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“When you have traveled the world, won Olympic gold, and gone through a very public court battle against your parents all by the age of seventeen, surprises don’t come easy. Discovering my sister Jennifer, though—that was a surprise.”
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More than a decade after winning gold at the U.S. Olympics, in the middle of college final exams, and nine months pregnant with her first child, Dominique Moceanu got a letter out of the blue that turned everything she thought she knew about her family upside down. The writer was her biological sister, given up for adoption by their parents when Moceanu was just six years old.

This unimaginable scenario caused her to question everything she believed about her family and her life … and reopened some old wounds about her unrelenting years of training and the often-dark underbelly of Olympic gymnastics. Ultimately, Moceanu finds a way to embrace her new family—and accept her past—in order to reclaim her life and the sport she loves.
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AT FOURTEEN YEARS OLD, Dominique Moceanu was the youngest member of the 1996 U.S. Women’s Olympic Gymnastics team, the first and only American women’s team to take gold at the Olympics. Her pixyish appearance and ferocious competitive drive quickly earned her the status of media darling. But behind the fame, the flawless floor routines, and the million-dollar smile, her life was a series of challenges and hardships.

Off Balance vividly delineates each of the dominating characters who contributed to Moceanu’s rise to the top, from her stubborn father and long-suffering mother to her mercurial coach, Bela Karolyi. Here, Moceanu finally shares the haunting stories of competition, her years of hiding injuries and pain out of fear of retribution from her coaches, and how she hit rock bottom after a public battle with her parents.

But medals, murder plots, drugs, and daring escapes aside (all of which figure into Moceanu’s incredible journey), the most unique aspect of her life is the family secret that Moceanu discovers, opening a new and unexpected chapter in her adult life. A mysterious letter from a stranger reveals that she has a second sister—born with a physical disability and given away at birth—who has nonetheless followed in Moceanu’s footsteps in an astonishing way.

A multilayered memoir that transcends the world of sports, Off Balance will touch anyone who has ever dared to dream of a better life.
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DOMINIQUE MOCEANU is the youngest American gymnast to win an Olympic gold medal, and the youngest to win a Senior National All-Around title. She lives with her husband and two children near Cleveland, Ohio.
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To my dear husband, Michael, you have shown me that old scars can heal and have helped me reignite my passion for gymnastics. My love for you is timeless.

To the city of Cleveland, for accepting and treating me as one of your own, and providing the ideal backdrop to raise my family.

To the gymnastics fans who have stood by me, I am honored by your continued support. Your loyalty has been one of the highlights of my career. To those who have always told me to write a book, well, here it is!

—Dominique


Off Balance



Chapter 1


SISTERS


When you have traveled the world, won Olympic gold, and gone through a very public court battle against your parents all by the age of seventeen, surprises don’t come easy. Discovering my sister Jennifer, though—that was a surprise.

On December 10, 2007, I found out that I had a second sister. I was nine months pregnant and about to take my college semester finals. With swollen feet and body parts bigger than I had ever imagined possible, I couldn’t even squeeze into a school desk anymore. But earning a college degree was a promise I had made to myself—and third trimester or not, I was going to get those finals done.

Cleveland was cold, rainy, and gray in a bona fide Ohio winter way. All I wanted to do was finish my exams, cuddle up under a blanket with some hot chocolate, and wait for the imminent arrival of my firstborn. But alas, that was not yet in the cards. I was headed for a study session right after a quick stop at the post office.

Earlier in the week, I’d missed the delivery of a piece of certified mail, and the notice had been sitting on my desk for several days. Lugging my backpack full of business textbooks to my car, I felt baby give me a stern kick. I almost lost the certified letter notice in a cold gust of wind and rain. Little did I know, this tiny three-by-five-inch piece of paper would turn my life—past, present, and future—upside down.

As a competitive gymnast, my life has always been filled with challenges that would ultimately define my future. From day one, I was taught to be prepared at all costs. And yet, pulling into the post office parking lot that day, I couldn’t have been more unarmed, unguarded.

After finding my place in line, I did finally wonder who might have sent me a registered letter. Only my family and personal friends used my home address. Looking out a nearby window, I saw that the rain was getting heavier. I needed to get home. I couldn’t afford to dawdle at the post office. The holiday season lines were longer and slower than usual, and I was getting antsy just standing there when I had so much to do. It seemed that everyone but me was sending packages or cards to relatives across the globe.

