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For Rudy, Jay, Ariel

THE STOWAWAY


ONE

A knocking comes at the door of the bosun’s cabin, followed by a hoarse whisper, seeping through metal.

“Hey, Bose, time to get up.”

Rodolfo Miguel stirs. His nickname is called again, and this time he mutters, “All right, Manuel, I’m awake.” Beneath him, the big ship undulates, and produces the hollow groan of a hull on water.

The grey shrouding his quarters could be the light of early day, or the shadow of late afternoon, or the portent of a storm, and for a moment the bosun feels confused. Yet as his dreams dissipate, his situation crystallizes—morning shift, containers on board, early March, the weather brisk and overcast. He rises, rubs his eyes, and lowers himself to his knees, his forearms resting on crumpled bedding. For the next minute he is still, and alone, with God.

When he’s finished his prayers, he changes into dark blue coveralls, straightens his bunk, and puts on the deck shoes he always leaves on a mat outside his cabin door. After crossing the corridor to the WC, he washes his round face and brushes his teeth and combs his thick, dark hair. Back in his cabin, he checks himself in the small plastic-framed mirror tacked over his dresser; in the weak light of the room, his skin looks coppery and dull, like a bell that’s been exposed to weather.

He locks his cabin door and moves quickly through the halls of the seamen’s level before reaching the stairs leading to the crew mess. When he enters, only two of his able-bodies, Manuel and Angel, are still there, lingering over coffee, smiling at their bosun’s predeliction for sleeping until the last possible moment. Manuel rises, and sits when Rodolfo motions with his hand.

Rodolfo helps himself to food turned lukewarm in the service line—eggs, toast, strips of bacon shrivelled into corkscrews—and he pours himself coffee, flavouring it with cream and spoonfuls of sugar. When he sits, Manuel and Angel are taking deep, final pulls off their cigarettes, the air between them a wispy, corroded blue.

“So,” Angel says, “what’s it going to be like today?”

“Can’t say.”

“Maybe a storm?”

“Maybe.”

“It could clear, too.”

Rodolfo shrugs, and chews his breakfast. After a minute, Angel stands and heads toward the deck. Manuel says, “More coffee, Bose?” and when Rodolfo shakes his head, the AB rises as well, Rodolfo noticing the fine tremour in Manuel’s fingers as he pushes his chair back into place. Often, Rodolfo worries about Manuel’s health, for he knows he eats poorly, and smokes too much, and takes thing too seriously. As he walks away—“See you on deck, Bose”—Rodolfo asks himself how many voyages he’s been on with Manuel. Has it been a half-dozen? More? At times he feels as though he knows Manuel’s face better than the faces of his own children. At least with Manuel, he’s more or less the same every time we land on a boat together. But with my babies? Each time I come home, they’re different. Each time I come home, they’ve changed.

He swallows a mouthful of egg, and calls out, “Okay, okay. Tell the others I’ll be there in a minute.”

Rodolfo drains his coffee, and takes a last bit of bacon before scraping the remnants of his breakfast into a metal can lined with a green garbage bag. He heads to the deck. There, he spots his Taiwanese chief officer, who is slowly practising karate moves as he waits. When the officer hears footsteps, he stops, his hands momentarily suspended in the air.

“Chief,” Rodolfo says, “sorry to be late.”

“Don’t worry. Is happen, Bosun. Is happen sometime.”

“Yes, yes, with some more than other, no, Chief?”

The chief officer smiles, a lattice of creases extending from the corner of each eye. “The weather, maybe is bad today.”

“Yes. Maybe. But could clear, also.”

“You are know what to do today?”

Rodolfo nods.

“Good.”

The two men chat in poor English for a minute more. When they part, the chief officer returns to the door of the accommodation, and takes the stairs back up to the bridge. From where he stands, Rodolfo can hear the man’s footfalls resonating from within the stairwell.

