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 Contemporary Literature Press is publishing 

now a second volume in the series New Europe 

Writers . The first one was the three-language 

volume Warsaw Tales, which the graduate 

students of the MA Programme for the 

Translation of the Contemporary Literary Text 

translated into Romanian. It appeared in English, 

           Contemporary Literature Press publicń acum un al 

doilea volum din seria New Europe Writers . Primul a 

fost volumul trilingv Warsaw Tales, apńrut ´n englezń, 

rom©nń ĺi polonń ĺi tradus ´n rom©neĺte de masteranzii 

în Traducerea Textului Literar Contemporan.  

Bucharest Tales, care poate de azi fi cititń ĺi online, 

a fost tradusń în limba englezń, ´n parte, dar ĺi sub-



Romanian and Polish. Bucharest Tales, which 

becomes available to online readers now, was sub-

edited, proofread,  illustrated and partly 

translated into English by graduates of the same 

MA Programme.  

 The series New Europe Writers began in 

2005, and already has five books: Tales from 

Warsaw, Prague, Bucharest, Budapest, and 

Ljubljana. It was started by John aõBeckett (born 

in Australia, living in Warsaw), James G. Coon 

(born in the United States, having lived for ten 

years in Poland, currently located in Bangkok), 

and Andrew Fincham ʄEnglish poet.  

 The aim of New Europe Writersʄwhose 

Facebook group totals no less than 700 writers 

from all over the world!ʄis to òcapture the spirit 

of a united Europeó. Since our publishing house 

specializes in Joyce Lexicography, and is therefore 

highly interested in the European spirit and 

languages, we befriended NEW instantly.  

John and Andy visited us in Bucharest when 

they were beginning to put Bucharest Tales 

editatń, corectatń ĺi ilustratń de studenŤii aceluiaĺi 

MTTLC.  

 Seria New Europe Writers a debutat în anul 2005 

ĺi a ajuns la al cincilea volum: Povestiri din Varĺovia, 

Praga, Bucureĺti, Budapesta ĺi Liubliana. Fondatorii 

acestui proiect sunt John aõBeckett (nńscut ´n 

Australia, el locuieĺte ´n prezent la Varĺovia), James G. 

Coon (nńscut ´n Statele Unite, a locuit ´n Polonia timp 

de zece ani, iar acum se aflń la Bangkok) ĺi Andrew  

Finchamʄpoet englez. Pagina New Europe Writers pe 

Facebook are peste 700 de membri, scriitori din 

întreaga lume.  

 IntenŤia acestui proiect a fost de la bun ´nceput sń 

promoveze imaginea unei òEurope uniteó. Editura 

noastrń este specializatń ´n Lexicografie Joyce, ceea ce 

´nseamnń implicit cń vede Europa cum o vedea James 

Joyceʄadicń unitń spiritual ĺi lingvistic. Era firesc, prin 

urmare, sń avem foarte multe lucuri ´n comun cu NEW. 

 John ĺi Andy au vizitat masteranzii MTTLC la 

Bucureĺti atunci c©nd au ´nceput sń lucreze la Bucharest 

Tales. Masteranzii urmau sń traducń textele scriitorilor 

rom©ni ´n limba englezńʄceea ce au ĺi fńcut. Cartea pe 



together. The book we are publishing now  is a 

collection of stories and poems about old and new 

Bucharest, written by Romanian writers of two 

generations, and by foreigners who have come to 

know Romania and its capital.  

The five books NEW has published so far 

come to support the conviction that Europeans are 

bound to understand one another and stick 

together, like one big family. James Joyce himself 

would have enjoyed these five books òdedicated 

to the Travelling Readeró, to òlife behind the 

Curtainó, written for a  voyeur who is eager to peep 

in. 

 

care Contemporary Literature Press o publicń acum este 

alcńtuitń din povestiri ĺi poeme despre noul ĺi vechiul 

Bucureĺti, scrise de poeŤi ĺi prozatori rom©ni din douń 

generaŤii diferite, precum ĺi de scriitori din alte Ťńri 

care au cńlńtorit ori au trńit ´n Rom©nia. 

          Cele cinci cńrŤi de p©nń acum ale grupului NEW 

sunt o dovadń cń europenii sunt toŤi o mare familie. 

Ideea unor cńrŤi dedicate òcititorului cńlńtoró, ideea 

perdelelor trase deoparte tocmai ca sń atragń un voyeur 

òdornic sń se uite ́ nńuntruó ar fi fost fńrń ´ndoialń ĺi pe 

placul lui James Joyce. 
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                  A Collection of  

Central European  Contemporary Writing  
 

This book is dedicated to the Travelling Reader. 

 

 Voyeur 
 

Always keep 

your curtains open 

(just to see 

whoõs looking 

in). 

 

 

  In 2005, New Europe Writers began a ten year project to capture the spirit of a united 

Europe. 

  Centred on a city, each volume presents essential contemporary writing from new and 

established authors that captures the vitality and variety of this dynamic place and time.  

       Bucharest Tales is the fourth of these anthologies, providing a panoramic insight into 

the Carpathian Garden and beyond: Donõt visit us without it!  

       New Europe Writers. Your Guide to life behind the Curtain...  
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Editorial Note  
 

 

 This is the fourth annual collection of ôTalesõ assembled from the writings of New Europe. It continues a wider project that 

seeks to quicken an interest in both traditions and cultures through the stories and poetry of those who have experienced the 

developments of the past two decades. 

As in life, th e anthologist learns lessons. This volume contains pieces old and new, by new and established writers; those who 

have spent a lifetime, a previous lifetime or merely part of their lives in the region now called Romania.  

This pocket collection for the trave lling reader appears at a time when there is something of a festival of contemporary 

Romanian Literature in English translation, as reflected in the rise of literary periodicals. The Editors would like to ackno wledge with 

gratitude the courtesy and assistance forthcoming from Florin Bican  of the Romanian Cultural Institute and Professor Lidia Vianu  

and her translators at MTTLC (MA Programme for the Translation of the Contemporary Literary Text), Bucharest University. We are 

also indebted to the experienced advice of Jean Harris and Dan Cipariu . 

As collage is not a suitable medium to replicate a single detailed image, so this collection introduces tales to provide a taste of 

place, and a reason to look further into the extraordinary lands known as Romania. An d thereõs not a vampire to be found anywhere. 

(Or perhaps just oneé) 

Safe travels! 

 

Andrew Fincham  

James G. Coon 

John aõBeckett 

The Editors, New Europe Writers  
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Florin Bican  

Pinguinii   Penguins  

   

       ñDaõ ce-s, domne, cu pinguinii ńĺtia?  

Noul venit îĺi face loc p©nń-n faŤń printre cei c©Ťiva curioĺi 

ĺovńielnici, care s-au str©ns pe malul lacului. Se uitń toŤi la 

pinguini ´n tńcere, de la o distanŤń pe care o percep de comun 

acord ca sigurń, deĺi criteriile acelei siguranŤe nu le sunt nici lor 

prea clare. Pinguinii nu par sń prezinte o ameninŤare imediatń. 

Oricum, nu la adresa integritńŤii fizice a privitorilor, chiar dacń 

le pun vizibil la ´ncercare integritatea psihicń. ToŤi tac, p©nń 

c©nd noul venit continuń:  

 

 

       ñCń adineorea c©nõ trecui cńtrń mausoleu sń mń duc la circa 

financiarń ñ aratń cu degetul spre dosarul subŤire pe care-l carń 

într -o pungń de plastic ñ nu era-n parc nici picior de pinguiné 

 

       ñI-o fi adus de la primńrie, bombńne critic un pensionar cu 

ĺapcń de baseball ĺi ochelari groĺi. 

          ôWhatõs them penguins doinõ here?õ 

The newcomer elbows his way to the front through the 

bunch of hesitant bystanders gathered expectantly by the 

pond. Theyõre all watching the penguins in silence from a 

distance they seem to perceive in one accord as safe, though 

theyõre not altogether edified as to the criteria of that safety. 

The penguins do not seem to pose an immediate threat. At any 

rate, not as far as the onlookersõ physical integrity is 

concerned, though their psychological integrity is obviously 

put to the test. They hold their collective peace until the 

newcomer resumes. 

ôJust moments ago I ainõt seen no hint of a penguin as I 

was headinõ for the mausoleum on my way to the tax 

department.õ He points apologetically to the flimsy file he 

totes in an even flimsier plastic bag. 

 ôThem boffins at the city hall must õve brought ôem,õ a 

senior citizen in a baseball cap and thick glasses volunteers 
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        Sugestia este ´mbrńŤiĺatń fńrń rezerve. 

       ñDomõle, ńĺtia nu mai ĺtie pe ce sń mai arunce cu banii, se 

revoltń un privitor a cńrui plasń cu cumpńrńturi trńdeazń 

practicarea unei economii domestice austere. Pńi pinguini ne 

trebõe nouń? 

 

       ñNe trebuie cum ne-au trebuit ĺi palmierii, i se alńturń alt 

cetńŤean supńrat pe primńrie, un domn ´mbrńcat ´ngrijit, care 

p©nń acum a privit pinguinii pe cont propriu. Ce ne trebuia 

nouń palmieri ´n Bucureĺti? Suntem în Africa? 

 

       ñEe, intervine h©tru un muncitor ´n salopetń, dacń mai dń 

ńĺtia banii pe palmieri ĺi pe pinguini, chiar c -ajungem ca-n 

Africa ñ umblńm ´n curuõ golé 

       ñDa, domne, daõ pinguinii nu trńieĺte-n Africa. Trńieĺte la 

Poluõ Nord, rectificń scrupulos pensionarul cu ochelari groĺi. 

 

       ñN-are nimic. O sń umblńm ´n curuõ gol ĺi iarna.  

 

R©sete aprobatoare. Pinguinii rńm©n indiferenŤi, imobili 

cu excepŤia unor scurte frisoane care par sń-i dezechilibreze 

temporar, fńc©ndu-i sń-ĺi deschidń cu c©teva grade sńrńciile de 

aripioare pentru a -ĺi recńpńta poziŤia verticalń. 

critically. The suggestion meets with universal approval.  

          ôTheyõd splurge on whatever crap takes their fancy,õ 

another voices his indignation. He dangles by his side a lean 

string bag, transparently testifying to the practice of a meagre 

domestic economy. ôIs it really penguins we need, of all 

things?õ 

          ôWe need them like we needed the palm trees,õ a neatly -

dressed citizen apparently at odds with the city hall joins in. 

So far heõs been watching the penguins from a space of his 

own. ôWhat good are palm trees in Bucharest, may I ask? 

Weõre not in Africa, are we?õ 

          ôMy,õ a worker decked in overalls chimes in, ôif them 

blokes keep spendinõ lolly on palm trees anõ penguins, weõll 

end up like Africans, goin õ about bare-arsedéõ 

          ôPenguins donõt live in Africa, mate. They live at the 

north Pole,õ the thick -glassed senior citizen scrupulously 

rectifies. 

          ôSame diffõrence,õ the worker pacifies him. ôWeõll go 

bare-arsed summer and winter. õ 

Approving laughter. The penguins remain indifferent. 

Theyõre motionless except for the odd shiver that seems to 

throw them briefly off balance, forcing them to open their 

vestigial wings just a tiny fraction in order to keep their 
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       ñLi -i frig, observń cu simpatie noul venit. 

        ñDacń acuõ li -i frig, nu se lasń muncitorul, la iarnń vńd ei 

pe dracuõ. 

        ñLasń, nu le duce grija, ´l liniĺteĺte un bunicuŤ cu faŤa 

blajinń. Cń le cumpńrń primńria ĺi mantale de iarnńé 

        ñĹi cńciuli, bre, se bagń-n vorbń un Ťigan t©nńr, infiltrat pe 

nesimŤite ´n grup. 

       ñNu existń, domõle, intervine autoritar purtńtorul de ĺapcń 

ĺi ochelari. Pńi ńĺti -ai fńcuŤi sń reziĺte laé minus cincizeci de 

grade, sau cât o fi acolo la Polul Nord. Unde-ai mai vńzut mataõ 

pinguin ´mbrńcat? Nici la circé 

 

       ñHai cń la circ aĺ mai zice, consimte cumpńrńtorul auster. 

Sau la grńdina zoologicń. Da-n Parcuõ LibertńŤii?  

 

       ñNu -i mai zice LibertńŤii, ´l corecteazń prompt ochelaristul. 

Acuõ e Parcuõ Carol. 

      ñChiar aĺa, domne, de ce s-o fi apucat sń-i ĺchimbe numele? 

se intereseazń gospodarul care trecuse spre circa financiarń. 

       ñPńi dacń aĺa-i zicea ́ nainte, ´l lńmureĺte bunicuŤul blajin. 

Cń-i de pe vremea regelui. Comuniĺtii i -a zis LibertńŤii.  

 

vertical position.  

         ôTheyõre coldéõ the newcomer remarks in sympathy.  

         ôIf theyõre cold now,õ the worker presses on, ôwait till 

winter comes ñ thatõll give ôem hell.õ 

          ôNot to worry, õ a gentle-faced grandpa puts him at ease. 

ôThe city hall will buy them nice warm parkas... õ  

         ôAnõ fur caps, what,õ a young Gypsy horns in. No oneõs 

noticed his infiltration of the group.  

         ôNo way,õ the senior citizen cuts him off with authority. 

ôThem birds is meant to takeé minus fifty degrees, or 

whatever the temperature is down there at the North Pole. 

Wherever have you seen penguins wearing clothes? Not even 

at the circuséõ 

          ôNow bringing penguins to the circus would make some 

sense,õ the sombre shopper agrees. ôOr to the zoo. But whatõs 

the point of dumping them in Liberty Park? õ 

          ôAi nõt called ôLibertyõ no more,õ senior rebukes him. ôItõs 

ôCarol Parkõ now.õ 

          ôQuiteé Why on earth did they go anõ change its name?õ 

enquires the joker from the tax department.  

           ôCoz thatõs what it used to be called before,õ the gentle 

grandpa puts him right. ôIt goes all the way back to King 

Carolõs days. It was the communists called it ôLiberty Parkõ.õ 
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       ñĹi-acuõ ce-o sń facń regele? O sń ĺi-l revendice ĺi pe ństa?, 

nu se poate stńp©ni domnul ´mbrńcat ´ngrijit. 

       ñAi încurcat -o dacń-i retrocedeazń ńĺtia parcul regelui, îl 

zg©ndńre muncitorul pe omul cu dosar. Cń n-o s-o mai poŤi tńia 

p-aici c©nd ai treabń la circa financiarń. Trebuie sń ocoleĺti 

tocmaõ pe sus, pe la crematoriué R©de singur. 

 

       ñNu se mai saturń, mormńie cel cu plasa. Nu e clar dacń se 

referń la familia regalń sau la circa financiarń.  

 

O mamaie se apropie de grup, împingând anevoie un copil 

într -un cńrucior cu roŤi sc©lciate.  

 

       ñUite, mamaie, pinguinii, î ĺi ´mbie ea nepoŤelul sń-ĺi ridice 

privirea de la biscuitele pe care-l morfoleĺte absent. Pinguinii, 

mamaie, mai ´ncearcń ea o datń, dupń care se resemneazń ĺi-ĺi 

odihneĺte singurń privirile pe pńsńroii neverosimili.  

        ñDaõ ce-s cu pinguinii ńĺtia aici?, se intereseazń ea ĺoptit 

într -un t©rziu. BńrbaŤii ridicń prudent din umeri. 

       ñOare-o fi buni de m©ncat?, mediteazń cu voce tare Ťiganul 

cel t©nńr. 

       ñDaõ ce, bń, s-a terminat lebedele la Viena?, îl împunge 

muncitorul.  

          ôI wonder what the king will do now. Claim it back? õ 

snaps the neatly-dressed man. 

          ôYouõll be in a right fix if they  let the king have his park 

back,õ the worker eggs on the tax man. ôBang goes your 

shortcut to the tax department. Youõll have to go all the way 

around the crematorium grounds éõ He laughs at his own 

joke. 

         ôCanõt seem ever to have enoughéõ the shopper mutters. 

Itõs not clear whether he means the royal family or the tax 

department. Or the crematoriumé  

A wizened grandma harnessed to a wobbly -wheeled 

pushchair accommodating an overgrown baby ploughs her 

way towards the group.  

          ôLooky -looky,  baby, the penguins,õ sheõs trying to lure 

her charge away from the biscuit on which it õs munching 

absently. ôPenguins, baby,õ she makes a further attempt before 

settling resignedly to rest her eyes on the incongruous birds. 

         ôWhatõs them penguins doinõ here, huh?õ she asks at 

length, in a whisper. The men shrug noncommittally.  

          ôAre they any good to eat?õ the young Gypsy meditates  

aloud. 

          ôHow come? Theyõve run out of swans in Vienna, is it? 

Anõ now you want to eat our penguins, eh?õ the worker picks 
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       ñNu, bre, daõ zic, se apńrń Ťiganul. Baremi oulié 

 

        ñV-aŤi dat dracuõ, nu-l iartń muncitorul. Oole dń gńinń nu 

mai vń place. Acuõ vreŤi oo dń pinguiné    

 

       ñDacń-i democraŤieé, comenteazń criptic cel cu plasa. 

 

       ñChiar, domõle, dacń i-a adus sń-i bage la fõun supermarket 

ĺi-a scńpat de la abator?, îĺi dń cu pńrerea cel cu circa financiarń.  

       ñNoo, i -ar fi adus gata congelaŤié, declarń expert domnul 

´mbrńcat ´ngrijit. 

       ñċnainte stńteam toatń noaptea la coadń pentru o pungń de 

fraŤii Petreuĺ ĺi-acu bagń pinguini la discreŤie, se minuneazń 

mamaia. 

 

       ñPńi vezi, mamaie, cń-i bine-n capitalism?, prinde Ťiganul 

curaj. C-un pinguin de ństa faci de m©ncare la tot familionuõ. 

 

       ñBń, pentru voi e bine tot timpul, i-o reteazń muncitorul. 

Nici comuni ĺtii n -a avut ce sń vń facń.  

 

       ñDa, domõle, daõ atunci era disciplinń, dń din cap cu 

on him. 

          ôJusõ wonderin õ,õ the Gypsy defends himself. ôThe eggs, 

at leastéõ 

         ôFussy lot you are, too,õ the worker corners him 

relentlessly. ôThem chicken eggs wonõt do for you no more. 

Now you go for penguin eggséõ 

          ôThatõs democracy for ya!,õ comes the cryptic comment 

of the string bag man. 

          ôHey, what if they brought them for some supermarket 

anõ they escaped from the abattoir?õ the tax man volunteers.  

          ôNo way. Theyõd have brought them frozen.õ An expert 

opinion from the well -dressed gentleman.  

          ôTime was, we used to queue up all night for a bag of 

them frozen undersized chickens that came in pairs, anõ now 

theyõre shippinõ in penguins by the herd,õ the grandma 

marvels. 

          ôSee, Lady?õ the Gypsy picks up emboldened. ôWith one 

of them penguins you could cook a weekõs worth of grub for 

your whole clan. Ain õt capitalism good, hey?õ 

ôFor those of your ilk everything õs good all the time,õ 

the worker cuts him short. ôNot even the communists could 

do any harm to the likes of you.õ 

ôStill, there used to be discipline back then,õ the old 
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energicń nostalgie pensionarul cu ĺapcń ĺi ochelari, stârnind 

aprobarea tacitń a spectatorilor. 

          O mńmicń turnatń-ntr -un impecabil taior bleumarin se 

propagń sacadat pe tocuri ´n josul aleii, t©r©nd cu o m©nń un 

bńieŤel care se poticneĺte ritmic ´ncerc©nd sń Ťinń pasul cu ea, ´n 

timp ce ´n cealaltń m©nń agitń nervos cheile de la maĺinń. 

 

       ñPinguianuõ, aaa, pinguianuõ!, se opreĺte bńieŤelul pe 

cńlc©ie, m©nc©nd din ochi pńsńrile impasibile. ForŤa de tracŤiune 

a mamei, care priveĺte neabńtut ´nainte, ´l readuce ´nsń pe 

traiectoria corectń.  

 

       ñHai dragń odatń, cń-nt©rzie mami la firmń. 

 

       ñPinguinuõ, strigń ´n urma ei mai mulŤi privitori, 

solidarizându -se spontan cu bńieŤelul. 

        ñPinguin e mń-ta!, le scuipń ea printre dinŤi, continu©nd 

sń priveascń ´nainte ĺi despicând peisajul cu plastronul imaculat 

al Ť©Ťelor sale scrobite.   

ToŤi tac. P©nń ĺi muncitorul ridicń nedumerit din umeri. 

Doar mamaia ´ntreabń:     

 

       ñCe-a zis, ce-a zis? 

timer pushed back his baseball cap, and nods nostalgically, to 

the silent approval of the onlookers. 

A young mother cast in an impeccable dark blue 

business suit rhythmically propels herself on high heels down 

the park path, in one hand a little boy who stumbles in time 

with her strides trying to keep pace, and in the other a rattling 

set of car keys. 

ôPenguan, hey, penguan,õ the little boy breaks her 

progress by planting his heels in the tarmac, then feasts 

enchanted eyes on the impassive birds. The maternal traction 

force uproots him, and drags him back on course as the 

woman careers on, looking neither left nor right.  

ôMove on, laddy, Mummy õs running late for her 

meeting.õ 

ôPenguin ahoy!õ several onlookers call after her in 

spontaneous solidarity with the little boy.  

             ôYour mumõs a penguin, pillock!õ The woman slices the 

words through her teeth as she clickety-clacks purposefully 

through the landscape with her immaculate breastplate of 

starched boobs. Everyoneõs at a loss for words.  

Even the worker shrugs his shoulders in defeat. 

Grandma keeps asking:  

ôWhatõd she say, whatõd she say?õ 
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       ñDomne, daõ dacń-s extratereĺtri?, propune bunicuŤul 

blajin.  

       ñN-are cum, decide pensionarul atoateĺtiitor. Unde -i nava 

care-a venit cu ea? 

        ñA pitit -o-n boscheŤi, ´ncearcń Ťiganul sń ´ntreŤinń ipoteza 

întâlnirilor de gradul trei.  

       ñSń mori tu, i-o reteazń muncitorul. Nu te duci sń le-o 

ciordeĺti? 

          Un freamńt brusc zburleĺte pâlcul de pinguini, ca ĺi cum 

i-ar fi alarmat insinuarea muncitorului.  

       ñIa!, dau sń se mire privitorii, dar ´n clipń urmńtoare li se 

dezvńluie sursa freamńtului. Un boschetar minor se apropiase 

tiptil de pinguini cu o prńjinń ĺi se pregńtea sń-l altoiascń pe cel 

mai la ´ndem©nń. 

 

       ñBń! Lasń bń pinguinii-n pace, ce Ťi-a fńcut?, ´l 

admonesteazń mulŤimea. ôRea-Ť-ai dreacuõ dń aurolacié  

       Boschetarul leapńdń prńjina cu resemnare ĺi ocolind cu 

ferealń pńsńrile ´ncń agitate, se integreazń ´n grupul de oameni, 

fńc©nd slalom printre cele c©teva palme ridicate ´ntr-o 

ameninŤare formalń. Dar necum sń se potoleascń. Culege de pe 

jos o piatrń ĺi se pregńteĺte sń dea cu ea dupń pinguini. 

Muncitorul ´l depisteazń la timp ĺi-l pńleĺte pńrintesc-

ôWhat if theyõre extraterrestrials, huh?õ the grandpa 

proffers. 

ôCanõt be,õ the omniscient baseball cap decrees. 

ôWhereõs the spaceship they came in?õ 

ôThey hid it in the bushesõ. Gypsy attempts to uphold 

the close-encounters-of-the-third -degree hypothesis. 

ôWanna bet? the worker cuts him short. ôThen why 

donõt you nick it?õ 

A sudden stir ruffles the flurry of penguins as if the 

workerõs insinuation has given them cause for alarm. 

ôWhat theéõ The onlookers succumb to bewilderment 

for a moment. It doesnõt take them long, however, to detect 

the true source of the commotion. A bored kid has sneaked 

behind the penguins with a long stick and is belting the one 

within easiest reach. 

ôLet them penguins alone! Whatõd they ever do to 

you?õ the crowd admonishes him. ôFuckinõ glue snifferséõ 

The kid drops his stick in resignation and giving a wide 

berth to the still twitchy birds, slinks into the pack of humans 

careful to avoid the odd hand raised in toke n reprimand. He 

doesnõt give up the idea, though. He picks a stone from the 

ground and prepares to lob it at the penguins. The worker 

detects him in time and swipes. The juvenile delinquent drops 
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muncitoreĺte dupń ceafń. Copilul lasń piatra ĺi-o tuleĺte din 

mijlocul lor. Când se asigurń cń nu-l urmńreĺte nimeni, se 

opreĺte, se întoarce spre ei, trage aer în piept cu premeditare ĺi 

strigń c©t ´l Ťin puterile:  

       ñMuie la pinguini!  

 Apoi fuge mai departe.  

        ñEu zic c-ar trebui sń chemńm poliŤia, propune 

purtńtorul de dosar. 

       ñDń-l dreacuõ dń aurolac, se str©mbń muncitorul. 

 

       ñNu domõle pentru ńla, se disculpń autorul propunerii. 

Pentru pinguini.  

       ñDa ce sń le facń poliŤia?, se intereseazń retoric domnul cel 

îngrijit.  

       ñSń constate, susŤine ochelaristul iniŤiativa. 

 

       ñVezi sń nu, ´l descurajeazń muncitorul. 

       ñPoliŤia comunitarń, domõle?, intoneazń sceptic cel cu 

plasa. Pńi ńĺtia ia banii statului degeaba, domõleé 

 

        ñChemaŤi-i, chemaŤi-i, le dń muncitorul ghes. Cń poate-i 

sterilizeazń. Ce, vreŤi sń se prńseascń pinguinii-n Bucureĺti ca 

c©inii bagabonŤi?  

the stone and is off like a shot. As soon as heõs sure no oneõs 

following him, he comes to a halt, turns to the group, draws a 

huge breath and calls out at the top of his voice: 

 

ôFuck the penguins! Then he runs off. 

 

ôWhat about calling the police?õ the tax man breaks the 

silence. 

ôThe little buggerõs not worth it ,õ the worker pulls a 

sickened face. 

ôI donõt mean for the kid,õ the proponent elucidates. 

ôFor the penguins.õ 

ôAnd what should the police do, if I may ask? õ the 

neatly-dressed gentleman enquires rhetorically. 

ôInvestigate,õ Baseball know-all hastens to support the 

initiative.  

ôInvestigate my arse,õ the worker dissuades him. 

ôThe local police, huh?õ the man with the string bag 

intones sceptically. ôAll they do is get paid by our taxes for 

doinõ nothingéõ 

ôCall them, go on,õ the worker urges them. ôThey might 

realise them birds need to be sterilized. You donõt want 

Bucharest teeminõ with penguins like it õs teeminõ with stray 
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       ñCare vagabonzi, domõle? Comunitari ñ aĺa le zice, 

restabileĺte ochelaristul corectitudinea politicń. 

 

        ñA-´´´, dń muncitorul sń-ĺi exprime pńrerea, c©nd o nouń 

comoŤie ´n r©ndul pinguinilor le atrage atenŤia. 

 

          O t©nńrń ´mbrńcatń uĺchit s-a apropiat foarte mult de 

pinguini ĺi-i priveĺte cu ochii zg©iŤi. 

       ñAi grijń, domniĺoarń, nu te-apropia prea tare, cń ńĺtia-i 

periculoĺi, o previne muncitorul.  

       ñTe muĺcń de vuvuzelń, expliciteazń Ťiganul. CeilalŤi ´l 

privesc dezaprobator. Domniĺoara ´i ignorń pe toŤi ĺi pleacń. 

Dupń plecarea ei, se revine la subiect.  