I finally got to the front of the line, received my package, and walked out into the rain.

As I awkwardly tried to dodge puddles, I stole a peek at the label on the envelope. The bubbly cursive letters seemed so personal, but the name on the return address was completely unfamiliar to me. Back in my car I tore open the package and pulled out a cluster of items: a typed letter, a bundle of photos, and some court documents. Please tell me I am not being sued! Then I caught a glimpse of something familiar on one of the documents—my mother’s and father’s handwriting.

The cover letter was a page and a half of cleanly typed words, unequivocal in meaning, straightforward in sentiment. But my head began to spin as I struggled to make sense of even the simplest words.

 

I’ve known my whole life that I was adopted … and that my biological last name was Moceanu.

 

I read the letter slowly—again and again. Breathless and stunned, I sat behind the wheel, staring out the window at the cars driving in and out of the parking lot—a stream of mothers, grandmothers, uncles hurrying in the rain with their holiday packages.

Her name was Jennifer and apparently she was my long-lost sister given up for adoption by my parents in 1987. The letter explained that Jennifer had always known that she was of Romanian heritage, but that it wasn’t until she was turning sixteen that her adoptive parents decided to share the details of her birth. They revealed to her the names of her biological parents, and me, her biological sister. She wrote that she had been waiting four years to contact me directly.

 

I feel that I have one chance to show you and prove to you that I’m not some crazy person … I’m sure after seeing all of the papers, you’ll see that I’m serious.

 

Is this possible? I thought. I tried to think back to 1987. I would’ve been six years old when Jennifer was born. Was my mother even pregnant? Why couldn’t I remember? My life has been one bizarre adventure, filled with highs and lows, one headline after another … but a secret sibling? I sat in my car for what seemed like hours, repeatedly examining the contents of the package. The information was presented meticulously, like a jigsaw puzzle, each piece carefully and intentionally placed next to the other. The evidence was overwhelming.

The photographs hit me the hardest. The girl in the images looked exactly like my younger sister, Christina, born in 1989 when I was almost eight years old. Eventually I could see that while it was definitely not Christina, there was no doubt that she was a sister nonetheless—my sister. The resemblance was uncanny.

I have another sister!

How could something like this be kept a secret?

I was an only child for the first eight years of my life. My parents, Romanian immigrants, struggled to provide me a better life than the ones they had left in their homeland. They worked hard to give me every opportunity in life, and once I showed natural talent as a young gymnast, they spent every last penny on my training. My father (“Tata”) often worked several jobs just to meet the financial burden of my escalating coaching and gym costs. My parents even relocated our family from city to city and state to state whenever necessary to meet my evolving gymnastic needs. According to Tata, I was destined for greatness, so I did my best not to disappoint my parents. By the age of seven I was a serious, committed gymnast, and by the age of nine I was receiving national attention and regarded as one of America’s hopefuls. Standing on the podium at the 1996 Olympic Games in Atlanta and receiving a gold medal was the crowning jewel in a successful gymnastics career and, most certainly, the confirmation that my parents’ sacrifices were not in vain.

I took another look at the photos, took a deep breath, and called my parents in Houston.

“Hello?” Mama answered groggily.

“Did you give up a baby for adoption in 1987?” I blurted out. I knew I caught her by complete surprise and gave her a morning wake-up call she’d never forget, but sitting in my car, in the rain outside the post office, I needed answers.

Silence.

I felt a strange combination of emotions whirling out of control. I looked at my belly, my unborn baby, while images of my own childhood raced through my head. My parents were devoted to me and worked tirelessly to provide me with everything they possibly could. They wanted me to have every opportunity in life. But what I longed for most in my early childhood was a bigger family—brothers and sisters. The birth of my sister Christina in 1989 was one of the happiest days of my life. I remember Mama bringing her home from the hospital and how everything instantly seemed sweeter. A baby sister—she was everything to me. We did everything together and today remain the closest of friends. How could it be that Mama had another baby before Christina? Another sister? This didn’t make any sense.

“Mama, you have to tell me—is it true?” I pleaded.

