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			If it is not right do not do it; if it is not true do not say it.

			Marcus Aurelius, Meditations

		

	
		
			

			1

			 

			Sighișoara, March

			Lia is being walked home by Comrade Blaga, the shopkeeper, who is holding her hand. A couple of times she tries to get out of this embarrassing situation, makes her hand go limp, or folds it together in the shape of a small bird wriggling out of a nest. But Comrade Blaga does not let small birds go.

			They are walking by the road along the river embankment. It’s Mother’s birthday and also Friday afternoon, and the buses are bringing people home from the factories. From the corner of her eye Lia catches a glimpse of one, so full it’s almost dragging its belly along the tarmac. It’s an accordion bus – it has that creaky, bendy rubber bit in the middle – and there are people clinging to the steps and to its three wide-open doors, a bit like bees swarming to a hive.

			Everyone on the passing buses can see her and Comrade Blaga walking home hand in hand.

			The river is far below. Murky as always, barely moving along. Mother explained that it used to be higher up and wild, liked to burst its banks whenever there was heavy rain, flooding houses, shops and roads, and so the people made it live in this river-­gutter instead. If the shopkeeper were not still holding her hand, Lia would be leaning over the railing, throwing pebbles into the trapped river.

			

			It’s Mother’s birthday today and she has no present.

			Lia couldn’t believe her luck when she first spotted the vase with a big yellow sunflower painted on it, couldn’t believe that it was something people could buy. And so today, Lia had pointed at it in the homeware shop, and Comrade Blaga took the banknote from her. He looked her up and down – it was then that the bad-belly feeling started – then he locked the door of his shop. There was no one else inside.

			And now – no money, no vase, no hand.

			‘Who’s this?’ A man has stopped in front of them. He shields his eyes from the low March sun.

			‘Poor kid got lost in town. I’m delivering her to her parents,’ Comrade Blaga says. For some reason, Lia is embarrassed to look up at his face as he speaks.

			‘Whose is she, then?’ this other man asks.

			She has briefly forgotten about her trapped hand, so is surprised when it hurts.

			‘Ah, some scatty neighbours of mine,’ Comrade Blaga says. Another squeeze of her hand. ‘What kind of parent lets their kid roam the streets? Lucky I know them.’

			He never gave back her money, and Mother’s present is still on the shelf in the shop, high up so no children can break the precious yellow sunflower. She could tell this to the other man, who is staring at her. The problem is that although she does not remember being lost, she is not sure about that now, not sure at all. Maybe the bad feeling in her belly is the feeling of being lost.

			

			‘You’re coming to the game, yes?’ the other man says, by way of goodbye. He’s already stepping past Lia and the shopkeeper. 

			‘Don’t I always?’ Comrade Blaga replies.

			Lia thinks of the cupboard at home that smells of foreign countries. This cupboard is in the living room, it’s part of Grandpa’s giant bookcase. It opens on creaky hinges like a trapdoor among the books, but usually it stays locked – it has a keyhole at the top, and there’s an old, blackened key that Mother keeps in a porcelain cup in the glass bit at the top. The glass bit is not so tall that Lia can’t reach the porcelain cup from a chair.

			Just thinking about that cupboard usually cheers her up.

			The shopkeeper stops, and Lia feels cool air on her hand. He moves to stand in front of her. He pats his coat and comes up with a handkerchief. He blows his nose, loudly. Wipes his nose with the handkerchief.

			Lia pushes both her hands deep down into her pockets.

			The shopkeeper grins at her. He pulls her right hand back out.

			The cupboard, the cupboard. Mother and Dad keep the best, most colourful things in there: the chocolate from Germany – whenever a visitor has brought any – in shiny metal-­foil wrapping, a glossy plastic shopping bag with pictures of fairy-­tale creatures that Mother said are ‘the zodiacs’, a red fat bottle with a liquid that smells of bitter cherries and which Mother and Dad sometimes take a sip from in matching tiny red glasses, a ‘Kaleidoscope’ tube, the most magical thing to ever exist and which Lia would never stop looking at except she’s afraid she’ll use up its colours and patterns, and underneath all this, the false cupboard bottom that she has spied Mother open through the bedroom-door keyhole. In it, some boring papers. And a very small pile of money.