 

        ñDe anunŤat poliŤia, trebuie s-o anunŤńm, conchide omul 

cu dosarul. Cń-i sterilizeazń, cń-i aresteazń, cń-i eutanasiazń ñ

treaba lor. Noi ne-am fńcut datoriaé 

       ñO anunŤńm, cad toŤi de acord, ´n afarń de Ťigan care 

dispare grńbit printre copaci, ĺi pornesc fiecare spre diversele 

ieĺiri ale parcului, cu consemnul ca primul c are s-o întâlni cu 

poliŤia sń-i spunń.  

 

dogséõ   

ôWhat dõya mean, stray? Free-ranginõ urban dogs is 

what theyõre called,õ the baseball cap makes his bid for 

political corre ctness. 

ôFree-ranginõ my arseõ the worker attempts to voice his 

opinion, but a new stir among the penguins draws everyone õs 

attention. 

An eccentrically -dressed young girl has come quite 

close to the penguins and watches them, eyes popping out of 

their sockets. 

ôWatch it, Miss, donõt get too near. Themõs dangerous.õ 

ôTheyõll bite your ocarina off, õ the Gypsy expounds. 

The others watch him, eyes cold with disapproval. The young 

girl ignores them all and leaves. As soon as sheõs gone, they 

pick up the topic.  

ôWe gotta call the police,õ the tax man concludes. 

ôWhether they sterilize, euthanatize or arrest them ñ thatõs 

their business. Weõve done our dutyéõ 

ôLetõs call them, then,õ everyone consents, though 

apparently not the Gypsy, who makes himself scarce among 

the trees. They all disperse towards the various park gates 

having agreed that the first one to encounter the police should 

report the penguins.  
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Ĺi ori cń nu s-au ´nt©lnit, ori cń s-au întâlnit ĺi nu i -au spus, 

ori cń i-au spus ĺi poliŤia nu i-a crezut, nu se ĺtieé Cert e cń 

poliŤia a constatat c©nd era prea t©rziu ca sń mai poatń întreprinde 

ceva. 

 

 

Cei care-ĺi mai amintesc Bucureĺtiul înainte de invazia 

pinguinilor, ĺi puŤini sunt aceia, vorbesc despre un oraĺ lini ĺtit, 

cu strńzi largi ĺi cu oameni prietenoĺi, în care puteai ieĺi din casń 

când voiai ĺi te puteai plimba peste tot dupń pofta inimii. Astńzi 

p©nń ĺi inscripŤiile care odinioarń acopereau toate zidurile de-

abia se mai desluĺesc: MUIE LA PINGUINIé 

 

 

Could be they never encountered the police, or they 

encountered them and failed to pass the information along, or 

maybe they did pass on the information and the police didn õt 

believe them ñ we canõt be sure. One thing is certain, though. 

The police started investigating when it was too late to embark 

upon any expedient course of action. 

Those who can still remember Bucharest before the 

penguins, (and a dwindling tribe they are), talk about a 

peaceful city with welcoming streets and friendly people. A 

city where you could go out whene ver you pleased and were 

free to roam to your heartõs content. Today, the graffiti that 

once shouted from every wall have faded to barely legible 

pleas: FUCK THE PENGUINSé 

 

[Translated into English by the author] 
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Flavia Cosma 

  My City in the Morning  

   

 

 
 

 

 Its baroque eyelashes still obscured 

By the vapid, nocturnal turmoil,  

My city rises from sleep in the morning,  

To the acrid smell of taverns 

Opened too early, 

Where garrulous, dirty drunks  

Resume their heated quarrels. 

 

My city awakens at dawn, 

In the suave perfume of flowers clouded by dust;  

Those tender, resigned cupolas, waiting 

For the midday summer sun, to ooze over them. 

 

Bent backs and furrowed foreheads, 

Large crowds trotting on the sidewalks,  

Greet each other absent-mind ed, on the fly, 
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Hurrying on, forgetting their pitiable heritage, their history,  

When, thirsty for blood, their ancestors,  

Greedily slaughtered each other, 

ʄIn the name of mother country and of different Gods ʄ,  

Under the shadows of rival cathedrals.  

 

It took me a long time to be able to discern 

The time corroded voice of my city,  

But today I understand its madness and its error;  

I cross it lovingly, with a lithe step,  

And I am saddened by the sight of lifeless, white kittens,  

Lying on the pavement, snuff ed out by the spirits of the night,  

Red poppies blossoming from their muzzles,  

In the morning light.  

 

[Written in English]  
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Dan Lungu  

Aventura bucure ĺteanń a domnului Escu  Mr. Escuõs adventure 

   

 

  

 

          Într -o marŤi, domnul Escu, ´n ĺlapi ĺi fluierând vesel, a 

ieĺit din casń pentru a cumpńra o p©ine ĺi din greĺealń a ajuns 

la Bucureĺti. I -a fost at©t de lene sń se ´ntoarcń, ´nc©t a rńmas 

acolo, unde ĺi-a ´ntemeiat o familie, a gńsit un serviciu ĺi, între 

timp, a rńmas ĺomer. Mereu i s-a pńrut cń oraĺul acela e plin de 

ministere, autobuze, statui ĺi oameni grńbiŤi, ´nsń cu greu 

           One Tuesday, Mr. Escu, in his flip-flops and whistling 

cheerfully, left his house to buy a loaf of bread and ended up 

in Bucharest by mistake. The prospect of returning triggered 

such sloth in him, that he resolved to stay in the Romanian 

capital, where he since raised a family, found himself a job 

and has recently become unemployed. Heõd always 
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gńseĺti un colŤ liniĺtit unde sń faci pipi.  

 

 

Cu toate cń ĺi-a cumpńrat pńlńrie ĺi cravatń, nimeni n-a 

vrut sń-l angajeze, aĺa cń a trńit ´n continuare fericit ´n s©nul 

familiei. La un moment dat, un tip cu un dinte lipsń ĺi unul de 

aur i -a spus cń-l plńteĺte sń stea opt ore pe zi ´ntr-un picior, ´nsń 

l-a refuzat fiindcń nu-i plńcea faŤa lui. Pentru a nu pierde 

contactul cu realitatea, a ´nceput sń iasń la berńria din colŤ, unde 

în scurt timp ĺi-a fńcut o groazń de prieteni, oameni ĺi câini. Cel 

mai des pństra contactul cu realitatea ´mpreunń cu domnul Ov 

ĺi domnul Ovici, aflaŤi provizoriu ´n Bucureĺti ĺi dornici de 

afirmare. De fapt, domnul Ov era în drum spre Paris, unde 

intenŤiona sń-ĺi desńv©rĺeascń sistemul filosofic, ´nsń simŤise 

nevoia unui popas fenomenologic. Acestui domn ´i plńceau 

papanaĺii ĺi Calea Victoriei , pe care se plimbau femei cu sânii 

umflaŤi p©nń sub barbń, ca niĺte amigdalite uria ĺe. În schimb, 

domnul Ovici e colecŤionar de oraĺe. Dupń ce le viziteazń, le 

pune în piept ca pe niĺte medalii. Desigur, e un tip distins, 

doarme cu papion la pijama, ´nsń dupń douń beri devine porc, 

pretinz©nd cń Bucureĺtiul e o m©nń de turci, una de greci ĺi 

armeni, iar restul sunt Ťigani, Ťńrani ĺi alte chestii cu Ť. ċn zadar 

domnul Ov ´ncearcń sń-l contrazicń, pentru cń dl Ovici ´l trage 

entertained the idea that, though Bucharest was full of 

ministries, buses, statues and people on the run, you could 

barely find a quiet corner in which to  pee. 

Despite his fitting himself out in a hat and tie, nobody 

would hire him, so he continued to live happily amongst his 

loved ones. At one point, some gap-toothed guy (who also 

had visible a golden tooth) offered to sponsor his standing on 

one leg for eight hours, but Mr. Escu turned him down 

because he didnõt like his face. In order to keep in touch with 

reality, he began to patronise the corner pub where he quickly 

struck up friendships with the regular s and also with  dogs. 

His companions in his endeavour were especially Mr. Ov and 

Mr. Ovici, temporarily living in Bucharest and eager to make 

themselves known in the capital. Mr. Ov was actually on his 

way to Paris, where he intended to perfect his philosophical 

system, but he had felt the need for a phenomenological stop-

over. This gentleman liked  two things:  papanaĺi and Calea 

Victoriei , where the strolling women õs mountainous breasts 

reached their chins, resembling huge pairs of swollen tonsils . 

Mr. Ovici, on the other hand, collected towns. Having vis ited 

them, he would place them on his chest as if they were 

medals. He slept with  bow tie and pyjamas, he cut the dapper 

dash of a proper gent, indeed, but, after a couple of beers he 
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de ureche pânń ´l bagń cu nasul ´n bere ĺi-i spune: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       ñNumele meu e mai lung, aĺa cń eu am dreptate. 

Desigur, dl Ov n -a fost dintotdeauna filosof, a avut ĺi zile 

mai bune. ċn cea mai circulatń variantń a biografiei sale, 

lucrurile stau ´n felul urmńtor: ´ntr-o dupń-amiazń, pe la 17 ĺi 

13 minute, din senin ĺi-a spus: privite de sus, toate lucrurile 

devin filosofice. ċn prima zi de dupń aceastń descoperire, 

domnul Ov a cńutat un bloc cu zece etaje, s-a instalat într -un 

fotoliu de rńchitń ĺi a ´nceput sń mediteze ´ntr-o poziŤie 

consacratń istoric, cu degetul la t©mplń. Dar toate generalizńrile 

la scara unu pe zece i s-au pńrut provinciale. Atunci s-a urcat 

în tren, a venit la Bucureĺti ĺi s-a urcat pe Hotelul 

Intercontinental, dându -se mecanic de ´ntreŤinere. Deĺi bńtea 

un vânt infernal, a rezistat fix 21 de minute. Oricum, a avut 

timp sń-ĺi dea seama cń nici scara 1 la 22 nu e satisfńcńtoare, 

mai ales cń nu e o cifrń rotundń ĺi a intrat într -o berńrie, unde  

i-a cunoscut pe dl Escu ĺi dl Ovici, oameni care nu i -au 

would sink into the gross behaviour of a xenophobic pig, 

claiming that Bucharest was nothing more than a handful of 

Turks, Greeks Armenians and sundry Gypsies, peasants and 

sundry things beginning with p . Mr. Ov would try to 

contradict him , but to no avail . When he heard that, Mr Ovici 

simply pull ed his ear, jammed his nose into the beer, and 

stated: 

ôMy surname is longer, so Iõm always right.õ  

Of course, Mr. Ov hadnõt always been a philosopher, 

heõd seen better days. The best known version of his 

biography runs something like this: one afternoon, at about 

5:13, out of the blue, he told himself: seen from above, 

everything becomes philosophical. The first day after this 

revelation, Mr. Ov looked for a ten -storey building, settled 

himself into a wicker armch air and began meditating in a 

historical position ʄhis finger to his forehead. Nevertheless, 

every generalization on a scale from one to ten appeared to 

him rather provincial. That õs when he took the train, came to 

Bucharest and swept into The Intercontinental Hotel, passing 

himself off as a maintenance mechanic. Although a hellish 

wind was blowing, he stood out there for more than 21 

minutes. That gave him time to realize that neither was the 1 

to 22 scale very satisfying, especially as it was not a round 
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schimbat viaŤa. Deĺi nu e tocmai frumos din partea noastrń, 

haideŤi sń vedem ce se va întâmpla în viitor. Profund 

nemulŤumit, va ´nvńŤa sń ´mpleteascń coĺuri de nuiele, va 

câĺtiga bani ĺi se va duce ´n Ťara lui Descartes, pe turnul Eiffel, 

ca sń-ĺi desńv´rĺeascń teoria relativń a generalizńrii. Va fi iarnń 

ĺi Parisul va fi de necuprin s. ċn plus, degetul de la t©mplń ´i va 

degera ĺi ´n jumńtate de an ´i va fi amputat. DecepŤionat ĺi 

agnostic, timp de zece ani îĺi va amâna sinuciderea de pe o zi 

pe alta. Apoi se va plictisi ĺi va intra ´n politicń. Apoi va deveni 

director la Combinatul d e creĺtere ĺi ´ngrńĺare a porcilor, nu 

departe de localitatea sa natalń.  

 

 

 

 

Dar deocamdatń e la Bucureĺti, oraĺul cu prea puŤine 

strńzi ĺi prea multe personalitńŤi. Afarń plouń, iar el, ´mpreunń 

cu dl Escu ĺi dl Ovici, discutń cu pasiune despre orice. Nu existń 

lucru pe lumea asta pentru care el sń nu fie capabil sń facń o 

teorie, cu excepŤia chibriturilor, pe care nu le poate suferi din 

naĺtere. Dacń n-ar fi inventat altcineva bricheta, cu siguranŤń ar 

fi fńcut-o el. Dar, ´n fine, asta e altń poveste. ċn opinia sa, 

Bucureĺtiul miroase a p©ine, ´n timp ce ´n restul Ťńrii toate 

number. Consequently , he stepped into the nearest beer 

house, where he met Mr. Escu and Mr. Ovici, two men who 

had no effect on his life whatsoever. Indiscreet though it may 

be, let us see what the future has in store for him . Deeply 

disappointed , he will learn how to make wicker baskets, earn 

money and visit Descartesõ country, more precisely the Eiffel 

Tower, where he will perfect his own  Relative Theory of 

Generalization. It will be wintertime and Paris will be beyond 

all expectations. Moreover, the finger he holds to his forehead 

will freeze and half a year later it will be amputated. 

Disenchanted and agnostic, he will postpone his own suicide 

from one day to the next for ten years. Then he will be 

thoroughly bored  and will go into politics. Aft erwards he will 

be appointed manager of the industrial farm that raises and 

fattens swine, not far from his own native town.  

But, for now, he is in Bucharest, the town with far too 

few streets and too many personalities. Itõs raining outside, 

and he, together with Mr. Escu and Mr. Ovici, will talk 

passionately just about anything. He can produce a theory for 

every little trifle in this world , except matches, which he has 

always hated, his entire life. Had the lighter not been already 

invented, heõdõve invented it himself . But thatõs another story. 

In his opinion Bucharest smells like bread, while throughout 
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statuile sunt sculptate ´n mńmńligń, iar singura competenŤń 

realń a bucureĺtenilor este capacitatea de a ghici ce autobuz la 

ce minister merge. Dl Ov, colecŤionarul, crede cń, dimpotrivń, 

vńzut de sus oraĺul seamńnń cu o patń de benzinń sau, ´n cel 

mai bun caz, cu o turmń de iepuri, fiecare de altń culoare.  

 

De aici, o ´ntreagń ceartń. Dl Escu, ´n loc sń arbitreze 

aceastń disputń, se simte jignit ĺi ´n consecinŤń se apucń sń-ĺi 

taie unghiile, dupń care adoarme. Foarte rńu, fiindcń cearta 

degenereazń ´ntr-o pńruialń, iar el pierde un spectacol pe cinste 

ĺi va trebui sń se milogeascń la chelner pentru a i-l povesti.  

ċn schimb, fńrń sń bage de seamń, a doua zi dimineaŤń 

viaŤa dlui Escu a luat o ´ntorsńturń neaĺteptatń. Pe la 5 ĺi 13 

minute, nici nu s -a trezit bine ĺi m©na sa st©ngń a ´nceput sń 

bolboroseascń ruseĺte. Crez©nd cń netoata vorbeĺte prin somn, 

s-a grńbit sń o bage sub jetul de apń rece de la chiuvetń, dar ´n 

zadar. Peste puŤin timp, m©na st©ngń a ´nceput ĺi ea sń 

vorbeascń ´ntr-o limbń sucitń, pesemne turceĺte. Apoi un picior 

b©igui bulgńreĺte, iar celńlalt se vńicńrea ´n greceĺte. Ca un 

fńcut, o ureche prinse a ciripi ´n cumanń, iar cealaltń ´n latinń. 

Domnul Escu s-a fâstâcit ĺi, pentru o clipń, a crezut cń a ´nghiŤit 

din greĺealń turnul Babel. Cum soŤia vorbea la telefon de trei 

zile cu sora ei plecatń ´n Italia, trebuia sń se descurce singur. 

the rest of the country all the statues are carved in polenta, 

and the only real skill the citizens of Bucharest can boast of is 

their ability to guess w hich bus goes to what ministry. On the 

contrary, Mr. Ov, the collector, believes that the town seen 

from above resembles a gas stain or, at best, a flock  of rabbits, 

a different colour each. 

A debate ensues. Mr. Escu, instead of arbitrating it , feels 

offended and consequently focuses on cutting his nails, after 

which he falls asleep. A fatal move: the argument turns into a 

scuffle and he is missing one hell of a show and will later on 

have to beg the waiter to tell him the whole story.  

Instead, without his knowing it, the following morning, 

Mr. Escuõs life takes an unexpected turn. At about 5:13, barely 

awake, his left hand begins to mumble in Russian. Thinking 

the old dodo is talking in its sleep, he immediately puts it 

under the cold water jet  from the sink, but, alas, itõs all in vain. 

Before long, his left hand also begins to talk in an awkward 

language, probably Turkish. Then one leg starts to stutter in 

Bulgarian while the other one whines in Greek. And to top it 

all, one ear begins chirping in the Cuman language and the 

other one in Latin. Mr. Escu loses his countenance and, for a 

split second, believes he has mistakenly swallowed The 

Tower of Babel. As his wife has been talking on the phone to 
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Din disperare a strńnutat de trei ori, iar nasul i-a spus 

ăShalom!ó. S-a speriat ĺi a supt o bomboanń de mentń, 

gândindu -se cń dacń aflń vecinii ´l vor prinde ĺi îl vor vinde la 

circ. Aĺa cń ĺi-a fńcut repejor bagajele ĺi s-a dus la aeroport, cu 

g©ndul sń-i lase pe Ov ĺi pe Ovici bucureĺteni ´n locul sńu. Dar 

acolo nu vorbeau decât ´n englezń ĺi n-au vrut sń-l creadń cń e 

bucureĺtean get beget.  

 

 

        Aĺa cń a ´nceput sń fluiere ĺi s-a dus sń cumpere o p©ine. 

her sister in Italy for the past three days, he finds he must 

extricate himself from this situation. In despair, he sneezes 

three times, and his nose says ôShalom!õ He is scared and 

sucks on a mint drop: he fears his neighbours, if they find him 

out, will promptly  kidnap him and sell him to the circu s. So 

he quickly packs his stuff and heads for the airport, content 

to leave Ov and Ovici behind, as citizens of Bucharest in his 

place. But they only speak English at the airport , so they 

refuse to believe he was born and bred in Bucharest. 

So, cheerfully  whistling, he proceeds to purchase his 

fundamental loaf  of bread. 

 

[Translated into English by Alina Miron]  
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Adrian Pńunescu 

 

Antiprim ńvarń  Antiprimavera  

   

Ce dacń vine primńvara 

Atâta iarnń e în noi 

Cń martie se poate duce 

Cu toĪi cocorii înapoi  

 

În noi e loc numai de iarnń 

Vom îngheĪa sub ultim ger 

Orbecńind pe copci de gheaĪń 

Ca un stingher spre alt stingher. 

  

Ĺi vin din patriile calde  

Cocorii toamnei ce trecu 

Ĺi cuiburi ĺi-au fńcut la streĺini  

Ĺi l©ngń mine nu eĺti tu  

 

Ninsori mai grave decât moartea 

 So what if Spring comes? 

Thereõs so much winter left in us  

That March and the migrating cranes 

Can turn around and travel back  

 

In us thereõs space only for winter 

Weõll freeze under the final frost.  

Trying to find our way on thin ice  

One man alone toward s another 

 

And from the warmer countries come 

The cranes of last Fall 

And make nests under troofs 

But next to me there is no you. 

 

Snows worse than death 
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Au fost ĺi sunt ĺi vor mai fi  

La mine-n suflet este vifor 

Ĺi vin nebuni sń facń schi. 

  

Ĺi ninge p©nń la prńsele 

Ninsoarea-mi intrń-n trupul tot  

Un dans de oameni de zńpadń 

Ce ´mbrńĪiĺarea n-o mai pot 

 

 La noi e iarnń pe vecie 

 Doi foĺti nefericiĪi amanĪi 

 Ia-Īi ´nflorirea, primńvarń 

 Ĺi toĪi cocorii emigranĪi.  

Have been, still  are, will come again 

Itõs blizzard in my soul 

And crazy people come to ski. 

 

The snows reach us the deep inside 

They take over our bodies 

A dance of snowmen 

Which hugging can no more  

 

In us thereõs winter for eternity  

Former unhappy lovers  

Take all your blossoms, Spring 

And also your migrating cranes!  

 

[Translated into English by Constantin Roman] 
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Igor Isakovski  

   

  Bucharest  5 ½ 
   

 

 

 Bucharest at fiveʄ 

my new shoes at the door. 

 

Bucharest, five and a half 

seagulls liberated from weight  

sun bashfully undressing  

 

Bucharest, replete and beautiful 

shamelessly colourful, with scented concrete 

 

Bucharest, seven and a half 

the last leis before the first flight tonight  

and I pour Irish from the bag too:  

we should invent an honourable withdrawal  

 

Bucharest, late afternoon 

escorts me with a stormʄ 
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last night I was sitting at a terrace 

and watched the seagulls 

lighting up the sky:  

white stripes freed of meaning  

now I have more Irish than water  

and not a penny left  

we should invent a proud retreat  

 

Bucharest late afternoon 

strolls me through Eliade's labyrinths  

too much literature in one day  

I slowly withdraw  

I leave the scene with a gentle bowʄ 

yet another city I will return to  

Bucharest at dusk  

June deep necklines small firm breasts 

with salmon chased by white seagulls 

 

[Translated from Macedonian into English by the author  

with Elizabeta Bakovska] 
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JoAnne Growney  

 

  Looking for Words  

   

 

 

 Our land and words are one, Romania explains. 

To help me understand, friends take me 

through Transylvania, land of Dracula  

and ancient painted monasteries. 

 

To help me understand, friends take me 

in a van with sleeping bags, a store of food, 

to visit ancient monasteries painted 

with sacred stories to last forever. 

 

We travel in a van, carry picnic food,  

marvel at unfading lapis on concrete walls  

sacred stories saved to tell forever 

pastel lift to heaven, red descent to hell. 

 

We marvel at unfading lapis on concrete walls  

spiritual instruction for those who have no books:  
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pastel lift to heaven, red descent to hell 

and, at the nunsõ clear windows, bright geraniums.  

 

Instructing those who have no books 

through Transylvania, land of Dracula  

nuns brighten clear windows with red geraniums.  

Our land and words are one Romania explains. 

 

[Written in English]  
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David Hill  

 

  Great Street 

   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 Climb up into the tram, and stamp your ticket, 

And if you want to grab a seat, move fast; 

Adjust your purse so nobody can nick it,  

And watch the filthy city gliding past.  

 

Admire the grey identical high rises,  

All filed against the smog, ten storeys tall,  

Each window with its freight of dull surprises, 

A different life behind each patch of wall.  

 

A thousand women hanging out old dresses  

Or cooking stew for families of five,  

All with insanely complex home addresses,  

All grimly or deliciously alive.  

 

Oh, how can country folk call cities boring?  

How can they say theyõre cold and inhumane? 
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Doesnõt this vision send your spirit soaring?  

Doesnõt this squalid scene bewitch your brain? 

 

Oh look, here comes the best part. Hold on tightly.  

The tram will shake a little, you õll observe. 

Because it has to change direction slightly,  

The whole majestic street begins to curve; 

 

And, like the graceful sweep of some godõs pencil, 

These proud decaying blocks, ten storeys high, 

Unite into a single blunt utensil  

To score a huge half-circle on the sky! 

 

[Written in En glish]  
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David Hill  

  Religious vision  

   

 

 

 

 And as we speak, two trolleybuses lurch  

Around the corner, past the painted church.  

Through grimy windows, an enlightening show:  

Large, pious matrons, packed into the aisle, 

All let go of the handrail for a while  

To cross themselves with stout right arms. That done, 

They grab the rail again. But ah, too slow! 

They topple sideways. All behave as one, 

Like frantic crabs nibbling the undertow,  

Like smuggled parrots jostling on their perch.  

The same religious vision, end to end, 

Twice over. One for me, one for my friend.  

 

[Written in English]  
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Sándor Kányádi  

  The Ambulance  

   

 

 

 Itõs not in the streets but inside us that 

it goes racing with sirens blazing,  

itõs inside us that the lights are changing 

from red to green; the eyelids bat 

and the pupilsõ traffic lights 

give us the go-ahead with great 

relief, seeing that the accident  

did not even make us late. 

When it turns green, with the ri ght-of-way 

of the righteous enjoying heavenõs reprieve, 

we rescue ourselves across the street  

ñ  on the crosswalk where we can play 

it safe ʄ the only place where, even if we died, 

for once weõd have the law on our side. 

 

[Translated from Hungarian into English by Paul Sohar] 
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Doina Ru ĺti  

Mâna lui Bill Clinton   Bill Clinton õs Hand 

   

          ţinuse acest bilet ani ´n ĺir, într -o casetń metalicń, 

cumpńratń c©ndva cu bomboane, o cutie ovalń, cu douń 

cununiŤe de trandafiri pictate pe capac. Multń vreme ´l pństrase 

ca sń-l arate prietenilor, cu orgoliul posesorului de bunńtńŤi, 

gândindu -se la el ca la cea mai mare valoare trecutń, prezentń 

ĺi viitoare. ċn perioada liceului avea c©Ťiva prieteni care veneau 

duminicile pe la el ĺi care îl întrebau, aĺa cum se ´ntrebń despre 

animalele de companie, òCe-Ťi mai face Clintonul? ċl mai ai? 

Nu s-a ĺters pixul?ó Se decolorase el puŤin, dar era acolo, la fel 

de impresionant ĺi de viu ca ´n ziua de iulie. Apoi, pe mńsurń 

ce timpul se dezbrńca de amintiri, petecul de h©rtie cńzu ĺi el 

sub geana l©noasń a uitńrii. 

Dar chiar ĺi-acolo, într-o minusculń capsulń, mai 

pństreazń ´ncń tńria celui mai teribil timp. Pe la sf©rĺitul clasei 

a ĺasea era deja cineva. În foĺnetul luminos al anilor 90, se vede 

           Heõd kept the note for years on end in a metallic oval 

box with two rose circlets painted on its lid, purchased once 

in exchange for candies. Heõd treasured it for years, showing 

it off to his friends, his vanity as possessor of goodies amply 

gratified, treating it as an all -time asset. In high-school, some 

of his friends would come by his house on Sundays and ask 

him, just as one does with pets: ôHowõs your Clinton? Still 

got it? Hasnõt the writing been blotted out? õ. Actually it had 

been smudged a bit but was still there, as imposing and alive 

as that day in July. However, as time shed its memories, so 

did the scrap of paper fall into the soft twi rl of oblivion.  

 

Yet even there, the pint-size capsule still retained the 

intensity of those harrowing days. By the end of sixth grade, 

he was already famous. In the bright rustle of the ô90s, he 
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´ncń, plutind nimbat peste PiaŤa UniversitńŤii. Luase un premiu 

internaŤional, iar lumea ´ncepuse sń-l cheme pe la tot felul de 

´ntruniri selecte, aniversńri, comemorńri ĺi chiar la prezentńri 

de modń, unde c©nta la flaut ca un maestru. ċnsń de departe 

evenimentul cel mai important a fost întâlnirea cu Bill Clinton.  

 

El ĺi-o studentń, premiatń pentru un soft deĺtept, au fost 

aleĺi sń stea alńturi de preĺedintele Americii, ca doi stâlpi 

inconturnabili ai naŤiunii rom©ne.  

