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Author’s Foreword


This novel started as a not-so-short story inspired by a hiking trip with good friends through the Apuseni Mountains of northwestern Romania in the summer of 1981, when I was eighteen years old. A few months later, at the beginning of 1982, I left Romania — the country where I was born and raised — and settled in Canada, where I have spent the majority of my life so far. During all the years I spent in Romania, I lived under a communist dictatorship. 

The initial short story about the mountain climbing journey kept expanding as I continued to add more and more details and new stories, based mainly on my last year in Romania, but also on events, impressions, and memories from my childhood and adolescence — particularly the early school years. 

Although the novel is clearly autobiographical, at least to some extent, this is still a work of fiction, which allowed me to expand the story beyond direct experiences and broaden the scope of the work. None of the characters in the book are based exactly on people I used to know, and the mountain climbing adventures are inspired by several trips to various Romanian mountain ranges during my youth: for example, the Bucegi, Făgăraş, Ciucaş, and the aforementioned Apuseni Mountains. 

My love of mountains started early, and to this day, whenever I am near mountains, I feel happier. My parents have enjoyed hiking in the Carpathians since their university student days, and during almost every summer of my childhood, we spent at least a couple of weeks in the little mountain town of Buşteni, which remains one of my favorite places on Earth. This is where I first learned to appreciate the beauty of untamed nature, and this appreciation eventually led me to an academic career in biology with an emphasis on fields such as ecology, biogeography, and ethology. After I left Romania, I continued to explore mountains and beautiful natural landscapes in several countries, including Canada, Switzerland, Austria, and Norway. 

This book describes a world that no longer exists — the Communist era in Eastern Europe in general, and Romania in particular. It is meant, at least in part, as a tribute to the special people who maintained their integrity, courage, and irreverent sense of humor despite the difficult conditions imposed on us by the dictatorship we lived under. The novel is also an indictment of all those who made our lives harder at the time by actively being part of, or collaborating with, the absurd repressive regime which governed our lives. 
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THE FARAWAY MOUNTAINS 
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From the top of the nearest peak, they must have looked identical and insignificant, like ants following each other on a scent trail, only their motion distinguishing them from the surrounding dirt. 

They had started their ambitious ascent in the mid-afternoon. As they continued climbing steadily through the steep wooded valley, along the clear glacial waters of the small mountain stream, the decrepit wooden hut they had left behind dwindled to the size of a rust-colored bottle cap, before disappearing from view altogether behind one of the foothills. Until a few years ago, the old cabin could still serve as a reliable, though very rudimentary, overnight shelter for stranded hikers. But that was no longer the case — part of the roof was now missing, and what was left of the interior had been invaded by various types of mold and small rodents. The shack had been built in the 1950s, presumably for surveyors from the city. It was rumored they had come to assess the suitability of the area for the development of a fancy skiing resort. Later on, there was talk about the construction of a paved road through the cliffs, leading to a brand-new dam on the other side of the mountains, and the shelter was renovated in preparation for the arrival of the first team of workers. But neither the rumors nor the talk of grandiose projects ever amounted to anything, and few local people could even remember anymore what all the fuss had been about. 

The mountains, which only a few hours earlier had looked so harmlessly alluring from the bottom of the valley, as if they had simply been painted on a giant bright blue canvas, now rose menacingly near and undeniably real on both sides of the trail, like the forbidding walls of a most formidable citadel that could only be entered at some considerable but still-hidden risk. 

The fragrant spruce forest was slowly giving way to thick clumps of alpine grasses and small, twisted coniferous shrubs that clung stubbornly to the exposed grayish cliffs. Among the nearly-barren rocks, only a few tall, isolated trees remained, bravely standing alone, as the advanced sentries of the large tree army gathered below, on the gentler side of the slope, out of the reach of the harsh arctic wind. 

The familiar cold wind that often circled the peaks, protecting them from the invasion of the forest, greeted the three silent hikers once again, as they moved past the uneven tree line, keeping a steady, disciplined pace. Experienced hikers don’t talk much on their way up the mountain; the value of not wasting one’s breath was quickly learned up here. A long, tough trek, planned to last for several days, was ahead, and their strength needed to be preserved until the end. 

Besides, they had done a lot of talking already, first in the train that brought them to the village, and again as they crouched down on top of logs in the back of the old truck that brought them, haltingly, from the railway station to the foot of the mountains, along a poorly-maintained gravel road. 