“Yes, it’s true,” she said quietly in a voice I hardly recognized. I had been so close with my mother my entire life and truly thought that I knew everything about her. I suddenly felt a distance from her, and I didn’t like it one bit. I couldn’t understand how or why she would keep this from me and Christina. I’d expect something like this from my father, who is a born salesman and a master at gently twisting the truth when it suits his needs. He never had a real need to lie outright, since he could wrap you up in his stories in a heartbeat. What he omitted was oftentimes more telling and more important than what he actually said. But not my mother. Mama was a straight shooter, honest to the core. Or at least, that’s the Mama I knew.

“How could you have kept this from me?” I cried into the phone, both of us knowing there was no possible answer that would satisfy me. Tears flowed down my face; the floodgates had opened and I couldn’t stop. I was a complete mess.

I heard my mother crying on the other end of the phone, too. Mama has always been my rock and confidante, and her pain has always been my pain. But at that moment, I felt a total disconnect, which made me feel confused, angry, and alone.

I had so many questions, so few answers. My emotions were running in every direction, moving so quickly I could barely keep up. The raindrops hit the car roof like little metal hammers.

I felt paralyzed, retracing the steps of my life. Every photo ever taken, every holiday spent, all of our childhood memories—there should’ve been three sisters. My life reshuffled, restructured in a matter of minutes.

Just like that, with the rip of an envelope, I had a sister and her name was Jennifer. She was born October 1, 1987, the day after my birthday. We are exactly six years and one day apart.

Jennifer would have been the middle sister. Why was she given up for adoption when Christina and I were allowed to stay?

Jennifer had provided contact information, and I was tempted to call her right away, but first I had to learn more. Anyway, I was in no mental state to talk at that point.

“I wanted to tell you, and I almost did many times. I just couldn’t find the words,” said Mama.

I was disappointed for so many reasons, but most of all I felt betrayed that she had kept this from me all these years. She had been the one I could trust and the one I relied on to always tell me the truth. I felt angry, sad, deceived, and vulnerable. I had always been open with Mama and confided in her things I have never shared with anyone else. And prior to receiving Jennifer’s letter, I had thought she had done the same with me.

Even though my mother had kept this from me, at least I was able to communicate with her. As for my father, I couldn’t bring myself to speak to him for several weeks; I knew, deep down, that he was likely responsible for how things were handled, or mishandled. After all, he had played a key role in virtually all the most painful moments in my life up to then.

My father was not a man of the modern age, and even though he loved the United States, he was very much an old-school Romanian. As a father and husband, he ruled our house with an iron fist. Decisions were made by him, obeyed by us, and explained by nobody. To question my father’s reasoning as a child was invitation for punishment, and as an adult was invitation for outbursts.

Starting with my teenage years, I had clashed with my father many times but had never really been angry with my mother, not in this way. I always felt sorry for my mother; she had such a difficult marriage and wasn’t treated the way I believed a wife should be treated—with love and respect.

My home life throughout my childhood was turbulent, at best. Tata’s rage and temper tantrums took a toll on my family. We often found ourselves hiding in separate rooms. I can barely recall a single holiday when my father didn’t make a scene or create some kind of chaos. We were always walking on eggshells. As a child, I never understood his rage, and I still struggle to understand why he did such horrible things to the family he was supposed to love.

But things had started to soften between my father and me at the time I received Jennifer’s package. We still clashed on many issues, but his battle with a rare form of eye cancer had significantly shifted the dynamics of our relationship. He took a big leap when he allowed himself to get emotional and melancholy in my presence. However, all the old feelings of frustration and alienation returned when I discovered that he and my mother had kept this huge secret from me for twenty years.

Despite being physically weakened by the cancer treatment, my father’s retelling of Jennifer’s birth was matter-of-fact and decidedly old-school.

“You must remember, Dominique, we were very poor, struggling to survive and put food on the table. When she was born, the doctors told me that we wouldn’t be able to afford her medical bills. I saw her, and she was born with no legs. We had no money and no insurance. We could barely take care of ourselves and you.”

No legs?! What does that mean, no legs? I thought. My father had a knack for embellishing, so I never quite knew what to believe.

“That’s what I remember.”

And that was it. Nothing more. I’m sure the finer details after twenty years in the vault were a little fuzzy, but I expected more—something, anything. I needed more of the story, more pieces to a puzzle that was becoming more confusing with each new detail, but my father had said his piece and offered no more.