 

ċncń mult ´nainte, ´l anunŤase directoarea, chem©ndu-l 

în biroul ei, de la Ĺcoala de Muzicń, apoi tipul de la SRI ĺi ´ncń 

alŤi c©Ťiva indivizi, care ´i ĺtiau numele întreg ĺi toate realizńrile 

lui de flautist care abia împlinise 12 ani. òArtistul nostru, 

Vizitiu Octavian ó, spunea directoarea, òo sń ne reprezinte ´n 

faŤa lui Bill Clinton!ó Iar el se ĺi vedea trńg©nd de-un lanŤ 

argintiu toatń Ĺcoala de Muzicń, aĺezatń ´n ĺir indian, de la 

colegul de bancń, p©nń la d-na Atanasiu, directoarea blondń ca 

o pńpńdie. ċnsuĺi preĺedintele Emil Constantinescu îi ĺtia 

numele, iar dupń aceea chiar ĺi babele de pe strada lui cârâiau 

pe la ferestre òOcta-Octaó, deĺi p©nń ´n acea varń, care fusese 

cu totul ĺi cu totul a lui Bill Clinton, ele nici mńcar nu auziserń 

de el. Ziua de vineri, 11 iulie, a anului 1997, ´ncń strńluceĺte, ca 

could see his halo hovering above University Square. Heõd 

received an international award; and invitations to all kinds 

of select reunions, anniversaries, celebrations and even 

fashion shows were flooding in, and he played his flute there 

masterfully . Yet the peak of his celebrity was to have met Bill 

Clinton.  

He and a female student whoõd received a prize for 

developing some smart software program were finally 

selected to flank the American President as two solid pillars 

of the Romanian nation.  

Long before the event, in the Music School principal õs 

office, heõd been informed of his role, first by the 

headmistress, then by a guy from the Romanian Intelligence 

Service, accompanied by a few of blokes who actually  knew 

his full name, that heõd just turned twelve and was already 

an accomplished flutist. ôVizitiu Octav ian, our artistõ, the 

school principal proclaimed, ôis going to represent us when 

Bill Clinton  comes!õ And he would picture himself dragging 

by a silver chain his fellow students , from his desk mate to 

the blonde-as a-dandelion school principal, Mrs. Atanasiu. 

All in an Indian file.  Even President Emil Constantinescu 

himself knew his name, and all the old crones in his street 

would squawk outside their windows ôOcta-Octaõ, although 
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orice lucruĺor obsolescent, închis  într -un sipet de aur, pe care 

m©inile emoŤionate ale colecŤionarului ´l deschid o datń pe an.  

 

 

Pe Bulevardul Bńlcescu, ´n inima Capitalei, a fost 

ridicatń o tribunń, iar de la Intercontinental p©nń la PiaŤa 

Romanń, strada s-a transformat într -o mare de steguleŤe cu 

stele albe ĺi de capete inflamate, care slobozeau urale periodic, 

sub soarele de iulie. Ferestrele blocurilor din jur erau camuflate 

ca ´n timp de rńzboi, cńci pe la fiecare uĺń trecuse cineva ĺi le 

spusese tuturor sń Ťinń geamurile acoperite.  

 

 

       ñNimeni n -are voie sń se-apropie de ferestre la mai puŤin 

de un metru!  

      ñÎn casa mea! Ce-o sń-mi faci dumneata ´n casa mea, cń 

doar nu mai suntem pe vremea comuniĺtilor!?  

 

       ñDacń ´ncńlcaŤi interdicŤia veŤi fi ´mpuĺcaŤi pe loc! 

 

Aĺa cń ferestrele pńreau toate ´ndoliate, acoperite cu 

storuri ĺi perdele groase spre care privea poate câte un ochi 

înfricoĺat sau curios, dar nu într-at©ta ´nc©t sń stea ´nfipt ´n 

until the summer when Bill Clinton  came they had never 

heard of him Ada m. That Friday, 11 July 1997 still shines in 

all its tiny obsolescence, locked away in a gold coffer which 

the collectorõs nervous hands open only once a year.  

A platform was erected on Bńlcescu Boulevard, in the 

heart of the Capital, and, stretching from  The 

Intercontinental Hotel to PiaŤa Romanń, the entire street 

turned into a sea of little white -starred flags and wild minds  

which unleashed endless cheers into that hot July sun. The 

surrounding wi ndows of apartment blocks were 

camouflaged as in times of war; someone had knocked on 

every apartment door and had told everyone to keep their 

windows covered.  

ôNobodyõs allowed within one metre of the window! õ 

  

ôIn my own house! Who are you to order me about in 

my own house?! Weõre not under the Communist reg ime 

any more!õ  

ôIf you break the interdiction order, you will be shot on 

the spot!õ  

So all the windows took on a mournful aspect, covered 

by thick curtains and blinds ; terror -stricken or curious eyes 

glanced briefly at the window , motionless in the stifling 
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geam, ci doar ´ncremenit ´n umbra asfixiatń a camerei.  

La tribuna improvizatń, tapetatń cu steagurile celor 

douń Ťńri, n-au urcat decât patru persoane: Bill Clinton, Emil 

Constantinescu, softista premiatń ĺi Octa. În spatele pupitrului 

erau aĺezate trei jilŤuri albe, iar la oarecare distanŤń o bńncuŤń 

´mbrńcatń ´n mńtase, pregńtitń special pentru micul flautist. 

 

Studenta a Ťinut un scurt speech de bun venit, urmat de 

strigńte ĺi aplauze, al cńror ecou s-a ridicat ´n soare p©nń la 

etajul 25 al Intercontinentalului. Era o dupń-amiazń de aramń, 

iar pe deasupra bulevardului care, din cauza steguleŤelor 

agitate, pńrea un c©mp de clematite, se simŤea din când în când 

expiraŤia asfaltului ´ncins.  

 

Rolul lui era ca, imediat dupń studentń, sń-i spunń douń 

propoziŤii celui mai puternic cetńŤean al lumii ĺi sń-i str©ngń 

m©na. ċnsń, ´n exaltarea generalń, care cuprinsese tot 

bulevardul, ĺi-a dat seama cń uitase discursul. Creierul ´i era 

gol, iar ´n v©rful urechilor pulsa toatń viaŤa amplń a acelei zile 

de iulie. Nici mńcar nu s-a putut ridica de pe bńncuŤa tapiŤatń 

cu mńtase de China ĺi nici mńcar nu ĺi-a miĺcat ceafa de pe 

steagul naŤional, ´ntins pe copertina din spatele tribunei. FaŤa 

lui, de bucureĺtean bronzat, a umplut camerele miilor de 

dark  room.  

Only four people mounted the improvised platform, 

decorated with the flags of the two countries: Bill Clinton, 

Emil Constantinescu, the awarded student and Octa. Behind 

the speakerõs podium stood three white seats and, a little  

farther  away, a silk-adorned little bench, especially prepared 

for  the young fl utist.  

The student made a brief welcome speech, followed by 

cheers and applause whose echoes rose to the sun and  

reached the 25th floor of the Intercontinental Ho tel. It was a 

coppery afternoon, and above the boulevard  which looked 

like a field of clematis because of the myriad little waving 

flags you could occasionally sense the intermittent waft of 

burning asphalt.  

Octaõs role: after the student had finished her speech, 

he would address a couple of sentences to the most powerful 

citizen of the world and then shake his hand. However, in 

the heat of the moment which had seized the entire 

boulevard , Octa realized he had forgotten his own speech. 

His mind was blank and the intense life of that July day was 

throbbing in his red ears. He could neither rise from the 

China silk -covered little bench, nor move his nape off the 

national flag, spread as it was on the sun-blind behind the 
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televiziuni ĺi pentru douń secunde bune toatń lumea care ´l 

venera pe Bill Clinton, nu doar din cartierele Capitalei ori de 

prin coclaurile CarpaŤilor, dar ĺi din Arkansas ĺi chiar din 

Insulele Capului Verde, aflase de existenŤa lui Octavian 

Vizitiu, nu neapńrat ca purtńtor de nume, ci ca faŤń ´ncremenitń 

pe fâĺia galbenń a tricolorului rom©nesc. Alńturi simŤea 

genunchiul tremurńtor al softistei, iar dincolo de ea auzea râsul 

lui Bill, ´ntrerupt de cuvinte al cńror sens ´i trecea ´n vitezń pe 

l©ngń urechi.  

 

ċn emoŤia generalń, Octa pńrea destins ĺi zâmbitor ca un 

erou. C©t a vorbit Emil Constantinescu, a ´ncercat sń-ĺi revinń, 

cńut©ndu-l din ochi pe tipul care ´l adusese la tribunń ĺi din a 

cńrui siluetń ´nfńĺuratń ´n haine negre, nu vedea dec©t ceafa 

´ncununatń de un cablu ondulat.  

 

Apoi, în minutele cocoĺate ĺi chinuite, cât a durat 

discursul lui Emil, lumea din jur s -a luminat ca un ecran de cea 

mai bunń calitate. Degetele albe ale lui Bill Clinton, faŤa 

prietenoasń a unui tip rńsńrit din senin l©ngń braŤul lui, 

sp©nzurat cu neglijenŤń pe balustrada tribunei, ´n sf©rĺit, 

ciripitul softistei, care se apucase sń se rupń-n figuri pe tema 

succeselor ei, toate amńnuntele astea intraserń lent ´n scoarŤa 

podium . His tanned face filled the cameras of thousands of 

TV channels and, for two whole seconds, everyone who 

worshipped Bill Clinton ʄnot just the inhabitants of the 

Capital or those in the tiny villages in the Carpathians, but 

also those of Arkansas and even of the Island of Cape 

Verdeʄsaw Octavian Vizitiu, not necessarily speaking, they 

saw him as a spellbound face against the yellow strip of the 

Romanian flag. He could feel the studentõs trembling knee 

next to him, and, beyond her, Billõs laughter was interrupted 

by words whose meaning fleetingly escaped him.  

In the general excitement, Octa had the relaxed and 

smiling countenance of a hero. During Emil 

Constantinescuõs speech he tried to compose himself while 

his eyes searched for the guy who had ushered him to the 

podiumʄa silhouette in a black suit, just the nape of a neck 

crowned with a microphone spiral .  

Then Emil made his speech, and it lasted for a number 

of painful minutes during which  all the faces there lit up like 

a top-notch screen. Bill Clintonõs white fingers, the friendly 

face of a guy who had just popped up next to his arm, 

carelessly hanging on the rail around the podium, and, 

finally, the student õ suave bragging of her achievements, all 

of this had slowly seeped into his brain cortex, and later on 
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lui cerebralń, rul©nd-se apoi ĺi derulându -se ori de câte ori avea 

chef sń rememoreze cel mai ´nsemnat eveniment din viaŤa sa.  

Iar ´n centrul ´ntregii ´nt©mplńri se afla m©na luminoasń 

ĺi precipitatń a lui Bill Clinton.  

Nu -l vńzuse c©nd ĺi de unde scosese mica agendń. Dar 

prinsese, mai întâi în coada ochiului, miĺcarea agitatń ĺi apoi îl 

privise direct. Clinton scria repede cu vârful apos al unui pix. 

ċn mijlocul lumii care fremńta de-a lungul Bulevardului  

Bńlcescu, ´ntre zecile de uniforme negre ale sepepiĺtilor 

´ngrńmńdiŤi pe l©ngń tribunń, pe mica scenń din sc©nduri ĺi în 

culcuĺul de steaguri mńtńsoase, Bill Clinton scria un bilet, iar 

mâna lui, vârful nasului luminat, mi ĺcarea discretń a 

genunchiului de  l©ngń el, dar ĺi propria siluetń, cu braŤul ca o 

franzelń, tolńnit pe balustradń, ĺi cu adidaĺii bńlńngńnindu-se 

deasupra lemnului auriu, toate aceste fr©nturi de viaŤń, preced, 

în amintirile lui Octa, miezul dens al zilei de 11 iulie. În aerul 

ca o rńsuflare de c©ine, se miĺcau frunzele teiului de pe trotuar, 

iar fiecare rńsucire verde ĺi prńfoasń intrń chiar ĺi acum în 

fruntea ĺi ´n culisele ochilor ´ncremeniŤi ´n amintiri. 

 

  

Bill Clinton a întins spre el petecul de hârtie, apoi s-a 

ridicat sń-ĺi Ťinń discursul. Bulevardul tremura de urletele 

he would  unfold them whenever he felt like remembering 

the most significant moment of his life.  

And, at the centre of it all, shone Bill Clinton õs bright, 

swift hand . 

When and how Clinton had extracted his small 

agenda, Octa had no clue. He saw the agitated movement 

out of the corner of his eye and then he turned his full gaze 

on him. Clinton was dashing something down with a  ball-

point  pen. In the hustle and bustle along Bńlcescu 

Boulevard, among the dozens of black uniforms of the 

Protection and Guard officers clustering  around the 

podium , on the small planked stage and in the lair of silky 

flags, Bill Clinton was writing a note: his hand, the tip of his 

bright nose, the discreet movement of the knee next to him, 

and also his own silhouette, his arm looking like a thin loaf 

of white bread resting on the rail, his sneakers flapping 

above the golden wood, all these incidents precede, in Octaõs 

memories, that momentous 11 July noon. The leaves of the 

linden  tree on the pavement were beating like a dogõs swift 

breath: each green and dusty  puff  comes back to life in 

Octaõs mind  and in his eyes lost in memories. 

Bill Clinton handed him the scrap of paper, after which 

he rose to make his speech. The boulevard  shook with the 
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bucuroase ale lumii, iar softista ´l tot ´nghiontea sń dea biletul 

omului z©mbitor, care rńsńrise l©ngń parapetul tribunei. 

ċnŤelesese din prima ce avea de fńcut, ´nsń ceafa lui continua sń 

stea lipitń de p©nza tricolorului, iar m©na st©ngń, de pe 

balustradń, dormita fńrń grijń. Bńrbatul z©mbea ´ncń, 

ridicându -ĺi spr©ncenele sub vizierń. Era evident cń aĺteaptń 

h©rtiuŤa galbenń, ĺtia cń el este destinatarul, o ĺtia ĺi softista 

premiatń, dar ĺi Octa însuĺi procesase aceastń informaŤie ´n 

creierul care fremńta intens, la adńpostul unui craniu toropit 

pe pânza steagului.  Vocea lui Bill Clinton rńsuna ´n microfon, 

dublatń de un nevńzut translator, ´n timp ce ´n spatele lui, pe 

divanul mńtńsos, se vede ´ncń pe sine, o patń neagrń, 

´ncremenitń ´n tricolorul Rom©niei, ĺi-ĺi aminteĺte ´ncń 

degetele mâinii drepte, încleĺtate pe micul bilet, în aĺteptarea 

urmńtorului gest, ĺi pentru el impredictibil.  

Când preĺedintele Americii ĺi-a terminat speech-ul, 

bńrbatul z©mbitor se afla deja pe scenń. ċntr-un mod miraculos, 

trecuse peste balustradń sau urcase treptele ´n vitezń. ċn vuietul 

general, pe c©nd Bill Clinton dispńrea ´nghiŤit de escorta 

oficialń, m©na cafenie a lui Octavian Vizitiu continua sń str©ngń 

biletul galben. Iar în miĺcarea de corpuri, pe când marele 

miting se desfńcea ´n grupuĺoare, omul, care îĺi pierduse 

zâmbetul, l -a ridicat în sfârĺit de pe bancheta lucioasń ĺi din 

crowdõs cheerful roars; the student kept nudging him to 

hand the paper to the smiling man who had appeared next 

to the podiu m rail. He knew immediately what he had to do, 

but the nape of his neck remained glued to the flagõs canvas, 

while hi s left hand lay dormant on the rail. The man was still 

smiling, raising his eyebrows under his visor. He was 

obviously waiting for the little sheet of yellow paper, aware 

he was its recipient; that student knew it too.  Octa himself 

had also registered fact this in his humming brain, sheltered 

by a torpid skull pasted to the flag. Bill Clinton õs voice rang 

into the microphone, doubled by an invisible interpreter 

while, behind him, on the silky divan Octa can still see 

himself, a black spot imprinted onto the  Romanian flag, and 

he can still remember his right handõs fingers clenching that 

little note, waiting for the next unpredictable gesture.  

When the U.S. president finished his speech, the 

smiling man was already on stage. He had miraculously 

passed the rail and had swiftly climbed the stairs. In the 

general commotion, as Bill Clinton disappeared, engulfed 

by the official escort, Octavian Vizitiu õs brown hand was still 

clenching that yellow piece of paper. In tha t thronging 

crowd, as the big assembly was breaking into smaller 

groups, the man who had finally forgotten how to smile, 
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douń miĺcńri, al cńror efect ĺi-l mai aduce ´ncń aminte, i-a 

descleĺtat pumnul ĺi i -a smuls h©rtiuŤa deja umedń.  

 

ċn jurul lor se perindau braŤe, capete ĺi steaguri de 

h©rtie, iar Octa continua sń ´nregistreze ´n coada ochiului                     

câte-o rńbufnire somnoroasń prin coroana teiului de pe trotuar. 

  

Când s-a hotńr©t sń plece, în jur se limpezise. Pe podelele 

tribunei rńmńsese un afiĺ îndoit, iar câteva perechi de pantofi 

se miĺcau pe l©ngń pupitru. A cobor©t cu grijń cele douń trepte, 

ca ĺi cum s-ar fi întors din cer. Iar când a dat cu ochii de asfaltul 

înmuiat, l -a izbit  nu suflul fin al gudronului, nu urma unui toc 

elegant, de damń, ĺi nici rńmńĺiŤele unui steag agitat prea 

energic. Ci un petec gńbui, din care rńzbńtea imperativ 

culoarea de pńcurń a unui pix prezidenŤial. ċntre rńmńĺiŤele 

petrecerii, doar cuvintele scrise mai aminteau substanŤa realń a 

unui eveniment pe care el ´l ratase, iar apariŤia lor acolo, printre 

gunoaie, ´i dńdea sentimentul vag cń fuseserń scrise numai 

pentru el.  

 

 

Octa a cules de pe jos hârtia, iar la prima atingere i s-a 

pńrut ceva mai scorŤoasń. Poate cń nu scńpase din buzunarul 

lifted him off the shiny bench and, with two short 

movements whose effect he can still remember, unclenched 

his fist and snatched the wet scrap of paper. 

Human arms, heads and paper flags kept floating 

around them; Octaõs eye was still registering a sleepy gust 

now and then through the top of the linden tree on the 

pavement.  

When he finally decided to leave, everything around 

him had been cleared away. Only a crumpled poster had 

remained on the floor; several pairs of shoes were shuffling 

around the podium . He carefully descended the two steps, 

as if he were returning from the sky. And when he his gaze 

met with the melting asphalt, what struck him wasn õt the 

tarõs soft waft; neither was it the imprint of an elegant 

wom anõs high-heeled shoe, nor the remains of a broken flag. 

What did strike him was a yellow and on it the black colour 

of a presidential ball-point pen. Among the remains of the 

party, only those written words still remin ded him of the 

real substance of an event he had ruin ed, and the fact that 

they were there, in the garbage, gave him the vague feeling 

they had been meant for him in the first place . 

Octa picked up the paper and felt it was a bit rough. 

Perhaps it hadnõt slipped out the masked satrapõs pocket. In 
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satrapului mascat. ċn rńsuflarea opńritń alŤi fluturaĺi galbeni se 

ridicarń pentru o clipń de pe faŤa bulevardului. 

Iar când, în sfârĺit,  putu sń se miĺte spre metrou, 

deasupra pieŤei, pustiite la comandń, se auzirń frunzele teiului 

înecat în praf. 

          Pe biletul gńsit ´ntr-un iulie vechi, se mai poate desluĺi ĺi 

astńzi o micń ´nfloriturń ca un fulger, care ar putea sń fie de la 

orice. ċnsń ´n porii nevńzuŤi ai h©rtiei pluteĺte ´ncń m©na unui 

preĺedinte american. 

 

the scalding heat, other yellow butterflies rose for an instant 

above the boulevard .  

And when he was finally able to head for the subway 

station, the leaves of the dust-filled linden tree  hummed 

above the square, as if ordered to scatter.  

On the note found on a July day long ago, a small 

flourish, resembling a flash of lightning, is still discernible 

today, though it could mean anything. However, the paper  

still holds the touch  of an American presidentõs hand.  

 

[Translated into English by Alina Miron]  
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ioan es. pop 

olteŤului 15, camera 305  15 olteŤ street, room 305 

   

1.  

ca o amarń, mare pasńre marinń, 

nenorocul pluteĺte peste cńminele de nefamiliĺti  

din strada olteŤului 15.  

  

aici nu stau decât doar cei ca noi. aici 

viaŤa se bea ĺi moartea se uitń. 

  

ĺi nu se ĺtie niciodatń cine pe cine, cine cu 

cine ĺi când ĺi la ce. 

doar vântul aduce uneori miros de fum ĺi zgomot de arme 

dinspre câmpiile catalaunice. 

  

 

c©nd urci la noi, amice, ai grijń: la uĺń o sń te ´ntâmpine 

pńduchele de san-jos®. e paznic aici, o sń Ťi se gudure la 

 1. 

like a huge, bitter seabird 

misfortune hovers over the block of flats  

at 15 OlteŤ street. 

 

only those like us live in these rooms. no families. here 

life gets swigged down, death forgotten.  

 

and no one ever knows who or whom, who with  

whom, when or what for.  

sometimes the wind blows the smell of smoke and the tumult 

of battle 

from the catalonian plain.  

 

when you come up to see us, buddy, watch out: youõll be met 

at the doorway by t he san-josé louse. heõs our keeper. heõll wag 
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picioare, o sń-Ťi zicń dń-mi nene cinci lei sń te trec apa, uĺa e-

nchisń, ńĺtia mń lasń tot timpul afarń, m-au ´ntemniŤat afarń. 

 

tu nu -l crede, amice, tu nu ĺtii, a venit ieri a dministratorul  

l-a fńcut ĺef peste tot palierul, el este cel care cârmuieĺte acum 

camera asta, corabia asta blestematń de sub care apele s-au tras 

ĺi a rńmas ´ncremenitń aici, la etajul trei. 

deci plńteĺte-i, amice, el e cârmaciul, se clatinń mereu 

ca-n vechime când vasul sńlta peste ape. 

 

 

iar dacń-njurń ascultń-l cucernic: el când ´njurń 

se roagń. aĺa cum fac toŤi aici. 

aĺa ai sń faci ĺi tu cur ând. 

  

aici nu stau decât doar cei ca noi. 

aici viaŤa se bea ĺi moartea se uitń. 

  

numai ´n rare clipe de cńinŤń ĺi credinŤń, noaptea, 

zidurile se subŤiazń, se alungesc, se ´nalŤń 

ca un giulgiu tremurńtor ´mbrńcat de un trup nelumesc. 

  

dar nu se trezeĺte nimeni ĺi dimineaŤa cńminul e iar o 

his tail at your feet, heõll greet you, hey, amigo, slip me five to 

ferry you across. the doorõs always bolted, these guys keep 

locking me out, they imprison me outside.  

donõt believe him, pal, youõve no idea. the janitor came 

yesterday and made him chief of the landing, heõs in charge of 

this room now ñ this accursed ship the waters have tossed 

here, marooned on the third floor.  

pay him, my friend, he õs the helmsman. he still rocks on his 

sea-legs 

as in the old days when the ship leapt through he waves. 

 

if he swears, listen piously: when he swears 

heõs really praying. as they all do here. 

as youõll soon do. 

 

only those like us live here.  

life gets swigged down, death forgotten.  

 

at rare intervals of contrition, of faith, inevitably at night,  

the walls grow thin, stretch this way and that, reach higher,  

as if a fluttering shroud draped over an unworldly body.  

 

but nobody awakens and in the morning again the building is  



Bucharest Tales  

Edited by Lidia Vianu  

53 
 

 

cńmaĺń boŤitń din buzunarele cńreia ieĺim numai noi ĺi atât, 

numai noi ĺi atît. 

  

aici nu stau decât doar cei ca noi. 

aici viaŤa se bea ĺi moartea se uitń. 

 

7.  

 

patru jnepeni cu bńrbi fac ´nconjurul cńminului de nefamiliĺti. 

administratorul aleargń dupń ei cu foarfecele desfńcute. 

noi suntem preoŤi, strigń ei, noi n-avem voie sń fim tun ĺi. 

noi suntem magi, noi n -avem voie. 

avem trei luni de când venim ca sń vedem 

minunea de la camera treisutecinci ñ 

irod ´mpuŤit, noi suntem magi ĺi am venit s-adeverim 

naĺterea lui ĺi sń-l cńrńm la Ťintirim. 

 

8. pasńrea hans 

 

a venit o pasńre noaptea prin fereastrń 

ĺi am fost sigur cń e hans. 

era pleĺuvń ca el ĺi moartń de beatń. 

mń, a zis, ia 50 de lei, du-te peste drum, are un 

a rumpled shirt out of the po ckets of which we alone can leave, 

only we.  

 

only those like us live here.  

life gets swigged down, death forgotten.  

 

7. 

 

four junipers with beards tour our block of flats. 

the janitor chases them away with open scissors. 

weõre priests, they yell, nobody can cut our hair. 

weõre magi, youõve no right.  

for three months weõve been travelling to his room 

to see the miracle in three-hundred -five ñ 

weõre magi, you evil -smelling herod. weõve come 

to witness his birth and carry him to his tomb.  

 

8. the hans bird  

 

a bird flew in through the window at night  

i knew for sure it was hans. 

it was bald and dead drunk.  

hey, he said, hereõs 50 lei, theyõve got 
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rachiu grozav. nevermore, i -am rńspuns. 

  

zice: de când m-am dus de la voi, zice, m-au 

angajat paznic de noapte la belu. am un 

girofar a-ntâia. ziua dorm. lucrez cu 

poliŤia. am bani sń vń-ngrop. sunt bufniŤa 

minervei. nu deschid ochii decât la lńsarea serii. 

  

 

acum m-au gradat. am însemne mari pe 

ficat. asta de când ´ncń stam p-a- 

cilea cu voi. o! ĺi ´ncń ranele mń dor. 

hai, mń, du-te de ia ceva sń sńrbńtorim. 

 

hansi, i-am zis, nevermore. 

 

 

some kick-ass brandy across the road. nevermore, i replied.  

  

he says: since i went away from you, they 

hired me as night watchman at the cemetery. i have 

a first-class flashing light. i sleep by day. i work with  

the police. iõve money enough to bury you. i õve become 

minervaõs 

owl. i open my eyes only at nightfall.  

  

they promoted me. i now have large epaulets 

on my liver. i had them since the time 

here with you. oh! my wounds remain sore.  

get going, man, letõs have a little something to celebrate. 

  

hansi, i told him,  nevermore. 

 

[Translated into English by  Adam. J. Sorkin and Lidia Vianu ] 
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Mike Ormsby  

DemocraĪie  Democracy 

   

          Vicele bate cu pumnul lui pńros ´n masń ĺi se stropĺeĺte 

poruncitor : 

       ñLini ĺte, vń rog! Stimatul nostru preĺedinte vrea sń se 

adreseze adunńrii! Locatarii se opresc din conversaĪie. Suntem 

ĺaisprezece. Stńm pe scaune, înghesuiĪi în culoarul îngust de la 

etajul doi. Soarele face ferestrele sń strńluceascń.  

               Preĺedintele se ridicń de la locul lui, ´ĺi potrive ĺte cravata 

roĺie, se trage de m©necile costumului lui lńbńrĪat. Are 

sprâncene negre stufoase, un nas de beĪiv ĺi dinĪi galbeni, 

´ncepe sń citeascń un document. Pe dosul h©rtiei se vede un scris 

plin de înflorituri ñ discursul lui, probabil.  

       ñDragi vecini, bun venit la ĺedinĪa de bloc pe 2007. 

Deoarece acum avem democraĪie, veĪi avea ĺi dumneavoastrń 

mai t©rziu prilejul sń luaĪi cuv©ntul. Astńzi vom vota ´n mai 

multe chestiuni de importan Īń majorń, cum ar fi achiziĪionarea 

unui furtun ĺi a unor unelte pentru grńdinń. Ca sń nu mai 

           The Vice-President raps his hairy knuckles on the table 

and barks a command: 

 ôQuiet, please, our esteemed President will address the 

meeting!õ The chatting residents fall silent. There are sixteen 

of us sitting on chairs in the cramped corridor on the second 

floor of our block. Sunshine glazes the windows.  