Until the distracting wind suddenly started blowing by their ears, each man could only hear his own accelerated heartbeat, pounding alarmingly hard and fast, with all the urgency that comes from a startled cardiovascular system trying to remember how to cope with a strenuous workout after too many sedentary months. As they walked briskly, in a single file up the narrowing path, they knew they had to reach the plateau high above well before sunset to set camp for the night. Another hour, perhaps, and they would get there, if only they could keep up the same unhesitating pace. 

There would be plenty of time for pausing to admire the breathtaking scenery in the days to come. In the meantime, they had to focus solely on their immediate objective, since none of them relished the thought of putting up the tent, making a fire, and cooking dinner in fading light. They also wanted to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the dark forest below before nightfall. The old-growth forest was beautiful during the daytime but increasingly menacing as the evening progressed and downright frightening at night, mostly due to the abundance of bears, wolves, lynx, and wild boar that still resided there. 

The tallest of the three men was first on the trail. Taking advantage of his longer legs and somewhat lighter load, he seemed to be walking a bit faster and easier than the others. He was also the only one with decidedly long locks and a full beard — two attributes that were considered to be open acts of defiance, if not budding rebellion, at that time, in the increasingly isolated country surrounding the faraway mountains. Bringing up the rear, with a determined frown seemingly frozen on his prematurely mature face, was a dark-haired, muscular, square-shouldered, and rather stocky man, burdened by a very large backpack and fairly thick glasses. But the largest rucksack of all, and the one which contained the only tent, belonged to the man in the middle — an energetic redhead with a round face full of freckles, who seemed, at times, to be making a clear effort to get closer to the leader, while, at other times, he dropped farther back, getting slightly in the way of the perpetually frowning man behind him. 

They were probably following one of the ancient trails once used by Dacian warriors to escape from the advancing Roman legions. Perhaps it was the same trail subsequently chosen by generations of outlaws during the many centuries which passed since most of the Romans had left, and the Dacians had adopted a version of the Latin language and made it their own. But the youthful hikers, in their rush towards the first destination of their young journey, were completely unaware of those coincidences. 
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They quickly set up the big, dark green tent on a flat bit of terrain, somewhat protected from the nasty eastern winds by a helpful nearby rocky outcrop. The soil was shallow there, and the hard granite rocks underneath made it impossible to knock the light metal support pegs around the tent fully into the ground. For additional safety, they carefully placed heavy rocks on top of and around each of the six main steel pegs. The tent gamely held its elevated dome-like shape, for the time being, but the hikers knew if a storm came, the heavy winds could probably blow their vital portable shelter all the way down into the valley below. They chose to avoid worrying openly about the weather, and they made a point of cavalierly dismissing the gathering dark clouds and unsettling distant rumblings of thunder as regular occurrences for that time of the year. In the mountains, the weather was very unpredictable anyway, especially at the end of the summer. One had to expect that and take the consequences. 

“Otherwise, we would never leave our homes, and would slowly rot in the city,” Alex — the taller, bearded man — said, and the others were quick to nod in agreement, although not very convincingly. 

Still, during the simple dinner around the fire, Victor, usually the more cautious one, and the only member of the group with eyeglasses and an impressive handlebar mustache, couldn’t help remarking: 

“This flat corridor sure looks somewhat like the runway of a small airport, doesn’t it? If this wind picks up some more, it will carry our tent away like a paper airplane.”

“Not with us inside, old Vic. We’ve all gained a bit of weight lately. Especially Dan,” said Alex reassuringly, before quickly changing the subject from the troubling uncertainty of possible upcoming dangers to the safe recollection of recent risks left behind. “Besides, if we survived that wild ride on the logs, on the back of that rickety museum piece they called a truck, we’ll survive anything.” 

“It wasn’t really that bad!” Dan, the somewhat-chubby redhead, interceded impatiently, acutely aware that taking a ride on that old truck had been entirely his idea, and slightly irritated about the unfair reference to his weight — he had only gained at most five pounds or so in the last year. 

“Not that bad? You’re joking, I hope. It was nothing less than hell on wheels. Three and a half wheels, as I recall. A moving death trap that left behind a trail of rust and broken parts. Can anyone explain to me how the engine stayed on? Was it the masking tape?” 