Rodolfo’s ABs have gathered next to the storeroom, where they are smoking cigarettes and huddling against the brisk, salty wind; when Rodolfo arrives, they are discussing whether the clouds will fade into streaks, or darken further and produce a chilled, spitting rain.

“Well, Bose?” one of them asks. “What are we doing?”

Rodolfo smiles, as though the question were a joke—they’ve been doing the same job since the voyage began in Bombay, and they all know they’ll be grinding, stripping, and sanding the deck. All five of the ABs groan, throw up their hands, and jokingly complain. Then they dig out their sanders and head to the starboard aft, where they’d left off the day before.

Rodolfo begins his tour of the deck. As always, he starts with the starboard side, his eyes sweeping the metal surfaces of the Maersk Dubai. He checks that the container lassos are tightly winched, and as he passes the various hydraulic systems—hatch covers, windlass, mooring—he looks for rivulets of leaking motor oil. At the bow of the ship, he considers checking the void tank levels via the sounding tubes that reach to the depths of the hull, but decides not to—despite the choppiness of the ocean, and the intermittent listing of the past few days, there’s no reason to suspect any of the holds have taken on water.

Instead, he moves to the port side and leans against the gunwale. The air is heavy with ozone. There are whitecaps and swells. The clouds are low-lying, full, and the grey-blue of a rifle. Rodolfo blinks away the salted mist, and peers far into the distance, to the place where the eye plays tricks on a sailor far from home—though there is nothing but ocean for thousands of kilometres, he imagines he can see an ochre sweep of hill and valley, and a yawning of off-white beach. He begins his tour back down the port side. The boat shifts and heaves beneath his feet, his sea legs responding in a way that is automatic, and not noticed by the sailor. Behind him, over the stern, comes a momentary break in the clouds. A shaft of sunlight, bleary and cream coloured, casts shadows for the first time since the big ship left Spain, momentarily warming the bosun’s shoulders. Then, just as quickly, the clouds reassemble, and the greyness of the day returns.

The bosun looks upward, his eyes narrowing. The weather, he thinks, could very well be like this for the rest of the journey: roiling and unpredictable, refusing to commit to storm or sunshine, threatening to keep them guessing all the way to North America. He checks more lassos, and he eyes the hydraulics on the forward port windlass. Everything is fine, or at least as fine as things can be on an aging boat like the Maersk Dubai. This gives Rodolfo a measure of satisfaction—a good bosun, he knows, is as valuable as the cargo stored in the ship’s belly—and he promises himself that at the next port of call he’ll splurge and call Maripaz, his wife since he was all of fifteen, and he’ll tell her that he misses her, and that he loves her, and that all is well on board. Then he’ll talk to each of his five children, and he’ll tell them that one day, before they know it, Daddy will be home once more.

He hears a noise. Rodolfo stops, and listens; there is nothing but the rush of air over sea, and the sloshing of waves against metal. After a second, he shakes his head and moves on, thinking it was just one of the sounds that a sailor can sometimes hear in the breezes swirling around a big ship’s prow: strains of a favourite song, or noises from a boyhood street, or the seaman’s name, whispered in the voice of a loved one.

It comes again.

He stops once more, his thoughts so loud they are all he can hear. A bird? A cough? Distant thunder? He remains still for a full minute, and as he does he considers that perhaps the sound was supernatural, made by the same phantoms who steal wrenches, and overturn coffee cups, and hide packs of cigarettes every time a seaman turns his back. Rodolfo takes a few more tentative steps. When he hears it again—clearly, this time, in a language that may or may not be familiar—he realizes that the noise is the sound of two people talking.

His hand goes to his bosun knife.

“Amigos…” he calls out.

Wind. Waves. The thrumming of rough water against the hull.

“Amigos …” he calls again, and this time he hears a muted answer.