The President rises from his seat and adjusts his red tie, 

tugs the cuffs of his baggy suit. He has black bushy eyebrows, 

a drinkerõs nose and yellow teeth. He begins to read from a 

document. The back of it is covered in florid hand writing ñ 

probably his speech. 

ôDear neighbours, welcome to the block meeting for 

2007. Since we are now a democracy, you will all have a 

chance to speak later. Today we vote on many key issues, such 

as buying a hosepipe and tools for the garden. Not to mention 

next yearõs committee. So with your permission, I shall begin. 
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vorbim de alegerea comitetului pe anul viitor. A ĺadar, cu 

permisiunea dumneavoastrń, voi ´ncepe. Mai ´nt©i, aĺ vrea sń 

vń spun cń anul trecut am avut rezultate foarte, foarte bune. 

          De l©ngń mine, vecina mea Lumi ´mi aruncń un sur©s 

plictisit ĺi ochii îi sclipesc, de parc-ar vrea sń-mi spunń: 

Rezultate?! E responsabil de bloc, nu director de fabricń! 

Preĺedintele ´i dń ´nainte, uitandu-se din când în când la noi pe 

deasupra ochelarilor, ca sń se asigure cń suntem atenĪi. 

           ċmi dau toatń osteneala, dar dupń o vreme mń plictisesc 

ĺi mń uit afarń pe fereastra crńpatń din dreapta mea. ċn curtea 

blocului, ´ndoitń de mijloc, Tina, bńtr©na femeie de serviciu, 

strânge gunoaiele. O vede ĺi Lumi. Schimbńm o privire scurtń. 

Ce muncńé 

           Preĺedintele anunĪń primul articol pus la vot: creĺteri de 

salariu pentru el însuĺi, pentru Administratorul Vlaicu ĺi 

pentru autoritara lui nevastń. Nu se opune nimeni. Afarń de 

Lumi, care zice: 

        ñĹi pentru Tina ? 

       Vicele îĺi ia o expresie preocupatń ĺi face pe loc niĺte socoteli 

cu un creion. 

        ñPńi, am putea sń-i mai dńm zece lei, lasń de la el. E t©nńr, 

are o faĪń agerń ĺi vrea, desigur, sń facń impresie bunń. Dar 

Administratorul Vlaicu face o mutrń constipatń. 

First, may I say that we had very, very good results last year.õ 

 

 

From the next seat, my neighbour Lumi shoots me a 

bored grin, eyes sparkling as if to say: Results? He looks after 

a residential block, heõs not the manager of a company! The 

President rambles on, occasionally glancing at us over his 

specs, just to make sure weõre all paying attention.  

I do my best, but after a while I get bored and look 

through the cracked window to my right. In the yard below, 

Tina, the old cleaner, is bent double, sweeping rubbish. Lumi 

is watching her too. We exchange a brief look. What a job. 

 

The President announces the first vote: pay rises for 

himself, for Administrator Vlaicu and h is bossy wife. Nobody 

objects. Except for Lumi, who asks:  

 

ôWhat about Tina?õ 

           The VP looks concerned and does some quick sums 

with a pencil.  

ôI suppose we could give her 10 lei,õ he admits. Heõs 

young and fresh-faced, no doubt keen to make a good 

impression. But Vlaicu the Administrator seems about to lay 
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         ñTina nu! se rństeĺte deodatń, îndrept ându-ĺi spinarea ĺi 

aĺezându-se mai bine pe marginea scaunului. Vuieĺte 

coridorul. Tina ridicń ochii, de parcń l-ar fi auzit. Vlaicu respirń 

greu. 

        ñC©nd o ajunge sń plńteascń impozit pe ei, nu se mai alege 

cu nimic, adaugń. Urmeazń o clipń de tńcere ñ vecinii cad pe 

gânduri. Dar apoi cineva întreabń: 

        ñPńi, atunci dumneavoastrń de ce v-aĪi dat mńrire? 

       Iarńĺi se lasń tńcerea. Vlaicu ne scruteazń sumbru, de parcń 

ar vrea sń ne bage la carcerń. Dar Preĺedintele pare sń simtń 

v©ntul schimbńrii politice ĺi zice, d©nd din m©nń: 

 

       ñHai, daĪi-i ĺi Tinei 20% ! Mare lucrué 

        Vlaicu recade în scaun, dându-se bńtut. 

       ñAcum haideĪi sń votńm pentru contoarele de apń, 

propune Vicele, cu bńrbia tremur©nd. 

       ñDe ce? N-avem nevoie de ele! ĺuierń Vlaicu. 

Cu tenul lui deschis, cu ochii albaĺtri ca de prunc ĺi ciuful 

lui ĺcolńresc, ar putea trece drept un intelectual bonom. O 

doamnń intrΆun trening lńbńrĪat dń entuziast din cap ĺi 

intervine:  

       ñStimatul nostru Administ rator are dreptate! Sunt o 

an egg. 

ôNot Tina!õ he snaps, perched on the edge of his seat. His 

voice booms down the corridor. Tina glances up from the 

yard, as if she heard it. Vlaicuõs chest is heaving. 

 

ôBy the time she pays tax, it wonõt be worth her while! õ 

he adds. A brief silence follows, while the residents mull it 

over. But then someone asks: 

ôSo, why did you get a rise?õ 

Silent descends once more. Vlaicu glares around the 

residents like he could put thumbscrews on us all. But the 

Resident seems to sense the wind of political change and 

waves a hand, saying: 

ôGive Tina 20 percent, who cares.õ 

Vlaicu slumps back in his chair, steaming in defeat. 

ôNow let õs vote on the water meters,õ suggests the VP, 

jowlõs a-tremble. 

ôWhy? We donõt need to buy them,õ hisses Vlaicu. 

With his clear skin, baby blue eyes and collegiate mop 

of silvery hair, he might pass for a genial academic. A lady in 

a baggy tracksuit nods enthusiastically and chips in:  

 

ôOur esteemed Administrator is correct! Theyõre a trick 
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ĺmecherie inventatń de ńĺtia din Vest, care ne iau de fraieri. Mń 

fulgerń din priviri ñ ideea e cń ĺtiu eu prea bine cine sunt ńĺtia. 

Ridic mâna. Preĺedintele o vede, prezenĪa mea pare sń-l amuze 

ĺi mń ´ncurajeazń sń iau cuv©ntul: 

       ñIa s-auzim, englezule ! 

       ñContoarele nu sunt o înĺelńtorie, zic. Cu ajutorul lor, 

fiecare din noi va plńti exact c©t a consumat ĺi se evitń erorile.             

ċnainte sń apuce careva sń rńspundń, un Īńcńnit de tocuri 

pe scńri ne anunĪń o participantń ´nt©rziatń. O femeie firavń      

într -un pardesiu maro pufos îĺi strecoarń bńrbia pe dupń uĺń, 

ca o pisicń ´ngrijoratń c-ar putea da peste un câine. Îl vede pe 

Vlaicu, care tocmai îĺi dń ochii peste cap, adicń asta mai lipsea. 

Ĺi spune cu o voce hotńr©tń: 

        ñMńi, oameni buni, dacń aveĪi de g©nd sń alegeĪi vreun 

preĺedinte, mńcar puneĪi unul pe care sń te poĪi bizui. Nu unul 

care nu-i niciodatń aici ĺi pe care trebuie sń-l pândeĺti o 

sńptńm©nń ca sń-l prinzi. Atâta am avut de spus.  

 Capul dispare instantaneu, ca o marionetń smucitń de 

sfoarń.      

       ñMulĪumesc, doamna Dumitrescu, ofteazń Vlaicu. 

Credinciosul lui locotenent ´n costum lńbńrĪat se ridicń ĺi 

se ´ndreaptń legńnandu-se spre uĺa deschisń, iar ea Īipń de pe 

scńri: 

invented by someone in the West, who thinks weõre stupid.õ 

She flashes me a dark look, as if I might know who. I raise my 

hand. The President spots it and seems to be amused by my 

presence, but he encourages me to speak. 

ôLetõs hear it, English.õ 

ôMeters are not a scam,õ I suggest. ôThey will help 

everyone to pay their due, and they can prevent errors.õ  

           Before anyone can respond, clicking heels on the stairs 

signal a late arrival. A frail woman in a spongy brown coat 

pokes her chin round the open doorway, like a cat checking 

for dogs. She spots Vlaicu, who rolls his eyes as if to say oh 

no. She speaks in a firm voice:  

 

ôIf you lot are electing presidents, please elect one whoõs 

reliable. Not someone whoõs never around and you have to 

wait a week to find him. That õs all.õ  

 

Then her head vanishes, like a puppetõs yanked from 

behind by hands unseen. 

ôThank you, Mrs Dumitrescu, õ sighs Vlaicu. His loyal 

lieutenant in the baggy tracksuit stands up and waddles to the 

open door, then she screams down the landing: 
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         ñSń te ia dracuõ! De fiecare datń c©nd ´Īi speli balconul apa 

ta murdarń curge la mine! 

          Preĺedintele ne cheamń la ordine ĺi ne explicń 

funcĪionarea apometrelor. Se declarń favorabil instalńrii lor, cu 

toate cń sunt o invenĪie capitalistń. Aratń cń sunt bine g©ndite ĺi 

sigure, nu li se pot manipula ĺuruburile fiindcń au tot felul de 

sugilii la puliu Īe. Toatń lumea se hńhńie, ´n frunte cu boĺorogii 

de o sutń de ani, care se cutremurń ĺi se înroĺesc de râs în 

costumele lor de înmorm©ntare. Urmńtorul vot e pentru 

achiziĪionarea unui bec la lift. Unii locatari aratń cń sunt de 

acord sń stea ´n ´ntuneric dacń aĺa se face economie. Dar 

Preĺedintele îi convinge, explicandu -le cń trńim intrΆo 

democraĪie modernń, plus cń el, care locuieĺte la etajul întâi, 

trebuie sń foloseascń liftul de mai multe ori pe zi. 

          ñĹi, afarń de asta, turcul de la ultimul etaj s-a oferit sń 

doneze un bec din magazinul lui. Pe urmń discutńm despre 

mirosurile din baie.  

          ñA mea pute, se plânge Lumi. MΆam g©ndit chiar sń-mi 

vând apartamentul.  

        Vlaicu ridicń ochii la ea, cu o sclipire ´n albastrul lor 

infantil.  

          ñĹi ce te ´mpiedicń? o ´ntreabń sarcastic. Un domn între 

ôGo to hell! Every time you wash your balcony,  dirty 

water drips onto mine! õ 

The President calls for order and explains how water 

meters work. He admits heõs in favour of the idea, even if it is 

a capitalist one. He mentions how the meters are well-made 

and cannot be tampered with, because they all have cocks and 

nipples. Everyone laughs, especially the old guys aged ninety-

ten, who sit shuddering red -faced in their black funeral suits.  

The next vote is about whether or not to buy a new light bulb 

for the elevator. Some residents say they donõt mind st anding 

in the dark if it saves money. But the President over rules 

them, explaining that we live in a modern democracy, plus he 

lives on the first floor and must use the lift several times a day.  

 

ôBesides,õ he adds, ôThe Turk on the top floor offered to 

donate a lamp from his shop.õ Then we discuss smelly 

bathrooms. 

ôMine stinks,õ complains Lumi, ôI even considered 

selling my flat. õ 

       Vlaicu looks up, baby blue eyes twinkling.  

 

ôSo why donõt you?õ he asks, sarcastically. A middle-

aged man in a wide tie tells Vlaicu not to be rude. Lumi replies 
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douń v©rste, cu o cravatń latń, ´i cere lui Vlaicu sń nu fie mojic. 

Lumi spune cń vrea sń rezolve problema, nu sń se mute. 

         ñVreau sń ĺtiu de ce miroase instalaĪia ´n halul ństa, 

continuń ea. Ĺi, ĺtiĪi cu toĪii, nu e prima oarń cń ´ntreb. 

Preĺedintele se preface cń e ocupat cu aranjatul h©rtiilor. 

Vicele îi ĺopteĺte ceva lui Vlaicu, care aprobń din cap ĺi 

rńspunde:  

          ñDin cauza chinezilor, care ĺi-au renovat apartamentul.  

       CâĪiva ´ntorc capul, parcń ar vrea sń vadń dacń locatarii 

chinezi sunt prezenĪi. Nu sunt. SoĪia autoritarń a lui Vlaicu face 

cu degetul ĺi murmurń sumbru: 

         ñ Au tot felul de ĺmecherii ´n bucńtńrie. 

       Apoi cineva ´ntreabń de ce se ´nfundń ghena ´n fiecare 

sńptńm©nń. 

         ñDin cauza lui Dumitrescu ńla de la trei, bombńne Vlaicu 

ĺi bate cu degetul în caietul Vicelui, ca pentru a-i cere sń ia notń. 

Nu obiecteazń nimeni ĺi domnul Dumitrescu nu e de faĪń sń 

protesteze. Vicele m©zgńleĺte verdictul cu pixul încle ĺtat între 

degetele lui grńsulii. E aer ´nchis ĺi unii cascń deja, deĺi e doar 

11 dimineaĪa. Iar Vlaicu face un anunĪ-surprizń: s-ar putea sń-ĺi 

dea demisia din Comitet.  

         ñDeĺi îmi fac datoria cu pasiune, am probleme de 

sńnńtate. Trebuie sń iau medicamente scumpe din strńinńtate ĺi 

that she just wants to fix the problem, not move out.  

ôI simply want to find out why the plumbing smells so 

bad,õ she continues. ôAnd, as you all know, this is not the first 

time Iõve asked.õ 

        The President busies himself shuffling papers. The VP 

murmurs to Vlaicu, who nods and replies:  

 

ôItõs because the Chinese renovated their apartment.õ 

A few heads turn, as if checking whether our Chinese 

residents are present. They are not. Vlaicuõs bossy wife waves 

a finger and mutters darkly: ôThey have gadgets in their 

kitchen.õ 

       Next, someone asks why the rubbish chute gets blocked 

every week. 

ôBecause of that Dumitrescu on the third floor,õ grunts 

Vlaicu , tapping the VPõs notepad, as if he wants it written 

down. Nobody objects and Mr. Dumitrescu isn õt here to 

protest. The VP scribbles the verdict, pen clutched in his 

podgy fist. By now, the air is stale and mouths are yawning, 

even though itõs only 11 am. Then Vlaicu makes a surprise 

announcement: he may resign from the Committee. 

ôEven though I am passionate about my job, Iõm ill. I õve 

costly pills imported from abroad and need time to go to 
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am nevoie de timp sń mń duc ´n staĪiuni, la  tratament. Dar nu 

vreau sń se spunń cń mń sustragé 

          Femeia ´n trening lńbńrĪat afiĺeazń o expresie consternatń, 

îĺi trece degetele uscńĪive prin pńrul vopsit cu henna ĺi ´l roagń 

sń rńm©nń. AlĪi locatari par mai puĪin afectaĪi. Vlaicu ridicń din 

umeri ĺi spune: Vń mulĪumesc pentru sprijin, o sń mń mai 

g©ndesc. Apoi un tip ´n v©rstń, cu o ĺapcń de sport, se pl©nge cń 

e pńr de c©ine peste tot. Vlaicu strigń m©nios: 

ñ De acord! De la c©inele ńla mare! Care stń cu neamĪul, 

da? 

          O doamnń z©mbitoare, cu dinĪi de aur, intervine:  

         ñVai, dar ce frumos e! 

Preĺedintele anunĪń apoi noii candidaĪi pentru Comitetul 

de anul viitor ĺi citeĺte numele celor cinci care sunt ĺi acum în 

Comitet. Un domn paĺnic, într -un pulover spńlńcit, dń din cap: 

 

         ñAvem nevoie de forĪe proaspete. O propun pe Lumi. 

       MulĪi sunt de acord. Dar Vlaicu are o obiecĪie:  

         ñLumi are de g©nd sń-ĺi v©ndń apartamentul ĺi nΆo sń 

mai fie aici, din cauza chinezilor. Lumi ridicń din umeri 

indiferentń. 

        Votul final are loc ´n grabń. C©Īiva locatari se pl©ng cń nu 

înĪeleg. 

resorts. But I donõt want people saying Iõm skiving...õ 

 

The woman in the baggy tracksuit looks aghast, running 

bony fingers through her hennaed hair and urging him to stay 

on. Other residents look somewhat less concerned; Vlaicu 

shrugs and says: ôThank you all for your support, I õll think 

about it.õ Then an old guy in a baseball hat complains about 

dog hair. Vlaicu yells ôI agree! From that huge dog! It lives 

with the German guy, yes?õ  

 

A smiley lady with gold teeth intervenes : 

ôBut what a beauty!õ 

The President then announces new candidates for next 

yearõs Committee and reads out the five names of those 

currently serving. A quiet man in a faded sweater shakes his 

head:  

ôWe need new blood. I propose Lumi.õ  

       Others agree. But Vlaicu objects, saying:  

ôLumi plans to sell her Hat and probably won õt be 

around, because of the Chinese.õ Lumi shrugs, indifferent.  

 

Thereõs a final hurried vote. Some residents complain 

they donõt understand. 
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        ñVotaĪi, pur ĺi simplu votaĪi! îi zoreĺte Preĺedintele, cu 

ochii pe ceas. Apoi bńrbatul paĺnic, ´n pulover, ´ntreabń: 

       ñĹi cu graffiti -ul ńla din lift cum rńm©ne? 

Se lasń liniĺtea. Câteva capete se întorc spre el, oamenii îĺi 

z©mbesc sau se ´ncruntń unul la altul. 

        ñDar ce scrie acolo? ´ntreabń Vlaicu. 

        ñMuie Vlaicu, spune bńrbatul v©rstnic ´n pulover. 

       Administratorul Vlaicu nici nu clipeĺte. Preĺedintele dń din 

m©nń ĺi spune: 

        ñCe conteazń? Asta e democraĪia! 

 

ôJust vote, vote!õ urges the President, checking his watch.    

Then the quiet man in the sweater asks:  

ôAnd what abou t that graffiti, scratched in the elevator?õ 

Silence falls. Heads turn, smiles and frowns are ex-

changed. 

ôWhy, what does it say?õ asks Vlaicu. 

ôSuck me, Vlaicuõ says the old guy in the sweater.      

Administrator Vlaicu doesn õt flinch. The President 

waves a hand and says: 

ôWho cares? Thatõs democracy.õ 

 

[Translated into English by the author]  
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Grete Tartler  

Lutierul   The Violin -M aker 

   

Cu ochelari de s©rmń, chelie strńlucitoare, 

într -o ´ncńpere plinń de canari: 

era lutierul cel mai cunoscut, lui  

pńrinŤii mei i-au cerut 

sń-mi construiascń vioara. 

ċmi amintesc: eram elevń, urcam 

scara ´ngustń  de porumbar 

pe l©ngń un coĺ tras pe sfoarń, bun 

sń ia poĺta ĺi ziarele. 

Apoi, studentń fiind, vioara tot n-o aveam. 

Mai era un amńnunt, ceva de finisat. 

Azi fiica mea are nevoie de ea, 

dar lutierul se ´ncruntń: 

n-o sń mń las grńbit 

doar pentru cń unii au din tatń-n fiu  

obsesia cń trebuie sń c©nte. 

 

 With his wire spectacles and shiny bald head 

in a room full of canaries, 

he was the most famous instrument-maker, 

and my parents asked him 

to make me a violin. 

I remember: I was a schoolgirl; I climbed 

the narrow dovecot staircase 

next to a basket on a rope, intended 

for hauling up mail or newspapers.  

Then I became a student, and still no violin ñ 

there was still some detail, something to finish.  

Today my daughter needs it,  

but the violin -maker frowns:  

ôI wonõt be hurried  

just because some people happen to inherit 

an obsession with playing an instrument. õ 

 

[Translated into English by Fleur Adcock]  
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Stelian Tńnase 

  Zgaiba 

   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           Zgaiba died Wednesday at 17:26 ñ his head smashed in. A car travelling at speed killed him 

in the middle of the street. The sound of the blow kept ringing in Vivi õs brain. The driver never 

stopped. He must have heard a thud under the body of the car, there under the right front wheel. 

He floored the accelerator, and remoteness swallowed him. Vivi lost track of the car at the end of 

the street. Tsak tsak tsak: He went on shooting the images reflexively. That was the thing. Horrified. 

Zgaiba. Images on the sidewalk. The dog didnõt drop right away. He was hurled a metre along the 

curb. He didnõt bark. He didn õt yelp. He didn õt let out a sound. Time stood still. It took Vivi a 

moment to come back to his senses. Zgaiba: images on the pavement ñ his eyes fogged over; his 

big eyes, stunned. In a state of shock. His tail lowered, his ears pricked. Vivi went on looking at the 

dogõs coffee-colored spine there among the iron spears of the fence. Tsak, tsak, tsak. Zgaiba had 

started heading back to the gate that had let him out earlier. He had crossed the street. He had 

nearly slipped into the courtyard. He gazed into the familiar place without understanding what hit 

him. From dying to collapse, the whole scene lasted an instant. Right before Viviõs eyes. 

Vivi had been taking a cigarette break. Between smokes, he went on snapping pictures of 

Zgaiba, who heõd spotted down in the street. His favorite character. He had hundreds of clichéd 

snaps of the dog. Vivi himself was up in the attic at the time. He was looking at the cold weather, 

the cornices across the street. Heõd been developing yesterdayõs pix for an hour. Failures, without 
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éclat, flops, dumb mistakes: he had spoiled ten rolls of film. Irritated, tired, Vivi had picked up the 

camera and started taking pictures of Zgaiba bumming around the area  ñ it relaxed him, tsak, tsak, 

tsak ñ when the car had appeared. A shiny black body. With headlights on. Evening hadn õt fallen 

yet. There was a dirty ashen light. Overcast sky. Itõll snow, Vivi had told himself earlier, with his 

elbows on the sill. The blow to the brain flashed into beingñunforeseeablyñafter that. 

Vivi hurried down the stairs, skipping three steps at a time. Some voice on the landing set up 

a protest ñ he was making racket. He ripped open the entrance door. He made it into the courtyard 

and screeched to a halt. Zgaiba was lying prostrate on the roadway. Afraid to get closer, Vivi 

stopped a few steps away. As if inside an imaginary circle, he contemplated the dog for an instant. 

Bloody muzzle. Legs rigid. Thick fur. Unable to haul the truth i n, without understanding, Vivi 

brought the camera to his eyes, pushed the button, tsak. Once, twice, without stopping. All stretched 

out like that, lifeless, Zgaiba was terribly beautiful. His black head, his sharp ears, powerfully 

pointed, his proud tail.  The image of a pagan god, old and mysterious. Stiff as a board, emptied of 

life in an instant.  

What should he do? Vivi hadn õt the faintest. Should he call a doctor? There was one among 

the neighbour s. He managed to touch Zgaiba. No pulse. Nothing. The throat, the chest. Nowhere. 

ôStop kidding. Say something!õ Vivi stroked the dog, played with his paws, brushed his muzzle, 

looked in his eyes. ôCome on, Zgaiba, old man. Arenõt you happy? Itõs me, Vivi!!...õ 

ôHeõs dead!õ a voice fell down from somewhere above. At her window, the neighbour  leaned 

over her sill. For Vivi she counted as a rasping voice, a head that had popped out from a broken 

window. ôHeõs dead.õ ôNo!õ ôDonõt weep for him. Heõs in heaven. Itõs better there. If it werenõt, 

someone would have come back with all the whys and whereforeséõ ôNo!õ ôBe glad heõs escaped 

this vale of tearséõ Another window opened. A head with messed up hair, a greenish dye job, 
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pyjama top. Old, half -naked chest. ôHow did it happen? õ Vivi couldn õt muster a word. The others 

had plenty to say, like, ôThrow him in the garbage. Thereõs a bin at the vacant lot toward the tram.õ 

ôTo let the worms eat him?õ ôHeõll stick. Heõll swell up and smell. õ But now the mate of the head 

from a moment ago was popping up. The guy had called hi s wife from inside to see what was going. 

ôCall the Board of Healthéõ ôThe garbage men!...õ ôWhoõs going to get rid of this cadaver for us?õ 

ôThereõs an undertaker at the square. Iõll let them know we have a dead body in the courtyardé.õ 

Suspended from a balcony above, a flag began to shake over the wrought iron parapet. ôAnd the 

police force, whatõs it doing?õ ôNothing. What õs there to do?õ ôItõs a dog, not a person,õ the old lady 

chimed in in a nettlesome way, her sepulchral voice, low and very deep. ôItõs a good thing he died. 

Weõve gotten rid of his mess. You step in shit all over the sidewalkéõ ôHey man, whatõre ya doinõ 

with that flag?õ ôI like waving it whenever I get a chance.õ ôAnother madmanéõ Vivi takes a gander 

at a broad, flat head, a mask of something like whitewash on its face, the shoulders in a green 

dressing gown. ôI was afraid to come home, for fear heõd attack meéõ ôDid he ever attack you, huh?õ 

ôThatõs all I needed!õ ôWhat breed?õ The rasping voice canõt say enough: ôHehe, he was a local mutt, 

what pedigree? Heõs a certified Vacant Lot. Bravo!õ ôWhatõs with you, still with lords and 

aristocrats?õ ôI made mince meat of the lot of you in prison onceé I was hunting you like rabid dogs 

ñ with a baseball bat over the head.õ ôYou have blood on your hands.õ ôYeah, and Iõm proud of it, 

God forgive meéõ ôWhat has God got to do with it?õ ôWhen the brigade used to step out on parade 

with the flag, the whole town admired us. You have no ideaéõ 

Vivi disappeared, entered the stairwell, lit a bulb. He lived in an apartment on the second 

floor in the old, Cotroceni district. The bloc was built between the wars, and he had a corner of the 

attic where heõd installed his lab. But now, Vivi was slamming the door against the wall in a rush 

on his way in. He r an up the stairs, panting. Zgaiba didnõt bound into the hall to welcome him. He 
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didnõt yap happily. No one scolded Vivi for being late, for not having left him food and water, for 

not having taken him out for a walk, for leaving him alone. The cheerful bar k, the leap into his arms 

ñ nada. Deserted rooms. Vivi looked around the apartment. Zgaiba didn õt frisk in from his basket, 

or the terrace or anywhere. Vivi grabbed the shovel from the storage closet, the coverlet from the 

sofa. He felt guilty. Zgaiba had escaped into the street through the gate he himself had left open. 

He had come home loaded with baggage. He was carrying some photographic apparatus, a 

tripod. He was getting ready for a photo shoot somewhere off at the back of hell and gone. He 

would have  to be at the North Station tomorrow at dawn. There wouldn õt be time to stop at the 

editorial office, so heõd brought everything home. He had his hands full, and he õd knocked the door 

shut with his knee. Near him, Zgaiba had bounded about happily, but Vivi  had needed to put 

everything down. As it was, he barely made it up the stairs. It was a narrow, unaccommodating 

flight. With baggage, it was a problem dragging up to the first floor. After depositing his things, 

heõd stayed in the lab to develop some films. The urgent ones. Then, Vivi went on looking at Zgaiba. 

Now he didn õt know how to mourn for him. Having made it back into the courtyard, Vivi sat 

with his arse on the entrance step, Zgaiba stretched out beside him. He ran his fingers through 

Zgaibaõs fur. He took him by the legs, pulled him onto the coverlet. He wrapped him up like a child. 

He took him in his arms, slung him over his shoulder. The courtyard wasn õt empty anymore. Posted 

on the landing, the tenants were waiting to see what he would do. They  watched him in silence. 

Carrying the dog, he passed right by them. They stood back to give him room. Vivi chose a place at 

the back of the courtyard. Under a lilac. Near a bush. Summers, Zgaiba like to doze there in the 

shade. To sleep when the sun beat down too hard. Vivi had photographed him here sometimes ñ 

stretched out, lost to this world ñ between the garage of the neighbour to the south and the garden 

wall.  
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Carefully, Vivi set the coverlet down beside him. He hesitated about where to start digging. 