“What masking tape?”

“A lot seems to have escaped you. If you would have troubled yourself to actually open your eyes and look in my direction once in a while, you might have noticed that I almost ended up under those giant dancing logs, several times, as the antediluvian wreck took some of those nasty hairpin turns on the way up. I mean, you couldn’t tell until the last minute, each time, whether the infernal machine was going to make it around the corner, fall sideways, or roll backwards. After a while, I stopped caring and tried to prepare myself for anything. It wasn’t easy to decide if being flattened by a log would be preferable to getting tossed out into the precipice or vice versa.” 

“In the end, nothing happened, of course. And we saved a lot of time,” observed Dan, in defense of the museum piece. 

“A minor miracle, no doubt. Have you ever heard an engine cough like that? Towards the end of the ride, I was beginning to think that the pitiful old thing might just blow up, and put us all out of our misery,” said Alex. “Isn’t there a more humane way of coming here? Like being dragged behind a wild horse, for instance? Couldn’t we just rent a couple of mules or something?” 

“I don’t think I could ride a mule. Can you?” asked Dan. 

“How hard can it be? And they would have to be more rational than that idiot who drove the truck.” 

“We should get ready, in case the storm comes this way — as it probably will,” Victor reminded them, peering through his glasses and scanning the darkening sky, which seemed to press down on the mountains, making them appear a little smaller somehow. 

“There’s nothing more we can do now. The tent is up. Dinner is done. And we’re alone up here, in the middle of nowhere. At least the rain should wash our dishes, if the bears don’t lick them clean first. To hell with it, we’re finally out here, surrounded by all this risky, untamed nature, and it’s just too damn early to go to sleep. So, let’s not sit here looking glum. Let’s tell some ‘mountain’ jokes to pass the time,” suggested Alex. 

Everyone present knew “mountain” jokes were the ones they couldn’t normally tell in the city, or on the train, or anywhere else where prying ears could be listening and anonymous reports could be prepared. 

“What makes you think you can trust us?” said Dan. 

“Well, old Vic looks pretty reliable, in that stodgy way of his, but you’re right, I’m not entirely sure about you. To be frank, I was a bit suspicious even before you got us into that lousy truck,” replied Alex. 

“Maybe I can gain your trust with a first joke, then.” 

“I doubt it, but go ahead.”

So, Dan started telling a new joke he had heard from his former girlfriend — the young woman who had recently left him, as a few others had done before. The lengthy joke went something like this: The opening of a new highway linking the capital with another major city is being officially celebrated. The organizers decided to give a prize to the driver of the one-thousandth car which will pass by their booth that day. After some time, a black Dacia, the one-thousandth car, is stopped for the prize-giving ceremony. Inside, there is a younger man (the driver), a younger woman beside him (his wife), and two elderly people in the back (his parents). The driver rolls down the car window with a frightened expression on his face and tells the policeman: “Oh, please don’t arrest me for not having my driver’s license, officer. I beg you.” His wife helpfully intervenes: “Don’t listen to him officer. He’s drunk. He has been drinking all morning, ever since he got up. He can’t help it. He’s an alcoholic.” The old woman from the back seat screams: “I told you we shouldn’t steal a black car. It’s bad luck. Isn’t it true?” And she elbows the old man beside her, who had been sleeping up to that point. The old man wakes up suddenly and asks in a sleepy, high-pitched voice: “Are we in Germany already?” 

The punch line probably wouldn’t make much sense to a Westerner. What was the big deal about a trip to Germany, after all? But back then, in the 1980s, in their rather remote corner of Eastern Europe, on the wrong side of the Iron Curtain, they all knew, instantly and without needing any explanations, that the trip had to be illegal — a desperate attempt to escape and emigrate. And it was also clearly understood that the people in the car were not planning to visit the GDR.

“Not bad, Danny, not bad. Mildly subversive, in fact. But I am a bit confused. Since when are the policemen giving away prizes around here?” was all the reluctant praise Alex could muster. 

“Well, at least I tried,” said Dan, somewhat relieved to have remembered the entire elaborate joke without any stumbles. “Do you have anything? Or are you just a critic?” 