“Sí… sí”

Rodolfo moves toward the source of the voices, until he finds himself standing on a catwalk that crosses back to the starboard side. After another second, two men emerge from a compartment beneath the elevated crosswalk. The first is maybe twenty-five years old, a tall man with curly brown hair and a long forehead. The second is skinny and lank haired and young. They are trembling slightly.

“Señor” the skinny one says, “Por favor, Por favor” and they both make eating gestures with their hands.

Rodolfo asks where they are from, hoping they might understand English or Spanish. They peer at him, confused. Rodolfo repeats the question, slower this time, “De donde son, amigos, where do you come from?” which causes the two men to look at each other and speak in a language that, while containing Spanish words, emits from the back of the throat, the consonants sounding like a brush rubbing leather.

The older one’s face lightens. “Algeciras!” he blurts.

Rodolfo Miguel pictures the Spanish port the boat had left a day ago, and as he does he feels his own face broaden into a grin. Though he’s a big man for a Filipino, thick in the chest and arms, the smile causes his face to turn into something boyish, for he’s also a man with freckles and teak-coloured eyes and a small, delicate nose. The stowaways relax slightly, the older one attempting a slender, uncertain smile.

“Sus nombres?” Rodolfo asks, pointing at their chests. “Your names? Sus nombres?”

They understand, and the older one says, “Petre.”

“And you? Y usted?”

“Radu.”

“All right, amigos. Come, venga”

Rodolfo leads the two men down the port side of the ship. It takes them fifteen minutes to reach the stern, for the boat is the length of a football field, and their progress is slow in the pitching, unruly water. At one point Rodolfo turns and, yelling into the wind, advises the stowaways to be careful, that a single moment of sea on deck could sweep them both into the water. The two men nod and smile and yell OK despite not having understood. When they reach the phone attached to the wall of the accommodation, Rodolfo holds up a finger—one moment, un momentito—and he dials upstairs to the bridge. He is told to report immediately. The stowaways follow Rodolfo up the six flights of stairs within the accommodation; throughout, Rodolfo chatters away in Tagalog, intending to calm the stowaways with the tone of his voice and the cheerful flow of his words. In truth, he doesn’t know what will happen. Though he’s never before encountered a stowaway—not in twenty years of sailing—he knows that the number of young men stealing away from desperate countries has been increasing of late. He also knows that port authorities have been raising fines for accepting stowaways, and on occasion refusing to take them altogether. And so, he’s heard rumours, passed from port to port. Of a Greek ship forced to carry two Senagalese men for ten months. Of a Dutch ship that had to house three Nigerians for the better part of a year. Of hollow-eyed Albanians, of nail-thin Chinese, of war-weary Croatians, caught in the limbo of ship life. By the same token, he knows he’s probably worrying for no reason—these stories are passed around for the sole reason that they are so uncommon. In all likelihood, his stowaways will be turned over once they reach Halifax, giving Rodolfo an extra pair of rust scrapers during the crossing. Still, he feels concern. He is the bosun, and conditioned to spot problems before they come into being.

They reach the landing outside the bridge.

“Okay, arnigos” Rodolfo says, “no problema, we have little chat with captain, no hay problema.” Rodolfo then offers the humblest of smiles before pushing open the door, stepping over the flood barrier, and entering the bridge.

He stops. His lips part.

It is the look on their faces.
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There are four of them—the captain, the chief officer, the second mate and the radio officer. Seconds pass. The wheelroom feels chilled. As Rodolfo waits for some sort of instruction, he’s aware of the noises made by the bridge machinery—clinking, mostly, the notched progression of old mechanical dials.

Finally, the captain takes a few steps forward, and stops in front of Rodolfo. “Bosun,” he asks in English. “These … these you stowaway?”

“Yes, Captain.” Rodolfo is about to provide the details of his discovery when the captain lowers his gaze and begins to speak again.

“These men, they get on ship in Spain?”

“Yes,” Rodolfo answers. “In Algeciras.”