Once again, it was my mother who tried to help me understand.

“I was given an ultrasound,” she began. “It was the only ultrasound of my entire pregnancy. We had no insurance and I had not even seen a doctor prior to delivery. I saw the way the technicians looked at the ultrasound, and I knew something was wrong, but they would not say a word, and I left the clinic with no one ever explaining what they saw. I remember feeling scared and uneasy, but tried not to worry. Months later, when I went into the hospital to deliver the baby, they took me to the operation room to perform a C-section. I was without your father, and it seemed as though they put me to sleep with anesthesia almost immediately. All I remember was waking up in a fog—and with no new baby. Your father said that our little girl was born with no legs. I never saw my baby. I never held her, never touched her, never even smelled her. I desperately wanted to, but your father told me we had to give her up and that was that. We never looked back because it was too painful. You know your father—once a decision is made, that’s the end of it.

“He never asked me how I felt after all of that happened. It was such a horrible time in my life. After I came back from the hospital I cried for a very long time in the emptiness of the streets. No one even noticed my sadness.”

It seems crazy and tragic that this could happen in the United States in the 1980s, but in my family’s universe, it made sense. My father controlled my mother; every meaningful decision was made by him alone. She had no friends or family in this country and spoke limited English. My mother depended entirely on him, and that’s how he liked it.

My mother spent twenty years hiding the pain and agony of this secret, but on December 10, 2007, it finally came out.

Tormented, betrayed, and still in shock, I knew I had to contact Jennifer.



Chapter 2


CAMELIA


To better understand my parents today, we have to look back to their homeland, Romania. Situated north of the Balkan Peninsula in Central Europe, Romania is a country well known for its history of hard-line communism. It fell under communist control in 1947, after the previous ruler, King Michael, was driven into exile. My parents grew up under the brutal dictatorship of Nicolae Ceausşescu, who rose to power in the 1960s and continued to rule until the Romanian Revolution in 1989. Romania’s economy fell apart under Ceausşescu’s reign, leaving most citizens starved for food, work, and a sense of hope. Meanwhile, Ceausşescu himself lived lavishly and misappropriated the country’s resources for his own benefit. Ceausşescu’s secret police agency (the Securitate) regulated almost every aspect of daily life—from deciding who could have children to who was permitted to own a typewriter. Human rights violations under Ceausşescu were legendary.

It’s not every day you meet someone who was raised in a communist country during a period referred to as the “reign of terror,” let alone when they happen to be your parents.
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In November of 1980, on the day of my parents’ engagement party, my father’s family presented a dowry—a few wool dresses, a gold cross, and a handful of other gifts, in exchange for my mother’s hand in marriage.

At the age of nineteen, my mother, Camelia, would marry my father, Dimitry Moceanu, a man she’d never met and whom she had seen only in a photograph. When my mother describes the events leading to her marriage, it is as though she is watching someone else’s life unfolding in front of her: yes, she was the bride, but unlike brides of the western world, decisions about the flowers, the wedding gown, church, day, time, and even the groom did not belong to her. It’s not that she completely opposed the marriage—options for a young woman in Romania at that time were pretty bleak—but she felt like a pawn being pushed, pulled, and maneuvered.

My father’s family, the Moceanus, made the arduous 350-mile journey from Bucharest to my mother’s home in Dudestii Noi to attend the engagement celebration for their youngest son. Noticeably missing from the entourage was my father. To his credit, he had been in America looking for work and planning for his future, but he was denied a visa to leave the country in time for the celebration.

So their son could at least see what his bride-to-be looked like, the Moceanus had announced that they would have a professional photographer at the celebration to memorialize the engagement and take formal photos of my mother. At this time in Romania, money was scarce and times were tough. Excess was frowned upon; in fact, it was practically sinful. But weddings were still considered a special, once-in-a-lifetime event. It was okay to splurge a little on a celebration with a photographer and maybe even a visit to the salon. On the day of my mother’s engagement party, she had her long, black locks perfectly curled and set to impress the mysterious man she was about to marry. It was important to look her best in the photos, even if she hadn’t chosen the man who would be her husband. A first impression lasts a lifetime.