“I normally don’t remember other people’s jokes. I simply make up my own, when necessary. But all right, if you insist, I have an overheard one somewhere in the back of my mind. Your joke may only get you a slap on the wrist if you’re lucky. But I believe in going for the jugular. Here’s one that would probably land you in jail for quite a while. Or worse.” 

Alex stretched his long, strong legs, ran his right hand through his thick, light-brown mane, cleared his throat, and continued. 

“Our fearless leader — the most beloved and revered son of the Earth (may he return to it soon), the genius of the Carpathians, and all that crap — took time out of his busy schedule to visit some dingy small town. Don’t ask me why. Perhaps they were opening a new toilet paper factory, or just a new public toilet, or because of some other glorious occasion like that. Who really gives a damn, anyway? The main thing is, he was there, in all his diminutive splendor, and he received the five-gun salute from a local group of soldiers when he got there in the morning. So, a little old lady lining up for bread hears the gun noise, and asks a passer-by, ‘Can you tell me what’s going on, sonny? Why are they shooting?’ He replies, ‘Oh, it’s because the president is visiting us today.’ A few hours later, the president is getting ready to leave the little town. So, naturally, they decide to give him another five-gun salute, to make sure his departure is also suitably honored. By this time, the old lady has finally made it to the front of the line, and bought her stinking loaf of bread. When she hears the guns go off again, she seems a bit surprised, and so she asks a passer-by (maybe the same one as before — it was, after all, a very small town): ‘I’m sorry to bother you sonny, but why are they shooting again?’ The passer-by says, ‘Well, you see, the president is now leaving.’ The old lady ponders the news for a little while, and her bewilderment seems to deepen as she asks: ‘You mean, they didn’t get him the first time?’” 

There were some nervous chuckles this time, and, even though they were indeed alone in the middle of nowhere, for a brief moment, they were instinctively more concerned with such irreverent lines being overheard by the wrong ears than with the approaching storm. Instead of relieving the tension, the joke managed to exacerbate it, somehow. 

“That would never happen in real life, of course,” sighed Dan. “He’ll die of very old age many years from now, on his throne — probably long after I’m gone.” 

“And they call me negative. Let’s keep some optimism, for crying out loud. Maybe you’ll both go at the same time,” observed Alex. 

“There’s no room for optimism here. We all walk around like zombies — heads down, lowered shoulders. Totally defeated and resigned. I will never see it, even if I live to be a hundred. Maybe in Hungary or Czechoslovakia, or wherever, but never here. The grip is just too tight,” Dan continued. 

“Who told you that zombies are defeated and resigned? If they were, they wouldn’t be sinister, would they? Besides, even zombies may wake up eventually. The full moon, or whatever stimulus they respond to, will rise one day, the clouds will vanish, and the whole thing will blow up, like that wonder truck you loved so much almost did. Could be fun. Too bad I won’t be around to enjoy the show,” said Alex. 

“Yeah, I feel really sorry for you… Poor you! I was just wondering how you’ll manage to cope without seeing his face every day,” said Dan with mock compassion resulting from obvious envy. 

“I’ve seen him more than enough. His portrait hung in every classroom I’ve ever been in — too bad it was only his portrait. They always kept his perennially youthful image on the wall — never bothered to update it and show us what he really looks like today: old and edgy. His often-retouched picture is on the front page of every lousy newspaper, every stupid day, and most of what’s left of our pitiful TV programming seems to revolve around him. I mean, how many factory visits does the guy have in him? How can he stand it? Can’t he just stay home and read a book once in a while, or have someone read it to him, slowly? A nice, simple, short book, with few long words and lots and lots of pictures. You know: ‘This is a hammer. This is a sickle…’ — that sort of thing. Well, anyway, I think I am ready for detoxification.” 

“Did you ever actually see him? I mean, in person,” asked Dan. 

“Only once, for about ten seconds or less, as the motorcade went by. But we had to wait six hours for the privilege. I was still in elementary school, and they had us lining the boulevard on both sides, waving little flags on a horribly hot summer day — a real pavement-melting scorcher. My shoes were sticking to the gooey asphalt. It was the official visit of yet another little dictator from some other hellhole — I mean some other multilaterally developed society, of course. When the open car went by, they looked like two wax figures — lifeless and brainless. I was hoping they would melt. It seemed surreal. Nobody around was really cheering, so this secret policeman shoved me from behind and hissed in my ear: ‘Why don’t you shout ‘Hooray!’ young comrade? Show your patriotism and national pride!’ Can you believe that? Young comrade? I was in grade six, for heaven’s sake, the heat was unbearable, and I thought I was about to pass out from dehydration if the sunstroke didn’t kill me first. All I could think about was ice-cold Pepsi coming out of a water fountain,” Alex remembered. 