The chief officer moves toward the captain and, in a lowered voice, says something in Mandarin. The second mate and radio officer approach as well, the three officers now gathered around the captain, whose eyes keep flitting from side to side. The volume of their voices grows. The chief officer breaks away and approaches the stowaways. He stands, arms folded across his chest, appraising them. He asks a question, or at least Rodolfo guesses it’s a question, for the chief officer has chosen to pose it in his own language.

The stowaways shuffle their feet and stare at the floor. The chief officer asks the question again, in the same indecipherable language, though this time his tone has sharpened, and the skin around his eyes has tightened, accentuating the wrinkles caused by decades spent in harsh sun. The captain approaches, as do the second mate and radio officer, and there’s a tense quiet. Rodolfo focuses on a vein, blue and knotted, that has formed on the captain’s foreheard.

Suddenly, there is a squall of questions, some in Mandarin, some in English, the stowaways taking a half-step back, the chief officer barking something that echoes with anger and frustration. Slowly, the officers encircle the stowaways, the questions all in Mandarin now, the stowaways shaking their heads while saying, “Por favor, por favor, por favor.” In Rodolfo’s mind he pictures waves, for the voices keep building in pitch, and ferocity, before breaking into a lull and then, after a second’s grace, mounting again. They keep coming, these waves of anger, until the captain, just thirty-four years of age and on his first voyage as master, snaps his head in Rodolfo’s direction and says, “Bosun!”

The others fall quiet.

“Bosun!” he says again. “These men, they are speak Spanish?”

“No, no,” Rodolfo says. “Maybe a few words.”

“You know where they from?”

“I don’t know. Romania, maybe, but I don’t know.”

“Then you ask where they from.”

“But, Captain …”

“You ask, Bosun.”

Rodolfo turns to the stowaways.

“Amigos, what is your country? Su país?”

The stowaways look at each other, mouths gaping.

“Your home? Su hogar? Brothers, where are you come from?” and even if the stowaways could have understood him in normal circumstances, they cannot now, for it is dawning on them that all the stories they’d heard back home—stories about what can happen if you pick the wrong boat with the wrong captain—were true. Rodolfo can see this understanding disfigure their faces and turn their skin the colour of ash. In a second, their hands are in the air, posed in a symbol of prayer, and they are pleading again, “ Por favor, Por favor, Por favor” Rodolfo barely having time to poorly translate one question before the officers bark five more—“They have passport? Gun? Criminal record? They have kill somebody? How they get on boat?”—until finally the captain turns and strides to the telephone connecting the bridge to the engine room.

The three other officers continue badgering the stowaways with a stew of Mandarin and English, the voices of the men in the room sufficiently loud that Rodolfo cannot hear what orders the captain is issuing to the engine room. He does, however, hear the noise made by the ship’s engine change from a high-velocity thrumming to a steadfast chug. Rodolfo waits, and sees it. The big ship’s prow begins to come about in a smooth, slow arc.

The other officers cross the bridge and gather near the captain. Their shoulders are hunched, and there’s the low, staccatto hubbub of Mandarin. The stowaways look shaky and weak.

“Please, amigos” Rodolfo says to them, “do not have fear … no preocupa… Por favor, amigos,” and the stowaways start asking him whispered questions, either in their native tongue or their butchered rendition of Spanish. Rodolfo listens through one ear only. The other he uses to monitor his officers, who are still huddled in conference, the chief officer doing most of the speaking. Two words jump out at Rodolfo … accommodation ladder… and suddenly he’s not listening to the stowaways at all, his concentration fully with the officers—on the way that they’ve ceased arguing, on the way their demeanours have grown solemn, on the way the chief officer is running a hand through hair dotted with grey. When the captain resumes speaking, his tone is low, and solemn, and firm.

Accommodation ladder.

Again, Rodolfo hears those two words, though he’s not sure whether they were issued in English or in the little bit of Mandarin he has picked up as a sailor. He closes his eyes, and rubs them with his fingertips. His hand alights on the crook of the older stowaway’s arm.