It didn’t take long to notice that my father was not the only one missing that night. The professional photographer never materialized. No real explanation was ever provided, either—it just didn’t happen. There, in her own home with the celebration swirling around her, my mother felt alone—no fiancé and not even a photographer to capture the moment or at least lend an air of importance to the event. In the end, she did not remember a single photo being taken that day.

“Beautiful, smiling Camelia” would not dare voice or even hint at her overall disappointment that night. She was the product of a traditional Romanian upbringing. The youngest of her siblings, my mother was born in Timisşoara on October 19, 1961. In her generation, Romanian women were expected to know their place in society. The rigid environment didn’t leave much room for questioning any of the rules, much less breaking them. A woman’s role was exclusively in the home as wife and mother. Subservience, obedience, and unquestioning loyalty to the husband were a must. My mother was taught first and foremost never to bring shame to the family and that the man was head of the household, period.

The head of my mother’s household had been Spiru Staicu. Born on the border of Albania and Greece, my grandfather (“Papu”) was a typical old-world disciplinarian. Obedience was well ingrained in my mother from the time she was a young child. Papu made all of the family and household decisions, no matter how big or small. He lacked a higher education from a traditional standpoint, but he was an avid reader and devoured books about history and geography. He especially loved reading the Bible. Positioning himself as the rule maker, Papu seemed to make a conscious decision not to get too close to his children. My mother cannot remember Papu ever showing warmth or affection toward her or her siblings. His explosive temper and booming voice didn’t help. As the baby of the family, my mother mostly kept her distance.

Papu met and married my grandmother (“Maia”) Domenica in his later adult years, and they immediately started their family. Brothers Nelu and Mircha and sister Katarina came first, then my mother. However, before my mother was born, tragedy struck. As the story has been told to me, one afternoon, Mircha followed Nelu into the fields of their farm. Nelu climbed up onto a tractor in the fields and began to play around. As he pretended to drive, swinging the huge steering wheel from side to side, he didn’t notice Mircha behind him struggling to climb up into the huge machine. Tiny Mircha wasn’t strong enough to hoist himself onto the tractor and, mid-climb, he lost his footing and slipped. He tumbled down and landed with a thump, his head smashing into a rock. Poor Mircha, only five years old, died instantly. Maia was so overcome with grief over Mircha’s passing that she convinced Papu that they should have one more child. So, with the loss of Mircha came a new beginning: my mother was born.

The family lived on a small farm in Dudestii Noi, just outside Timisşoara, Romania. They tended sheep to make milk, feta cheese, and wool, and would sell these goods at local food markets. It provided enough to support the family during the early 1960s prior to Ceausşescu gaining power.

The wide plains and rolling grass hills of the small village provided a perfect playground. The siblings and village kids played tag and running games as well as Hide and Seek and the popular Romanian ball game One and a Life, which is similar to American dodgeball. After an afternoon of play, my mother would race home for a dollop of orez cu lapte, a traditional rice pudding. On special days, she’d have homemade cozonac, a fluffy, sweet bread made with milk, eggs, butter, and nuts.

Childhood games and special treats were wonderful, but they placed a distant second to competitive sports. Romania is well known for its nationwide passion for sports, especially soccer and gymnastics. It introduced the world to legendary gymnastics superstar Nadia Comaneci, who brought international fame and honor to Romania by dominating women’s gymnastics at the 1976 Olympics in Montreal. Nadia captured the hearts of the world in the Montreal games, when she took home three Olympic gold medals, one silver medal, and one bronze. In the process of winning her medals, Nadia became the first gymnast in history to receive a perfect score of 10 in modern Olympic gymnastic competition, which she achieved on the uneven bars. What’s more remarkable, Nadia went on to repeat that feat and received a score of 10 in six additional events during the same games. Prior to that time, it was considered almost inconceivable for a gymnast to receive a perfect score in any event. The highest mark the scoreboard was set up to display was a 9.9, so Nadia’s 10 had to be shown as 1.0 simply because there was no space; it became a memorable sight in itself.

Nadia’s performance at the Montreal Olympics, and again at the 1980 Olympics in Moscow, where she earned two more gold medals and two silver medals, helped catapult gymnastics’ popularity on an international scale. Nadia Comaneci became a household name across the globe and today, Nadia is still one of the most famous and highly regarded gymnasts in the history of the sport.