			

			But Lia meant to just think of the wonderful smell. All those different things have blended to create a special, sweet and oaky, cupboard perfume. She can smell it now in her mind, even though she is far from the cupboard. Nothing else smells like this.

			No money, no present, no hand.

			The small pile in the cupboard is supposed to be better than the regular money, and special money is what it takes to buy something as special as a yellow vase. The banknotes have complicated drawings, and beautiful, curly writing. Lia was tempted to colour in the hair and the face of the pretty woman that appears on some of the bills. But of course money is valuable and we cannot draw on it. Lia knows this, and she has never given in to the temptation of drawing on any money. Not even on the regular money.

			‘Who’ll be at home, kid?’ Comrade Blaga asks as they turn away from the river embankment and into her neighbourhood. ‘Your mother? Your father? Both?’

			If any of her friends are playing outside now, friends who went straight home after school instead of going to buy birthday presents, they will see her being walked home by this shopkeeper.

			

			‘Answer me. I know your mother, Silvia, you know? We went to gymnasium together.’

			Lia is sure that the special banknote has already lost its magic-cupboard smell and now must just be smelling like the inside of the shopkeeper’s pocket.

			‘Fine. It doesn’t really matter. They’re in too much trouble for it to matter.’

			When she was very small, much smaller than now, she decided that she could see with her eyes closed, and the first thing that happened was that she walked nose-­first into a lamp post.

			‘Stop that! Keep straight.’ The man yanks at her hand.

			As much as Lia tries to imagine herself inside the cupboard, her thoughts drag her back to that moment in the shop, the moment she handed the shopkeeper her banknote. Everything was perfect before then. She was sure the special banknote would be enough to pay for the vase, and she was sure Mother would love her present. The shopkeeper and his hand didn’t even exist before that moment.

			Steps. They are walking up the steps to their block.

			She knows every broken bit of cement here, every groove in the pavement. Sometimes, when she has chalk and draws on the pavement, she makes the holes part of her drawings: here’s a gorge that a troll could be jumping over, or a watering hole for a drinking tiger.

			‘Stop. Dragging. Your feet.’

			She has made a mistake. At some point, she made a mistake, and now there is this feeling in her belly and this man has her hand.

			

			He opens the door of her block, they walk up the steps. One floor, two floors. Their doorbell. Waiting. The click of the lock. The door opens. It’s Mother, looking happy-­surprised. Lia remembers that there is no present.

			‘Good afternoon, Comrade. We need to have a word.’

			Lia looks down at her feet. She feels Mother grab her hand and pull her to her side. Finally, her other hand is free.

			‘Did my daughter do something?’ Mother asks.

			‘Someone certainly did something.’

			Nobody speaks for a few moments then, and so Lia looks up. The shopkeeper is still standing in the doorway, but he is holding the pretty banknote in front of his belly. He nods. ‘Your daughter just tried to buy stuff off me with foreign currency.’ He is whispering.

			Lia looks back down at her feet. Her hand, now in Mother’s hand, is being squeezed again.

			They go into the living room and forget about her. Lia crouches by the door in the hallway, below the coat hanger. She sits on her hands, tries to press her hands into the floor. Where did they put that whole unruly river, while they were digging his gutter? The digging works must have taken many days.

			When Mother and the shopkeeper come back out Mother no longer looks surprised-­happy. The shopkeeper sees Lia on the floor and smiles. ‘I just noticed – your mother has such green fingers! All the plants in here, a picture of good health. She will come over to my place now and again, help me with mine.’

