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Considered a literary genre or aesthetic category, the fantastic has been approached over time from various interpretive angles, being attributed the quality of “perennial contemporaneity” through the revelation of new dimensions generated by each reading of the text.

Viewed in diachronic evolution, the fantastic can be identified as a latent germ, with great potential to remain in this realm of reception. Its era of full-fledged manifestation, with notable achievements in nearly all literatures, spans from the late 18th century through the entire 19th century, when it asserted itself with authority alongside Romanticism and Scientism. Without abandoning the “plausible,” meanings evolve toward the “extraordinary” through a subtle disruption of certain details and relationships within the established order.

Although it manifests itself in the same historical period in major literatures, the fantastic distinguishes itself nationally through a dominant feature derived from the intensification of a particular thematic concept or through a penchant for exceptional states of tension. A definition of the fantastic was formulated by the French aesthetician Denis Diderot. In his conception of the perception of relationships in the real world as the basis of beauty, articulated in the essay Treatise on the Beautiful, the French Enlightenment thinker places the fantastic at the core of a fundamental program of artistic and philosophical creation. Drawing, with significant amendments, from Kantian philosophy and Romantic aesthetics, Hegel develops his conception of the “philosophy of the fine arts” (published in the posthumous volume Lectures on Aesthetics), in which the problem of fantastic symbolism is characterized by the difference and relationship between meaning and the form of representation. In this context, the fantastic becomes the premise not only of artistic or religious representations but also of folkloric ones, as popular creation involves the contribution of folklore as a degree of perceiving the still unmastered and unknown forces of nature. The fantastic represents, in the German philosopher’s conception, the level of perception of the creative image of form as representation and of meaning, transcending “the outlines of particular figures beyond precisely defined limits.”

With a specific weight and nuanced significance in the works of renowned writers (Hoffmann, Swift, Gogol, Kafka, etc.), the fantastic asserts itself distinctly and definitively, especially in children’s art and literature. The emergence of these seminal works, in which the fantastic becomes a major theme, and, implicitly in the view of critics and aestheticians of the artistic phenomenon, led to the differentiation of the fantastic into a scientific (Jules Verne, science fiction) and a moral (literary or cinematic works with horror themes) category, culminating in the resurgence of the fantastic in the works of the “primitives.” German fantasy, influenced by metaphysics, will excel in describing the demonic in nature. A fabulous nature, in which miraculous events occur, characterizes Romanian fantasy. The poetic perspective and vision of French fantasy are contrasted by the dark and the unusual in the English “Gothic novel.” And across the ocean, American fantasy will feature, as striking but not distinct traits, the psychological and the symbolism of the fantasy’s props.

By its very nature, the fantastic implies two layers of interpretation: a realistic, superficial one that proves insufficient, and another of revealing depth.

More so than in other literary genres, the writer-work-reader relationship is of particular importance. Hans Robert Jauss noted in his essay Literary History as a Challenge to Literary Theory: “The historical existence of the literary work cannot be conceived without the active participation of those for whom it is intended, for it is only through their mediation that the work enters into the continuity of a dynamic literary experience, in which the permanent transition unfolds from mere reading to critical comprehension, from passive to active reception, from recognized aesthetic norms to the literary production that replaces them. The historicity of literature, as well as its communicative nature, implies a dialectical, evolving relationship between the work, the public, and the new work—a relationship discernible in the relationship between message and receiver, between question and answer, between problem and solution” (Literary History as a Challenge to Literary Theory, in “Caiete Critice,” 5, Supplement to the journal “Viața Românească,” no. 10, 1980, p. 70).

The importance and aesthetic value of a text are sustained precisely by the reader-work relationship, which, according to Jauss, has a dual character: aesthetic and historical. The first refers to the valuation of the text by contemporary readers at the moment of its initial publication; the second is the product of the series of receptions that the text elicits over time. An initial investigation focuses on the reader’s expectations—whether or not they are satisfied by the novelty of the writing—while the analysis of interpretations of the same text over time reveals the work’s polyvalence and, by no means to be overlooked, the shifts that have occurred in the manner of reception.

An analysis of the interpretations of fantastic writings over time shows that the public and critics come to terms with the specificity of the genre through a progressive understanding, which becomes complex as the texts are approached from multiple interpretive angles. Much has been rightly written about the role of the fantastic in Romanian literature. And, to an equal extent, there is a temptation for readers and literary critics to return to works of this genre. 

Ion Biberi considers, in this vein, that the fantastic is a mental attitude: “We see in the fantastic a particular mental attitude, an expression of a creative personality, which transforms objective situations—whether banal or unusual—into a transcended reality. This vision includes a premonition of a total reality of the world and of one’s own personality, through the transgression or even negation of the mental categories of space, time, and causality, giving this secondary world an affective coloring, generally situated on the depressive register of anxiety and terror, combined with a sense of the revelation of a plane of reality” (Ion Biberi, “The Fantastic, a Mental Attitude,” in Literary, Philosophical, and Artistic Essays, Cartea Românească, Bucharest, 1982).

Some landmarks in the typology of the fantastic

Fantastic prose, particularly Romanian fantastic prose, has been intertwined with the short story or psychological sketch since the 19th century. The tendency to anchor in an “internalized fantastic,” as well as the focus on the work-recipient relationship, provides grounds for centering the analysis on the affective complex. The disruption of cognitive order contributes to problematizing reception and intensifying the affective state. The setting in which the action takes place is most often a familiar one. The atmosphere “cracks” along the way, and the space is imbued with deceptive attributes (cursed, mysterious). If we add to this the disruption of the chronological order of events, the character will be subjected to inner tribulations that, at times, will reach a climax (we will resort to explanation through the theory of animated motors). This “internalized fantastic” will be the primary subject of our research, as we attempt a transition from explanation (the translation of symbols) to elaboration (the establishment of the metaphorical universe).

An examination of the spiritual atmosphere and socio-cultural climate in which these macro-signs (clusters or variants: characters, motifs, artifacts) circulated, were known, and served as sources of inspiration for other creators can provide a framework for investigation and interpretation. Equally of interest may be the causes leading to the deterioration of the fantastic, whether triggered involuntarily or invoked intentionally to move beyond the realm of the fantastic and into the anecdotal.

When re-read, fantastical texts reveal new meanings. By arranging them in a graded sequence based on the simple-complex relationship, we can open the door to new interpretations that capture the unique nature of this literature.