Nadia’s rise to success came at a dark time in Romanian history and provided a much-needed symbol of hope for her country and its people, including my mother, a teenager at the time and the same age as Nadia. Most Romanians had endured years of oppression and extreme poverty during the communist reign of terror from 1945 to 1989. Nadia’s Olympic victories in 1976 gave Romania a rare opportunity to bask in positive international attention. In her wildest dreams, my mother would have never imagined that twenty years later, she’d be friends with the Nadia Comaneci, and that they both would be cheering for me as I won my very own gold medal in gymnastics at the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta, Georgia.

My mother was a natural athlete, and there wasn’t a sport she didn’t love. From handball to gymnastics to running, she excelled in most of the sports offered at school, but track was her favorite. It was her dream to be accepted into the prestigious High School of Sport in Timisşoara, but admission into this well-respected school was extremely competitive, and only those students who possessed elite athletic talent and were able to pass an entry exam were invited to enroll. She felt confident about the entry exam since she was already a standout student, achieving stellar academic grades. She set high athletic goals for herself, trained, and worked herself to exhaustion just to get closer to her dream of attending the school and going on to compete internationally in track and field.

Finally, it seemed, her hard work paid off. She had been accepted into the High School of Sport. My mother couldn’t speak and was so overwhelmed with pride and joy that she could barely breathe. She’d done it. She was one of the few, one of the chosen. Going to the High School of Sport was the only thing that she had ever really wanted and dreamed of. Now it was no longer a carrot merely dangling in front of her—it was actually hers. Or was it?

“She will not go,” Papu announced.

They were only four little words, but my mother knew deep in her gut that they were absolute. The decision to decline enrollment was made with no discussion or input from my mother or Maia, but its long-lasting effects would alter the course of my mother’s life.

Papu said it was improper and refused to pay to further the education or athletic career of a daughter. Her place as a young woman, he insisted, was in the home.

The acceptance offer was officially declined, and my mother’s education and athletic dreams were gone forever. She found very little to smile about. She tried to maintain a brave face around the house, for fear of annoying her father, but found herself sobbing quietly under the covers.

It was at about this time that Papu drew a very specific outline of my mother’s future. He decided that once she finished eighth grade, she would move to Bucharest to live with her brother, Nelu, and his wife, Nina, and complete high school there. She would not be permitted to attend university, so after graduating from High School #21 in Bucharest, she was to be paired with a husband. Papu believed a woman of that age was to marry and settle down, so that’s exactly what she did.

My paternal grandfather, Stere Moceanu, arranged for his youngest son, Dimitry, to marry my mother. Radiantly beautiful, she was a catch by anyone’s standards. Before and after being sent to marry my father, she caught attention from countless men for her silky black hair, dark eyes that sparkle like black diamonds, smooth olive skin, and slender hourglass figure. To this day, she never has to wear any makeup to be beautiful. I remember men and women turning their heads to admire her beauty when I was a child. Despite these physical gifts, I never once saw her gloat or even consider herself above the ordinary. She always stayed true to her humble nature. She had the wisdom of an old soul and carried herself with dignity and class in public and in private. And, like any “good Romanian woman” of that time, she had an unwavering work ethic.

My mother finally got to meet my father in December 1980, a few weeks prior to their wedding. She had seen a murky photo of him, shown to her by the Moceanus the night of their engagement party, so she recognized his big smile and handsome face. On January 28, 1981, wearing a long-sleeved crimson dress, she married him in Sérres, Greece, with no parents or family members present, just the priest and a couple of distant cousins of my father’s who served as witnesses. She worked to appear confident and calm, but for my mother, who’d never before been away from her family or country, it was a frightening step into the unknown.

“It all happened very quickly,” my mother has told me. She was innocent, naïve, and nineteen; everything was new and exciting, but also very scary. After a brief stay in Greece following their wedding ceremony, my parents boarded a plane bound for the United States and waved good-bye to Europe forever.

Through centuries of arranged marriages, many have resulted in beautiful unions. However, after living through my parents’ turbulent relationship, I told my mother at a very young age that I would pick my own husband. He might not even be Romanian or Greek, for that matter. I made it clear that an arranged marriage, even if Tata (my father) insisted, would not be in my future.