			Lia turns away from them both. She buries her face in Mother’s long coat. The fabric is still cold from the outside; Mother must have got in just before they arrived. If this were a day in which she had not been to the shops, Lia would now be washing her hands and getting ready for a snack – sometimes bread with honey cut up in little soldiers, sometimes bread and milk.

			

			She hears the man sigh. ‘Spare me that face, Comrade,’ he says. ‘Count yourself lucky I’ve no interest in little girls.’

			The door closes. Lia, her face still buried in the cold coat, hears Mother’s breathing next to her. If only she had brought the vase. Every time Lia had imagined the yellow vase on their table it was like looking at a small sun in the middle of their living room, at happiness itself.
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			Piteşti, March

			His wife didn’t have to schedule classes so early on a Sunday morning, but schedule them she did. The phone shouldn’t be ringing so early on a Sunday morning, but by God it does. Constantin stumbles out of bed and reaches the hallway.

			‘I’ve called three times now . . .’ It’s Davidescu, his boss. ‘What the hell is that racket?’

			‘Sorry, I think I told you – my wife’s a music teacher.’

			‘What a pain,’ the police chief says. Then, ‘The dirt road to the Old Gorge, just before the well. Get there now.’

			‘What’s going on?’ Constantin asks.

			‘A dirt road at the crack of dawn,’ the police chief says. ‘What do you think is going on, Beethoven’s Fifth?’ He hangs up.

			Repetitive and wrong, the piano notes keep ringing out from the living room. It’s a miracle the neighbours aren’t banging the pipes in protest. Constantin cracks the door open: Tina and a girl in school uniform are at the piano, their backs to him. Tina is dressed in black, she always is.

			

			‘From the beginning,’ Tina tells the girl.

			He shuts the door back on the joyless notes.

			His son comes running, also still in his pyjamas, and glues himself to his father’s leg. Constantin hoists Sandu up on his right shoulder and pretends he’s dealing with a bag of cement. The boy squeals with delight.

			He changes quickly and brings his coffee with him to the car. It’s chicory really, ersatz coffee. The thing is bitter and black but otherwise entirely unlike coffee; so far it has resisted attempts at being loved. Sometimes Tina, who doesn’t even like real coffee, will drop a brick of it on the kitchen table without saying a word. It’s understood then that a pupil paid her in coffee, that it’s not a bribe in the strict sense of the word, and that he’s free to drink it.

			Today, though, it’s a chicory day.

			He stops the car about fifty metres from where a small crowd is gathered; slowly sips the tepid liquid. He’s looking at an ambulance, the old coroner, Titus, in his filthy lab coat, two paramedics leaning against the side of the vehicle sharing a cigarette, and three colleagues of his taking orders from Titus. Across the road, three gypsy kids, two boys and a girl, stand watching the goings-­on. No sense of urgency, and no police chief. The body is in the ditch, hidden from view.

			The day is clear and chilly; the mornings still hold frost.

			He steps out of the car. They’re about one kilometre outside of town, on a road that leads from a shanty suburb to a second-­rate tourist attraction, a waterfall that’s only really interesting during the snowmelt. Beech forest on one side, shrubland on the other. He looks down at the dirt: there might be tyre tracks if his colleagues haven’t already walked all over them.

			

			‘What do we have?’ he asks when he’s close enough to see into the ditch.

			The body is on its back. It’s a man in his fifties. He’s wearing a pair of old boots, camouflage trousers and a sheepskin jacket. A bucket hat is on the ground next to him. There’s blood.

			‘Hey!’ The little gypsy girl suddenly runs up to them and turns a cartwheel on the ground behind the ambulance. She remains standing there with her arms and legs stretched out; star-­shaped, grinning. She must be about seven, one day she will be eight. In an instant Constantin is all splintered heart.

			He moves to block the child’s view of the body.

			‘Scram!’ Titus climbs out of the ditch and pretends to try to grab the girl; she flees, giggling.

			The coroner then signals to the paramedics to move the body. ‘Unless you want to have a look first?’ he asks Constantin.

			‘ID?’