“By its very universality, the Fantastic is a phenomenon that is more difficult to explore, and its interpretation is more ambiguous.” This statement by the critic and esthetician Marcel Brion (Arta fantastică, Bucharest, Meridiane Publishing House, 1970, p. 5) explains the considerable number of studies on the Fantastic and the multitude of perspectives from which it can be interpreted.

In analyzing the relationship between the work and the author, Jean Starobinski argues that criticism should be viewed as an encounter with the text, a journey that highlights both the work’s objectives and the reader’s free reflection. If we add to this his remark that criticism possesses “the energy of interrogation,” which challenges the text to reveal its significant structures as fully as possible, we will have a picture of some motivations behind the critical act as it pertains to the category of the fantastic.

In his study Au cœur du fantastique (At the Heart of the Fantastic), French theorist Roger Caillois sets out to develop a phenomenology of the fantastic in order to capture its “essence.” His reflections stem from an analysis of the visual arts, but he frequently refers to literary works as well. “Mystery attracts me,” Roger Caillois asserts. “This does not mean that I like to surrender to the charms, enchantments, or poetry of the miraculous” (Meridiane Publishing House, Bucharest, 1971, p. 13). He even proposes the restoration of the pure fantastic, eliminating what he calls “the deliberate tantastic,” “that is, works of art specifically created to surprise and disorient the viewer by inventing an imaginary and enchanted universe, in which nothing appears and nothing happens as in the real world” (Ibid., p. 14). It is a false fantastic, because it is “mechanistic,” requiring dexterity.

In a reductionist spirit, in his desire to eliminate the pseudo-fantastic, he rejects the institutionalized fantastic—“that is, the miraculous elements found in fairy tales, legends, and mythology; the devotional imagery used by various religions and forms of idolatry; the delirium of madness; and even overly casual fantasy.”

In his book Romanian Prose and the Vocation of Originality, Ovidiu Ghidirmic points out the limits of this rigor, which excludes mythological fantasy: “Myths are not only religious but also pagan. The institution of religion does not have the final say in the realm of myths. This fantastical element—let’s call it ‘propagandistic’—does not appear in fairy tales and legends, but only in religious fables and parables. However, Roger Caillois seeks to formulate a definition that is as precise and accurate as possible, and, in light of this objective, we must also understand his possible excesses” (Scrisul Românesc Publishing House, Craiova, 1988, p. 18).

In an effort to capture the essence of the fantastic, Roger Caillois defines the concept of the “insidious fantastic,” “a second-order fantastic, a fantastic in relation to the fantastic.” The distinction between the intentional fantastic—which can become ineffective precisely because of its express intentionality—and the voluntary fantastic leads Roger Caillois to acknowledge the presence of an obligatory mystery at the heart of the phenomenon: “mystery appears precisely where he (the painter, ed.) did not know he had introduced it.” 

An analysis of the elements that generate the fantastic reveals two distinct types: “the fantastic through metaphor” and “the fantastic through contiguity,” the former deriving from emblems, the latter highlighted in manuals titled Ars Memorandi, Ars Reminiscendi, or Ars Memorial.

The concepts of “conjunctural fantastic” and “investigative fantastic” are also mentioned, concepts that disappeared with the advances of positivist theory. 

What underpins his rigorous approach, aimed at reaching “the heart of the fantastic,” is the definition of the natural fantastic, using as a reference “the sign of the mole with a star-shaped nose, more monstrous than a hybrid creature from Bosch!”

Here is R. Caillois’s definition of the fantastic, a result of his reductionist method: “It is true that the fantastic signifies a disruption of the established order, an intrusion of the inadmissible into the unalterable legality of everyday life, and not the total replacement of the exclusively miraculous universe.”

This is also the charm of the fantastic, the attraction that this literature exerts “in a cascade” through symbolic decoding and the reception of specific macro signs filtered through the cultural lens of readers from different generations and cultural eras, viewed diachronically and synchronically.

The Fantastic—A Psycho-Mental Category

The fantastic has been regarded as both a psycho-mental category and an aesthetic category. The history of the reception of fantastic and science fiction works has provided solid arguments to support this distinction, as well as their complementarity. The characteristics of the first category have been defined from the perspective of analyzing the influence of the unconscious in shaping the specific elements of the fantastic: atmosphere, psychology, and message. The seminal studies are those conducted by Jean Starobinski, Marcel Brion, and Sigmund Freud. I have chosen these three figures from the array of theorists of the phenomenon because they have produced extensive works that elucidate the functionality of the psycho-mental category.

Jean Starobinski, like Georges Poulet and J. P. Richard, is concerned with the various relationships that can be established between the critic’s consciousness and the literary work, his object of study. The trajectory of criticism advocated by Jean Starobinski comprises three levels: spontaneous sympathy, objective study, and free reflection, in which the first and last relate to the psychological level. Imagination, the critic argues, is inseparable from the general activity of consciousness, closely linked to memory and stimulated by emotional relationships. The act of imagination is thus situated between reason and sensibility. Romul Munteanu offers the following assessment of Jean Starobinski: “He has achieved in our time one of the most ingenious demonstrations of the rehabilitation of depth psychology. The need for a science of reverie (in the spirit of Bachelard), correlated with literary criticism, remains the fundamental goal that Jean Starobinski formulates in this regard” (Starobinski, J., The Critical Relation, Univers Publishing House, Bucharest, 1974, p. 19).

In L’Art Fantastique (Meridiane Publishing House, Bucharest, 1970), Marcel Brion takes the same stance of viewing the fantastic as a psycho-mental category. Symbols play a decisive role in this context, serving as intermediaries between the unconscious or subconscious and the visible form. “There is no point in distinguishing the dream from reality,” writes Marcel Brion. “Closely interwoven, dream and reality have attained, at the highest point of poetic inspiration, the perfect degree of fusion” (p. 296).

For the fantastical state (a concept that the French critic frequently emphasizes), this symbiosis between dream and reality is conducive. His interpretation has a distinct aspect: symbols derived from dreams and implanted in reality, thereby generating further symbols by penetrating another plane, do not interest him, because they would be situated at the level of reason. He remains merely descriptive, because what matters are only the atmosphere and the feeling evoked by the fusion of the two planes.

Referring to Chagall’s paintings, Marcel Brion notes: “With logical relationships and formal architecture thus set aside, the grace of poetic invention reigns supreme, and the fantastic unfolds unchecked” (p. 298).