“How do you know he was a secret policeman?” asked Dan. 

“Was yesterday your first birthday? Who else would wear a heavy black leather jacket in mid-summer? And he had this stupid walkie-talkie he kept speaking into. Can you think of a store where you can buy those? You know, all those idiotic, nonsensical comments they make, just to show off. ‘Alpha, bravo. Alpha, bravo, alpha. The toilet is leaking. I repeat, the toilet is leaking’, or whatever the hell he was saying. It never makes any sense, but it doesn’t matter, because the whole point is just to show the rest of us how many of them are there, ready to pounce if there’s any hint of trouble. Just in case the motorcade is stormed by fed-up sixth graders with nothing to lose.” 

“If he were a real secret policeman, he would be saying ‘The toilets is leaking, The toilets is leaking,’” observed Dan. 

“Good point,” conceded Alex. “As much as I hate to admit it, there may be some hope for you after all.” 

“So, judging by the conversation so far, it seems like you are beginning to finally trust me a bit,” said Dan. 

“Not necessarily. I forgot to mention that I went through your backpack earlier, while you were sleeping with your mouth open on the train, drooling on your shirt, and, since I couldn’t find any tape recorders among your neatly folded clothes, I decided it would be safe to loosen up and tell you that gun salute joke,” Alex replied. “Besides, you goaded me into it, as I recall. Victor is my witness. And should you ever tell on me, I’ll just say that I initially heard the joke from you. Not to mention all the other really bad ones. By the way, your clothes are no longer neatly folded, of course.” 

“I never fold my clothes neatly,” observed Dan. 

“So, who did it for you, then? Was it your grandmother?” 

“Let’s leave the grandmothers out of this.” 

“What is it with all these restrictions? I’m in the middle of the freaking mountains, for crying out loud — at least here I should be able to speak freely,” protested Alex. 

 

And so they kept on going, arguing well into the night about such weighty topics as the future of the country (was there one?), the daily impositions of life under dictatorship (how much more absurd will they get?), the breathtaking stupidity of various high officials (was it genetic, or a job requirement, or both?), the continued decline in the standard of living (was there a bottom?), the shameful recent demolition of many architectural treasures (will there be anything left for future generations to appreciate?), the title race in the national football (known in North America as soccer) first division (was it all a sham, just like everything else?), the chances of finding someone who could lend them a copy of the latest Pink Floyd album (perhaps Alex’s attractive fair-haired friend who worked as a stewardess on the international routes?), the recent prices of foreign-made blue jeans on the black market (could they possibly climb even higher in the future, or would it be wiser to wait a bit longer before buying?), the record heat wave they had left behind in the capital (would it still be there when they went back?), Dan’s ongoing medical studies (would they bring him professional satisfaction in the long run or just utter despair?), Alex’s future travel plans, the fantastic Swiss chocolates Dan had somehow managed to obtain and bring along for the trip (would they last for a few more days in the backpacks without melting in the heat of the day, or should they all be eaten now, just in case? Alex was in favor of the second option, but he was outvoted two to one, after which he opined that democracy also sucked, and may not be a satisfying alternative either), the quality of the stream water they had recently sampled, and exactly what concentration of cow urine dissolved in the water would be enough to give them some lifelong debilitating condition, and so on. 

Victor, mostly quiet since his opening remarks, was not really listening to them. The increasingly wild wind was pushing the embers closer to the tent, and somebody had to keep an eye on the fire. Besides, he knew these topics all too well, and didn’t feel the need to revisit them again. All those energetic speeches, all the futile worries and meaningless arguments, and all that youthful anger and harmless sarcasm wouldn’t likely change anything anyway, except, perhaps, for contributing to future ulcers (Dan was already experiencing some symptoms) and premature gray hairs (Alex already had a few). It was like throwing pebbles against the fortified wall of a seemingly impenetrable bunker. There was nothing they could do to change anything. The future of the country, just like the weather or the prices of blue jeans on the black market, was entirely out of their control. They were just three young men far from home, in the middle of nowhere, always in constant danger of getting more or less lost. Or worse. 