			‘Had it on him.’ It’s one of the police constables who answers. ‘The injuries are just crazy. Can’t even say who or what killed him,’ the constable adds. ‘Could be anything – man, machine or beast.’

			Titus the coroner wipes his hands on the front of his already bloodstained coat and smiles wryly.

			They hear gunshots then, from far inside the forest. Constantin looks at the coroner. ‘Hunters,’ Titus shrugs.

			‘It’s not hunting season,’ Constantin says.

			

			Titus raises an eyebrow. ‘They didn’t tell you? Comrade Ceaușescu is here for the weekend. A little bear-hunting party.’

			Constantin immediately jumps down into the ditch; he motions to the ambulance driver to get away from the body.

			A loud whistle stops everyone in their tracks. ‘This corpse may be a damned mess,’ Titus says once he has their attention, ‘but the one thing I’m sure of is he wasn’t shot, not by . . .’ the coroner points sideways, presumably in the direction of the hunting estate. ‘Don’t look at me like that. Do you know what bear shot is like? It runs a tunnel through you.’

			The coroner makes a gesture as though he’s punching a hole through the air.

			 

			Three hours later Constantin’s at the station; he has asked Vasile, the police constable, to work on a Sunday until they can confirm the ID of the victim. Mainly, he wants to know if the man lived nearby, otherwise they’ll need to work out what he was doing out there at night.

			It’s just the two of them in the office and it’s cold. At some point Davidescu, the police chief, stops by; he says little, asks questions, leaves an open packet of Kent on Constantin’s desk, and just hangs around the office smoking and looking over their shoulders as they work. The room slowly fills with smoke.

			Constantin is looking at the Polaroids that Titus has sent over. In the photos, the body is naked and washed. The coroner was right: these are not bullet wounds, and there are no exit holes. Just those deep gashes on the torso. They don’t look like knife wounds either; the edges are not sharp enough. Titus said he needs to think about it, he offered no immediate guess. Even the angles are unhelpful: not consistent with a stabbing motion. But the coroner is sure the crime happened in that spot, at some point between midnight and the very early hours of the morning. The ground underneath the body was blood-­soaked.

			

			‘He was some kind of instructor at the trade school,’ Vasile says as he hangs up the phone. ‘Carpentry, or something like that. Married. Lives down by the stadium.’

			Davidescu, who has been listening to them, puffs on his cigarette, loudly. ‘Remind me, why do people murder people?’ he asks.

			‘Money or sex or . . . politics?’ Vasile hesitates, unsure presumably that he’s allowed to say that last word.

			‘Alcohol. Mental illness. Injustice, actual or perceived,’ Constantin mutters, and goes on filling in the case file, adding the latest bits of information.

			‘Why are you so damn proper?’ Davidescu suddenly asks him, still pacing the office. ‘Women fancy you,’ Davidescu goes on, ‘though I don’t see why. Too soft, if you ask me. Undecided. You look like someone who had second thoughts in the middle of a fuck. But hey, they like you and that’s that. So, why so proper? And why that cold fish of a wife?’

			Constantin winces at the insult. He’s thinking how to answer when he notices a glaring mistake in the file: the place where they found the body is recorded as a roadside picnic area several kilometres from where they were today.

			‘You got the location wrong,’ he tells Vasile, and is about to cross it out, when Davidescu says, ‘Leave it. Makes our lives easier.’

			‘Saying it happened in the wrong place?’

			

			‘It’s a body in a ditch by the side of the road. Does it matter? This ditch or that ditch?’

			‘But – the witnesses. We’ll be asking people about the wrong place.’

			‘You can ask about any place you want,’ Davidescu says, ‘just move the official murder site. I guarantee you’ll have more trouble interrogating anyone if you keep saying it happened within pissing distance of the President’s hunting party.’

			 

			It is evening already by the time Constantin and Vasile arrive at the victim’s home to speak to his wife. Constantin is tired, his concentration is gone, and this meeting could have waited until the next day. But it’s the kind of task that he would push into the geological future unless he gets it over with right away.