The definition he gives of the miraculous elucidates the universe explored by the critic through the interpretive act of the work: “The miraculous means strange, surprising, astonishing, unusual, moving.” All these determinants belong to the affective sphere, once again justifying the approach to the fantastic as a psycho-mental category.

Sigmund Freud extends psychoanalytic analysis to literary creation, offering new ways of understanding the writer’s biography, interpreting their work, the emotional state of the reader when engaging with the text, and, above all, the relationship between life, author, work, and reader.

Within the thematic arsenal of fantasy literature, several motifs are regarded exclusively as psychological phenomena and analyzed as such: splitting, schism, substitution of the self, the return of the identical, and the recognition of certain figures. We emphasize that, within the context of the atmosphere of the fantastic state or emotion, repetitive compulsion — which depends on the unconscious—serves to heighten the configuration of the demonic and the uncanny in both the real and imaginary realms. Freud is convinced that aesthetic pleasure is associated with a preliminary psychological pleasure, intended to free the reader from tensions and obsessions. It is, in fact, a therapeutic effect achieved through the act of reading and daydreaming. 

Jean Starobinski succinctly summarizes the aim of the Freudian method: “It is not a matter of expanding, but of reabsorbing the realm of mystery, after having first given the utmost attention to the obscure aspects of the person” (Starobinski, op. cit., p. 232). In the article Dostoevsky and Parricide, Freud notes: “Unfortunately, the analyst is forced to lay down his arms before the poet”; he thus declares the limit of his method, through which he cannot define the essence of art. He will refer permanently only to the personality of the author and the characters.

And, to conclude our argument in support of classifying the Freudian method among those who regard the fantastic as a psycho-mental category, we recall a statement by the psychoanalyst: the poet is “a mediator between the obscurity of impulses and the clarity of systematic and rational consciousness.”

Interpreting the fantastic as a psycho-mental category is far more tempting than other interpretations, partly because narrative, in contrast to poetry, opens up perspectives for interpreting the psychological framework, while poetry invites an escape into the imaginary, metaphor, and aesthetic emotion.

This is why fantastic literature is primarily perceived as fantastic prose. In his essay Of Science Fiction, Roger Caillois identified three stages in the evolution of fantastic literature: the fairy tale, the fantasy story, and the science fiction story. Here, too, the fantastic is defined as a rupture in the order of reality and as a scandal to reason. From these categories, modern fantastic literature will evolve—the kind that imposes a narrative framework permeated by a fantastical atmosphere, by symbolic artifacts with a predominantly terrifying emotional potential, and by characters who transform the recognizable every day into indistinct realms or amplify it into the monstrous, with hallucinatory features, all generating the succinctly expressed sentiment: “I’m almost tempted to believe it.”

Today’s fantastic literature most often falls under what Tzvetan Todorov called the reader’s hesitation in relation to the nature of a strange event. “This hesitation can be resolved either by accepting the event as belonging to reality, or by declaring it to be the product of the imagination or the result of an illusion; in other words, we are the ones who decide whether or not the event took place. On the other hand, the fantastic demands a certain mode of reading; outside of it, we risk falling into either allegory or poetry” (Todorov, Tzvetan, The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, Ed. Univers, Bucharest, 1973, p. 182). I have chosen to recount this digression with our most recent reading of fantastic literature in mind: Daniel Cristian Dumitru’s fantastic novel Iedera. The reader’s hesitation, as defined by Todorov, is intensified by the writer’s narrative art to the point of triggering an emotional state of fear regarding the subsequent identification of reality imprinted by the specificities of the fantastic setting: ivy flooding personal space, transforming the house into an apparently Edenic space, yet one overrun by devouring ivy. The reader’s question arises as a necessity: do we still plant ivy branches near our home, not knowing how its growth will unfold? And will we not become captives in our own universe? This is undeniably the hallmark of fantastic writing, perceived as a psycho-mental category, but from the perspective of the reader, the recipient. A paradigm shift as astonishing as Daniel Cristea Dumitru’s novel.

The Fantastic—An Aesthetic Category

Considered a psycho-mental category from the perspective of the emotional reception of the multi-tensioned framework and the conception of narrative within the realms of the fabulous and the mysterious—with a focus on vibrantly negative targets possessing an indelible, e effect—the fantastic will be critically analyzed from the perspective of the aesthetic category it represents.

In the preface to Roger Caillois’s study At the Heart of the Fantastic, Edgar Papu noted: “He (the author, n.n.) removes—to call a spade a spade—the fantastic judgment on the fantastic,” because “only through this uncompromising approach was Roger Caillois able to open up for us the most direct perspective on pure fantasy” (Caillois, Roger, At the Heart of the Fantastic, Meridiane Publishing House, Bucharest, 1971, p. 11). 

The French critic’s views greatly facilitate our attempt to place him within the circle of exegetes who regard the fantastic as an aesthetic category: “Instead of immediately assuming that something indecipherable is indecipherable, instead of standing before it in astonishment and bewilderment, I tell myself, on the contrary, that it must be deciphered, and I make the firm decision that, one way or another, I will solve the enigma, if possible” (idem, p. 13). And yet, he is not entirely convinced that, in the analysis of the fantastic, the realm of affect must be ignored: “This severity, (...) is explained by the meaning of unease and rupture that I attribute first and foremost to the fantastic” (ibid., p. 14). Through a restrictive method, Roger Caillois limits himself to just a few examples of authentic fantasy, concluding: “The fantastic is only fantastic if it presents itself as a scandal inadmissible to experience or reason.” His positioning as an interpreter solely within the sphere of reason is clear. And yet, his inconsistency manifests itself once again when he attempts to penetrate the mysteries that generate the fantastic. “There is a need for secondary complications of a different order: inexplicable premonitions, perplexing duplications, anticipations that reason stumbles over for a long time” (ibid., p. 45).

Roger Caillois’s study is perhaps the most eloquent in supporting the idea that a rigid approach to the fantastic as a psycho-mental or aesthetic category suffers from oversimplification and loses its value, limiting the analysis to a single level of interpretation.

Just as there are no “pure” genres, so too can we deduce that in order to have the most complex picture possible of the networks of symbols, the dimensions of the fantastic framework, and the depth of the specific psychologies of a milieu violated in its own logic (but with an internal logic, and thus of a secondary order), an analysis from multiple interpretive perspectives is necessary.