Today, as a wife and mother, I understand the adjustments of being newly married. Two people used to doing things their own way suddenly have to learn how to be united as one. The smallest thing has the potential to become an issue. It takes a lot of patience and compromise, but it is usually tempered by the fact that you are doing it with someone you love. Thankfully, I was able to choose my husband, someone I had known well and loved for years before. I can’t imagine how scared Mama must have felt having to go through all of that with a husband she’d known for only a matter of weeks, especially since she had to leave everything familiar behind and start anew in a foreign land without any family or friends.

Tata always believed that in America all of his dreams would come true. He desperately wanted to be in the United States, which he felt epitomized freedom and opportunity. He wanted to escape the communism and oppression of Romania. Living and thriving in Romania was getting increasingly harder. The government was beginning to seek more control over the everyday lives of its citizens. The Romanian people were struggling terribly and living in a virtual police state. It seemed there were no jobs or money to be made, and every word and action was being monitored. My father, born with a passionate entrepreneurial streak, felt perpetually stifled. His response to the brutal regime was to get out of Romania and seek a better life. Now that he had a wife by his side, he was on his way to conquer America, “the land of the free,” and to make something of himself.

To this day, I specifically remember my family’s joy at the collapse of Ceausşescu’s communist regime in 1989. Ceausşescu had ruled Romania with an unforgiving iron fist for decades, and in return, his countrymen had the last word—he was driven from power on December 22, 1989, tried, and then executed by firing squad only three days later. A new era ushered in a series of economic and political reforms, and now Romania has made a positive transformation. Its population of approximately 21.5 million is experiencing economic growth as a democratic nation. I have come across many Romanians who are hopeful and proud of the development. For most, no matter how far you roam, part of your heart is always home. Despite this progress, Tata never spoke about wanting to return to his homeland.

After their Olympic Airlines flight landed in New York, my parents boarded a Greyhound bus and made the journey to Hollywood. In California, they could stay with my father’s brother, Costa. Tata is one of four children: his oldest sister, Maria, was followed by brother Iani, then brother Costa and, finally, Tata. They were all born in Romania, most in Constan[image: image]a, and then spent their childhoods in Bucharest, the capital. Tata had been inspired to move to Hollywood—the land of sunshine, entertainment, and opportunity. He knew it was where he could stake his claim.

Shortly after they arrived in Hollywood, my mother’s hunch that she was pregnant, which she felt even before leaving Greece, was confirmed. My parents were in a foreign country without a dime to their name, unable to speak the language, and had no home. To make ends meet, Tata took odd jobs, anything he could find to make a few dollars. He found steady work in the cafeteria at an English-language school and was in charge of preparing and serving coffee, danishes, small candies, chocolates, sandwiches, and so on. Although it was a far cry from his entrepreneurial visions, it was work. He and my mother relied on every penny and didn’t buy anything except absolute essentials that first year. In a good month, it was just enough to get by.

They stayed with Tata’s brother Costa and his new wife when they first arrived in Hollywood, but soon realized the tight quarters wouldn’t last forever. After a few months, they moved out and were transient for most of that first year, living with friends, often sleeping on spare beds or sofas. From time to time, they’d have to sleep in their car, a Volkswagen Beetle, until they found a new place to stay.

All the while, my pregnant mother was frightened deeply by the uncertainty of their safety and future. She ached to return home to Romania, but she knew my father did not consider it an option. Everything felt so foreign to her; she felt isolated and alone. No friends, no ability to speak the language, no driving. She cried every day but was careful to hide it from Tata. She turned to the one thing she could afford and that brought her the comforts of home: prayer. She prayed they’d have a place of their own even if it was a shack. And she prayed for the health and safety of her family back in Romania.

My mother relied exclusively on my father’s advice and approval for everything. She was an inexperienced and sheltered teenager who knew the world only from what she’d read in books and seen in the movies. Growing up on her parents’ farm with her siblings, she never imagined she’d end up in Hollywood, the land of movie stars, freeways, and high-rises. She did the only thing that was familiar: she plunged into books to learn about her new culture and, most important, started teaching herself English. She relied on a dog-eared Romanian-English dictionary she had brought from home. At first it was difficult, but through practice and watching children’s television shows, she gradually began to pick it up. Her confidence grew slowly until she felt comfortable enough to speak in public.