			‘It’s so cold,’ the woman says, wringing her hands. Then, ‘Please take some.’

			They are in her living room, sitting either side of a small serving trolley. The woman has placed a bowl of Turkish delight between him and Vasile and now and again she nudges it towards them. She sits across from them on the sofa, dressed in two housecoats, one over the other, and thick trousers tucked into wool socks. She is around fifty. Her face is puffy from crying.

			The TV is on, the volume too high. Children are singing. The Ceaușescu-­praising anthems fill the room.

			‘Mișu was going fishing, he went every Sunday. It was his small pleasure.’

			Vasile has asked what her husband was doing on the outskirts of town at that early hour.

			

			‘We didn’t find any fishing tackle near the scene,’ Vasile says.

			‘He was always going with friends,’ she says. ‘Maybe he was borrowing equipment from them?’

			She shakes her head and starts crying; quietly, apologetically.

			‘We’ll need the names and employment of your husband’s fishing friends,’ Vasile says.

			The woman leaves the room, and Constantin takes the opportunity to look around. He has to go into many homes, sometimes to search them, and he is always taken aback by how similar they are. People’s small hiding places, where they have a rest, what they want visitors to admire. A contraband case once took him all the way to a home in the north, by the Russian border, where he found the same stripy blanket, the same chess set doubling as a valuables box, the same kitchen cupboards and the same Chinese porcelain fisherman as in every home here.

			The woman returns with an address book that she hands to Vasile.

			It’s true, Constantin thinks: there’s just one kind of every object being produced, and nothing is imported. He wonders if this sameness is really just about limited resources and national saving targets, or if something more sinister is afoot. If there’s an ultimate goal of making all their homes interchangeable. Maybe one day they will all have one identical key, and bunk down for the night in whatever apartment is nearest.

			Constantin’s fingers are itching to write down this thought. But he can’t escape, not in the middle of this.

			‘Did your husband have any enemies?’ Constantin asks the woman. He pauses for a moment to wait out the high notes of a Dear Leader song on the TV. ‘Did he mention any serious arguments?’

			

			She pulls a handkerchief from her sleeve and blows her nose. Shakes her head. ‘You know what people are like,’ she says, ‘but my Mișu would never take anything that wasn’t his.’

			‘There was a conflict, then?’

			‘Dear God, we’ve been having this awful trouble about the garage . . .’

			She is telling them about a dispute with one of their neighbours when the ceiling light suddenly goes out. The TV, too; it flares white in an apparent fit of adulation, only to then crackle and die away to black.

			A power cut. They are left sitting in darkness.

			The woman apologises, tells them to stay put. They hear her stand up and leave the room. Soon a cold, weak light approaches from the hallway, and she returns with an oil lamp that she places on the serving trolley.

			Constantin wishes he were somewhere far, far away.

			Vasile takes down the details of the garage dispute. As they finish, it occurs to Constantin that the woman now looks expectant, somehow; it’s as though she is waiting for instructions.

			‘We were told that there would be some kind of pension,’ she says finally, her glance shifting from Constantin to Vasile. ‘For, you know, Mișu’s unofficial work. I mean, I have his Labour Card for his teaching, but I don’t think he ever received any documents for the other job.’

			‘What other job?’ Vasile asks.

			‘The . . . reports. You know,’ the woman says.

			

			Haltingly, the woman starts explaining about ‘unconstitutional activities’ and ‘hostile elements among staff and students’. ‘Constant watchfulness,’ she says. ‘It’s what they told him.’

			‘Ah, I get it, one of us,’ Vasile eventually says.

			Is he imagining it, or did Vasile actually wink at him?

			‘That’s not one of us,’ Constantin says, as calmly as he can muster. ‘What the Comrade describes is a Securitate informer.’