Tzvetan Todorov offers a compelling example of an analysis of the fantastic as an aesthetic category, conducting his investigations in this field from a structuralist perspective. The sequence of chapters in the volume attests to the rigor with which he approaches the constituent elements of this “theoretical genre,” as he calls it. The stratification of the work into three levels (“aspects”) is telling: verbal, syntactic, and semantic. The analysis of fantastic discourse, with these three features united into a structural unity, supports this same idea. The themes of the fantastic consist of the themes of the “I” and the themes of the “you.”

The structure of the volume and the issues it raises show that Tzvetan Todorov approaches the fantastic from an aesthetic perspective. Indeed, poetics is the discipline that aims to analyze solely the functioning mechanism of literary discourse. The psychoanalytic method, which we consider equally important in the study of fantastic literature, goes beyond the stage of describing structure, involving the interpretation of phenomena and seeking to penetrate the creator’s “psyche.” The surprise comes in the chapter “Themes of the Fantastic: Conclusions,” where Tzvetan Todorov turns to psychoanalysis to define certain mental disorders to which the fantastic networks refer: the themes of the “I” highlight psychoses, while the themes of the “you” highlight “neuroses.” This creates an overlap between psychoanalytic and structural findings. Without detailing or interpreting these disorders, Tzvetan Todorov’s study invites commentary on the text from these two analytical perspectives.

In The Historical Roots of the Fairy Tale, V. I. Propp set out to find, in interpreting certain fairy-tale motifs, parallels in archaic historical reality. The fantastic is thus approached as an aesthetic category, and V. I. Propp’s conclusion is as clear as can be: “We have found that the compositional unity of the fairy tale is not determined by some particularities of the human psyche, nor even by the specifics of artistic creation, but by the historical reality of the past” (Propp, V. I., The Historical Roots of the Fairy Tale, Ed. Univers, Bucharest, 1975, pp. 456–457). 

His research leads him to the much more nuanced conclusion that “the fantastic fairy tale is composed of elements that have their origins in phenomena and representations specific to the society that existed before the division into classes” (ibid., p. 458). 

Both the subject matter of the fairy tale and its composition are determined—“conditioned”—by the tribal social order. When the subject matter was endowed with a social function and used solely as an artistic expression, we can, through a diachronic analysis, trace the disappearance of the social order that gave rise to it. The separation of myth from ritual determines the transformation of myth into fairy tale. But all these changes are interpreted in close correlation with the real historical event. The fantastic is analyzed in its trajectory from “roots” to “modern configuration” through the lens of the aesthetic category.

The two categories I referred to—the psycho-mental category and the aesthetic category —offer a broad scope for interpreting the fantastic, an inexhaustible source of new meanings that give rise to artistic creations. These will be interpreted diachronically by generations who will base their arguments on new cultural trends. 
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[image: ]Aurel Antonie was born on October 20, 1947, in the township of Castranova, Dolj County, Romania. He published the following volumes: "The Mosaic" (Mozaicul), short prose, 1983; "Letter to Small Animals" (Scrisoare către animalele mici), novel, 1986; "The Ash" (Cenușa), novel, 2006; "The Castle" (Castelul), novel, 2012, republished in 2020 by Pavcon Publishing House, Bucharest.

He had numerous contributions to periodicals such as "Luceafărul", "Viața Românească", "Echinox", "Tribuna", "Libertatea" (Yugoslavia), as well as to the almanacs of "Flacăra" and "Ramuri" magazines. He was a member of the Romanian Writers' Union. His accolades include the Prose Prize of the Craiova Branch of the Romanian Writers' Union; the "Luceafărul" Magazine Prize, 1977; First Prize at the "Tudor Arghezi" National Literature Festival, 1980, among others. In 2004, he was decorated with the Order of "Cultural Merit" in the rank of Knight.

In September 2024, Aurel Antonie passed away.

He had ended up near the bird of prey’s nest quite simply. Stupidly simply. He was standing two meters away from the nest, his back pressed against the white rocks from which he had fallen onto this grassy belt suspended above the abyss.

He loved birds. You could say they were his only passion. He had devoted many years of his life and many studies, well received in the scientific world, to them. This love for birds had taken him to many nests, but he had never been so close to a bird of prey. And what a bird! A superb specimen with powerful wings and evil eyes. He was used to the frozen eyes of birds of prey, which gave him a strange feeling of immobility, but the eyes of this bird seemed evil to him. Unusually evil.

He looked over the edge of the precipice into the valley. A few hundred meters below, a small river flowed, looking like a thread of tinsel from where he stood. Scattered around it were the houses of a mountain village. It was the village he had climbed from. He had come to the village attracted by rumors of huge birds of prey floating above the valleys and nesting somewhere high up, in places inaccessible to humans. It was said that sometimes they attacked children. After a strenuous climb up the rocks, he had spotted the nest. He wanted to take advantage of the sun, which had not yet set, and take a few photos before pitching his tent. While looking for a good spot, he had slipped and fallen near the nest. Maybe it was better this way. It had been his wish to see the bird up close. Now he was close enough. Maybe even too close. 

The bird let out an ominous squawk and gave him a cold stare, then went back to feeding its chicks. The researcher was a little scared, but he recovered. Anyway, it was an unexpected stroke of luck to watch the bird feed its chicks from two meters away. He adjusted his camera, which had not been damaged in the fall, and took a few pictures. The clicking of the camera drew another croak from the bird. However, its attitude was inexplicable. It was very calm and ignored him almost completely. He thought it was possible that the bird had interacted with humans, but still his presence near the nest and the chicks should have triggered a specific aggression in her. He then thought that the bird was aware of its power and was not afraid of him. The thought seemed amusing to him. “A bird to feel stronger than a human? Thousands of years of civilization have given humans a privileged place in the animal kingdom. But the millions of years of evolution this bird had... Don’t be ridiculous! It’s just a bird, and its brain is nowhere near as complex as mine!”

With such reassuring thoughts, he looked at the rocks from which he had slipped. They weren’t high, but they were unfairly smooth. He would see later what to do about getting back up. Now he had to take advantage of the situation. It’s not every day you get the chance to sit two meters away from a bird of prey feeding its young. He took out his notebook and made a few sketches of the nest. He found the combination of wood, soil, and feathers interesting, even unusual. It looked like a pyre. A pyre on which the bird of prey was burning. More precisely, a pyre on which the bird of prey’s eyes were burning. 

The researcher was looking for a favorable angle from which to take a new series of photographs when the bird turned a frozen eye toward him, as if weighing him up. The man looked into its eyes and felt a shiver of unease. The bird detached itself from the nest and began to float above the abyss.