“Come,” he says, “venga, I get you food, I get you comida.”

At this touch, the older stowaway grimaces, his eyes locking fearfully onto Rodolfo’s.

“Come, venga” Rodolfo says again, and as he speaks he makes an eating motion with the curved fingers of his right hand. “Please, Por favor, we get some food, some comida.”

The three men take the stairs leading from the bridge to the crew mess. There they find the second cook, a Filipino, who is smoking and pacing and wondering why on earth the boat is churning back toward Europe. When he sees the stowaways with the bosun, he understands that the rumour is true, that the bosun has indeed found some visitors. He fetches apples, bread, cheese and coffee. Despite their hunger, the two men cannot eat, their throats permitting only the passage of liquids. They sit, snuffling, taking loud sips of coffee, willing themselves to imagine that these minutes in a see-sawing mess hall are something they’ll soon wake from, sweating and gripping at bedsheets.

Rodolfo walks into the galley.

“Bose,” the second cook whispers, “what is happening?”

When Rodolfo tells him what he thinks the officers are planning, the cook can only shake his head and say, “This is bad, Bose.”

The two stowaways finish their coffee. The cook pours them some more and, again, implores them to eat. They try, painfully, and when they’re done Rodolfo takes them back on deck, where his ABs are waiting and wondering why they’ve been ordered to lower the accommodation ladder in the middle of the ocean. “What is it, Bose?” they keep asking, though before Rodolfo has time to formulate an answer the officers emerge and bark orders in English. Rodolfo and his ABs lash together empty barrels with rope. The stowaways watch as two of the men carry the raft down the ladder and lower it into the cold, wavy sea. It sinks instantly. The younger stowaway fights tears, and the older one stares into grey, simmering water. Seeing this, Rodolfo calls out, “No worry, is okay, está bien, no worry… .”

There is noise now, and confusion, the officers having ceded their authority to whatever experience is taking shape on the deck of the Maersk Dubai. Rodolfo yells to be heard. He orders his men to make a second raft, this one from barrels lashed to a palette. They put it into the water, and though it looks flimsy against the tossing sea it holds together, one of the ABs tying it off to the accommodation ladder. The Taiwanese officers crowd around the stowaways and order that the remaining deckhands do so as well. Seeing this, the stowaways drop to their knees and begin pleading in loud, panicked voices, the younger one bending over and kissing the feet of Rodolfo’s old friend, Manuel Pacificador, who calls out, “What can I do? Please, arnigos, por fapor, what can I do?”

Rodolfo tries to look away, and cannot. The stowaways are given canteens of water before being herded onto the top rung of the ladder. The older one goes first, the younger one second, the captain calling that Morocco is very close and they have a raft and all they have to do is hold on and the tides will carry them in. The stowaways reach the end of the accommodation ladder, where they nervously feel for the first rung of the Jacob’s ladder, which hangs like a rope to the surface of the ocean. When he is close enough to the water, the older stowaway takes a deep breath, crosses himself, and steps onto the bobbing, makeshift raft, which tips and takes on water but then gains an uneasy steadiness as he lowers himself to his knees. He spreads his legs wide for balance, and puts his face in his hands, and throughout the captain keeps yelling that they’ll be fine, that Morocco is very very close, that they’ll be there in no time.

The younger stowaway refuses to move. His knees have fused, his hands have clamped to the knotted rope banister, his words have become a torrent. Though his language is understood only by the other stowaway, each and every person on deck knows that he is begging for mercy and God’s forgiveness and the chance to see his mother just one more time. His nose is running, he has dampened his trousers, his lips are quivering and blue, and every time he calls out the older stowaway shudders, either in shame or pity or both, a salty moisture now seeping from the place where the base of his hands make contact with his eyes.

