite, because he convinces everyone to sing. He asks me and my sister to sing too. The best part is when our neighbour brings his accordion and we stay up really late

  listening to him play while the rest of the guests tap their feet on the floor gently between sips of wine. I look at the black and white keys dipping under his fingers, coaxing slow sad songs out

  of the stretching box: it’s like watching the chicks peck their way out of the eggs, this seamless and astonished music coming from the man’s fingers. It’s like a road with

  different sounds on it, which you discover as you walk along. ‘Mînă caii, Neculai,’ I want to say when the music begins. Many times I

  fall asleep listening to the songs, as I fall asleep rocked gently by bunicu’s cart moving slowly up the hill on the track.




  







  Holidays




  Bunica is cleaning the house with her sleeves rolled all the way up above her elbows. She changes the rugs in the dining room and living room. She also prepares the

  big foot-treadle loom for after Christmas, when she will set to making tapestries for walls, and bedspreads and rugs from wool and torn clothes in which we no longer fit. She loads the shuttle with

  colourful yarn and checks the foot pedals to see if they move all the four layers of fabric which she will weave. The gigantic loom takes up most of the space in the iatac, which is

  formally the guest room into which no one goes. She also keeps her crochet work and her Singer sewing machine there. And she cleans and dusts everything in the kitchen, preparing especially the big

  wooden pestle with which we will grind spices and nuts.
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