Taking advantage of the bird’s absence, the researcher approached the nest, which seemed unusually large and deep. Inside, six naked chicks raised their thin necks with hungry beaks and pleading eyes. The man smiled. He felt a little moved by these little creatures demanding their right to survive with sharp cries. He took the chocolate he had with him out of his jacket pocket and broke it into small pieces, which he placed in their open beaks. The chicks swallowed quickly and greedily. The chocolate was quickly finished, and the man stood up. A powerful blow to the head caused him to lose his balance and drop his camera, which disappeared into the gaping void beneath the nest. He got up, dizzy, but another blow sent him tumbling toward the white rocks while he was protecting his head with his arms. 

The bird had stopped at the edge of the nest and was staring at him coldly. In its claws it held a field rat that was still moving. It stared at the man for another moment, then began to feed its young. The researcher’s enthusiasm had vanished. His only thought was to get away from the nest as quickly as possible. The bird was not very friendly. In fact, it was only natural. It had found him near its nest. How could it know his intentions? The only unpleasant thing was that he had dropped his camera during the struggle.

He got up cautiously and tried to climb the rocks. It was extremely difficult. There was no foothold. A climber would probably have found a few handholds, but he was only a researcher. He regretted not hiring a guide from the village. But regrets did not help him. For a moment, he thought about the camera. It was a shame; it was an excellent piece of equipment. And those successful close-ups... He decided to come back another time and be more cautious. Now he had problems. He had to get to the backpack he had left above because it was getting dark and he didn’t even want to think about spending the night in that cramped space, in the dangerous vicinity of the bird. He slipped a few times, and each time the bird lifted its head anxiously. The researcher began to feel increasingly intimidated by the bird’s presence. He was simply afraid of it. He thought he should have brought a weapon, a knife, something. “Absurd! I’m a researcher, not a hunter. I didn’t climb up here to fight the bird!” But his fear did not disappear. The bird was very strong, and he was unarmed. He dug his heels into the rocks, but they were too smooth for his hands. He slipped, sweated, and cursed. The fear of not being able to leave that place crept more and more insinuatingly into his soul. 

By the time darkness fell, all he had done was to scratch his hands and tear his jacket. Panic started to engulf him. He tried his best to stay calm and control himself. There had to be a way out. Tired, he leaned against the rocks and looked down into the valley where a damp mist, perhaps a cloud, was spreading, dampening everything. The bird had settled on its nest, preparing for the night. The researcher trembled as he pressed his back against the white rocks that still kept some of the day’s warmth. As darkness fell, the rocks cooled, and the man curled up in the damp grass. He fell asleep with difficulty, thinking about the chocolate he had given to the chicks. He was hungry and his backpack was up above. Any attempt to climb the rocks proved useless. He didn’t know how the bird would react to his movements in the dark. He knew birds could see perfectly in the dark, and fighting it in such conditions would only have one outcome. 

He woke up shivering with cold. It was dark, and a fine, dense rain was falling from above. His jacket protected him for a while, but then it got wet, and everything turned into cold and despair. All he wanted was to get out of there. The next day he would try everything humanly possible. But now he was afraid of freezing. He was getting colder and colder. He remembered all the stories about people frozen to death. And the mountains are full of “in memoriam” signs. He tried to chase the thought away, but the cold had completely numbed him. He had to move, but carefully, with endless caution, because in this darkness any wrong move could quickly take him down into the valley. He got up, but a sharp cry from the direction of the nest made him crouch down again. The bird fluttered a little in the darkness, then calmed down. The presence of the man lying numb kept the bird awake all night. 

The dawn found him awake. The rain had not stopped, and the bird was late to go searching for food. After it left, the researcher made another attempt to climb the rocks, but what had been difficult yesterday was now downright impossible. His legs were shaking, and he was overcome by immense weakness. He leaned against the rocks and tried to calm himself. He could not. The cold and hunger had done their job. 

The bird returned carrying a pigeon. The man watched her tear the meat that she then put into the beaks stretching out from inside the nest. Perhaps under other circumstances he would have been more interested in what was happening, but now he found himself thinking about the pigeon meat, which couldn’t be so bad; even if it was raw. Yak! He shuddered in disgust. He closed his eyes, and a weakness bordering on fainting covered his entire being. He gritted his teeth. “I will not die here. There must be a way out. When a problem cannot be solved, you must look at it from a different angle. What angle should be used here? Perhaps from the bird’s nest. How pathetic I must look, stuck here on this patch of land suspended above the valley! I think the bird tolerates me more out of pity. Pity? Where does that pity come from? Haven’t you seen its evil eyes? Oh, come on. Maybe she’s not as bad as she seems. Maybe she’s pretending. Of course she is; she’s pretending to be a bird of prey, and I’ll soon be pretending to be a corpse! I think she’s keeping me here as a reserve for days when she won’t be very successful at hunting!”

The rain, which had stopped in the meantime, started again, and the man fell asleep thinking about the pigeon. He woke up in the evening, tormented by hunger. The bird was gone, and the man crawled to the edge of the nest. Inside, the chicks were hungrily pecking at a field rat. For a moment, he imagined that he would have to eat rat meat too, and a wave of nausea washed over him. He retreated to the rocks, trembling. 

After three days without food, he began to hallucinate. He tried to keep his mind clear and find a solution to the hunger that was torturing him. His thoughts drifted back to the rats that the bird left in the nest, and he was surprised to find that they no longer aroused such vivid revulsion as they had at first. And he, who wanted to become a vegetarian when he took up yoga?! Perhaps now it would have been good for him to be a vegetarian. There, among people, it is very easy to be anything. Including a vegetarian. It is very easy to give up the things that are accessible to you. Here, things were a little different. Choosing a diet was out of the question. He had to eat meat. And what kind of meat? Rat meat! He shuddered, but when the bird left, he crawled to the nest and took the rat, which was still warm. The chicks pecked at his hand, chirping pitifully, but he didn’t hear them. All he could hear was the blood pounding in his temples and the nausea rising in his throat. He retreated to the rocks and by evening he had devoured the rat. Now he felt better. The hallucinations disappeared along with the trembling of his joints. 

Stealing rats became his daily preoccupation. He didn’t worry about the chicks slowly dying. He could hear them chirping more and more weakly. He thought about them, but he was indifferent. He felt neither pity nor hatred for them, but an enormous indifference. The environment in which he now lived did not allow him to feel pity. Here, the only problem was survival. To feel pity for the chicks would be to condemn himself. 