Head toward the East. Vivi pawed the earth with the tip of the shovel, slowly. He tossed some 

stones aside. He dug with his head sunk between his shoulders ñ talking to himself, humming a 

song, measuring out the movements of the shovel. 

But he canõt get away from the neighbour s. The chorus begins: ôLeave it, neighbour , donõt be 

sad. The Russians were cutting us to ribbons, like this, see. They were mowing us down, and we 

were frozen stiff.õ Another chimes in: ôListen, neighbour, I sing at the church, among other things 

ñ from the lectern. Letõs make him a mass. I know the hymnéõ ôThatõs what he needs!õ says 

another. ôWeõre talking about a wild beast, weõd do better to flay himéõ ôYou were always dogséõ 

By now it õs turning into the tower of Babel. ôBe good,õ someone says, ôdonõt wander around the 

house at night. I hear you. You scrabble around on the ceiling and wake me up. Better you should 

pay the maintenance. Youõre late. Theyõll cut off our gasé Weõll die of cold.õ ôI didn õt know you 

were still alive,õ comes the reply.õ ôCongrats! I was thinking that the apartment downstairs was 

empty, up for sale. Didnõt you die last winter?õ ôNo. Donõt you see me? Are you blind or something?õ 

ôKind of around February?õ ôNOT!õ ôA buyer came yesterday to find out about the  price.õ ôIõm not 

selling. Better I should die.õ ôTheyõll find you by the smell, rotting in the house. You õll rotéõ 

ôSonofabitch.õ ôYou have no one to give you a glass of water. Go to the old folks home.õ ôMe?õ ôYeah, 

you!õ ôéWith our eyes on the flag,õ the standard bearer remarks: ôThe head of the work brigade was 

leading the column. We, in overalls under the official tribune, saluting. We were so proud! õ ôYou 

gotta dig deep. I buried hundreds of our guys at Stalingrad. Just a couple of shovels doesnõt cut it...õ 

 

Vivi stops for an instant. He looks at the neighbour s, a quartet. Frozen under one of the eaves 

of the building. When did it begin to snow? One of them opened a big black umbrella like a horse 
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blanket, like a canvas sail. The old man from the first floor, leaning on his flag. The old lady, dyed 

blond, with a something like a mask of flour on her face, in a green dressing gown with hair curlers 

under her kerchief. This ladyõs husband listens to the gentleman from the half-basement. ôLet me 

introduce  myself. The nameõs Popescu.õ 

Vivi turned his back to them. He went on digging. He needed a deeper grave. A deeper grave. 

A deeper grave. He kept digging with the gnashing sound of the shovel in his ears.  

ôWho put himé?õ ôIf heõd stayed in the courtyard heõd have livedéõ says the old lady, 

struggling to close the front of her dressing gown. A shiny green dressing gown with big pink 

chrysanthemums. ôHehe, he chose freedom, and what did it get him? He died before his time! Good 

behaviour ñ thatõs why obedience pays in the end. You shouldnõt revolt. You shouldn õt venture.õ 

ôBetter an injection than on a chain. You ever hear of euthanasia?õ The gentleman with the flag raised 

it over the othersõ heads, as if it were something on a spear. ôItõs a relief. Me, Iõm happy waiting to 

die.õ ôBite your tongue.õ ôThe same thingõs waiting for you too, ya know. Or your relatives will kill 

you out of pity, to get hold of your place. One little prick and it õs torment bye-bye. You wind up in 

a place full of light, in a green pl ace, in a place of rest from which all pain has flown ñ all pain and 

sadness and sighs.õ ôWhatõs come over you, Mr. Popescu, to frighten me this way?õ ôBut dog 

catchers, what do you have to say about them?õ ôThey were on the street yesterday, collaring stray 

dogséõ ôThatõs how it was at Stalingrad, you know. We were pickin õ up the dead, froze stiff, with 

ammunition carts.õ ôYouõre one of them, palõ ôWhat? A corpse?õ ôA stray dog.õ ôLetõs find a woman 

for him.õ ôA home bodyéõ ôHa, when we were marching in  parade, the whole herd followed meé 

Iõve kept the flag since then. Those were the days, not these! Volunteers! We were dedicating our 

youth to the fatherland! õ ôA sad case of masturbation, thatõs what it is. Tell me you never jerked off 

at least once.õ ôThatõs a load of crap, to put it simplyéõ Goose-stepping on the spot, the gentleman 
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with the flag took up the tune of an old march. He had caps on his boots, and in that courtyard they 

made a powerful sound. His determined chin jutted out from under his ber eté his toothless mouth, 

his watery eyes. 

ôThereõs no difference between a manõs bone and a dogõs.õ ôOnly our spirit remains after we õre 

goneéõ ôWhaaaat remains?õ ôAre you deaf?õ ôYeah, a bit I am!õ ôLeave it, man, no one has ever come 

back from there to tell us a thing.õ ôLazarusé only he, touched by Jesus.õ ôOpium for the people. I õll 

give you one with the flag that õll hunch your back. Aren õt you ashamed to be up to such tricks??? 

Youõre lyingé.õ ôWho knows what kind of whore chaser you were, you little fuck.õ ôYou think I 

donõt know that you poisoned the dog last month. You õre happy now that heõs dead.õ ôAt least it 

wonõt smell of dog piss on the stairs anymore.õ ôKeeping animals in the building is forbidden. That õs 

how we voted. It õs a heresy. Mistaõ Vivi doesnõt respect the rules.õ ôWhat an evil head he had, like a 

blood-thirsty wild beast, like a devil. õ ôWho, Mista Vivi? õ ôNo, the dog!... the eyes he hadé and those 

pointy teeth! Did you see those pointy teeth?õ ôWhere do you see the devil? He was a sweetheart. 

Heõd leap up to lick your face if you paid him the least attention. õ ôA pure soul. May the soil rest 

lightly on is graveéõ ôThe people in this building are like out of whore house. õ ôWhoõll bark for me 

now when I go for the paper?õ ôI should like  to say a few words, in remembrance, now that death 

has settled in this beautiful dwelling bringing sadness. õ 

Vivi jumped into the grave, found it suitable, wiped the dirt off his hands, reached over to a 

low tap, washed his hands. Cold water, sharp as a knife. Then, he got hold of the coverlet, tried to 

pull it. No success, so he took Zgaiba in his arms. Zgaiba: wrapped in the coverlet like a child. The 

dog was heavy. Softly, carefully, Vivi deposited Zgaiba at the bottom of the grave. He stood there 

waiti ng for a minute, staring, broke up a lump of sand. He took up the shovel, temporarily forgotten 

and thrust into the ground a meter away. He cut carefully into the heap of earth and threw it into 
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the hole. He rested his chin on the handle of the shovel. He stared at the grave. Zgaiba was covered 

in rime. They werenõt parted yet. They still had an instant. ôBut perhaps the dearly beloved gathered 

here would like to hear a few heart -felt words.õ 

ôYouõre not at church, mate. Thatõs where you deliver sermons, speeches.õ ôLetõs hear it for the 

Party!õ ôFuck the Party!õ ôStill,õ Mr. Popescu took a step forward, ôwhat a parting it is, oh my brothers! 

What lamentation, what mourning there is here now! Thus, come now to kiss the one who was with 

us a moment ago. For he goes down into the grave, covered with earth, to dwell in the house of 

darkness, to be buried with the dead. Now as we are parting, all his relatives and friends pray God 

to give him rest.õ ôWhich one of you farted, mate? Hey, neighbour , you really bro ke wind... May it 

do you good...õ Saying that, the speaker got down to smell the other guyõs arse. ôYouõre eating too 

many beans. Thatõll make you foolishéõ ôThe guy with the fart gives him a dig with his elbow. õ 

ôShh, letõs listen!õ ôNow all the great deceptions and vanities of this life are undone, for the soul has 

left its place, the vessel is broken, the clay has blackened into the earth, voiceless, without feeling, 

dead, unmoving, for the one we accompany to the grave we pray God to give him peace with out 

end.õ ôLet me help you!õ ôDo you know how to sing? õ ôWe were doing it on the front. The Russians 

were pressing us from behind with bayonets ñ without shoes in the frost. Siberia. We, prisoners in 

rags.õ ôYouõre lying, you old crook. What are you rattli ng on about over there? Which Siberiaé I 

know you. You weren õt on any front. You kept a hotel full of hookers in Brńilaéõ The speaker 

moved the huge black ragged umbrella aside. The snow fell down on the four of them, buried them, 

froze them, hid them from view. Vivi could barely make them out behind the curtain of snow. He 

only heard ñ tremolo ñ the pathetic voice of Mr. Popescu, the church singer. He guessed that Mr. 

Popescu sometimes left him some funeral sweet on the door mat or some twisted funeral breads 

hanging from the handle of his door. ôWhat is our life?õ 
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ôIn truth, flower, and mist, and morning dew. Come witness h ow all is made plain in the 

tombs: where is the beauty of the body? Where is youth? Where are the eyes and the bodyõs face? 

Everything has faded like grass, all have perished. Come. Thus let us fall before Christ with tears...õ 

ôHey you old duffer, you õre getting all bent over under the snow. Do you want to die too? õ The old 

woman began fastening the old guyõs buttons. Her husband remained submissive, silent. The 

former brigade leader advanced goose stepping through the garden. He spread the flag with its 

royal insignia over Zgaiba. He turned about face, faced front, clicked his heels. He saluted, rigid, 

his hand at his beret. Through pursed lips, he brought out some vague trumpet sounds. Those who 

had stayed under the eaves advanced a few paces. Vivi, outside the grave ñ bowing his head but 

still forced to look at them ñ went on throwing earth over Zgaiba. ôLetõs leave them alone,õ said the 

veteran of Stalingrad. The quartet made its way back, disappeared through the door, fadingly, 

amidst the snow. 

Vivi tra mpled down the earth. He grabbed some flowers from the house and hurried back 

down the stairs. He scattered chrysanthemums over the earth of the tomb, under which Zgaibaõs 

body lay. Somehow, he divined the tenantsõ faces flattened against the glass, their stares thrust into 

the back of his neck, his shoulder blades. He stayed like that for minutes on end so that it would 

snow on him ñ until he too whitened in his turn. Later, he sat with his arse on the entrance step, 

never taking his eyes from the grave. Vivi was frozen when he began to cry. He cried like a child. 

In that dark. In that snowfall. In that cold that comes before Christmas.  

[Rewritten in  English by Jean Harris] 
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Ioana Ieronim  

  Madonna and Elvis  

   

 

 Silver birds above the city 

cricket calls flooding the air  

 

Madonna and Elvis, the homeless 

teenagers 

their skin luminous under tatters  

their eyes shimmering in the 

translucent 

mid -summer darkness of Bucharest 

 

just the two of them, hovering between  

a parked Chrysler 

and the statue of a Founding Father 

with his court of reclining nymphs  

 

the nightõs whispers 
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wonõt surrender to words  

 

what might have been 

falls behind  

shredded under the late 

unhurried swish of wheels  

driving home  

 

[Written in English ] 
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Dan Dńnil ń 

  Ella at Free Europe 

   

 

 At midnight, breathless, between two songs, 

hearing the pink noises with the premonition  

of her voice, a split second before the others 

  

My ears full of love, the tape recorder  

a hot raptor with slow digestion  

and never satisfied ñ the songs never ending, 

like her life, a melody consumed just for my own sake  

  

Yet she doesnõt know I õm exiled here in the dark, near 

her records, her picture on the loudspeaker, 

next to her favourite colour. Take five,  

this could be our last date. Maybe 

one day I will run off, along a record õs  

narrow groove, between two evergreens,  
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(evasion is a real thing ñ i.e., the dark side of the moon,  

through the looking glass, and Sing-Sing, Alcatraz ...) 

  

          At midnight, breathless, between two songs... 

 

[Written in English]  
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Mike Ormsby  

 

  Mother Tongue  

   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           ôDo you like comics?õ says Rńzvan, rummaging in a kitchen cupboard. He õs nine years old and has 

a large collection. 

ôEveryone likes comics,õ I say. 

ôNot in our house,õ says little Tudor, Rńzvanõs younger brother, leaning in the doorway, watching 

with big br own eyes. He wears flip-flops and Mickey Mouse shorts. Sunset illuminates the kitchen like 

a sepia postcard. It smells of fried onions. 

Weõre tired after a long day exploring the delights of Cluj -Napoca: the National Museum of Art 

with its Romanian masters, the Ethnographic Museum with its bee -pots and animal traps; the botanical 

gardens with its Japanese bridge, exquisite orchids and palm trees. Itõs nice to relax with kids. Weõre not 

related, just buddies. 

Rńzvan hauls a stack of dog-eared comics to the table where Iõm sitting.  

ôPerhaps you could read for me?õ I say, ôYour Dad tells me youõre good?õ  

Rńzvan shrugs and ruffles his curly black hair as I peruse the bright graphics and bold titles: Spiderman; 

Top Secret; Time Warriors. 

ôOK,õ he says, both elbows on the table, ôBut which one?õ 

ôYeah, which one?õ says little Tudor. I consider my options, and point.  

ôScooby Doo in Ancient Egypt?õ says Rńzvan, ôExcellent choice.õ 
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ôExcellent choice,õ says Tudor, settling beside me on the wooden bench. 

Rńzvan reads well, flipping the coloured pages. I can hardly keep up. His Romanian is clear and 

melodic, music to my ears. But he stops when his mother appears, wearing a pinafore. Little Tudor 

groans. Maria surveys us, hands on hips. 

ôComics?õ she says, with an air of disapproval.  

Tudor leans into me, and whispers: ôI told you. õ 

Maria barks orders at the three of us: ôTime for dinner. Wash hands, move to the terrace. Quickly 

now.õ  

She turns but her husband Gabriel is blocking the doorway. He has on a tight T -shirt, biceps like 

a bodybuilder. He smiles and says: ôWhatõs the problem?õ  

ôNo problem,õ says Maria, brushing past him.  

Gabriel winks at his sons. ôThe law is the law,õ he says, ôAnd I should kno w.õ 

We move outside and take our seats for dinner. We fill our plates with baked fish, roast peppers, 

barbecued chicken, tiny sausages, smoked aubergines and new potatoes. There are seven of us ñ Gabriel 

and Maria, plus her aging parents, the two boys and me. Plus a Persian cat that lurks below the table 

with a squashed-up face like it ran into a wall. I can never remember its name. Beethoven? 

The wine flows and Gabi tells his sons about how he and I first met, in a Bucharest bar, watching 

footy. Iõm sippin g and concurring ñ those were the days, drinking beer and talking baloney, just before 

he hooked up with Maria, the glamorous post -grad with a sharp tongue and a twinkle in her eye.  

Her hair is flecked with grey now and she seems less interested in our past than in Romaniaõs 

future. She steers the conversation towards politics. Inevitably, her sons soon look bored. Tudor dangles 

a slither of meat above his face, eating it from the bottom up. When the chat subsides, I tell them a joke 

about a duck. Rńzvan laughs and says: ôMagnifico! õ 
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ôMagnifico! õ says Tudor, chewing with his eyes closed.  

ôI know a joke too,õ says Rńzvan, ôThree men are building a house. But they canõt use the toilet 

until they finish. So, the first man ñ ô Rńzvan breaks off mid -sentence and looks worried. Maria is 

observing him, her eyes wide and head cocked. 

ôRńzvan,õ she says, ôThatõs not a good joke.õ 

             He looks deflated. ôMum, how do you know, if I haven õt even finished it?õ 

ôYouõve finished it,õ says Maria. Rńzvan looks to his Dad who pours himself a glass of wine and 

concludes an anecdote he started earlier, about trying to prosecute some wise guy over a dodgy shipping 

contract. He sounds frustrated and hints how the judge took a bribe. His father -in-law is sittin g alongside 

in a cardigan and bi-focal specs, listening closely or not at all. Gravy glistens on his silver moustache. 

Maria smiles at Rńzvan but he does not smile back. She diverts her gaze first to her rotund mother, 

whose kindly sigh seems well practised, and then to me. 

ôRńzvan is very intelligent, õ Maria says, ôTop of every class. Silly jokes are beneath him. We hope 

heõll be a lawyer, like his father.õ 

ôBad idea,õ says Gabriel, refilling our wine glasses. 

            Rńzvan blushes hard until his face matches the tomatoes on his plate. I feel a twinge of guilt, and 

say: ôIt was just a joke, Maria, probably my fault for éõ 

She lays down her fork and gives me a puzzled look. The case is closed. The other adults munch 

in silence, staring into their plates as if fascinated by the food.  

ôI know a joke too,õ says little Tudor, ôAnd there won õt be any problems with mine, like there was 

with his. õ He jabs a greasy thumb towards his elder brother. 

Maria rolls her eyes. ôVery well, if  you insist. But keep it short, and polite. õ 

Rńzvan turns to me and says: ôHeõs seven by the way. Just so you know.õ 
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ôSeven and a half,õ says Tudor, flashing a perfect smile. He breathes deeply, inflating his puny 

chest. He scratches his ear and chuckles, probably rehearsing the lines in his head. We watch and wait. 

Rńzvan drums the table with his fingers. ôSo?õ  

ôSo what?õ, says Tudor. 

ôSo tell your joke.õ  

ôThree men are building a house, but they canõt use the toilet, andéõ  

ôTudor,õ, says Maria.  

ôWhat?õ  

ôItõs the same joke.õ  

            Tudor blinks. ôOh, is it?õ he says, and sits down again, fingering his food. 

ôKnife and fork, monkey, õ says Rńzvan. 

ôGood idea,õ says Tudor, reaching for his cutlery. Itõs still wrapped in a linen napkin. Rńzvan puts 

his head in his hands and groans. Tudor saws off a chunk of meat, skewers it on his fork and glances up 

at me. ôWas my joke funny?õ  

I wink and he winks back, like he õs got grit in his eye. He glances warily towards Maria then leans 

into me and says in a low voice: ôDo you like comics?õ 

 

***  

I leave Romania to work in Africa for a bit. Gabriel stays in touch by email and over the months I 

detect a gradual change in his mood. Heõs frustrated with practising law : Because I never fight a case, all 

I do is ask for it to be adjourned, then I pass money in an envelope. When I ask if he means more bribes, 

he writes back: Wake up, my friend, this is Romania.  

He tells me that itõs impossible to know how the cash finally reaches the judges, but he assures 
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me it does, by a circuitous route: Thereõs no trial by jury here, our legal system is still corrupt, all these 

years after the Revolution. Why? 

I also notice a darker tone to his comments about family life. It starts as a laddish joke ñ he refers 

to his wife Maria as Central Committee. But soon he has a new name for her: The War Office. I donõt pry 

and he doesnõt reveal. 

In his next email, three months later, Gabriel says he wants to emigrate and he has been checking 

his options: 

Canada? New Zealand? What do you think, my friend, somewhere I could practise my profession 

with dignity and provide a decent life for my family? My sons are keen. There õs only one problem: the 

War Office is against the idea. She likes her job lecturing at the university. Her parents live up our street. 

Sheõs built her nest. But Iõve had enough. I need to get out. This country is like some beautiful woman 

whom you cannot trust. Perhaps I should come to Rwanda, whatõs it like, my friend?  

I sit at my desk in Kigali wondering how to reply. Either Gabriel has discovered Romantic poetry 

or heõs on crack. I listen to the avocadoes dropping from trees outside my study. They hit the grass with 

a reassuring thump, heavy and ripe. I can hear the gardener whistling as he scoops them into his basket. 

I get up and stand by the window, to see how many h e has collected. Didier is bent double, hard at work. 

He survived the genocide of 1994 but has a nasty scar on his arm from a machete. 

I go back to my desk and write to Gabriel, wishing him luck and urging him not to lose 

perspective. But it sounds glib and I hope I wonõt lose his confidence. 

Sure enough, I hear nothing for a year. Iõm squatting on a battered wooden stool in some dingy 

Internet café out in the sticks, when Gabrielõs next email lands out of the blue like a wire -guided bomb:  

Guess what, my friend! I won the visa lottery for the USA! My boys will come too! PS. I õm getting 

a divorce. 
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When the room has stopped spinning, I try to type another diplomatic reply, but all I can think 

about is Maria. 

 

***  

One sunny afternoon, I find myself back in Rom ania, sitting in her study in Cluj. Her shelves 

bulge with books and box -files, but the house feels empty, almost dead, until she boots up her PC and 

American accents boom from the audio speakers. 

Weõre on Skype. Mariaõs two sons gaze out at us from the screen, pink and blurry. The image is 

delayed and it melts in swathes of coloured light as they move. Rńzvan and Tudor are teenagers now, 

flicking their long hair and leaving long pauses before answering my questions, as if trying to locate my 

name and face from ancient history . Tudor is chewing the corners of his fringe. After a while, Rńzvan 

says: 

ôSo, youõre that guy who visited with us when we still lived with Mom, right? õ 

I nod at the screen. ôIõm that guy. We read some comics, remember?õ 

ôNope.õ 

ôHowõs life in New York? õ  

ôThe subway sucks,õ says Rńzvan. He resembles his father, even as a digital ghost. I edge closer 

for a better view, and ask: ôDo you play baseball?õ 

ôUh-uh,õ says Tudor, stifling a yawn, ôWe prefer soccer.õ He pronounces it sakkur, like  a young 

American, which, I suppose, is what he is. Heõs moved on since our last meeting. We all have. Maria won 

custody rights but that all changed the day Gabriel offered his two sons the chance to live in New York. 

No brainer, my friend.  

The boys dominate the chat on Skype, letting their Mom know what is cool, and what is not. They 
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speak in English and use American slang. Everything sucks. 

Maria does not interrupt, she waits for the gaps, asks permission to change the subject. Her 

English is not as fluent. Her status has been eroded. Time has chewed at the family landscape and created 

a new one, in which Mom sounds rather lost.  

She takes refuge in the familiar, and updates them on her boyfriend Jean Luc, the visiting 

professor with the summerhouse in the  Camargue. She tells them heõs a wonderful person, so interesting. 

Do they want to visit France, for bird watching?  

Tudor grunts: uh -uh. Rńzvanõs response is less easy to fathom because he has acquired that 

ubiquitous, post -modern, strangulated mid -Atlant ic speech pattern where every utterance ends in a 

chilled -out rock-star rasp. Not so much American, as Americroak, because presumably life is one long 

drag, sometimes on a joint. Maria slips into Romanian and the boys are quieter now, finally letting her 

talk. 

I hear a deep purring from Maria õs loyal ginger cat, basking in the sun, stretched along her desk, 

watching me slit -eyed as if to say whatõs the problem? I tickle its tummy. No problem, except I forget 

your name. The cat squints: Try Berlioz. 

I spot a blur of movement onscreen and recognise Gabrielõs distinctive arched eyebrows: life is 

full of surprises. Heõs wearing a shirt and tie, shaven-headed with a dark tuft of jazzy beard. He seems a 

lot skinnier these days. He gawps out at me. 

ôHey Mike, is th at really you?õ 

Maria departs, promising tea while I chat with her ex -husband, catching up. Our questions fire in 

all directions, like a pinball machine at full tilt.  

ôSo Gabi, how do you like being a lawyer in Long Island?õ  

ôWin some, lose some. Youõre giving a seminar in Cluj, I hear?õ 
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ôAbout ethnic minorities, for journalists. õ 

ôThe Hungarian question,õ he says, one step ahead of me, ôHowõs it going?õ 

ôFeisty,õ I tell him, ôBut itõs not Rwanda.õ 

Maria returns with my mug of tea. As she enters, I catch the sound of someone chopping 

vegetables in the kitchen, probably her father. I can smell fried onions too. Perhaps I should go and help 

him, give Maria some privacy. I rise from the seat, wave goodbye to Gabi and the boys then move to the 

door, past a hoard of framed photos.  

In one of them, Maria, Rńzvan and Tudor are wearing T -shirts and shorts, sucking gargantuan ice 

creams in Times Square. In another photo, theyõre dressed for skiing in Transylvania, laughing into the 

camera on some snowy slope. The sun has dazzled the lens but the effect seems just right. Equally 

appropriate are the photos that someone has carefully cropped with scissors: thereõs no Gabi, anywhere.  

At the door, I spot Maria õs PhD, yellowing in a dusty frame. I look back at her, signall ing my 

intentions: Iõll be in the kitchen. But Maria seems oblivious.  

She is talking to her sons in Romanian. She looks unhappy, almost bewildered at their inability to 

keep up. There is impatience in her voice, as if a truth has finally dawned on her after years of ominous 

signs: her sons are losing interest in their mother tongue. They forget words and stumble over phrasing, 

even Rńzvan, top of every class. Worse, they do not seem to care. Their efforts are stilted and Tudor 

keeps sliding into English with a New York accent: ôôCoz, itõs kinda more natural, Mom. õ   

Mariaõs tears glitter like jewels in the afternoon sun. I leave her and walk along the gloomy 

corridor to the kitchen. There will be soup later, just like old times.  

[Written in English]  
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Paul Sohar 

  The Tram in t he Old City  

   

 

 The tram comes like a shark on the attack, 

slithering around a bend in the boulevard,  

barely missing the long tram -stop isle, 

this solid sandbar in the torrential flow  

of traffic. But I donõt have my desert isle  

to myself very long, in minutes other  

shipwrecked passengers throng it until  

the shark swallows all of us. 

The cliffs of the grand apartment houses 

look down on the scene with stern  

indifference,  

with the wisdom of standing still  

on the same spot  

for a hundred years. 

 

[Written in English]  
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Ioana Ieronim  

  
Church on Wheels 

   

 

 Here I am, carrying again 

my folding altar along  

as Romanian farmers used to 

when they mounted their wooden churches  

like carts on wheels 

and voided the land  

fled from barbarian invasions  

up the mountains.  

 

[Written in English ] 
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Christopher Bakken  

  Strada C. A. Rosetti 

   

 
 

 Far too quiet last night out on the street. 

Dreams of police. Today we hog four chairs 

in a café off Revolution Square, 

where solitude and expensive coffee 

agitate our collective memory.  

 

The man in the blue bathrobe, he is ours, 

blabbering, twisted like an ampersand  

on his perch between bank and bar: one hand 

on his cane, the other held out for beer. 

He hasnõt had a shave in nineteen years. 

 

We claim the palaces and museums, 

the royal portraits on the Atheneum,  

but blame the stray dogs and immigrant scum  

on the old regime, whose blank bravado 
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still hardens all the faces in the Metro. 

 

This week the diplomats and presidents  

will affirm Europe õs doctrine in the East; 

the yellow stars of the Union will increase  

another star or two, new flags to cover 

the old murals, the sickles and hammers. 

 

Still, some things along Strada C. Rosetti 

blur more than they clarify: budding trees  

compete with wide Ottoman balconies  

for the right to make shade. Light, meanwhile,  

stagnates in a satellite dish. All style 

 

is sacrificed to communication,  

all music to the traffic õs cloying hiss. 

The beautiful civil servant knows this,  

since she works with facts, and yet her high heels 

and headphones imply thereõs something she feels 

 

we all feelñwe want to hear ourselves think,  

we want to rise above the uniform  

sidewalk blocks. The old cobblestones were torn 
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up years ago, along with the mansions 

and monasteries. The old city was done 

 

being old, we were informed. Not that we asked.  

Those who were shot have had twenty years 

to make peace with the silence they silenced here, 

the dictatorõs noise muffled with a noose, 

his concrete horizon left to remind us  

 

what it takes to scare the mind out of a man. 

We want to see ourselves too. The police 

block every street today, but they are our police. 

Neither gypsy dogs nor glue -sniffing teens 

can take that from us. We know it means 

 

something now to sit and read a book, 

to read something true. Yes, we want to be 

seen, but donõt want to be watchedñthis, the relief 

of a generation who couldnõt say, but knew 

the National Library belonged to them too.  

 

There are five real newspapers to read now 

and a sign across the street can advertise 
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LEGAL TRANSLATIONS, but it õs still not wise  

to have speech handled by professionals. 