Otherwise, no one moves. No one. There’s the sound of water sloshing against the hull, and there’s the sound of the younger man weeping. The ABs start calling to him, telling him to leap from the Jacob’s ladder to the raft, for the officers are planning to cut the rope and if he doesn’t make a move now he’ll hit the icy waters and drown immediately. So they yell, and shriek, and still they get no response. Finally, Rodolfo joins in, and when the frozen stowaway hears the bosun’s voice, urging him onto the raft, he tearfully moves the rest of the way down the rope ladder. He steps onto the wet, bobbing raft. Next to the hull, he and his older companion look tiny, no larger than small dogs. Rodolfo watches intently, unable to avert his eyes, a senseless optimism having somehow convinced him that maybe the stowaways really can ride a frigid ocean current all the way to Tenerife, or Rabat, or Cádiz.

But no. Of course not. It’s not possible. To Rodolfo, it seems there is no passage of time—not even the tiniest fraction of a second—between the existence of the stowaways and the nonexistence of the stowaways. They are there, and then, simply, they are not. Rodolfo stands perfectly still, gaping not so much at the alacrity with which two men ceased to be, but at the impeccable ease with which evil appeared out of salty vapour, and claimed for itself the Maersk Dubai.


TWO

After spitting on the graves of the Ceauşescus, Daniel Pacepa leaves Ghencea cemetery and finds his way to the Piaţă Revoluţiei. He plants his feet at its centre, puts down his rucksack and closes his eyes. He imagines how it must have been on that frigid December afternoon: three hundred thousand poorly dressed countrymen, at first standing still and listening obediently and applauding at the prescribed moments. But then, shortly into his address, Ceauşescu looks out from the balcony of the Communist Party building and denounces the protestors of Timişsoara, massacred just a few days earlier. Murmurs come from the rear of the crowd, interspered with hesitant boos. Ceauşescu can barely believe his ears, for these are his people, the people he and his wife have worked so hard for, and as he gestures for the crowd to stop they defy him, their jeers growing louder, and angrier, and soon there’s an ocean of people, each and every one thrusting a fist into the air while chanting, “Tim… ee … shwar… ah! Tim… ee… shwar… ah!”

Which is followed by the order to fire. The bullets come from snipers’ nests, installed in attics and dormers throughout Bucharest. As the tanks roll there is pandemonium, for even the Securitate cannot control three hundred thousand people, who start chanting once again as Ceauşescu is seen fleeing the building top by helicopter. This further emboldens the mob, and soon it invades the Parliament and the television station and the home of the dictator himself, so that by Christmas Day the tyrant and his homely wife appear on Romanian national television, lying side by side in a shallow grave, their faces twisted, their mouths parted, a bullet in the side of each head.

And for what? Daniel thinks. So that seven years later Ceauşescu’s cronies could still be running the country? So that nothing, not a thing, would change? The thunder of revolution turns to the coo of pigeons. He finds himself alone, in the piaţă, feeling lonely and depressed—there are those, he knows, who believe the revolution wasn’t even a revolution, that it was orchestrated by Moscow to get rid of a man they no longer had control over. He walks along the Strada Balescu, toward the centre of the city. He cannot stand what he sees. Everything looks grey and dirty, the people hungry. Every few metres he’s approached by beggars, many of them children with filthy, outstretched hands. “When you get to Bucharest,” his mother had said, “try to imagine how it once looked, without the grime and the beggars and the damn Gypsies everywhere. Try to imagine it before Ceauşescu knocked half of it down, before the buildings were covered with bullet holes. Try to imagine it when it was still the Paris of the East.” Looking around, Daniel finds that his imagination is not nearly that vivid—he cannot believe that people bothered dying for this place, or that this was a place where his parents once found love.