			Constantin takes out the green ink pen and notebook from his breast pocket. By this light, no one can see what he’s writing. One kingdom, one key, he starts. Somewhere in the distance he hears Vasile explain to the woman that they are the police, they are not investigating political crimes, and remuneration for any service her husband performed for ‘. . . er . . . the country . . .’ will have to be dealt with by the same authority that commissioned his reports.

			 

			The following Tuesday Constantin goes looking for Titus down in the bowels of the university, and finds the coroner in the middle of demonstrating something to a huddle of pale kids. Constantin wonders if it’s only first-year students who have to take Titus’s classes – whenever he visits they’re always so young. Or maybe, he thinks, no one at the university ever moves beyond this ‘Titus and corpses’ freshman experience. It wouldn’t surprise him.

			He takes a seat in the cold auditorium and tries to ignore the smell. A boy with fluff for a moustache is standing to the side of the table where the corpse is laid out. He’s holding a pair of enormous shears. They’re dripping blood on to his shoes. The poor kid looks entirely absent, as if he has successfully vacated his body for the purpose of this class.

			

			Constantin buries his freezing hands in his armpits. He would be writing, were it not so cold. He closes his eyes and tries to think of distant lands.

			‘. . . and here, just behind the left eyeball, we find the tumour,’ Titus is saying, ‘an orbital tumour to be precise. See how the growth has displaced the optic nerve?’

			The show ends with Titus lifting the cadaver’s head by the hair. Since Constantin sat down, several kids have fainted or thrown up. The smell of sick mingles with that of iron and putrefaction.

			‘Introductory Torment,’ Constantin says to Titus when it’s just them and a staff cleaner in the auditorium. ‘Basic Gore,’ he adds. Titus looks very much like a slightly older Kojak, and wears his blood-­stained lab coat with the same panache as the TV cop wears his suits. The kids must be terrified of him.

			‘Small pleasures and all that.’ Titus shrugs, removes his gloves.

			‘We’ve got to make sure to leave final instructions for our bodies not to end up in your hands.’

			Constantin has only made a feeble joke, so he’s taken aback when Titus unsmilingly answers, ‘I’d say you’ve got more than enough on your plate worrying about the living.’

			Is that an innuendo? Does he want to ask? In the event it doesn’t matter: Titus’s direct gaze has the effect of weakening Constantin’s resistance against the sights and smells of the auditorium, against everything, and suddenly he, too, is shivering and bending over a bucket.

			

			Titus hands him a towel, and waits by his side until the convulsions subside.

			They move on to business. Constantin lays out the Polaroids of Sunday’s victim. He asks if Titus has had any more thoughts about the injuries.

			‘Must have been something like a hook, in between a hook and a claw. See that edge? Sharper than a hook but not as sharp as a blade. About fifteen centimetres in length.’

			‘A DIY weapon?’

			Titus shrugs. ‘Maybe. I’m thinking something like a grappling hook. Mountaineering equipment, you know? And your man is strong. We’ve got seven wounds in all that are more or less equal in depth. That arm did not grow tired.’

			Grappling hook! In dreams in which he’s chasing suspects, when the time comes to shoot, Constantin finds he’s unable to do it. The trigger becomes impossibly heavy. He counts himself lucky never to have tested his service weapon in real life. How can anyone go through the motion of hacking at another human?

			Grappling hook. Heavy as a million triggers.

			He still feels shivery after throwing up. He steadies himself before going on. ‘Let’s look at it the other way. What can you say with complete confidence?’

			But Titus is still thinking about the weapon. ‘A hook would also go some way to explaining the angles. Anyway.’ The coroner then repeats most of the things that he has already told Constantin: no signs of struggle, the crime scene is the place where the body was found, no common toxins in the body.

			‘Does it remind you of anything?’ Constantin asks. ‘Ever come across anything similar? I’ve asked for a list of all recently released violent criminals.’

			

			Constantin says out loud whatever he knows so that Titus knows it, too. Speaking with Titus is another way of making facts stick, preventing them from being lost. Two minds remember better than one.