Better now to just shut up, pay the bill,  

join the amateur rabble on the street, 

or claim our place along the balustrade. 

Just outside, the uniformed riot squad  

is shoring up its bulletproof phalanx . 

The anarchists will refuse to break ranks, 

 

will affirm their faith in all disorder.  

Yes, weõve had disorder here. On this square 

in fact, here on display, the souvenir 

of a body politic that has a soul: 

our library, still pocked with bullet holes.  

 

[Wri tten in English]  
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Ion Munteanu  

Poemul casei  Home 

   

îĺi Ťine acoperiĺul ´n doi st©lpi umblńtori 

´n tatń ĺi ´n mamń 

cu lini ĺte sunt vńruiŤi pereŤii ei 

ĺi m©ng©ierea podului de palmń 

 

iar c©inele curŤii pńzeĺte la poartń 

ĺi latrń tristeŤi ce migreazń 

pendula cu timpul se joacń ´n noapte 

secundele prin faŤa ei defileazń 

 

pe Ťigle se lasń stele-n odihnń 

ĺi pacea se-adunń, ca mana... 

îmi las în neĺtire sńrutul pe casń, 

iar casa e tata ĺi mama 

iar casa e tata ĺi mama 

 Hers is a house that walks on stilts, taking its time  

Like the pendulum of the clock on the mantelpiece  

As it ticks from side to side like the one last leaf 

Of autumn falling, describing a ladder of smiles...  

 

Hers is a house that walks on stilts, its walls being 

Whitewashed with sile nce and with the shadows 

Of kisses that sway and bloom in the candlelight  

Before taking leave of their senses and ascending into the rafters... 

 

Hers is a house that walks on stilts, having a dog 

At the door who barks at the long migration of sorrows  

But who cannot hear each tiny tap as a star settles down 

On the tiles to sleep, making a house that glows for all to see 

In this, the darkest of nights.  

[Translated into English by Andrew Elliott]  
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Helena Drysdale  

  Ana, Camil, Niculina and Me  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Any of the customers could have been them. Anaõs black curly hair and slightly 

protruding brown eyes; Camil õs sallow skin; their neat straight -haired daughter. As each 

customer approached the bar, we watched for a turn of the head, a flash of recognition, but 

their eyes glassed over us. Would we be recognised? They hadnõt seen our daughter since 

babyhood; now she was nearly seventeen. 

I had met them in 1991, having made the same train journey via London, Paris, Budapest. 

I was en route to Râmnicu Valcea, south west of Bucharest. They had tumbled laughing and 

panting into the compartment ñ had only just made it. Ana was dark and fine -featured, like a 

Welsh woman, and Niculina had d impled white cheeks, a mole on her chin and an expressive 

curving mouth. When they discovered I spoke English Ana quivered with excitement. How 

wonderful! We are studying English! Niculina, say something!  

I was looking for George, a Romanian poet-priest I had fallen in love with twelve years 

before that. We had met while travelling with two student friends, and he ñ recklessly ñ had 

abandoned his job to join us on a wild road trip through the Carpathians. We had planned a 

night of comfort in the Hotel Alutu s, Râmnicu V âlcea. George was wearing our clothes, and in 
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his foreigner disguise we drank Ťuicń and danced in the hotel restaurant, and then hoped he 

would stroll nonchalantly past the reception desk to spend a night, illegally, with us upstairs. 

Instead he fled. We three carried on upstairs as if nothing had happened, and much later, long 

after midnight, we found him in a park. He was crouched beneath a tree, rigid with fear. He 

couldnõt move. In the morning the bedroom door opened, and there was George carrying 

breakfast on a tray. Wakey wakey. We never discovered exactly what had happened. 

We parted at the frontier, he returning home via Arad, us to Cambridge for the autumn 

term. A long correspondence followed (one letter was ninety -two pages long). He tr ied to 

escape but failed; he asked me to marry him to get him out of the country, but that failed too. 

He fell ill, told me not to contact him again, joined the securitate.  

Now, twelve years on and one year after the revolution, I had come back. I was re-

visiting some of our places to try to make sense of what went on, and to get some idea of the 

geography ñ physical, political and emotional. I wanted to get to know the country a little 

before meeting him again. 

The Hotel Alutus, however, would have to wait, because I had been taken hostage by 

Ana and Niculina.  

ôPlease. Niculina would be so disappointed. Wouldn õt you?õ 

ôOh yes!õ The eleven-year-old hugged my arm. I õd been travelling alone, struggling in 

fledgling Romanian: it was lovely to be wanted.  

Sun softened the bleak vistas of flat blocks, many half-built, all identical. As we walked 

to their block , Ana and Niculina pointed out the few remaining older buildings ñ churches 

mostly ñ which were the only reminders that this town was more than ten years old. They 

wanted me to like the place, but knew I couldn õt. Modernism had drained it of colour and 
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character. It was as if history couldnõt stand it there any longer and had upped and left.  

 

I tried not to inhale the stench of gas emanating from the spraw l of power stations and 

chemical plants that ringed the town.  

At their block both lift and stairwell lights had broken, so we shouldered their shopping 

and my luggage and felt our way through the darkness up all twelve flights. Ana was a physics 

teacher and Camil managed a factory employing 6000 people, but their two -roomed apartment 

was tiny. The sitting room was crammed with the heavy veneer bookcase and display cabinet 

which I would see in almost every house. Two corduroy easy chairs unfolded each night to 

become Ana and Camilõs bed, but lack of space forced them to sleep stuffed half under the 

table. Niculina had the only bedroom, which was just large enough for a desk and sofa bed. 

The windowless bathroom was often without water, while the kitchen sink had a tap that 

continually streamed.  

This family fed and nurtured me. They took me sight -seeing, introduced me to relatives 

and friends, and I enjoyed feeling like their prize. Ana was often tired; she worked full time, 

cooked, cleaned. Her Hungarian mother helped by queuing for food, but Camil worked all 

hours. He was struggling to restructure his company in the switch from a planned to a market 

economy, which meant redundancies and battles against public opinion, the public being of the 

opinion that he wa s destroying the local industry. At weekends he went fishing.  

After I left, their warmth and generosity sustained me. I needed that in the darker times 

when my search for George took me down into Romaniaõs underworld, into a chilling labyrinth 

filled with  paranoia and lies. 

When they rounded the corner at last ñ Anaõs curly hair grey now, Camil speaking 
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fluent English and working for a different, better, company, Niculina a married woman of 

thirty ñ I wondered how I could have been in doubt. It wasn õt just the faces, but the turns of 

phrase, tones of voice. ôHow are you? You are tired! We must to have a coffee!õ The warm 

surprised anxious laugh.  

Râmnicu V âlcea had a new glitzy shopping centre with piped muzak. Their tinny Dacia, 

a rust bucket on wheels, had been upgraded to the latest super-fast model. Despite the grey 

hair, Ana looked younger than she did, less weary, and Camil õs new job gave him more time 

to be with her. They had bought some fields where they grew apples and kept dogs. Best of all, 

their grim little apartment had been exchanged for a plot of land right in the centre of town 

where they had built a country cottage complete with kitchen garden, cats, a hedgehog, all 

private and secure within its high -walled enclosure.  

In 1964 the Communists had expropriated this land from Camil õs family. He showed us 

photos of the old house on the site, in classical Oltenian style with its white stucco arcade, where 

his Greek grandfather, a baker, had perfected his pastries. Portraits of his grandparents lined 

the walls. The Communists had pulled down the house, but some time after the 1989 revolution 

Camil had got back the site.  

In the warm July evening our two families sat on their terrace to eat dinner ñ abundant 

meat and fish, exquisite patisserie. A sprinkler arced over the lawn and one of three flat screen 

TVs flickered in the background. It wasn õt all good. There were the new cars that so polluted 

the streets that Ana no longer felt able to walk to work. There was the flurry of rural building 

work that w as destroying the exquisite Oltenian timber houses and barns (what Communism 

had not destroyed, capitalism was doing instead). And there was, I sensed, regret for the 

closeness and intensity of the old days. Camil and Ana had struggled to get Niculina out of the 
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country, to better herself with study abroad, and as a result she had married a Frenchman and 

lived in Berlin. They rarely saw their beloved only child. In fact, amongst all their ôintellectualõ 

friends, there wasnõt a single family who hadn õt lost their children to better -paid jobs in Paris, 

London, Stockholm. To be left in Romania was to be left behind. It was a sign of failure. 

Nevertheless, things had improved, surely? 

ôAll this, your house, your fields, are like a symbol of the new Romania. õ It was a trite 

remark, but I felt so moved by the improvements in their fortunes.  

        ôNot exactly,õ Camil said. He explained that what was important to him was not just the 

loveliness of their new home; it was being able to restore the link with his own past, and that 

of his country.  

      ôBut like a rope when itõs broken, you re-tie it, and thereõs always a knot. The ropeõs never 

the same again.õ Whatever we do, he added, pouring a second glass of Ťuicń, the present will 

always be warped. 

 

[Written in English]  
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Carmen Firan  

Farsa  The Farce 

   

         C©nd am ajuns acasń i-am gńsit pe ai mei ´n plinń 

meditaĪie. Se întorsese Alexei. În cele patru colĪuri ale 

sufrageriei ardeau lum©nńri ĺi beĪiĺoare de santal. Sonia ĺi 

Petru stńteau în poziĪii yoga Īinându -l de m©nń pe Alexei 

care murmura ceva fńrń-ndoialń magic. Laura mi-a fńcut 

semn   sń-i las în pace, m-a sńrutat ´n fugń, m-a tras în 

bucńtńrie ĺi  m-a lńmurit:  

          ñA sunat Alexei . A venit pentru mai mult timp în ora ĺ. 

Copiii l -au adus acasń ĺi insistń sń-l Īinem la noi.  

       ñCât timp? 

       ñA, nu mult. O sńptam©nń, douń. ċĺi deschide cabinet. 

Nu cred cń ne deranjeazń, iar copiii sunt foarte fericiĪi. Ne 

face bine tuturor. Pe mine pur si simplu m -a vindecat de 

durerile de spate.  

În bucńtńrie mirosea bine. Eram obosit ĺi îmi era 

           When I got home, I found my folks in deep meditation. 

Alexei the Bessarabian had returned. In the four corners of the 

living room, lit candles and sticks of sandalwood stood watch 

as my teenage kids, Sonia and Petru, sat in yoga positions, 

holding hands wi th Alexei who muttered something, no doubt 

magical. Laura, my wife, motioned for me to leave them alone, 

gave me a hurried kiss, and pulled me to the kitchen.  

ôAlexei called,õ she explained. ôHe returned to Bucharest 

for a longer stay. The children insisted we let him stay with us. õ 

ôFor how long?õ 

ôNot too long. Maybe a week or two. He is going to open 

a private office in the city.õ 

ôWhat kind of office?õ 

ôSpiritual é or a healing office. Something like that. I 

donõt think he will be in our way and the ch ildren are very 
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foame. 

ñCe gńteĺti? 

ñSpaghete. Mâncarea preferatń a lui Alexei. Dupń reĪeta 

lui, cu usturoi ĺi mńghiran. 

Mi -a aratat apoi niste tuburi cu medicamente. 

           ñUite ce ne-a adus. Un fel de multivitamine cu 

antioxidante ĺi tot felul de  ierburi miraculoase. Se fabricń 

undeva în America dupa formule vechi chinezeĺti. Nu se 

gńsesc pe piaĪń. Se distribuie prin circuit ´nchis. Alexei spune 

cń ´ntńresc sistemul imun ĺi pot vindeca ori ce. Nu e drńguĪ 

cń ni le-a fńcut cadou? 

          ñBa da, e drńguĪ. 

De fapt mń bucuram cń Alexei va sta un timp la noi. 

ToĪi treceam printr -o crizń. Eu, printr -una de timp. Eram de 

dimineaĪń p©nń seara la ziar, lucram ĺi week-endurile , iar 

serile eram ba în talk -showuri la televiziune, ba la recepĪii.  

Copiii treceau printr -o crizń de identitate. Nu vedeau 

aici niciun viitor ĺi încercau disperaĪi sń gńseascń portiĪe de a 

pleca în America. Aplicau la colegii, cńutau pe internet  

burse. Erau dezamagiĪi de ce se ́ nt©mplń la noi, tensionaĪi, 

debusolaĪi, nefericiĪi.  

Cu Laura comunicam tot mai greu. Se afla într-o altń 

crizń de v©rstń. Se pl©ngea cń e singurń ĺi ne´nŤeleasń, folositń 

happy. He is doing us all good. Take me, for instance: heõs 

healed me of my backache.õ 

The kitchen smelled good. I was tired and hungry.  

ôWhat are you cooking?õ I asked 

ôSpaghetti. Alexeiõs favourite dish. Made according to his 

own recipe, with garlic. Look what he brought us, õ she said, 

showing me some tubes filled with pills. 

 ôMultivitamins with antioxidants and all kinds of 

miracle herbs. They are made somewhere in South America 

based on some ancient Chinese formulas. You canõt buy them  

on the open market. Alexei says they strengthen the immune 

system and can heal any illness. Isnõt it sweet of him to give us 

these gifts?õ 

ôIt sure is.õ 

In fact, I really was glad Alexei was staying with us. 

Freedom had come with a price as we all tried to imitate the 

Western World, including its clichés and alienation. As a result, 

we each had our own crisis. Mine was a time crisis. I slaved at 

the office, working on the paper from morning till night, even 

weekends. The evenings were consumed with television talk 

shows or with attending business parties.  

 The children were going through an identity crisis. They 

saw no future here and were desperate to go to America. They 



Bucharest Tales  

Edited by Lidia Vianu  

99 
 

 

ĺi neimportantń. ċntreprinderea ei era ´n faliment.  

Mai nou descoperise feminismul  ĺi mń teroriza cu tot 

felul de teorii. Intrase în AsociaĪia Femeilor Libere cu 

Diplom ń Universitarń, se ducea la ´nt©lniri, seminarii, Īinea 

conferinĪe ĺi de fiecare datń se ´ntorcea ĺi mai montatń pe 

mine. Citea tot felul de cńrĪi care o ´nvńĪau cum sń ajungń o 

femeie de succes, cum sń fie fericitń, cum sń iubeascń, cum   

sń-ĺi salveze relaĪia cu partenerul. Adicń eu. Devenisem 

principalul ei adversar ĺi cobaiul la ´ndem©nń pe care ´ĺi 

exersa emanciparea, nervii, lecturile din Chopra, bazaconiile 

pe care i le bńgau femeile acelea ´n cap. ċl adora pe John Gray 

ĺi Īinea pe noptierń best-sellerul BńrbaĪii se trag din Marte, 

femeile din Venus, în locul bibliei ĺi l©ngń fotografia copii lor. 

Se schimbase mult, avea o încrâncenare pe care nu i-o 

cunoscusem p©nń atunci, de activistń mereu ´n alertń, sub 

pretextul cńutarii echilibrului.  

Asculta ´n continuu casete cu muzicń de relaxare, cu 

îndemnuri spre armonia universalń, iubirea aproapelui, 

triumful binelui ĺi ´nńlĪare spiritualń. Ce e mai grav e cń ´ĺi 

pierduse umorul, nu î ĺi mai dńdea seama de penibilul ´n care 

se scufunda cu fiecare zi, cu o personalitate labilń, 

manipulabilń prin slńbiciunea de a se lńsa cuceritń de tot felul 

de farse colective înscenate de experĪi în teoria cuplului ĺi 

sent countless applications to colleges and scoured the Internet 

for scholarships.  

My communication with my wife Laura was harder and 

harder. She was going through her own crisis, related to her 

age. She complained that she felt lonely, misunderstood, used, 

and unimportant. The institute where she worked was on the 

verge of bankruptcy.  

On top of everything else, after the fall of communism, 

she discovered feminism and terrorized me with all kinds of 

weird theories. She had just joined the Association of Free 

Women and regularly attended their meetings and lectures. 

Every time she came back from such events she was even more 

antagonistic towards me. She read a lot of books that taught 

her how to be a successful woman, how she could be happy, 

and how she could love and save her relationship with her 

partner. That was me. I had become her main adversary and a 

convenient guinea pig on whom she could practice her 

emancipation, her frayed nerves, and the wisdom she gleaned 

from reading Chopra and a whole parcel of other strange stuff 

those women crammed down her throat. She kept the 

bestseller Men Are from Mars, Women from Venus on her 

nightstand right next to a photograph of the children. She was 

constantly listening to relaxation music on cassettes, peppered 
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profeĪi cu morgń care dominau scena internaĪionalń fńc©nd 

milioa ne de pe urma naivilor nefericiĪi ´n cńutarea eului, 

copilului  interior, jumńtńĪii astrale. 

Ajunsesem încetul cu încetul dezbinaĪi, însinguraĪi, 

cńut©ndu-ne fiecare refugiu ´n altń parte ĺi ascunzându-ne 

unul de alt ul sentimentele, neliniĺtile ĺi preocupńrile.  

Aĺa cń am vazut ĺi eu în Alexei un salvator temporar 

al relaĪiilor noastre ĺi l -am înconjurat cu atenĪie ĺi prieten ie. 

Stńteam cu el ´n bucńtńrie serile târziu bând ceaiul pe care    

ni-l prepara din tot felul  de rńdńcini ĺi frunze ĺi aveam lungi 

discuĪii despre orice. Ne povestea despre cartea la care scria, 

despre proiectul pentru care venise acum, sń deschidń ´n Īarń 

un lanĪ de institute de valeologie. Ne trata pe fiecare pentru 

afecĪiunile de care sufeream. Ghicea în palmń, ´n cafea, ´n 

cńrĪi, în rune spre fericirea Laurei ĺi delectarea copiilor. Cu ei 

fńcea ĺi ĺedinĪe de meditaĪie ĺi concentrare, de relaxare ĺi 

hipnozń prin care spunea cń ´i ´ntńreĺte psihic, ´i elibereazń 

de spaime ĺi complexe, le educń voinĪa ĺi le programeazń 

subconĺtientul spre succes ĺi reuĺitń.  

Ziua Alexei era mai tot timpul plecat.  Ajunsese 

cunoscut ´n Capitalń pentru p uterile lui vindecatoare ĺi era 

chemat de diverĺi oameni în suferinĪń, plńtit bine ĺi 

recomandat ĺi altora. Era renumit ĺi pentru viziunile ĺi 

with calls for universal harmony, love, immortality, the victory 

of good over evil, and  spiritual exaltation.  

In short, she had changed a lot. Under the pretext of 

seeking equilibrium, she had become a constantly alert activist, 

displaying a stubbornness and wild determination I had not 

known her to possess.  

Under these circumstances I too saw in Alexei a 

temporary saviour of our relationship and therefore treated 

him with consideration and friendship. I spent many hours 

with him in the kitchen, often late into the night, drinking the 

tea he prepared for us from roots and leaves. He treated each 

of us for our various illnesses. To the delight of Laura and the 

children, he read palms, coffee grounds, and cards. He also 

held meditation and concentration sessions with them, 

through which he claimed he strengthened their psyche, 

released them from fears and anxieties, strengthened their will, 

and programmed their subconscious mind for success and 

achievements.  

Our world was a genuine paradise for Alexei. Everyone 

was ready to believe anything. He soon became famous in 

Bucharest for his healing powers. He came highly 

recommended, and many people called upon him for 

assistance, paying very well for his services. His visions and 
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premoniĪiile lui. Doar Īin©nd o fotografie ´n m©nń putea 

spune cam totul despre persoana respectivń, ghicindu -i 

inclusiv relaĪiile cu cei apropiaĪi, trecutul, viitorul sau data 

morĪii.  

Trńia auster. Bea multe ceaiuri, m©nca paste cu 

usturoi, ciocolatń ĺi fructe. Nu pńrea sń sufere nici de frig, nici 

de cńldurń. Iarna se ´mbraca lejer, iar vara purta cńmńĺi 

groase cu eterne buzunare ´ncńpńtoare. Cam o datń pe 

sńptńm©nń dńdea fuga la munte. Ne spunea cń ´n CarpaĪi 

existń douń v©rfuri unde c©mpul electro-magnetic este 

maxim, pe o axń care leagń ´ntr-un triunghi America Latinń 

de Asia. În CarpaĪi, credea el, se întâmplau tot fel ul de lucruri 

ciudate. Nu prea ĺtiam la ce se referea, dar îi dńdeam 

dreptate. Se încńrca acolo cu energie, lua trenul ĺi ´n douń ore 

era ´napoi ´n Capitalń.  

Uneori pleca nopĪile de acasń ĺi revenea spre 

dimineaĪń mort de obosealń. Se refńcea rapid dupń numai 

douń-trei ore de somn. Nu l -am întrebat niciodatń unde se 

duce, ce face, dacń se ´nt©lneĺte cu cineva. La noi acasń nu-l 

cńuta nimeni la telefon , iar el suna doar de la telefoane 

publice. 

Într -o noapte am rńmas cu Laura p©nń t©rziu sń vedem 

un film. Tocmai ne pusesem cablu ĺi puteam prinde o 

premonitions became front -page news. Due to his rare gift, he 

had spent several years working for the Parapsychology 

Insti tute in Moscow. Although not a religious people, we were 

overly given to superstitions and therefore easy to manipulate. 

We were constantly oscillating between the magical and the 

farcical, between the fantastic and the surreal. 

A lot of paranormal literat ure, forbidden during the dark 

years of dictatorship, was being finally published, and all kinds 

of healers appeared. There was little to differentiate among 

religion, superstition, and magic. We were living the end of a 

century marked by the re -emergence of religious wars. 

Sectarian fanatics and false messiahs, no more than murderers 

wearing crosses around their necks, converted their psychic 

collapse into divine grace. They crisscrossed our country, made 

fertile ground because poverty increasingly gave ri se to 

superstitions and the need for miracles. In their turn, the 

politicians worshiped with two hands, never missing a chance 

to appear on television attending a church service, surrounded 

by two or three Orthodox priests. Despite the fact that not too 

long ago they had been atheists, they popularized the cliché: 

ôSo may God help us!õ 

It was a beautiful April day in Bucharest, right before 

Easter. In the cityõs Palace Square, scene of the 1989 Revolution, 
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mulĪime de canale, inclusiv HBO. Ne -am amintit de 

vremurile bune când ne petreceam nopĪile în faĪa videoului, 

pe atunci marfń de contrabandń. De la RevoluĪia din 

decembrie rńmńsese neatins. Nici cńrĪi nu mai citisem de 

atunci. Timpul curgea altfel , iar aria de interes se schimbase. 

Citeam munĪi de ziare, iar la televizor ne uitam doar la talk -

showurile politice.  

Copiii erau la o petrecere, iar Alexei plecase ´n grabń 

la una din misterioasele lui escapade nocturne. Afarń turna 

cu gńleata. Am auzit cheia rńsucindu-se în uĺń ĺi am iesit în 

hol. Umbra lui Alexei se întindea dispropor Īionat de mare pe 

zidul de la intrare. Am rńmas cu ochii pironiĪi pe figura lui . 

Hainele ´i erau ude leoarcń iar faĪa ´i strńlucea de o luminń 

ciudatń care venea parcń din interior. Ochii alba ĺtri aveau 

reflexe metalice. Mi s-a parut înfricoĺńtor de ´nalt. Laura a 

alergat în baie ĺi a venit cu un prosop. Alexei tńcea ĺi nu se 

miĺca din cadrul uĺii. Laura a rńmas ´mpietritń cu prosopul 

´n m©nń. Voise sń-i ĺteargń faĪa de ploaie cu tandreĪea pe care 

i-o arńta ´n mod obiĺnuit , dar nu mai era capabilń de niciun 

gest. Firele de apń i se scurgeau prin barba roĺcatń ĺi cńdeau 

cu zgomot direct pe gresia din hol. Îl priveam ca ĺi cum 

atunci   l-am fi ´nt©lnit prima oarń. Nu regńseam nimic din 

blândeĪea cu care ne obiĺnuise. Era altul. Emana atâta forĪń 

tens of thousands of people gathered early in the morning. The 

trade union confederations had reached a consensus and 

agreed to call a big strike that disrupted all kinds of essential 

services. Stands and barricades had been installed. There were 

microphones and bullhorns everywhere. The area was 

surrounded by trucks, taxis, and buses on strike. Elsewhere, 

the streets were crowded with people headed toward the 

Square, some holding childrenõs hands, others with dogs on 

leashes. The law enforcement people were on alert. The ruling 

government was afraid it mig ht be forced to resign under 

pressure from the masses.  

This general strike gave people a convenient excuse to 

leave their homes and get some fresh air while nostalgically 

looking back on the old days, before the May Day parade was 

cancelled, when they had attended all those public rallies 

under communism ñ the military parades, the waving of flags, 

the hoola hoops, the placards, the slogans, the portraits of 

Marx, Engels, and Lenin, and those of the family of the national 

dictators. Afterwards, they would eat hot dogs and drink beer 

at the many booths erected everywhere to boost their sense of 

holiday. Today the parading crowds carried placards saying 

ôDown with the government õ and an assortment of trade union 

demands, as well as the new slogans characteristic of the 
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ĺi mister încât ne simĪeam striviĪi. Ĺi deodatń apa a ´nceput 

sń se usuce pe el. Aĺa, din senin. Îi ieĺeau aburi din piele. În 

câteva secunde era complet uscat. Am luat prosopul din 

mâna Laurei ĺi am tras-o dupń mine ´n sufragerie. Ne-am 

aĺezat tńcuĪi pe canapea în faĪa televizorului fńrń sń mai 

pricepem nimic din filmul care rula. Î l auzeam pe Alexei la 

baie, apoi uĺa de la dormitorul lui s -a închis ĺi am rńsuflat 

uĺuraĪi. N-am comentat niciodatń stranietatea din acea 

noapte. A doua zi ne-a aĺteptat cu ceaiul de ierburi 

miraculoase gata fńcut ´n bucńtńrie. Avea z©mbetul pe care         

i-l ĺtiam, puĪin trist, îĺi reluase dimensiunea ĺi aerul normal. 

Nu ne-a dat nicio explicaĪie. De altfel nu se întâmplase nimic.  

Lumea noastrń era un adevńrat paradis pentru Alexei. 

ToĪi erau dispuĺi sń creadń orice. Nu eram un popor prea 

credincios, dar înclinat puternic spre superstiĪii. Oscilam 

între magie ĺi farsń, ´ntre fantastic ĺi suprarealism.  

Se publica multń literaturń paranormalń, apńruserń tot 

felul de tńmńduitori, la televizor ´ĺi fńceau reclamń bńtr©ne 

ghicitoare, Īigńnci gata sń rezolve orice, de la cńsńtorii, 

câĺtiguri la loto, impoten Īń, intrńri ´n parlament , la eliberarea 

de duhuri rele ĺi nenoroc. 

 Între religie, superstiĪie ĺi magie nu erau mari 

diferenĪe. Trńiam un timp ´n care reapńruserń rńzboaiele 

transition society, which included all manner of ironic remarks 

making fun of the emerging democracy and various 

government leaders.  

By noon, hundreds of thousands of people had gathered 

around the marble pedestal in the Square, which used to 

support a gargantuan statue of Lenin pointing his finger 

threateningly towards the East. Right after the Revolution, a 

large crane had lifted the statue from its moorings and 

unceremoniously dumped it into some hole outside the city. 

From time to time, the giant bronze statue was resurrected for 

use in movies or advertisements, but mostly it just rested flat 

on its back near a fence, overgrown with weeds, urinated on by 

dogs, and climbed on by children. Parents used it as a 

background for family pictures, as they did with the statues of 

stone lions and bears. On the cover of a large-circulation 

pornographic magazine a famous model appeared naked, 

standing on Leninõs head and declaring, ôIõm doing it on 

Lenin.õ  

Even so, the pedestal remained well anchored to the 

ground in the Square, the statue having been replaced by a 

cross in memory of the revolutionaries who had lost their lives 

in December 1989. I showed up to the rally with two photo 

reporters from our paper and found a spot near the big stand 
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religioase. Criminali cu cr uce pe piept, fanatici sectari ĺi falĺi 

messiah îĺi transferau labilitatea psihicń ´n har divin. Ĺi mulĪi 

bântuiau ĺi prin Īara noastrń ´n care sńrńcia fńcea tot mai mult 

loc superstiĪiilor ĺi nevoii de miracole.  