He steps into a grocery. It is almost empty, save for an old kerchiefed woman behind the glass counter and an older man looking over sticks of bread piled atop the case. Daniel crosses the shop, sawdust clinging to his shoes, and points to an end of blood sausage that is sitting, by itself, among jars of strawberry jam and plastic vats filled with watery cheese curds. As the woman reaches for his order, he pulls a roll of lei from his pocket. Seeing Daniel’s money, her eyes widen and she puts the sausage down before grimly saying, “Wait, wait here one second.”

She turns, and hustles through a doorway behind her. Daniel waits for a few seconds, beset with nervousness, an ache spreading through the tops of his shoulders. When the pain makes it all the way to the base of his head he exits the store just as three large men enter—they pass so closely Daniel can smell tobacco, and armpit sweat, and the dust on their clothing. Outside, on the sidewalk, he slips into the crowd, feeling stupid for having displayed his money so openly. At the end of the block, he stops and takes a steely glance backward—though the three toughs called by the old women are watching him, they’ve chosen not to pursue him in plain view of the other pedestrians. Looking straight at them, Daniel stands on his tiptoes, cups his hands around his mouth and yells “Fuck you!” The men sneer, and make obscene gestures, and motion that they want to fight.

Daniel makes his way to the Piaţă Universitătii, where he finds a bench. The warmth of the day seems to mock him, as does the city’s immensity. Though he’d promised himself he would tour the place where his parents had gone to university, he now considers walking straight to the Gare du Nord, and getting on with his long journey west. As he stands, he decides to look for a place to have a quick drink before finding his way to the train station; a single morning in Bucharest has both jangled his nerves and left a parched, uncomfortable craving in his mouth. There don’t seem to be any hanuls nearby, so after wandering south he ducks into a warren of narrow lanes lined with old stone buildings. Every minute or so, someone in an old, clanking Dacia honks, the pedestrians barely having time to flatten themselves against the building facades. As Daniel walks, he concentrates on looking like a person who needs to be somewhere.

At last he turns a corner and hears a violin, an accordion, and the harplike resonances of a ţambal. Following the sound, he finds a door that opens onto a stairway leading down to a huge room filled with people seated at long, wooden tables. The room is so thick with cigarette smoke that everything—the band playing at the front, the loudly talking people, the framed pictures of royalty tacked to the walls—looks hazy and indistinct, as though in a steam bath. A barmaid notices him and takes him to one of the tables, where she seats him with a clutch of parents and grandparents and even a few children. He nods his hellos, and puts his pack between his feet. A minute later, his first beer and ţuică are placed in front of him, the barmaid waiting as he discreetly digs just enough lei from his pocket. Before she walks off, he asks her for supper. She nods, and a few minutes later brings him a plate of boiled tripe and potatoes. Taking his first bite, Daniel thinks that maybe this is the reason people can stand living in the city: you can go out anytime you want and find a dinner like this.

He tucks in, the hot food filling his stomach and making him feel okay for the first time since leaving his town in Maramureş. He drinks more ţuică, its fire soothed by glasses of beer poured from brown quart bottles, and pretty soon he’s visited by an aching melancholy—he wishes that Elena, his girlfriend from up north, were with him, for he feels lonely and awkward sitting with this family of strangers. Yet by the time it’s dark outside, he has started dancing, his arms linked around the shoulders of somebody’s grandmother and somebody’s bristly-faced husband and, at one point, someone’s shy teenage daughter. The barmaids walk among the dancers selling little glasses of ţuică, which the men down in one gulp and then toss into the air, the music punctuated again and again by bursts of shattering glass. Soon, Daniel is buying little glasses for the family he was so reticent to join early in the evening, as well as for their friends and the friends of their friends, and if he was careful about hiding his lei at the beginning of the evening he is not now, for he feels safe and drunk and surrounded by people who understand that sorrow is nothing if not a prerequisite for joy. As he dances he sings along, the words all having to do with love and pain and the exquisite brevity of life.