			Titus is sceptical. ‘Anyone caught doing this kind of thing would’ve hanged.’

			Constantin considers this. ‘Maybe against animals? Or just a very violent assault – a failed murder.’

			‘None of that would’ve crossed my desk.’

			‘The guy was an informer,’ Constantin says.

			Titus shrugs. ‘You know where to look, then.’

			Constantin has already requested and read the dead man’s Securitate file, and he has also asked the Securitate if this informer’s reports resulted in any kind of punishment for the people he snitched on. Did his reports cause sufficient damage for someone to want to hack him to death? A Securitate arch­ivist sent him a dry fax in reply, saying that his victim had reported on a student selling Deutsche Marks on the black market who got expelled. Five years ago. Nothing else.

			‘But the guy now works in the Ploieşti refinery and seems to have been out of town for weeks,’ Constantin explains to Titus. ‘His parents told me he’ll be back this Friday. I’ll see him.’

			‘You talked to anyone else?’ Titus asks.

			‘The widow and a neighbour he was arguing with.’ Constantin tells Titus that the garage dispute is with an ancient, retired professor. Can hardly lift his walking stick. ‘The three fishing buddies,’ he adds, ‘who always travel to the river together and have mutual alibis.’ Constantin shakes his head. ‘No luck so far.’

			

			He doesn’t say that Davidescu also wants him to speak to the prostitutes known to hang out by the roadside picnic area, the wrong but by now official murder site. It’s stupid, a complete waste of time, but his boss is insisting out of some perverse impulse. Saint versus Sinner, I want to see that movie, Davidescu had said, pretending to frame a billboard with his hands. These career girls will know all that moves around that car park. It’s a clear dereliction of duty for you to neglect a potential witness.

			‘I’ll have another go at the body,’ Titus says. ‘But I think it’s legwork that will solve this one.’

			By way of goodbye Constantin says, ‘I was joking earlier, you know. About the gore. I know the kids need to toughen up.’

			Titus won’t have it. ‘If you want to talk about something, just come out with it. Dissection is the name of the class.’

			 

			At home that evening Constantin slumps in an armchair in front of the TV. He feels a bit nauseous. In fact, he thinks he can somehow still catch a whiff of the awful dissection-room smell. He brings his palms to his nose, sniffs at them with his eyes closed.

			He contemplates making the effort of getting up to wash his hands again.

			Tina is at the sewing machine, mending a pair of overalls for Sandu. The plasticky sewing machine and the stately piano look out of place next to one another in their tiny living room; Constantin can imagine struggling piano pupils being asked to move to the less demanding instrument.

			

			Tina is constantly busy, has to be. Left to herself she would schedule teaching at all hours of day and night, and when he mentions neighbours and quiet hours, she says they haven’t complained. But obviously they wouldn’t. He’s a cop.

			‘Fairy-­tale night tonight!’ Sandu jumps up on the armchair and makes a nest for himself by his father’s side.

			Tina taps her wristwatch.

			‘It only takes a few minutes,’ Constantin says. ‘Then we’ll go to bed, yes?’ he waits for Sandu’s approval.

			Tina straightens her back at the sewing machine, takes a deep breath, then gets up and leaves the room. Sandu follows her with his eyes. The boy still worries about them, but he has stopped asking if they are ‘upside ­down’.

			He and Tina create many small problems, he knows, behind which they hide the monster problem.

			‘Are we ready, then?’ Constantin asks Sandu, before standing up and bringing the notebook with the fairy tales to the armchair.

			‘What’s it going to be about?’ Sandu asks.

			It’s so easy and wonderful, this age. Sandu’s age. Constantin has to teach him things like wash your hands, don’t stick your hand into the dog’s mouth, eat your food. No difficult lessons yet.

			‘This, believe it or not, is a story about hats.’

			He writes these whimsical stories at the office
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‘Sharp, original and
completely absorbing’

‘Brilliant and uniquely energising’