Politicienii la r©ndul lor se ´nchinau cu douń m©ini, nu 

scńpau prilejul de a se arńta la televizor particip ând la slujbe 

´n bisericń, Īineau doi-trei popi pe l©ngń ei ĺi adoptaserń 

rapid formula òAĺa sń ne ajute Dumnezeu!ó  

 Prin intermediul lui Niky, Alexei pńtrunsese ´n cele 

mai înalte medii politice, artistic e, de afaceri. I se confesau 

toĪi cu cele mai intime probleme legate de sńnńtate, profesie, 

ambiĪii, eĺecuri, intenĪii de viitor iar Alexei era un bun 

sfńtuitor, discret ĺi onest. Cred cń ajunsese sń afle destule 

secrete din viaĪa unor personaje influente , dar nu vorbea 

niciodatń nimic. Nu l-am auzit sń facń vreun comentariu 

despre cineva. Noi ne simĪeam privilegiaĪi cń locuia la noi, 

ne bucuram de prietenia ĺi tratamentul lui special ĺi speram 

ca ceva din aura ĺi forĪa lui sń se rńsfr©ngń ĺi asupra noastrń. 

Ajunsese sń c©ĺtige foarte mulĪi bani, pe care îi Īinea 

pentru  lanĪul de institu te de valeologie pe care voia sń le 

deschidń ´n c©teva oraĺe mari, fireĺte susĪinut din afarń de 

specialiĺti în domeniu. Nu prea ĺtiam cu se ocupń valeologia, 

dar bńnuiam cń era vorba de vreo terapie paranormalń. Nu 

where law enforcement personnel had reserved space for the 

media.  

The meeting started off with three priests leading the 

demonstrators in saying the Lordõs Prayer. It was the only 

moment with some solidarity and order. Immediately after the 

blessing of the priests and the obligatory ôSo may God help us!õ 

the crowd began to vociferate impatiently.  

It was hot and the agitated crowds emitted a resounding 

rumbl e. Some had come with their entire family, others 

accompanied by neighbours or friends, talking animatedly, 

laughing, smoking, or eating their packed lunches and from 

time to time remembering to shout whatever slogans were 

being urged upon them. Various un ion leaders, public figures, 

and representatives of the studentsõ associations, as well as 

acclaimed intellectuals, took turns speaking into the 

microphone. Some read their speeches, others shouted slogans, 

to which the crowds responded with heckles or whi stles, 

depending on the contents, at times clapping their hands or 

otherwise expressing their noisy approval. I spotted Sonia, 

Petru, and Alexei right next to the stand and sneaked in under 

the rope setting off the press area from the rest of the crowd to 

join them. 

ôWe brought Alexei so he can see what our meetings are 
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ne dńdea niciodatń mai multe detalii ĺi nici noi nu -l 

plictiseam cu ´ntrebńrile. 

 Ajunsese la ĺeful parlamentului , cńruia ´i vindecase 

mama, la câĪiva mini ĺtri care în scurt timp deveniserń 

dependenĪi de tratamentul ĺi sfaturile lui. Nu ĺtiu dacń Niky 

exagera, dar ´mi spunea cń e consultat la cele mai mari 

niveluri, î n decizii politice, prob leme de stat, misiuni secrete. 

Ĺi toate predicĪiile lui se adevereau. Devenise cea mai 

spectaculoasń prezenĪń, agreatń de toĪi, cultivatń cu atenĪie ĺi 

respect. Nimeni nu-ĺi mai putea imagina v iaĪa fńrń Alexei. El 

rńm©nea ´nsń ´n umbrń, refuza interviurile ´n presń sau 

apariĪiile la televiziune, modest ĺi cumpńtat, fńrń ca succesul 

ameĪitor pe care ´l avea ´n lumea noastrń sń i se urce la cap. 

Toate ar fi rńmas ´ntr-un cerc restrâns, trecând 

neobservate pentru marea masń, dacń ´ntr-o zi nu s-ar fi 

´nt©mplat ceva cu adevńrat senzaĪional. Era o frumoasń zi de 

aprilie, chiar înainte de Paĺti. ConfederaĪiile sindicale 

ajunseserń la un consens ĺi semnaserń participarea colectivń 

la o mare grevń care practic cuprindea majoritatea serviciilor, 

transporturilor , ramurilor industriale, asociaĪiilor 

profesionale. ForĪele de ordine erau ´n alertń. GuvernanĪii se 

temeau sń nu fie forĪaĪi sń demisioneze sub presiunea 

mulĪimii.  

like,õ Sonia explained to me. 

ôAnd what are they like, õ I asked Alexei. He merely 

smiled. 

ôWe wonõt hang around here too long,õ added Petru in a 

bore tone. ôWeõll head home.õ 

I winked to Ale xei and he smiled again. 

ôDad doesnõt understand a thing,õ chimed in Sonia. ôCan 

you let him in on it? õ 

Alexei nodded amused. 

ôLet me in on what?õ 

ôAlexei can make things disappear.õ 

ôOr appear,õ added Petru. ôThis morning he put on an 

astounding demonstra tion for our benefit. Zap, zap, off went 

glasses, books, even the chair! 

ôYouõve got to see this, dad! How they vanish without a 

trace for a few seconds. Or at least to us they appear to vanish. 

Itõs absolutely fantastic!õ Sonia gushed. 

I smiled benignly, not paying much attention to the 

childrenõs exultations, while in the Square chaos was slowly 

taking over. The speakers raised their voices higher and higher 

and the tired crowds showed signs of impatience. Children 

were crying or running through the legs of the union members, 

agitated because of the heat and the shouting around them. In 



Bucharest Tales  

Edited by Lidia Vianu  

106 
 

 

În PiaĪa Centralń a oraĺului, care în ô89 fusese scena  

RevoluĪiei, se adunaserń ´ncń de dimineaĪń zeci de mii de 

oameni. Se instalaserń tribune,  megafoane, microfoane, 

maĺini cu portavoce, baricade. PiaĪa era înconjuratń de 

camioane ĺi tiruri, de taxiuri ĺi autobuze ale sindicatului 

ĺoferilor aflaĪi ĺi ei ´n grevń. Strńzile erau ´nĪesate de oameni 

care continuau sń se ´ndrepte spre PiaĪń, unii de m©nń cu 

copii, alĪii cu c©ini ´n lesń.  

Cum odatń cu cńderea comunismului se suspendase 

sńrbńtorirea zilei de 1 Mai, greva generalń pica la timp ĺi era 

un bun pretext sń mai iasń din casń, sń-ĺi consume energia ĺi 

sń-ĺi verse nńduful, cu nostalgie pentru marile adunńri 

populare de pe vremuri , c©nd defilau pe muzicń militarń, 

agitând eĺarfe, flori, cercuri, pancarte cu sloganuri 

comuniste, portretele lui Marx, Engels ĺi Lenin, alńturi de 

cele ale familiei de dictatori naĪionali. Dupń care m©ncau 

crenvurĺti ĺi beau bere la tarabele instalate peste tot pentru a 

le ´ntńri sentimentul de sńrbńtoare.  

De data asta purtau curajoĺi pancarte pe care era scris 

òJos guvernuló, revendicńri sindicale ĺi noile sloganuri ale 

tranziĪiei sociale cu ironii la adresa democraĪiei în formare ĺi 

la diverĺi lideri ai partidului de guvernńm©nt. La pr©nz se 

adunaserń sute de mii de oameni în jurul soclului de 

one corner there was a bit of a stampede when someone was 

caught trying to steal a wallet. Several men tore into him, 

wrestled him to the ground, kicking him with their fee t and 

unleashing their blind fury as though they were hitting the 

government.  

The policemen stepped in immediately. Then a real fight 

erupted, with people hitting each other, very few of them 

knowing why or whom they were attacking. The reporters and 

cameramen rushed to the scene of the incident. Calls were 

made from the stand for violence to cease, for people to calm 

down or for the government to resign. The three priests stood 

side by side repeatedly making the sign of the cross, urging the 

people to drop the violence, get along with each other, love, 

and be humble.  

Like other young people in the crowd, Sonia and Petru 

were having a great time. Suddenly Sonia had an idea. 

Hopping on one leg, she pleaded with Alexei, ôCanõt you make 

a miracle right here? Pleeease, pleeease, do it now, and here!õ 

Petru chuckled through a smirk at this thought. Alexei looked 

reluctant, but they could tell he was favourably disposed. 

ôPlease, donõt disappoint us,õ Sonia insisted. ôDo it so dad can 

see it too.õ 

Alexei closed his eyes. At that moment in the square, a 
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marmorń din PiaĪa pe care stńtuse zeci de ani o imensń 

statuie a lui Lenin cu arńtńtorul ´ndreptat ameninĪńtor spre 

Est. Imediat dupń RevoluĪie statuia fusese demontatń de 

macarele ĺi aruncatń ´ntr-un parc din afara oraĺului. O mai 

foloseau din când în când regizori de fil me ĺi reclame. 

Uriaĺul Lenin de bronz zńcea pe spate l©ngń un gard, 

acoperit de bńlńrii, udat de c©ini ĺi escaladat de copii care se 

jucau printre urechile ĺi nasul lui, ´n timp ce pńrinĪii le fńceau 

poze artistice, aĺa cum se întâmpla ĺi cu statuile de lei ĺi urĺi 

de piatrń. Pe coperta uneia din revistele pornografice de 

mare tiraj apńruse chiar un cunoscut fotomodel pozând goalń 

pe capul lui Lenin sub titlul òMń... aia pe Leninó.  

Soclul rńmńsese ´n PiaĪń, bine ´nfipt ´n pńm©nt, iar în 

locul statuii fusese pusń o cruce în memoria revoluĪionarilor 

uciĺi în decembrie ô89. Am ajuns însoĪit d e doi fotoreporteri 

de la ziar ĺi mi -am gńsit un loc ´n faĪa tribunei, unde forĪele 

de ordine creaserń un spaĪiu pentru reprezentanĪii presei. 

Mitingul fusese deschis de trei preoĪi care invitaserń 

participanĪii sń rosteascń dupń ei òTatńl nostruó. Rândurile 

din faĪń se puseserń ´n genunchi. A fost singurul moment de 

oarecare solidaritate ĺi ordine. Dupń binecuv©ntarea datń de 

popi ĺi de cuvintele òaĺa sń ne ajute Dumnezeu!ó au început 

vociferńri nerńbdńtoare. 

well -known dissident from the old regime stood behind the 

mike, uttering the most incendiary of the speeches. Widely 

known among the people, he had been very active during the 

Revolution and still had great mass appeal. He was offering a 

scathing denunciation of the ruling party. Exuding charisma 

and authority, he electrified the crowds by announcing that the 

ghosts of communism still plagued our society. They suddenly 

fell silent, drinking in his every word.  

Alexei emitted that low, guttural sound of his chanting 

that I knew so very well . With his eyes still closed, he 

concentrated his thoughts, setting himself apart from the 

reality around him.  

Then, almost as if on cue, the hundreds of thousands of 

people in the Square erupted with a desperate, panic-filled 

shriek. Taken aback by this infernal roar, I did not at first 

understand what was happening. Then Sonia circled her arms 

around my neck and I saw: Leninõs statue had reappeared on 

the marble pedestal, the threatening finger once again pointing 

towards the East, and the cross commemorating the 

Revolutionõs victims stuck between its legs. For a few split 

seconds, we lost our tongues and a sepulchral silence fell over 

the crowd. Then just as quickly, it disappeared ñ along with 

the statue.  
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Era cald ĺi mulĪimea vuia continuu. Unii veniserń ´n 

familie, însoĪiĪi de vecini sau prieteni, stńteau de vorbń ´ntre 

ei, comentau, râdeau, fumau, alĪii îĺi aduseserń pachetele cu 

mâncare ĺi doar când era ceva de scandat se alńturau corului 

general. La microfon se perindau diver ĺi lideri si ndicali, 

figuri publice, invita Īi din partea asociaĪiilor studenĪeĺti, 

intelectuali cu talent de oratori. Se citeau discursuri, se 

strigau lozinci urmate de huiduieli ĺi fluierńturi sau, dupń 

caz, de aplauze ĺi Īipete de satisfacĪie. Chiar l©ngń tribun ń                           

i-am vńzut pe Sonia, Petru ĺi Alexei. M -am strecurat pe sub 

cordonul care despńrĪea presa de restul adunńrii ĺi m-am dus 

la ei. 

       ñL-am adus ĺi pe Alexei sń vadń cum e un miting la noi, 

mi -a explicat Sonia. 

ñĹi cum e? m-am adresat lui Alexei. 

S-a mulĪumit sń-mi z©mbeascń. 

ñN-o sń prea stam mult pe aici, a completat Petru 

plictisit. O ´ntindem acasń. 

I-a facut cu ochiul ĺi Alexei a zâmbit din nou.  

ñTata nu înĪelege nimic, a intervenit Sonia. Putem sń-i 

spunem ĺi lui?  

Alexei a încuviinŤat din cap amuzat. 

ñSń-mi spuneĪi ce? 

Pandemonium broke out. Some ran away scared, others 

fell to their knees, saying the Lordõs Prayer. The three priests, 

their hands clinging desperately to the crucifixes around their 

necks, scurried down from the platform. The crow d passed 

from consternation to panic, calling out possible explanations 

like tobacco auctioneers:  

ôItõs a miracle!õ 

ôAn illusion! õ 

ôMass hypnosis! The Americans have David Copperfield. 

Didnõt he make the Statue of Liberty disappear for a few 

seconds?õ 

ôItõs a divine sign!õ 

ôAnother trick from the government, an attempt to fool 

us again!õ 

ôThe end of the world is upon us!õ 

ôDear God, what sin have we committed? What shall 

befall us?õ 

ôWe are the chosen people,õ preached a fanatic. ôThe New 

Jerusalem shall rise on this land. The second coming of Christ 

will be here in the very blessed Square of Bucharest.õ 

ôMake that ôcursedõ square,õ someone barked, preparing 

to throw a punch.  ôCanõt you tell it õs a diversion? The blasted 

communists! When are you going to be cured of your fantasies? 
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ñAlexei poate sń facń sń disparń obiecte. 

ñSau sń aparń, a adńugat Petru. Ne-a fńcut azi dimineaĪń 

o demonstraĪie extraordinarń. Hac-pac! Pahare, cńrŤi, te-le-

vi -zorul!  

ñ Trebuie sń vezi ĺi tu! Pur si simplu dispar fńrń urmń 

pentru câteva secunde. Sau ni se pare nouń cń dispar. E 

fantastic! se entuziasmń Sonia. 

ñNe ducem sń exersńm. Eu sunt fascinatń!  

Am zâmbit înĪelegńtor, fńrń sń dau o prea mare 

importanĪń exaltńri i copiilor. În PiaĪń se instala treptat 

dezordinea. Vorbitorii Īipau din ce în ce mai tare, mulĪimea 

obosise ĺi dńdea semne de nerńbdare, copiii pl©ngeau sau 

alergau plictisiĪi printre picioarele sindicali ĺtilor încin ĺi de 

cńldurń ĺi epuizaĪi de strigńte. Într -un colĪ se produsese o 

busculadń. Cineva fusese prins fur©nd un portofel. C©Īiva 

bńrbaĪi s-au repezit la el, l-au tr©ntit la pńm©nt ĺi ´i cńrau 

picioare desfiguraĪi de furie, imaginându -ĺi probabil cń dau 

în guvern. ForĪele de ordine au intervenit pro mpt. A ieĺit o 

bńtaie pe cinste. Nu se mai ĺtia cine pe cine loveĺte ĺi de ce. 

Ziari ĺtii ĺi fotoreporterii alergaserń ĺi ei la locul incidentului. 

De la tribunń se striga acum: òFńrń violenĪń!ó òPństraĪi 

ordinea!ó òJos guvernul! ó Cei trei popi, fńc©ndu-ĺi cruci, 

chemau la calm, înĪelegere, iubire ĺi smerenie. Sonia ĺi Petru, 

See where all your satanic ideologies brought us!õ 

ôItõs a farce!õ someone offered from the sidelines.  

The photo reporters, cameramen, and journalists were 

milling around the pedestal, taking pictures, broadcasting live 

from th e Square for their television stations and media outlets. 

Meanwhile, Sonia and Petru cast a satisfied, vindicated glance 

at me. I did not know what to tell them. Alexei avoided my 

eyes, convinced that this time he had gone too far, allowing the 

children to  push him into an error. He wanted to leave that 

place as quickly as possible. In our indecision, a man with tears 

of joy in his eyes rushed straight to Alexei and hugged him.  

ôYouõve done all this, havenõt you? I know you have!õ 

Regaining his composure, he squeezed Alexeiõs arm 

conspiratorially and went away thrilled. ôDo you know him? õ 

asked Sonia.  

ôYes, I healed his daughter of a degenerative bone 

disease. He thinks Iõm a magician.õ 

I urged them to go home and collected my two colleagues 

from the newspaper, who had continued to photograph the 

pedestal from all angels, and sent them back to the office. 

Everybody was excited, writing article after article. For several 

days, the television channels continued to broadcast scenes of 

the crowd before and after the miracle, but no one had 
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asemeni altor tineri din mul Īime, se amuzau copios. Ĺi 

deodatń Soniei ´i veni o idee ĺi cńzu pe capul lui Alexei sńrind 

într -un picior:  

   ñNu poĪi sń faci o minune chiar aici? Hai, te rog, acum, 

aici! 

   ñDa, ar fi tare! râse Petru. 

 Alexei îi privea suspicios deĺi pńrea ĺi el bine dispus. 

   ñHai, te rugńm! insistń Sonia nebuneĺte. Sń vadń ĺi 

tata! 

Alexei închise ochii. În PiaĪń se Īinea acum cel mai 

incendiar discurs. La microfon se afla un cunoscut dizident 

de pe vremea vechiului regim, o figurń marcantń a vieĪii 

publice cu mare prizń la mase, foarte activ ĺi în timpul 

RevoluĪiei. Fńcea un adevńrat rechizitoriu al actualei 

guvernńri, o analizń lucidń a stńrii naĪiunii. Ne vorbea despre 

fantasmele comunismului care ´ncń mai b©ntuiau societatea 

noastrń. Avea charismń ĺi autoritate. Electrizase mulĪimea 

care devenise brusc liniĺtitń sorbindu -i cuvintele.  

L-am auzit pe Alexei scoĪând sunetul acela gros pe 

tonalitńĪi joase. Continua sń Īinń ochii  închiĺi, concentrat, 

desprins de realitatea din jur. Ĺi deodatń sutele de mii de 

oameni din PiaĪń scoaserń un vuiet infernal. Un strigńt 

disperat de surprizń ĺi spaimń. La ´nceput n-am înĪeles. Am 

managed to capture a single snapshot of the miracle itself. 

There was no photograph or image of Lenin back on the 

pedestal. The dailies had a field day bringing out their own 

special editions featuring interviews with all manner of seers, 

illusionists, scientists, paranormal experts, specialists in mass 

hypnosis, wizards, tricksters, psychologists, sociologists, 

historians, and prophets who come out of the woodwork on 

such occasions.  

Alexei had also been contacted by several reporters, but 

he refused to grant any interviews to the print or broadcast 

media, declining knowledge of the phenomenon or any 

involvement in the alleged miracle. The whole thing was so 

much part and parcel of our collective fantasy world that I 

didnõt need to feel guilty about the secret I was harbouring, 

especially since no one would have believed that the young 

Alexei could have produced the miracle anyw ay. Suspicion 

soon fell upon occult forces plotting in high spheres.  

In due course, it all became a bit of a yawn with minimal 

impact on the rest of the country. People were used to all sorts 

of strange things going on in the Capital, from the illusory 

terrorists of the Revolution to the miners called in to calm 

things down, so the re-emergence of the Lenin statue for a few 

split seconds impressed no one. Some in the remote parts of the 
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privit dezorientat ´n jur. Ceva sinistru trebuia sń se fi 

´nt©mplat. Sonia ´mi sńri de g©t. Pe soclul de marmorń 

apńruse la loc statuia lui Lenin. Cu degetul ridicat 

ameninĪńtor spre Est. Pentru c©teva fracĪiuni de secundń s-a 

lńsat o liniĺte morm©ntalń. Toatń lumea o putea vedea. Ĺi toĪi 

aveau ochii ieĺiŤi  din orbite de uimire. Ni se tńiase respiraĪia. 

AmuĪisem. Lenin era la loc pe soclu cu crucea ridicatń ´n 

memoria celor uciĺi în RevoluĪie între picioare. Apoi a 

dispńrut. Continuam sń fixńm soclul din nou gol. Ĺi imediat 

a izbucnit un vacarm de nedescris. Unii fugeau speriaĪi, alĪii 

cńzuserń ´n genunchi spun©nd òTatńl nostruó, cei trei popi cu 

mâinile încleĺtate pe crucifixurile care le atârnau la gât 

pńrńsirń tribuna ´n grabń. MulĪimea trecuse din consternare 

´n panicń. ToĪi îĺi dńdeau cu pńrerea cńut©nd explicaĪii.  

ñE un miracol!  

ñO minune!  

ñIluzionism!  

ñHipnoz ń ´n masń! Lasń cń ĺi americanii î l au pe David 

Copperfield. N -a fńcut sń disparń pentru c©teva secunde 

Statuia LibertńĪii? 

ñDa, dar e mai greu sń faci sń aparń ceva, dec©t sń 

disparń! 

ñE un semn divin!  

country never knew the statute had been removed in the first 

place, but even those who had been in the Square at that 

moment found it hard to believe they had actually seen Lenin 

back on the marble slab. It might have been a visual trick, an 

illusion ñ who knows what? And who cares, anyway?! They 

had their own problems, like inflation and corruption. So with 

a well-practised shrug of the shoulders, they concluded it was 

yet more proof of the famous adage, ôNo miracle lasts more 

than three days.õ 

 

[Rewritten in English by the author]  
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ñO altń miĺculaĪie a guvernului sń ne inducń ´n eroare! 

ñVine sfârĺitul lumii! se auzi o femeie de lânga noi. 

ñDoamne, Dumnezeule, cu ce-am greĺit?! Acum ce ne 

mai aĺteaptń?! 

ñE o farsń!  

ñO vedenie! 

ñSuntem poporul ales, propovńduia un fanatic. Pe 

pńmântul acesta se va ridica Noul Ierusalim. A doua venire 

a lui Cristos pe pńm©nt va fi la noi, chiar ´n aceastń PiaĪń 

binecuv©ntatń. 

ñBa blestematń, sńri altcineva, gata sń-l loveascń. Nu 

pricepeĪi cń e o diversiune? Comuniĺti împuĪiĪi! Nu v ń mai 

vindecaĪi odatń de fantasme! Uite unde ne-au adus 

ideologiile voastre satanice! 

 Fotoreporterii ĺi ziariĺtii ´nconjurau soclul, fńceau 

fotografii, transmiteau în direct imagini din Pia Īń pentru 

canalele de televiziune. 

Sonia ĺi Petru mń priveau satisfńcuĪi. Nu ĺtiam ce sń 

spun. Alexei ´mi evita privirea, convins cń de data asta 

exagerase, lńs©ndu-se atras de copii într-o eroare. Voia sń 

plece cât mai repede de acolo. Deodatń un bńrbat se nńpusti 

spre grupul  nostru. Veni direct la Alexei ĺi ´l luń ´n braĪe 

plângând de bucurie: 
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 ñTu ai fńcut asta, nu-i aĺa? Ĺtiu cń tu ai fńcut-o! 

Se reculese apoi, îi strânse braĪul conspirativ ĺi plecń 

emoĪionat. 

ñÎl cunoĺti? ´l ´ntrebń Sonia. 

ñDa, i-am vindecat fata de o boalń osoasń 

degenerativń. Mń crede un magician. 

I-am ´ndemnat sń plece acasń, mi-am recuperat cei doi 

colegi fotoreporteri care continuau sń dea ocol soclului ĺi     

ne-am dus la ziar. Toatń lumea era excitatń. Articolele 

curgeau lanĪ. Câteva zile televiziunile au continuat s ń 

transmitń imagini ale mitingului, ale mul Īimi i înainte ĺi dupń 

miracol. Nimeni ´nsń nu reuĺise sń imortalizeze ´n vreun fel 

minunea. Nu exista nicio fotografie sau vreo imagine a lui 

Lenin r epus pe soclu. Ziarele au avut ĺi ele ediĪii speciale, 

interviuri cu vizionari, iluzioni ĺti, oameni de ĺtiinĪń, 

specialiĺti în paranormal ĺi hipnozń ´n masń, vrńjitori, 

scamatori, psihologi, sociologi, istorici, profeĪi. Fusese ĺi 

Alexei contactat de câĪiva reporteri dar refuzase orice 

interviu sau apariĪie televizatń, declin©ndu-ĺi priceperea sau 

amestecul într-o astfel de minune. Întâmplarea era atât de 

fantasticń, ´nc©t nu trebuia sń mń simt v inovat pentru secretul 

pe care îl deĪineam. Oricum p©nń la urmń n-ar fi crezut 

nimeni cń miracolul ar fi putut fi sńv©rĺit de t©nńrul Alexei. 
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Erau bńnuite forĪe oculte conjugate, conspiraĪii la nivel î nalt.  

Ĺi de altfel în Īarń impactul minunii  fusese minim. 

Oamenii erau obiĺnuiĪi cu tot felul de lucruri stranii care se 

´nt©mplau ´n Capitalń, de la RevoluĪii cu terori ĺti la greve. 

Aĺa cń reapariĪia statuii lui Lenin pent ru câteva fracĪiuni de 

secundń nu a impresionat pe nimeni. Unii nici nu ĺtiau cń 

fusese datń jos. Dupń un timp lumea ´ncepuse sń se ´ndoiascń 

de autenticitatea ´nt©mplńrii. Chiar celor care fuseserń atunci 

în PiaĪń le venea parcń greu sń creadń cń-l vńzuserń cu 

adevńrat pe Lenin ´napoi pe soclu. O iluzie, o hipnozń, cine 

ĺtie! Ĺi cui ´i mai pńsa?! Aveau ei alte probleme, de la inflaĪie 

la ĺomaj, aĺa cń zicala òorice minune Īine doar trei zileó s-a 

dovedit ´ncń o datń valabilń. 
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Cńlin Torsan 

Parfum de dragoste  The Scent of Love 

   

          Cezareea a muĺcat din ceapń. Era una roĺie, zemoasń, aĺa 

zis de apń. Probabil cń o femeie ca ea, una care purta acest nobil 

nume, unul consonant ĺi pretenŤios, ar fi trebuit sń g©ndeascń de 

douń ori p©nń sń ´nfulece o datń. Dar ciorba de fasole o 

presupunea. Pe ceapń. 

Ĺi n-ar fi fost nimic nelalocul sńu... Era duminicń, iar ziua 

asta se trńieĺte mai ales ´n casń. Singur sau cu familia. Dar 

Cezareea acceptase invitaŤia lui Ismail. ċn oraĺ, la un film.  

 

Pentru ´nt©lnirea asta, bńrbatul se pregńtise la r©ndu-i: 

mersese la Faruk Style, frizeria care ´i conferi o imagine credibilń. 

ċmbrńcń un costum nou ĺi folosi apa de colonie, pe care o primise 

de ziua lui, ce-i drept, de la fosta soŤie. ċĺi pieptńnń pńrul cu gel. 

Îĺi cumpńrń un pachet cu Ťigńri din foi, aromate. Citi c©teva 

r©nduri din Cartea Sf©ntń: 

           Cezareea took a bite of onion. It was a red, juicy one, the 

one they call the water onion. A woman like her, honoured 

with a noble name both consonant and demanding, might 

perhaps have thought twice before gulping once. But the sour 

bean soup requir ed it. An onion.  