The death of the chicks did not impress him much. It seemed natural to him that they should die. The only thing that amazed him was their agony, which lasted unexpectedly long. 

After the death of the chicks, the bird no longer brought food to the nest, so the man was forced to eat them one by one. After eating the last chick, the man settled into the bird’s nest. It was particularly spacious and warm. The thought that his body had adapted so easily to raw meat passed through his mind like a wisp of smoke and then disappeared. He no longer thought about the people in the valley. It was as if he had been living in this nest all his life. Even the bird’s return did not frighten him. He waited quietly for it, as if his place was there. 

Upon its return, the bird stopped at the edge of the nest and looked at him. Then it went off in search of food and returned with a rat, which it dropped into the nest. The man, or what was left of him, ate it greedily under the cold, watchful eye of the bird. In the evening, it started to drizzle, and the bird sat on the nest, covering him. He had not known that one could sleep so well in a nest. It was the first night he slept soundly, without trembling.

In the morning, when the bird of prey left to hunt for food, he poked his head out of the nest and looked down into the valley. His gaze had become extremely sharp, and he could see people walking around carelessly. They seemed like extremely easy prey to him. He then felt his body become covered in feathers and long, powerful claws grow... 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

When the phone rang
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I woke up because the phone was ringing. I remembered hearing it in a dream a few nights earlier. I listened. It wasn’t my phone or Delia’s. Our son was away at college in Cluj. We were alone in the house. What could it be? I was wide awake and got up quietly so as not to wake my wife. I tiptoed to the kitchen. Maybe it wasn’t even a phone. Maybe it was the microwave, the washing machine, or some other appliance. The sound was muffled, as if it were coming from a closet. Then it stopped. I looked at the clock. It was 4:30 in the morning. The darkness had turned gray. In a few minutes, I would see the horizon beginning to color. I made myself a large cup of tea and went down to the basement, where my office was. Could the sound have come from here? Through the wide window at the level of the path that ran through the garden, I could see the field stretching far into the distance. I sat down in my worn armchair and began to reread the article I had written for Nature about the lepton field. I had barely gotten halfway through the article when I took off my glasses to massage my eyes and forehead. Something was bothering me. I’m usually productive in the morning. Was my ear ringing, or was there a buzzing sound coming from somewhere? Like a very distant motor... I wondered whether my hypothesis about elementary particles will continue to be well received. At the cutting edge of research, the line between genius and ridicule is very thin. Just then, I heard the phone-like sound again, clearly this time. It seemed to come from the left wall. The walls were covered from floor to ceiling with shelves full of books arranged in two rows. I could hear Delia’s footsteps through the ceiling; she had woken up to go to the gym. I left the article on the table and went upstairs. That day, I was in a hurry to get to the Institute because we were about to receive the evaluation of project proposals under the CERN-RO Program. If we received government funding, I would go to Geneva. 

Four hours later, I returned home in good spirits, even though I didn’t know how Delia would react to the news of my transfer. But my work was far too important for me to let her moods get in the way. I poured a finger of whiskey into a square glass with three ice cubes and went back to finish reading the article I had started in the morning. I read quietly for about ten minutes, mentally reconstructing the theory’s calculation basis, when the sound from the previous night came again from the library. I took a sip from my glass. My calculations and intuition suggested that this lepton field, together with the magnetic field, puts all the particles in the universe in direct contact and could be the beginning of an explanation for the mysterious quantum entanglement. An elementary particle in my brain could have been influenced by the state of another particle in a distant galaxy. In other words, a certain mood of my mind, or even a clearly defined thought, could have come out of nowhere. I swirled the melted ice cubes in my glass and listened to their clink. Then I put the glass on the table and got up. The sound of a telephone rang out from behind the books on the left shelf. Carefully, I removed the books and stacked them on the carpet. Behind the second row of books was a cardboard box that had probably once held a pair of shoes. Inside, under some yellowed postcards from Alba Iulia, was my old phone. Actually, it was my first cell phone, a gift from my aunt. I returned to the armchair, puzzled, with the box on my lap. I hadn’t used the phone in over twenty years. I didn’t even know if I still had the charger. It was a Nokia. How the hell could it ring? When I opened it, the phone showed four missed calls. Great! Who could have done that? No phone battery lasts twenty years. Delia wasn’t the playful type, and my son had been away for six months. Anyway, that was beside the point: my office door was always locked because of the nature of my research. No one in the family could have gotten in. But if it was a specialist who had gotten in, would they really have stayed behind to leave clues, to play pranks? I had no answer, so I checked where the calls were coming from. In the meantime, I had changed my phone number several times, so it was either someone who had known me in my youth and with whom I had lost contact, or it was simply a mistake because the number must have been reassigned. Unknown caller! Number withheld! I couldn’t call back. Just then, a message came in. I was so startled that I almost dropped the phone. The message had a sender: my aunt; that was her name. What? My aunt wasn’t even on my contact list! It had to be a mistake. Aunt Roji had died many years ago, she died the very summer she gave me the phone. I opened the message. There was no text, only two icons: a flower and a star. Something didn’t add up, something wasn’t logical. I knew for sure that my aunt didn’t have a phone herself. She never had one, I thought, reaching for the glass to take the last sip of alcohol, but I was not paying attention, and I dropped it. It shattered on the tile floor. The crash made me jump, and suddenly I remembered something she had once told me. The message, oh my God, yes, the message really was from her!

It was the summer after the exams when I had just finished my second year of college.

In today’s world, what you feel is more important than the truth. But I was born a long time ago, and I knew the other world. The world of a single truth. I couldn’t forget what had happened over twenty years ago, when I was a student, but I buried those memories, that truth, like... like a corpse. You don’t expect to run into something you buried so deeply.

*
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“Did you go to Aunt Roji’s?” my mother asked me as soon as I walked into the house. She was making crepes and had left both the yard door and the kitchen window wide open. I leaned to kiss her, hoping to delay my answer.

“I wanted to, but Mihai called me, so I came back,” I lied quickly and grabbed a crepe from the plate to distract her. When we were children, she wouldn’t let us eat until everything was ready; now, Mom didn’t say a word. She poured batter into the pan with a ladle, swirled it around, then turned back to me:

“She’s been waiting for you for a week, she keeps asking me about you.”

“Mom, I haven’t even met the guys yet. I just got here last night, remember?”

“We share the same courtyard, Dorin. At least go say hello. You’ll be done in half an hour. The crepes aren’t ready anyway, we won’t be sitting down to eat for another forty minutes. And tell her we’re waiting for you with the dinner if she’s going to start telling stories, so she won’t keep you any longer.”