Furthermore, Victor was too busy observing the gathering dark clouds, and counting, each time, the seconds elapsed between the appearance of each flash of lightning and the corresponding sound of thunder. The intervals seemed to be getting progressively shorter. 
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That night, as Victor had feared, a violent storm descended over their tent and the valley below as they tried to sleep. The wind that had welcomed them only a few hours earlier was now gathering unsettling strength, and seemed to be offended by their continued presence on the mountain. The heavy rain, mixed with hail, was lashing the tent. Frequent lightning strikes cut through the darkness, illuminating the surroundings like a massive fireworks display. 

“I didn’t think anything could keep me up tonight,” Alex said, now fully awake and fumbling in the dark for the flashlight, in order to better examine a possible leak through the ceiling of the tent. The suspected leak happened to be just above his head. “If we live through this storm, I should remember to switch places tomorrow night,” he mumbled to himself. 

“We’re lucky we have these new, flexible fiberglass tent poles,” Dan noted, sounding more hopeful than relieved. “The old tent, with those rigid metal poles, would never have held out for this long in a storm like this.” It was Dan’s modest way of reminding the others that the new tent was his and that they were probably all still alive now only because of the remarkable new gadgets he always brought along during these trips. 

“This one won’t hold forever either, if the storm doesn’t let up soon. Besides, this is hardly the time for singing the praises of an unproven, brand-new tent. If it still stands tomorrow morning, then I’ll join you for the chorus,” offered Victor, bleakly, as the flexible poles kept bending more and more, seemingly in all directions, allowing the wet sides of the tent to hit the young men’s faces, as they tried to keep their composure. 

“It’s a top-of-the-line tent,” said Dan, feeling a bit stung by Victor’s comments. “One of my father’s well-connected patients brought it from a trip to Switzerland and gave it to him as a gift.” 

“All that stands between us and the unchained elements is this thin piece of fabric. Somehow, I don’t find that reassuring,” said Victor. 

“For now, we’re still better off inside the tent than out there, in the middle of that deluge. This is all we have, aside from our health. And if the tent does eventually get blown off this rocky ledge, well, at least we’ll have a memorable last ride,” concluded Alex, as a way of raising everyone’s morale. 

At that time, the memorable last ride did not seem all that unlikely. At least, if it had to happen, their demise would unfold in a beautiful place, surrounded by majestic mountains and deep forests, far away from the big city — with its perpetual gridlock and multi-layered, corrupt bureaucracies — where they had to spend most of the year. Their friends from the capital would always remember them, during lazy discussions in the coffee houses, for the spectacular, almost legendary, way in which they ended their hiking days. 
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Alone for a few days in Alex’s apartment, Gabriel had the soothing feeling of finally having discovered a home he would have been glad to call his own. Aside from the magnificent old piano in the living room, the wall-to-wall and floor-to-ceiling wooden shelves, barely withstanding the weight of hundreds upon hundreds of wonderful books, immediately caught every visitor’s eye. Gabriel — an avid reader and admirer of books — found the experience of being alone and surrounded by the works of so many good writers almost overwhelming. 

“It’s all here, old friend, from Albert Camus to Agatha Christie,” Alex had told him proudly during his first visit to the apartment, in order to highlight the wide range of works on the shelves. Alex considered the distance between the bodies of work of his two chosen authors, both of whom he greatly admired, to be much greater than the alphabetical distance between their names, even though both distances were very difficult to quantify with scientific accuracy. 

Ironically, Gabriel and Alex had initially been brought together by their shared inability to read. On the hectic very first day of elementary school, they were found to be the only two six-year-old boys who had skipped kindergarten and were entirely unable to read and write. As a result, they became school bench mates, and were placed behind the dreaded front desk of the central row so they could receive special attention from their teacher. The outnumbered boys, in their dreary black uniforms, were seated in pairs in the central row, flanked on both sides by the rows of girls’ desks. The wobbly old desks and creaky benches were nailed to the floor of the crowded classroom, presumably to prevent anyone from walking away with them. 

The nostalgia of the unanticipated memory of his first day of school made Gabriel smile, even though he had found that particular day to be very frightening at the time. Somehow, the ill-fitting black uniforms seemed to indicate the inevitable loss of freedom to come. None of the kids appeared happy to be there, except for one or two who were probably too slow to realize what was really happening to them. Even Alex had wiped a lonely tear from his cheek with his father’s all-purpose tie. 