Throughout her pregnancy, prayer was the only form of health care my mother received—she constantly prayed for a healthy delivery. She received zero prenatal care and never once visited a doctor prior to giving birth. My parents had no health insurance and really didn’t understand the risks, complications, or overall protocol of giving birth. They were poor immigrants but somehow managed to stay alive and have food and shelter. Although they had been strangers when they met and married only months prior, the challenges and struggles definitely brought my parents closer and forged a bond between them. My mother began to feel an attachment to Tata in a way she had never before experienced. She relied on him for everything. In retrospect, he didn’t know much, either, but between them, he was undoubtedly more experienced when it came to street smarts and basic survival skills. He’d at least traveled some of the world and lived on his own before their marriage.

My mother’s prayers were answered, in part at least, when they finally saved enough money to rent an apartment just before I was born. It was a studio apartment on Whitney Street, just off Hollywood Boulevard. It may have been tiny and not in the best neighborhood, but to my parents, it was a castle—finally, a place of their own.

Despite the complete lack of prenatal care, my mother had no complications during her pregnancy, and I was delivered the old-fashioned way with no birthing drugs. The only drama came prior to my delivery while my mother was in labor. My parents were forced to travel to two different Los Angeles hospitals before a third one, Hollywood Presbyterian Hospital, finally accepted an uninsured, pregnant woman in active labor. My father stayed in the waiting area during the delivery, leaving my mother alone in a room full of doctors and nurses. After only a handful of months studying English, she could understand only half of what they were saying and was forced to communicate, in part, through gestures.

I was born on September 30, 1981, at 1:27 p.m., weighing in at seven pounds, six ounces. As she tells it, my mother pushed a few times, and I came quite quickly without a fuss. Although exhausted, she felt a wave of peace wash over her as she held her baby girl in her arms for the very first time.

Now, as an adult and a mother, I better understand my parents’ overpowering urge to give me everything the world had to offer, and then some. I still remember holding my own children for the first time—that moment when I realized I’d do anything for them. My parents had left their homeland, their families, and everything familiar to them to build a better life in the United States. Looking back, I can appreciate my mother and Tata both determined in their own way to make my life count. I can see how my parents’ growing up in a dictatorship and my mother’s oppressive upbringing and crushed dream of a future in sports culminated in an intense need to give me everything they could not have. Sadly, the line between what is best for a child and what a parent thinks is best for the child is often blurred, even by good intentions. This was a lesson I’d learn, but not soon enough.



Chapter 3


AWAKENING


It’s taken the better part of three decades, but it’s safe to say that I’ve finally come to terms and fully accepted that my childhood wasn’t normal—in fact, wildly abnormal would be more apt. As I was growing up with parents plucked straight out of communist Romania and plopped down in the fast-paced American culture of the 1980s, it didn’t take much to see that my home life was “different.” Not only was our language different, our food, religion, holidays, customs, and even our clothes screamed “outsider.”

Growing up, I was considered odd by the other kids in our neighborhood and at school. I was a straight-A student, excelling in my classwork, but I was extremely shy and quiet and didn’t become more talkative until my teenage years. In elementary and middle school, I was simply “the European kid” who spoke a strange language that nobody understood and ate weird foods like ground meat rolled up in cabbage leaves, called sarmale (s-ah-rh-mha-leh), with braunschweiger—a creamy type of liver spread from Germany—and pâté, ground meat minced into a spreadable paste. Mama used to put it on bread, sometimes toasted in the mornings for breakfast and sometimes on sandwiches she packed for my school lunch. What kid eats liver paste? Me and no other American schoolkid, I can assure you that. Mama would say it was a highly nutritious source of iron, protein, and vitamin A, but what kid cares about that? The other kids only cared that it looked “gross,” and as long as I ate those foods, nobody wanted to exchange lunches with me, which excluded me from the social game of lunch hour.

After a while, I didn’t want to bring lunch from home and instead asked Mama for the $1.10 so I could buy a school lunch and a chocolate milk in its own tiny carton. Mama had no problem giving me lunch money a couple times each week, and I was relieved. I learned what other kids ate and asked Mama for those foods—bologna sandwiches, potato chips, and cookies. Oddly, I didn’t try the American classic PB&J until I was much older—after the Olympics at age fourteen! I loved it! Eating strange foods was part of who I was, but I believed eating the same foods as my classmates would help me fit in, and I needed all the help I could get.
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