In the middle of one song he starts to feel a little woozy—all that smoke, he thinks—so he steps aside and rests, his hands on his knees, and it is at this moment that he sees her come toward him. She is older than he is, but only by a few years, and when she smiles he can see that one of her teeth is capped with tin. In that moment, Elena ceases to exist—though this woman is wearing a long skirt and a loose blouse, he can tell by the way her clothing hangs that she has a lithe, cool body, made taut by a life of movement. And her eyes. Never has he seen eyes that colour—two jade circles gleaming against skin as brown as a horse’s flank.

She takes Daniel’s hand, and in a moment he is whirling with this creature. She whoops and hollers as she dances, and when she raises her hands into the air, she looks nimble enough to take flight. The dance ends, and she bends over, laughing. The band starts a ballad, the melody carried slowly and sadly by the violin. She straightens and looks at him, a lock of dark hair hanging over her small, smooth forehead. When she smiles, Daniel marvels at the way that even something as homely as a tin-capped tooth can be a receptacle for all that is mysterious, and beautiful, about women.

“Who are you?” Her voice is raspy, and she speaks with a hint of an accent.

“Daniel.”

“Well, Daniel. I am Bianca.”

She is in his arms now, smelling of jasmine and burnt wood and plum brandy. She sways against him, her hips moving in a way that does not exist in the countryside but that clearly does exist here, in the Paris of the East, in the place where his mother fell for an aspiring writer named Ilya Pacepa. The ballad ends and Bianca kisses him, quickly, on the cheek. Daniel is about to ask her to dance again when he realizes that he needs to visit the lavatory. He pledges Bianca to wait, and as he urinates into a long ceramic trough one of the men from his table stands beside him and says, “Hey, better be careful.”

“What?”

“The girl. Be careful…”

“Oh, I know …” and the fact of the matter is that he does know, for they have Gypsies in Maramureş too, living in camps on the outskirts of towns, crossing the countryside in carts or wagons or barely running Dacias. They have them, and he knows he should stay away, and for that reason the mere mention of what she is—Roma, the girl’s a Roma—causes a staticky warmth to snake down his spine.

He goes back out and Bianca is waiting, arms crossed and looking down. They dance some more, and he buys her glasses of ţuică, which she downs like a man. After a time, he leads her outside, to the end of an alleyway, where he pushes her into darkness. With her back pressed against pebbly stone, he kisses her while guiding his hands over the firm, clothed curves of her body. Then he is running after her, Bianca stopping abruptly at the curb on the main road and laughing when Daniel almost loses his balance and falls into traffic. Grabbing his hand, she holds it up in the air and tells him to keep it that way. She ducks into the shadows of a doorway, and waits until a cab pulls over, at which point she runs and piles in behind Daniel. When the driver orders her out, she unleashes a torrent of what Daniel suspects are curses, in a language as old and as strange as the devil.

“No,” Daniel says. “We have money, we have lei” The cab driver shakes his head and pulls into traffic, which causes Bianca to laugh triumphantly and sink into the back of the seat. Daniel looks through the taxi window at the city—at its fountains, its churches, its apartment blocks—until he feels almost pleased that he has come here. When her fingers touch his chin he turns; she smiles and looks into round, dark eyes.

“Oh my,” she says. “You country boys—how can we girls stay away?”

With an exaggerated sigh, she rests the side of her head on his shoulder, as if wishing to take a small nap. A second later, her head springs up and she yells, “Stop!” The driver pulls over and she jumps out of the car. Daniel pays and steps onto the curb and notices, across the street, a sign for a Metro station called Crăngaşi. The cab pulls away. Despite Bianca’s urging, he doesn’t move, for this place, this Crăngaşi, is quiet and dark, and as he stands there it suddenly seems incomprehensible that one minute he was drinking ţuică in the old city and the next minute he was here, with a woman like her, in this bleak paper-strewn neigh-bourhood. Her hand is on his elbow, and she’s saying, “Come, Daniel, I have a place to show you …”
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