And after all there should have been nothing peculiarly 

improper  about it : it was a Sunday ʄ a day meant to be spent 

indoors, alone or with family. But Cezareea had accepted 

Ismailõs invitation: she was going out to see a film.  

Ismail  had also prepared for the meeting by visiting 

ôFaruk Styleõ, a transformational hairdresser. He wore new 

clothes, and birthday cologne (a gift from his former wife, to 

be exact). Heõd put gel in his hair . He bought a pack of 

flavoured cigarettes. He read a few lines from the Holy Book:  
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Aceĺtia s´nt cei ce fac dezbinńri, (oameni) fireĺti, care nu au 

Duhul. 

Nu ´nŤelese nimica, dar era bine, se mai liniĺtise. 

 

Foamea ´l rńzbi cu o orń ´nainte. ċn drum spre Cezareea 

intrń la Tufal, restaurantul sirian. Comandń full, o m©ncare de 

fasole. 

ñDoriŤi ĺi ceva de bńut? ´ntrebń chelnerul, un rom©n 

t©nńr, ´ncńlŤat cu adidaĺi ieftini.  

  ñMmmm... Da. Un ayran.  

  ñSimplu? Cu mentń? Cu mentń ĺi usturoi?  

Ismail c©ntńri puŤin momentul ´nt©lnirii cu Cezareea. 

Totuĺi, pofta, pofta asta blestematń, care mereu ne face robi ĺi 

fasolea, fasolea asta care de fiecare datń urlń ceapń! usturoi!, 

aceeaĺi care o ´mboldise pe femeie sń topeascń o ceapń ´ntreagń, 

´l fńcu sń aleagń fńrń ezitare: 

ñCu mentń ĺi usturoi.  

Hńpńi ca un ´nfometat, ciofńi murńturile oferite gratis, 

dupń care g©lg©i albeaŤa puturoasń. R©g©i satisfńcut, uĺor, c©t sń 

nu-l audń nimeni. Tot timpul g©ndindu-se ĺi la Cezareea. Plńti, 

lńsń bacĺiĺ, dupń care se ridicń semeŤ de la masń, redob©ndindu-

ĺi credibilitatea spoitń cu gel. 

 

These are they, who separate themselves, sensual men, having 

not the Spirit. 

He hadnõt understood a word, but he was all right, he 

had calmed down.  

Hunger ploughed in one hour earlier, and on his way to 

Cezareea he popped into Tufalõs Syrian restaurant and ordered 

the full bean dish.  

ôAny thing to drink? õ the waiter asked, a young Romanian 

wearing cheap sneakers. 

ôMmmm... Yes ñ an ayran.õ 

ôStraight? With mint? Mint and garlic?õ 

Ismail  thought for a minute about son me eting Cezareea. 

But gluttony , that cursed gluttony  that one canõt resist ʄ and 

beans, the meal that absolutely requires onion and garlic! ñ 

got the better of him, the same as it had urged the woman to 

devour  her onion, made him choose without hesitation: 

ôMint and garlic. õ 

He shovelled it all down like a starving man, finished off 

the free pickles, slurped the stinking white juice. He belched 

happily , softly,  so that nobody could hear him. His thoughts 

were with  Cezareea all this time . He paid, he left a tip, then got 

up from the table haughtily, regaining his credibility tinned 

with gel.  



Bucharest Tales  

Edited by Lidia Vianu  

117 
 

 

 

***  

 

Femeia se ´ndreptń cńtre biserica armeneascń. Se 

´ntunecase, iar luciul gheŤii multiplica paĺi ĺi gânduri zburând 

ca pńsńrile. Se ´ntunecase, iar felinarele abia aprinse dezvńluiau 

pe feŤele trecńtorilor griji ĺi patimi.  

 

O patimń o fi fost ĺi pofta asta, de neoprit, care pusese 

stńp©nire pe Cezareea. Trecu pe l©ngń ĺaormeria din colŤ, iar 

mirosul care se strecura printre termopanele tejghelei avea ceva 

din vraja de nepńtruns a duhului din lampa lui Aladin. O trase 

de nńri, bńg©ndu-i mâna ´nmńnuĺatń ´n buzunarul paltonului, 

fńc©nd-o sń caute ceva mńrunŤiĺ. 

 

Apucń sandviĺul avidń, aĺa cum gospodina înĺfacń 

orńtania din ogradń. Era cald, ca o inimń dogorind de iubire. Cea 

a lui Ismail? Era cu de toate. Aĺa o ´ntrebase v©nzńtorul: 

 

ñCu de toate? 

Ĺi aĺa rńspunse ĺi ea: Cu de toate. Cu varzń, cu castraveŤi 

muraŤi, cu maionezń, cu ketchup picant, dar puneŤi ĺi puŤin dulce, 

cu cartofi prńjiŤi ĺi, lucru mai grav, având în vedere întâlnirea de 

 

***  

 

The woman was on her way to the Armenian church. It 

was getting dark . The slippery  ice multiplied the steps and her 

thoughts were flying like birds. It had grown  dark, and in the 

in the light of the street lamps one could now see the faces of 

the passers by, with their worries and passions. 

 This unstoppable lust that possessed Cezareea must 

have been such a passion. She passed by the shaorma shop at 

the corner, and the smell that was sneaking along the double-

glazed window that served as counter had something of the 

secret magic of the djinn locked in Aladdin õs lamp. It caught 

her nostrils, and made her gloved hand get into the pocket of 

the coat, in search of some small change. 

She grabbed the sandwich greedily, as the housewife 

grabs at poultry in the yard. It was warm, like a heart burning 

with love. Ismailõs? It had everything on it . The shop-assistant 

had asked: 

ôWith everything? õ 

And her answer had been: ôWith everything õ. Onion, 

pickled cucumbers, mayonnaise, spicy ketchup, òa little sweet 

ketchup, too, pleaseó, fried potatoes and, perhaps surprising in 
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peste c©teva minute cu bńrbatul care pńrea cń o intereseazń, cu 

ceapń ĺi sos de usturoi. 

ċnfulecń repede. Ceva sos i se scurse pe haina din blanń. 

Alburiu, spermń zici cń era. ċl fńcu sń disparń repede, cu ajutorul 

unui ĺerveŤel umed. Deĺi femeie, ĺi una aparent elegantń, 

cocoŤatń pe tocuri, rujatń ĺi parfumatń, r©g©i voluptuos, iar din 

g©tlejul sńu se ´nńlŤarń cńtre cerul ´nstelat lighioane ´nfiorńtoare. 

 

***  

 

 

Ismail o aĺtepta. Se b©Ť©ia uĺor, de pe un picior pe altul, ca 

unul care nu mai are rńbdare. Mesteca febril o gumń mentolatń. 

Degeaba... Putoarea care ´i ´mbńlsńmase tractul intestinal ´ĺi 

fńcea simŤitń prezenŤa. 

ñSńrut m©inile, Cezareea. 

O ́ nt©lnire banalń, ´ntre doi oameni fireĺti, dintr -aceia care 

fac dezbinńrile. 

          Femeia se cruci de halena dezvoltatń de Ismail. Totuĺi, se 

abŤinu la a-ĺi face cruce, ca sń nu-l jigneascń pe musulman. 

 

 

ñBunń seara. 

the light of her meeting in just a few minutes the man she was 

interested in ñ with onion and garlic dressing.  

She scoffed it quickly. Some dressing ran down the fur of 

her coat. Whitish, sperm like. She made it disappear quickly 

with a wet wipe. Although a woman, and a seemingly elegant 

one, perched on high heels, wearing lipstick and perfume, she 

belched voluptuously, and from her throat gruesome creatures 

lifted towards the starred sky.  

 

***  

 

Ismail  was waiting for her. He was shifting his weight 

from  one foot to another, like an impatient  man. He was 

chewing feverishly on mint gum. It was all  in vain. The stench 

which had reached his intestinal tract made its presence felt. 

ôHow are you, Cezareea? 

An ordinary meeting, between two normal people, who 

end up in separation.  

She was simply shocked by the smell of Ismailõs breath, 

but she refrained from making the sign of the cross ʄ which 

she did in circumstances like this ʄ in order not to offend his 

Muslim sensibilities.  

ôGood evening!õ 
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Bńrbatul amuŤi. CombinaŤia de ceapń ĺi usturoi, cea 

dezvoltatń de cavitatea bucalń a femeii, ´l nńuci, ´l fńcu sń 

vorbeascń prostii, aĺa cum fac de obicei bńrbaŤii ´ndrńgostiŤi, 

fńc©nd sń ĺchioapete puŤin din limba rom©nń: 

ñMń pucur sń te levńd! 

           Femeia îĺi ascunse nasul în fular. 

Traversarń mai multe strńduŤe, douń umbre ´ncerc©nd sń 

devinń una singurń. Noaptea fereca uĺile, oamenii se retrńgeau 

´n case, iar v©ntul slab ´ncepea sń poarte miresme de primńvarń. 

 

ñAm rezervat o masń la restaurantul libanez. E aici, 

abroabe, ´n PiaŤa Rosetti. 

Cezareea se bucurń, rotunji a mirare litera O cu buzele 

rujate strident, deĺi maŤele-i abia ´ncepuserń sń rumege 

m©ncarea molfńitń. Numai de halealń nu mai avea chef. 

 

P©nń la local nu vorbiserń, robi ai acelei tńceri care se 

aĺterne adesea între oamenii puŤin obiĺnuiŤi unii cu alŤii. 

Ascundeau, de fapt, miasmele care le bântuiau gurile. Dar 

pńreau interesanŤi, aĺa, tńc©nd, purtaŤi ´n ad©ncul serii de o 

gravitate proprie adulŤilor, fie ei ĺi ´ndrńgostiŤi. Sau pe cale de a 

se ´ndrńgosti. 

Uĺa restaurantului sc©rŤ©i, ca o ceapń decojitń de lama 

It was the turn of the man to be left speechless. The smell 

of onion and garlic  coming from the womanõs oral cavity, 

dumbfounded him, made him talk foolishly , like all men  in 

love, mispronounc ing the Romanian words : 

ôI am glat to shee you again!õ  

She hid her nose in her scarf.  

They crossed several small streets, two shadows trying to 

become one. It was the night, the doors were being locked up, 

people withdrew to their homes, and the mild  wind smelled 

like spring.  

ôI made dinner reservation at a Lebanese restaurant. It is 

here, nearby, in Rosetti Square.õ 

Cezareea indicated she was glad. She rounded in wonder 

the letter O with her lips beneath the garish lipstick, even 

though  her bowels had only  started ruminat ing on the content 

of her stomach. She was in no mood for grub.  

They didnõt speak until they reachd the restaurant. They 

fell silent, just like two people who are  not used to being 

around each other. They were hiding, in fact, the stench both 

of them exhaled. It made them look  interesting , though, silent 

as they were, crossing the evening with adult serious faces, or 

even like adults in love . Or about to fall in love.  

 The door of the restaurant squeaked like an onion under 
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cuŤitului. Se aĺezarń cuminŤi la masń, ca doi cńŤei docili, unii de 

usturoi, lńs©ndu-se ´n voia amabilitńŤii false a chelnerului. ċĺi 

dezbrńcarń hainele groase, dupń care ´ncepurń sń se joace cu 

ĺerveŤelele albastre. Ismail admirń unghiile lńcuite, iar femeia ´ĺi 

împotmoli privirile ´n firele de pńr, generos izvorând din 

falangele musulmanului. Semn de virilitate.  

Comandarń grńbiŤi, de parcń nu ar fi m©ncat nimic ´n ziua 

respectivń. Totul cu c©t mai multń ceapń. Ĺi cu usturoi. Încercând 

sń ascundń gunoiul sub preĺ. Dialogul ´ncepu sń se lege ca un 

aspic condimentat, ce îi purta în adâncul poveĺtii lor de dragoste. 

Pńsńri lovite de glonte, pe jumńtate putrezite, se ´nńlŤau 

deasupra capetelor lor grizonate. Dupń care zburarń cu greu 

înspre cinematograf.         

 

the knife blade. They sat down quietly at a table, two docile 

pupp ies, two cloves of garlic, enveloped by the waiterõs 

politeness. They took off their thick coats, then they started 

playing with the blue napkins. Ismail  admired her nail varnish, 

and the girlõs eyes got stuck in the hair  on his fingers, a 

generous sign of virility.  

 They ordered in haste, as if they had eaten nothing all 

day. Everything with as much onion as possible. And with 

garlic. Trying to hide the garbage under the rug. And their 

conversation, so slow at first, became as solid  as spicy aspic: it 

led them into the heart of their lo ve story. Birds shot in the air , 

half rotten  already, soared over their grey heads. After which 

they flew heavily into the cinema hall. 

 

[Translated into English by  Zenovia Popa]  
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Denisa Comńnescu 

 

 

Anamorfozń 

 

 

 
Anamorphosis  

 

CeaĪń amanĪi vitezń 

cuib de cuc rotitor  

lõamante  lamentation 

traduceĪi, vń rog, cuv©ntul rom©nesc dor. 

 

 

Cortinń atenĪie vulpe 

doi cai verzi pe pereĪi cât un O 

I like Ike  

mascń perfectń din teatrul Nƺ. 

 

Un ce se zbate sń fie 

din ceaĪń vitezń cortinń 

 Fog lovers quickness  

a cuckooõs nest spinning in rotation  

ôlõamanteõñõlamentationõ  

can the Romanian ôdorõ mean 

ôlovesickõ in translation?  

 

Curtain attention vixen  

pie in the skyñlike a big zero  

ôI like Ikeõ  

a perfect mask for a kabuki show.  

 

Surely something is struggling to arise  

from fog quickness curtain  
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cu vulpe atenĪie amanĪi 

substantivele îĺi pun opinci  

ĺi se opintesc 

oh ´mbrńcńlĪńmintea. 

 

with vixen attention lovers  

nouns buckle on their sandals  

and give it a go 

O footbodywear!  

 

[Translated into English by Adam J. Sorkin ] 
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Jennifer Robertson  

  The Seacoasts of Bessarabia 

   

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           ôHold you your watch tonight? õ 

Yes, every night, pistol in black holster, feet in heavy boots, arms swinging against grey serge, 

gloved hands raised to frozen lips. Breathe hard: ôtis bitter cold, and I am sick at heart...õ 

The grey walls over which I, Alexandru, keep nocturnal watch, bound no fabled Elsinore. 

There is no minstrelsy where madness walks. 

Which, in shorthand, means Iõm a sentry in a madhouse. A thousand drugged Hamlets shuffle 

around the exercise yard. A thousand Ophelias patch sheets with medicated fingers, no scissors 

allowed. On each night watch I think of Eli.  

She was sixteen when we first met. It was the end of the school year, the start of summer. I 

bumped into her at the doorway of the house where I lived ñ an old house with families and single  

people crammed into every room. Sunlight outlined her legs beneath her summer dress. 

ôThe doorõs locked...õ  I warmed to the sound of her voice.  

ôNo problem! I have a key.õ  

We laughed for no reason at all. 

It turned out some elderly relative on the groun d floor had taken ill and her mother had asked 

Eli to call by after school. Oh, Elisabeta, a ministering angel, thou! Yet both of us cursed and damned. 

Or am I the damned ghost, condemned to haunt high walls and hear in midnight mist the 
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sighing of excluded souls, outcast for ever? 

Eli and I met all that summer. We walked in the Ci ĺmigiu Garden s and stole kisses half hidden 

by kindly trees. We caught a suburban train out of town and wandered through the woods. We fed 

one another with wild strawberries . I loosened Eliõs long soft hair. 

ôMy amber girl... Did you know your hair is full of sunshine and amber? õ 

ôDonõt say that. Amber is for tears.õ 

ôGolden and warmé The tears of the sun, they say.õ 

ôNo tears.õ Eli closed my lips. Her fingers were stained with strawberry juice.  

ôNot even the sunõs tears locked in amber?õ I persisted. 

ôNo locks,õ said Eli. 

Summerõs end brought call-up papers. Thoughts of Eli somehow got me through daily drill 

and discipline. Her letters became shorter, though, and then stopped coming, but when my leave 

came at long last we met in the park as usual. Eliõs face was strained. Her eyes seemed haunted. Her 

hair had lost its sheen.  

She told me that her mother had taken ill. The ambulance had not come in time and...  

What could I say? ôIõm sorry, Eliéõ 

ôSorry? You donõt mean it. Youõre the one that put a death wish on us.õ 

ôWha-at? Thatõs a terrible thing to say! God, Iõm shaking all over. Youõve changed, Eli, 

somethingõs happened to you.õ 

ôThatõs a damned bleeding lie! You hate me. Iõll kill myself. Yes, I will! I õm a piece of shit. I 

donõt deserve to have a childéõ 

ôA child? Youõve had a child?õ 

She giggled.  
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ôEli, Elié you sound so weird.õ 

ôGo away!õ 

ôNo way! Whereõs the baby now? If youõve really had a baby itõs my child too, you knowéõ 

ôTheyõve taken her away,õ Eli said. Her voice sounded flat and switched off. ôThey wanted to 

take me too, Alexandru. Thatõs why I stopped writing. They õve taken my baby, do you hear?õ she 

began to shout. ôIõm going to kill myself, I tell you. Let me go! õ 

She jumped to her feet. I leapt up. She pushed me away. Filth and abuse poured out of her. 

Eli, Eli, once so full of summer! Passers-by stared.  

I hit her hard across her face. ôShut up, shut up! Theyõll call the police. Theyõll lock you up just 

like you said!õ She spat at me and ran away. 

And then I had to go. I was under orders. The new posting was top security, to guard the sea 

coasts of Bessarabia. 

I got leave the following summer. For one day only. I looked for Eli. I tried that relative of 

hers in the ground floor flat. With much head shaking she advised me to go away but I thrust my 

foot against the closing door. 

ôWhere can I find Eli?õ 

The woman pulled at the grubby headscarf that had slipped low over her eyes.  

ôAll right, then. Sheõs in the mad-house if you must know, but you don õt want to go there. 

Anyway, you õll be lucky if they let you in. õ 

But a military uniform opens many closed doors.  

They gave me half an hour. Supervised. A nurse-warder brought Eli into a drab room 

furnished with nothing except a stool, two wooden chairs and a broken wall clock. The warder sat 

on one chair. Eli perched on the stool. Her right foot twitched. Her fingers  plucked restlessly at her 
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faded cotton skirt.  

ôWhy have you come? You hate me.õ 

ôNo, Eli, no, how can you say such a thing? I love you.õ 

ôLove means nothing here. They guard us like you guard the coasts of Bessarabia.õ 

ôEliéõ I tried to contradict her, bu t without meaning too I found myself looking at the 

laddered nylon stocking stuffed with sand that dangled from the warder õs belt. I looked away at 

once, stunned with misery. ôEli,õ I began again, keeping my voice low. ôDonõt you remember that 

summer? The taste of wild strawberries.õ 

Hatred twisted her face. She half said, half sung in a voice that was not her own: 

 

Then up he rose and donned his clothes 

And dropped the chamber door. 

Let in the maid, that out a maid never departed more... 

 

ôEli!õ My voice faded into silence. Time was ticking away.  

As though she had read my thoughts Eli looked up shiftily. ôThey watch you all the time. See 

that big clock. Thereõs a policeman in there. Listen to him going, tick, tick, tick. õ 

ôEli, thatõs nonsense. That clock hasnõt got a tick. Itõs not even going. The hands donõt move.õ 

ôDonõt argue with me! I know what I õm saying. Iõm entitled to my own opinion. õ 

ôWhat about....õ I swallowed hard. ôDo you ever hear anything about the baby, Eli?õ 

Her face went rigid. She put her fingers to her lips and whispered, ôThey tell me sheõs with 

the living dead.õ 

ôThatõs terribleéõ I reached out and put my hand over hers, but she pulled away.  
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ôYou say I hate you, but I truly care for you, Eli. I travelled  two nights hard class to get here.õ 

ôYou didnõt have to come...õ 

ôNo, I didn õt have to come...õ 

Shouldnõt have come! Why put myself through misery for this poor object whose carapace of 

madness made a mockery of the girl I had loved? Give up, I told myself. Go back to the rugged 

coastline we patrolled with machine guns and search lights in case anyone tried to cross our closed 

border. 

Out, not in... It went without saying.  

ôMy Lulu õs gone,õ Eli said again. She started to cry. ôI love my little Lulu. I  looked after her 

day and night. But they locked me in here. Thereõs no justice in this world.õ 

The nurse interrupted. ôRubbish! You canõt look aft er yourself, far less a child. Thatõs why 

youõre in here.õ Oh, Godé 

ôTimeõs up!õ  

Eli stood, passive now, and dull. I stood up too. My hands dropped helplessly to my side.  

She smiled suddenly and, in spite of her pale face and crudest hair-cut, hacked with unkind 

scissors, I saw again the girl I had loved that summer. 

ôThank you for coming. Go with these words, Alexandru. God created the world... õ 

I shivered. Religious mania. ôHush, Eli, thereõs no need.õ 

ôHe made a woman and a man...õ 

The nurse had got to her feet. This was no time for Bible stories. 

ôNo, no, donõt go yet,õ Eli begged; and suddenly her voice sounded so normal that I could 

almost believe the whole nightmare was just a bad dream, soon to end. 

ôThen he made sorrowé Listen, do listen, itõs one of our Romanian folk tales. I heard it from 
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my granny. I õm sure you know it too.õ 

I nodded. ôGo on then.õ 

ôGod couldnõt find anywhere to put this sorrow so the man said, ôI will carry it for you. õ 

She paused. ôThatõs how it is. Go, Alexandru, carry our sorrow. õ 

ôOh, Eli...õ 

ôThe woman spoke too, you know. She said ôSorrow shall be my childõs bread.õ Yes, thatõs what 

the woman said.õ Eliõs voice cracked. ôOur child eats sorrowõs bitter bread,õ she sobbed and, still 

sobbing, was led away. 

I held out on the shores of Bessarabia for some time longer. Wild and desolate, yes, but the 

water sang its own language and, less poetically, there was the chance of cheap fags and booze ñ 

and women. 

But, call it love, call it madness or what you will: I asked for a transfer. So now I guard the top 

security hospital. Nights only, because on day shift I might catch a glimpse of my summer girl in 

drabbest pink, walking with other sedated souls that one half hour in the guarded yard.  

I prefer to watch over Eli õs drugged sleep when the world is dark and the sun sheds no amber 

tears over her barred, bewildered world.  

 

[Written in English]  
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Denisa Comńnescu 

 

Remember 

 
 

Remember 

 
   

Când se trezeĺte maimuŤa veselń 

a ´nt©mplńrii 

ĺi vrea sń-Ťi umple viaŤa 

cu ore colorate 

iute acoperń-Ťi faŤa 

ĺi rosteĺte un c©ntec de leagńn. 

 

 When the mirthful monkey of chance  

wakes up 

and declares her wish to fill your life  

with coloured hours  

quickly pull something over your face  

and start humming a lullaby.  

 

[Translated into English by Ĺtefan Stoenescu] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bucharest Tales  

Edited by Lidia Vianu  

130 
 

 

JoAnne Growney  

 

  The Bear Cave 
   

 

 

 

 Twenty -five years ago at Chiĺcńu,  

marble quarry workers discovered ñ 

trapped by an earthquake in a wondrous,  

enormous caveñbones of one hundred  

ninety bears, Ursulus spelaeus  

(now extinct) . Cold rooms of cathedral  

splendour now render tourists breathless 

while the insistent drip of water  

counts the minutes. There is no safe place 

 

[Written in English]  
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Andrew Fincham  

  Uncle Dint and the Protochronists  

   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           The times when I recall my Uncle Dintenfass, he is usually wreathed in fog.  

Sometimes a fog of incomprehension; often one of incredulity; and ever a fog of words. But on the 

occasion that comes to mind, he sits quietly, almost pensively, beneath a cloud of cigar smoke and a heavily 

varnished portrait of a dog.  

The portrait is in oils; a weighty swag of red plush swings behind a  curly brown hound, wearing a 

perceptibly virtuous expression verging on the smug.  

The dog, too, is quiet. Master and mastiff united as if in silent contemplation of what might have been. 

I got up from the table in some stealth, and had reached the glazed door of the salon before a squeak from 

the old spring within the handle caused a stir.  

The relative turned, and drilled me with one piecing eye, the second sealed against the smog. 

ôIõm boring you?õ 

There never having been an answer to that one, I let it lie. 

ôYouth has its privileges. Be fly, for I can see the city beckons, and you must not say ônayõ.õ 

There was, as a matter of fact, no single word of truth in this remark. Starting from the back end, I had 

no intention of going out: the streets around th e little apartment were wreathed in as thick an evening mist 
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as November Bucharest can make, and it was impossible to see across the square. As for the advantages of 

age ñ mine then a little over the middle ñ they consisted at that point of anticipating th e whims of an 

invalid Uncle who had once again summoned me to his side at short notice to fulfil the duties of nursemaid, 

housemaid, and bonne à toute faire. 

The reason, on this occasion, was incapacity in the left knee. The right, he continually stressed, was as 

good as ever. This had caused some speculation on the utility of two legs, when so very interdependent, and 

his musings on the advantages of having one as a spare (ôbuilt in resilienceõ, he termed it, ôlike a fifth wheel õ) 

filled most of the mornin g. My Uncle was so far critical of the uselessness of his remaining functional leg 

that I was tempted to kick it, but the thought that this would double the time taken to pull on his trousers 

put me off.  

ôBelt and braces!õ was not, sadly, a maxim of Uncle Dint. Perhaps ironically, his incapacity was a direct 

result of failing to take adequate precautions walking home after the inaugural meeting of the Budapest 

Parkour Association. A fellow charging down Mńrńcineanu on a toboggan, egged on by a platoon of kids, 

lost control and careered into a Turkish restaurant. Uncle was hors de combat before he was fully aware of 

what was underway, and on failing to stand upright was carried  ñ almost entirely sober ñ down Victoriei 

into the bar of the Hotel Intercontinent al thereby reversing the usual common procedure in an instance of 

life mirroring itself.  

On the plus side (he instanced ôforward planning õ) Uncle Dint had found himself an apartment on the 

ground floor of a pre -war block equally placed between Dionisie Lup u, Pitar Moĺ, and Michelet: up a trio of 

steps through communal doors into darkness and a shuffle to the left saw us home. His front door opened 

into a parquet hall, which contained the dining table and served as his ômessõ, whilst to left and right glazed 

doors opened onto two further rooms, the first of which housed a bed and a wardrobe and the second an 

ancient couch. A cubicle towards the rear contained the basics for personal hygiene whilst a curtained space 
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equipped wi th sink and an irritable gas stove served as kitchen. Uncle Dint invited me to make myself 

comfortable. 

ôMy home is yours, my boyõ, he extended lavishly. ôWhatõs mine, consider your ownõ. His hands, ever 

expressive, encompassed the whole establishment ôThereõs no room for false pride here.õ He was quite right: 

a reasonably tall man could have touched both walls of that flat simultaneously if he õd chosen to lie down 

and stretch. 

 

***  

 

We soon fell into a routine. Each morning, the early rumble of the elevato r let me know that dawn 

approached. I inched a wary hand from under the blanket to gauge what it had in store: by the time I could 

fasten the wrist strap on my watch, the fingers were warm enough to boil a kettle for our morning tea.  

The intimacies of getting the relative bathed and dressed may be omitted. Those who have had the 

experience know, and those who have not should remain in ignorance until the last possible moment.  

Inside a week, I had forgotten any other possibility of existence, and I was preparing our modest 

breakfast when Uncle peered around the corner of the curtain and stopped my hand in the middle of 

extracting a three-minute egg. 

He had a hangdog look. ôItõs not much of a life,õ he whined. ôThere was a time when these old bones 

would have hoped for more.õ 

I had no time for self pity, and let him know in no uncertain terms. ôGather thistles, expect pricklesõ 

was my motto, as I stepped past him to lay a tray on the dining table.  

ôAs it happens, there was a time when I had prepared my plans for pensioneering to perfection.õ I 

must have looked doubtful. ôLife is not only on the surface. You have to look behind things. I remember 