“Mom, I’ve wanted to tell you this for a long time, ever since you helped her get the movie with Angi: you don’t have to feel guilty.”

“I don’t feel guilty; she’s your aunt, so it’s normal to say hello to her.”

“Yes, you do, Mom,” I said more gently, without backing down.  You feel guilty because Uncle Tibi left her.

“That’s not true,” my mother protested sharply, proving I wasn’t wrong. “It’s such an old story! I can’t answer for my brother’s actions.”

“He compensated her, mother. He left her the house, the car, everything they had. You yourself said that after Angi’s death, Aunt Roji didn’t want to live anymore.”

My mother sighed and rubbed her eyes, as if exhausted:

“They went to the cemetery every day, for one full month. I think they even stayed overnight during the first week. Then Tibi had to go back to work, or would’ve been fired, and they were living off his salary... When he came home in the evening, nothing was done; she was still at the cemetery. She promised him she wouldn’t go anymore, but...” She paused. “No one can understand what’s in a mother’s heart.”

“OK, I know the story, there’s no point repeating it. You burned the crepe!”

I wiped my greasy fingers on the towel hanging on a hook and stepped out into the blinding midday light. The courtyard formed by the four duplexes looked exactly as it always had: sandy in the middle, green with chamomile around the edges. The only flowers were up high, along the balcony railings. I had to cross that space and enter my aunt’s house. I already imagined the dim air inside, the layers of blankets, curtains, and lace covering every corner of the apartment. When we were little, my friends—our neighbors Mihai, Daniel, Mircea, and Tica—and I would approach her doorstep cautiously. Sometimes she called us in to share homemade cookies. They were delicious, but we hesitated. An unnatural silence filled her apartment. Cool drafts slipped under the door, and if it was open, waves of lavender scented air wrapped around anyone who entered. I can’t explain why my childish mind linked that silence and that smell with the tragedy that had happened there. I had learned early on that my aunt once had a little girl whom she had ‘lost’ and somewhere in my mind lingered a vague idea  that little Angi might one day be found.

I checked my watch: 1:55 pm. I only had to endure half an hour. The sun beats down on my head, and suddenly I remembered how, hidden from the adults, I used to set papers on fire in the summer using the lens from a pair of glasses. I was fascinated by the idea that I could create fire out of nothing: the same sun, but focused through a lens, turned into flame. The lens felt like a miracle to me, a magic filter. 

As I climbed the stairs to my aunt’s door, I wondered how I would find her: knitting blindly while reading from the book propped up in front of her, or knitting while watching her movie. She opened the door just as I raised my hand to knock.

“I saw you coming, I was in the kitchen.”

“Hello, Auntie.”

“Come here and give me a kiss. Dorin, you’ve grown so much!”

I felt embarrassed, just as I had expected. I hoped she wouldn’t try to measure my height against the doorframe, the way she used to when I was little. I think, in a way, I felt guilty too, which was why I had blamed my mother. I was growing up, while Angi had faded away.

“My dear, I’ve missed you so much,” she said, gently pushing me toward the kitchen stool. “Sit down for a minute, I know you have to go to lunch, but I have something for you.”

I sat down obediently, the way I used to when she gave me a cookie or  asked me to hold a ball of yarn while she wound it into a skein. In the glass door of the kitchen cabinet was the same photograph of Angi, frozen forever at the age of five: a little blonde girl with curly hair, blue eyes, slightly slanted like a kitten’s and a small, delicate nose. Yes, I thought, she was the cousin I never had, but I didn’t miss her. I couldn’t have. She had died three years before I was born.

“Dorinel, my boy, this is for you,” my aunt said, handing me a small package.

“Thank you very much! What is it?”

“Don’t open it now. It’s one of those phones that have just come out. A cell phone.”

“Oh, thank you, Auntie! You shouldn’t have spent so much money!  It must have been very expensive.”

“No, don’t worry, dear, that doesn’t matter. You need one, like the other students, don’t you?”

“To be honest, I’ve only seen one before, and that was with a teacher.”

“Even better! Then you’ll be the first! The girl at the store was very nice. She wanted to show me how to use it, but I told her it wasn’t for me, it was for my nephew, who is a physics student. It also has a card, and then you can get a subscription, she said. You can go back to the store, to Unirea, and ask her, she was very kind. Now go on, they’re waiting for you with lunch.”

“Thank you very much, Aunt Roji,” I said again, hugging her, and stepped back into the blazing sun with the brick-sized package in my hands.

To be honest, I really liked that phone. It wasn’t until fall that Tica bought one for himself. Even so, the phone wasn’t given to me for nothing, though I didn’t realize it at the time. A few days later, I was in the courtyard after coming back from somewhere, when I heard my aunt calling me. I went over immediately, since I had the phone in my pocket. She served me a cold, delicious lemonade and told me she wanted to ask me something.

“Do you remember telling me once that my movie series floats in space around the Earth?” she asked carefully, sitting down on the other stool with her back to the window. I coughed to clear my throat, numb from the ice-cold lemonade. I was a physics student now. I was afraid to say something foolish. 

“Well, the truth is that television programs are transmitted by electromagnetic signals... This electromagnetic radiation behaves like any wave of its kind, traveling at the speed of light. I think I was joking when I told you that. I probably meant that a possible extraterrestrial civilization could intercept the signal and watch your series too.”

“Yes, exactly, exactly,” she agreed enthusiastically.

“Except that the latest research shows that waves degrade and attenuate, so I don’t know if they could travel far enough to actually encounter some...”

“You know that the movie with Angi was shown on TV,” she said, taking one step closer to what really interested her.

The film with Angi had been the center of her life since the little girl died. It was just a few shots taken in the city park years ago, when Old Man Frost (the Santa Claus of the communist golden era) came to hand out gifts to the children. Angi was probably the sweetest little girl in the entire crowd gathered around the stage where Old Man Frost had climbed. Her chic coat with fur on the collar and her playful hat with tassels, from under which her blonde curls peeked out, prompted the cameraman to film her with particular attention, and even the editors hadn’t had the heart to cut her out So there were about five minutes of footage of Angi climbing onto the stage next to the Old Man, whispering a poem, and receiving a gift. The recording ended with Angi approaching the camera and blowing a kiss like a little star. I knew the film by heart. We all did. Every member of the family had seen it several times. After 1989, the images of Angi were broadcast on TVR in a program about the children’s lives in that sadly remembered era, and Aunt Roji saw it. She went to Bucharest, where my mother had former college classmates with connections who were willing to help. My aunt returned happy, with a copy of the five-minutes recording. She made several copies of the precious tape. She bought a video camera. And from then on, she was always with her little girl. Aunt Roji talked to the screen as if Angi were in the room with her.