A few months later, a new item was added to their already-depressing school uniforms. They had to wear a rectangular arm patch — made of cloth and sewn onto the coat of the uniform, which indicated the school number and the student number. Their school was number fifty, and Gabriel was number 1239. This was likely a way to keep tabs on pupils who misbehaved in public or were caught out of classes during school hours. Presumably, anyone could report them by using the numbers on their sleeves, even if they didn’t know their names or anything else about them. 

As they entered the school building at the beginning of each day, usually dragging their feet, a stern teacher stood beside the entrance to check if their uniforms, including the numbered arm patches, were in order. Furthermore, a giant mirror was placed in the corridor, near the entrance, supposedly so that students could check their appearance on a regular basis. After a little while, someone drew a big sad face, with the corners of the mouth pointing downward, on the annoying mirror. Even though the principal launched an urgent investigation into the scandalous incident, the culprit was never found. 

But the chaos of the first few days of school soon gave way to the not-always-unpleasant routine of lectures and assignments. By the end of the first term, Gabriel started to enjoy his time in school a bit more, and Alex was at the top of the class. 

After the completion of grade one, Alex earned the first prize as the best student. He kept the diploma and the laurel wreath but, in one of his sudden acts of kindness, he gave Gabriel one of the prize books — The Magic Chalk by Zinken Hopp — as a gift. During his detention, Gabriel would sometimes dream of having a little Magic Chalk of his own, which he would use to draw the outline of a simple door on one of the cold, damp walls of his small cell. And then, just like in the first story he had ever read, the door would suddenly become real and open by itself towards the forbidden outside world. If he had stayed with Anna, he might have been sailing along the peaceful deep waters of a wonderful fjord in Norway, Zinken Hopp’s homeland, instead of ending up in a miserable jail cell, surrounded by the larger prison his country had become. But Anna was much too kind, beautiful, and generous, and he did not deserve her. 

Alex and Gabriel remained bench mates for eight years, until the start of high school, without ever arguing. And they always backed each other during the inevitable fights against courtyard bullies and the occasional run-ins with the principal. At some point, in grade two or three, they became young pioneers, like all the other school kids of their age, and the mandatory red tie was added to their school uniform as a result. During breaks between classes, when no teachers or other adults were present, the children sometimes used to sing their own version of the young pioneers’ song. They had changed the opening line, from the banal, “I have my own red tie, I’m a pioneer,” to the more realistic and risky, “I have my own red tie, I’m a prisoner,” which, at that age, seemed like the height of wit. 

Another copy of the book received from Alex, all those years ago, was now before Gabriel, among the many other works. Although novels were in the majority, beautiful leather-bound volumes by some of Gabriel’s favorite poets, such as Byron and Eminescu, and playwrights, from Caragiale to Ibsen, also had their places of honor on the sacred shelves. Beloved tales that had added so much joy to many a childhood (although, like all the best children’s books, they were still meaningful for thoughtful adults) were also there, up on the top shelf, almost touching the ceiling. Hans Christian Andersen, who had first taught Gabriel that happy endings are not always essential, even for children’s stories, Lewis Carroll and his quirky make-believe world of endless possibilities, the reassurance offered by A. A. Milne and Kenneth Grahame, and the delicate sadness from Antoine de Saint-Exupéry… Gabriel didn’t know many details of these authors’ lives, but he worshipped their names. 

He remembered his mother reading Le Petit Prince to him when he was very, very young, before kissing him on the forehead and whispering: “Sleep well, my little prince.” It was one of his few remaining memories of her. He was five years old when the car accident took away both of his parents forever. After that, his uncle, the engineer, took him in, and did the best he could, but nothing could heal the lifelong sadness left behind. 

Gabriel had been a sickly child who missed school often because of various illnesses. Alex always visited during those times, brought Gabriel the lecture notes and various assignments, and sometimes even helped Gabriel with the homework — particularly the math-related work, which frequently gave Gabriel trouble. For some reason, Alex rarely became ill and seemed to have been endowed with a particularly robust constitution. 

During his childhood, Gabriel did not have many friends and he wasn’t very good at football, the predominant team sport for the boys in the playgrounds. Actually, he rarely touched the ball, and, when he did, he almost invariably sent it in the wrong direction. He never got much of a chance to learn the intricacies of the game, since he never got picked for any team, except for the times when Alex was team captain. Alex would always make room for Gabriel on the team, somehow, even for the important matches. Often, Alex could win a game almost by himself, despite Gabriel’s glaring defensive liabilities. Gabriel appreciated his friend’s well-meaning efforts to include him on those teams, but he knew he didn’t really deserve to play, and therefore he started to stay away from the playground more and more often. During those times, alone in his room, he found refuge in the beloved books of his childhood. He didn’t have too many, but he read each of them many times. He would always read them during lunch and supper, as well. Those well-worn books could still reveal much about his favorite foods during those years. 

One of the middle shelves contained all of Jules Verne’s many published works, arranged in the chronological order of their publication. How could anyone find the time and the energy to write and publish so much? Gabriel had travelled the known world and far beyond through many of those amazing books, eagerly navigating distant rivers and seas and exploring enchantingly mysterious faraway lands without having to leave his favorite creaky armchair and without needing to apply for an improbable passport and an even-less-probable visa. He had read somewhere that Jules Verne did not travel much either, in a strictly physical sense, beyond the limits of his hometown. Maybe this wasn’t true, but even if it was, at least Jules Verne could have traveled more often, presumably, if he would have chosen to. 

And there was so much more in between the exquisite antique marble bookends, shaped like miniature Doric columns, on each shelf. Respected works of literary criticism and philosophy published before the war. Rare collections of old sketches and modern Western comic books (good old Pif magazines and Asterix booklets — treasured mementos of Alex’s not-too-distant childhood), side by side. The many scientific treatises that Gabriel respected, but felt he couldn’t even hope to ever really begin to understand, occupied a very large bookcase covering an entire wall. Some of the names on the somehow-more-intimidating and severe-looking covers of the scientific volumes were very familiar indeed (for instance, Newton, Darwin, Einstein — the celebrated Beethovens of their respective fields, and some of their prominent predecessors, contemporaries, and many followers). But most of the sometimes-revolutionary findings that had given such an awe-inspiring aura to those names remained fairly mysterious to Gabriel, and for that, he felt a bit embarrassed and uneasy. His deep respect for knowledge and learning made him consider his own overall level of education as sadly inadequate on all fronts. This was one of the many attributes which set him apart from his tormentors, who displayed their complete ignorance of virtually everything worth knowing with a sort of bizarre, ostentatious pride. Alex used to call them, “the aggressively moronic.” 

Everything seemed to be available in this veritable readers’ paradise. This vast magical library, improbably crammed inside the narrow walls of the relatively-small apartment, brought together the wisdom and the wit of some of the greatest authors the world had ever known, and held the exciting promise of many beautiful days spent trying to scale at least some of the authors’ peaks of talent and imagination. Trying to decipher, understand, and imagine. All those great books, carefully gathered together, would have dwarfed any room and rendered any walls insignificant. 

Gabriel had never seen so many books outside a public library. As an added bonus, like the prized dark chocolate figurine on top of the richest of birthday cakes, Alex’s impressive book collection contained several titles which could not be found in any local public library. At the back of some of the lower shelves, in carefully concealed wooden toolboxes with misleading labels, buried underneath hammers and screwdrivers, were a few books smuggled in by Alex’s brave airline hostess friend or brought by his parents from previous trips to the West. Solzhenitsyn’s imposing Gulag Archipelago (all three monumentally thick volumes) couldn’t have been easy to bring in, unlike the paperback version of the grim A Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovitch, which could easily fit even in a fairly small purse. Pasternak’s epic Doctor Zhivago was also there, among the forbidden and officially frowned upon titles, together with banned works of philosophy, some of Alex’s own carefully written unpublished manuscripts — typed, and with detailed handwritten notes on the side, and even a few issues of Playboy magazine. Only in a country like theirs, would (some) educated young men, such as Alex and his friends, long to read Solzhenitsyn’s heavy books at least as much as they looked forward to peeking at playful magazines. The forbidden status elevated these works in their eyes almost as much as the translated words on the pages. 


OEBPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





OEBPS/images/image1.png
.

Addison & Highsmith






OEBPS/images/9781592113170.jpg
v