“Dorin, I want to show you something,” my aunt said solemnly after a few moments of silence, during which I felt she was evaluating me. We went into the living room. She motioned for me to sit down and started the videotape. I watched respectfully for the umpteenth time, trying to understand what crazy connections Aunt Roji had made between Angi’s images and the electromagnetic waves.

“Now pay attention!” she said quickly and started the tape again. While the little girl was reciting her poem to Santa, my aunt shouted:

“Angi!”

I startled and was stunned to see Angi turn her head toward the audience, as if listening. She took a few steps to the left. Santa froze, his hand still raised behind the child’s shoulders. Angi walked around the stage, stopped in a corner, and stood staring into space. Then the five minutes ended. I felt as if an electric current had passed through me, as if a small, dark grain of death had crossed the chambers of my heart. 

“It can’t be,” I stammered hoarsely. “The tape has been tampered with.”

“Take it out, rewind it, do whatever you want, start it again,” she encouraged me calmly. We watched the film again. It was unchanged. My palms were sweating, and I wiped them unconsciously on my pants.

“Talk to her if you want,” she urged me. But I just sat there, dazed.

“Angi, dear, wave to your cousin!” Angi immediately raised her hand, eagerly awaiting further instructions from her mother. There was something mechanical in the movement, something unnatural.

The images ended differently this time, with Angi in the center of the frame. I noticed that as soon as she connected with us, the other characters froze.

“It can’t be,” I murmured, as if trying to wake up from a bad dream.

“Angi is alive somewhere, isn’t she, Dorin? I can feel it,” my aunt declared passionately. “They found the images and somehow captured her soul, bringing her back to life.”

“If you believe that, why are you asking me? What if THEY just know how to alter images, and that’s all?

“No, no, they are too good to play with a mother’s heart. I watched the video so many times, I talked to Angi so much, that they heard me. Now they’re showing me she is fine. I read in a book that you can’t pick a flower without disturbing a star. Do you understand, dear Dorin? My repeated calls were heard.”

“That’s nonsense! This tape is recorded; it’s not a live broadcast.” Yes, I understand, these images were once broadcast... But her reaction is instantaneous; she wouldn’t have time... It’s absurd, I cut the air with my palm. From stunned silence, I moved to agitation, gesturing wildly, as if attacked by a swarm of wasps. We watched the video several more times, and it became increasingly clear to me that something strange, something impermissible, was happening. Something was wrong. Somewhere, my aunt’s voice was stirring an energy better left undisturbed. There was a knock at the door: the mailman had arrived, and my aunt went into the hallway. I rewound the tape and played it again from the beginning. Alone in the room, I gathered the courage to be ridiculous, whispered hoarsely:

“Angi!”

The little girl did not turn immediately, as she usually did when her mother called her. She slowed slightly as she approached Santa, who waited with open arms, then turned gracefully on her heel and looked straight at me with a sly smile, as if to say, “Finally!”. The smile terrified me. It wasn’t a child’s smile, not a five-year-old’s, but the arrogant, worldly smile of a diva. There was something malicious in it. The tape ended before my aunt returned, and I was glad she didn’t see it.

“There’s something out there sending me these images, isn’t there, Dorin?”

“Yes, it’s extraordinary,” I replied, telling her what she wanted to hear. “Mom doesn’t know, does she?” I asked hopefully. She confirmed she had told no one and wouldn’t tell anyone unless I decided otherwise.

“I was thinking we could establish a code to communicate with Angi, what do you think?”

“Yes,” I replied softly, backing toward the door. “I’ll call so we can talk more,” I promised, without knowing it was the last time I would see her.

That night I slept poorly. I was terrified I would dream of Angi, that she would call me in a low, deep voice, and that once  I heard it, I would do whatever she asked. By morning, fear evaporated and turn into anger toward my aunt. No way was I going to visit her again! When Daniel asked me later that day if I wanted to go camping in the mountains with him and four other boys, I agreed immediately. The next evening, I was sitting alone in front of the tent at Huda of Papara. The others had been asleep for two hours. I listened to the stream flowing through the gigantic cave and watched the long-tailed stars roll slowly across the sky. I had traveled all day, first on a rusty bus, then on foot, together, but I hadn’t really been with my friends. A parallel program kept running in my mind, replaying the story with Angi. What was happening with my aunt’s film? How were the images changing instantly? Was Angi alive? No, I told myself. Angi was not alive - she was animated. Someone was listening to us, listening to my aunt. A force, an energy, an external intelligence knew what we were saying. Somewhere in space or, perhaps very close to us, there was a filter that transformed the innocent images of the little girl into something evil. A filter capable of altering images, just as the lenses we played with as children could concentrate sunlight into a destructive force...

When I returned home a week later, I found my family in mourning: Aunt Roji had suffered a heart attack and died. I was her closest relative; she left me her house and everything in it. That summer, I finally gathered all the courage to enter the empty house alone. I removed the videotape from the VCR, collected the other copies she had made, and put them all in a plastic bag. At two in the morning, I went out into the yard, to the far corner where the neon light faded into murky gray and no curious neighbor could see me. I dug a hole and burried the tapes with Angi in it. Curiously, my parents never asked me about them.
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I examine the phone in the box again. The whiskey spilled on the tile floor has evaporated, and a faint distillery scent surrounds me like a halo. We think each of us lives in separate bubble, but that isn’t true. An invisible thread connects everything. My life is connected to my cousin’s unlived life. What I experienced changed my understanding of the world. After college, I choose research and continued my studies abroad. Quantum mechanics revealed to me the proven, indisputable fact of the universe’s relational structure: everything is connected to everything else. With decisive gestures, I remove the SIM card from my phone. My God, it’s the size of a bank card! I don’t want to receive any more messages from the ether anymore, especially not from dead relatives. I have spent my entire life trying to prove that what I witnesses with Angi was a natural phenomenon. Leptons—these elementary particles—seem to be carry all the information of the material universe. They are the filter can instantly alter images, nothing occult, nothing conscious. Just elementary particles. I throw the SIM card into the trash, put my old Nokia in the shoebox, and start picking up the shards of glass. I go downstairs and stop in the bathroom
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