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				Prologue:
						August 1997

				In the waning days of summer,
						Martha came to visit me at the cottage I rented every year in an
						old-fashioned family camp on Golden Pond in New Hampshire. It was shortly
						after our respective birthdays, which fell just a few days apart. She had
						spent hers in Maine with her friends Memrie and Charlotte. I had spent mine,
						as usual, onthe lake, with my daughters, Monica and Lara, and my
						friends Angela and Linn, who came with their children for a week to
						celebrate with us.

				The girls and I loved the place. We
						had some of our best times there: beautiful, uncomplicated days with family
						and friends, golden sunsets, and nights of loon calls and shooting stars.
						The water was calm for a lake that large, strewn with islands, most of them
						wildlife sanctuaries. Motorboat restrictions made it a paradise for canoeing
						and swimming, and the water was so clear you could see six or seven feet
						down, and so warm that it felt like slipping inside a second
					skin.

				An ash as large as the Norse World
						Tree guarded the dirt driveway. A weathered birch-bark camp sign with
						wood-burned lettering marked the entrance to Walhalla, as the summer camp
						was called.

				The center-chimney Adirondack
						Camp–style cottage had been in the same family for generations. The
						screened-in porch overlooked the lake. Flecks of mica found along hiking
						trails in the surrounding mountains shimmered at night, making it easier to
						see the contours of the path between the cottage and the private
						dock.

				The cottage was homey and clean, with
						knotty-pine paneling, rustic arts-and-crafts furniture, and walls lined with
						elm-wood shelves chock-full of classic novels and volumes of poetry, many of
						them early twentieth-century first editions. “1905”—the year the house was
						built—was carved into a corner of the impressive granite hearth of the large
						fieldstone fireplace. On its generous mantel were old copper kettles that we
						filled with cut flowers, an eclectic collection of candlesticks and oil
						lamps, and an antique toile-patterned tin box filled with matches to light
						the fire during the chilly evenings.

				The kitchen was simple but our meals
						were delicious and the mood joyful. We had no dishwasher, yet my friends and
						I never complained about doing dishes, what with the sounds of happy
						children playing in the living room, the well-deserved glass of wine for the
						mother on kitchen duty, and the cross-stitch sampler that hung above the
						sink:

				Thank God for dirty dishes; they have a
						tale to tell.

				While others may go hungry, we’re eating
						very well.

				With home, health, and happiness, I
						shouldn’t want to fuss;

				By the stack of evidence, God’s been very
						good to us.

				I was grateful to Martha for my
						happiness there. I owed it to her influence that I had acquired the capacity
						to make summers by the lake such a fabulous part of our family life. By
						example, she helped me recognize that I loved the physical effort that went
						into it. And Martha’s fearlessness gave me the courage to go live with small
						children in the woods. I was still married when I began taking my daughters
						there, thinking that if I gave my husband the space he so much seemed
						towant, I might save our marriage. However, the only men I invited to
						Walhalla were my friends George and Michel, who came with us on our first
						visit there, a weeklong celebration of my fortieth birthday.

				Now Martha had come to tell me she was
						in love.

				During Martha’s trip to Maine, Memrie
						Lewis, a tony landscape designer, had introduced Martha to the upper crust’s
						upper crust. Memrie had also introduced Martha to Skylands, the former home
						of Edsel and Eleanor Ford, a grand estate on a bluff soaring nearly four
						hundred feet over Seal Harbor, Maine. Once Martha saw the place, she knew
						she had to have it. Swept up by its pillars and post, she did what she was
						so good at doing: she quickly converted her larger, shapeless longings into
						a much more manageable mansion-yearning. From the moment Memrie and her
						fiancé, Charlie, landed their plane to drop Martha off with me, she could
						not stop talking about Skylands.

				Side by side in two Adirondack chairs,
						sipping red wine from glass goblets, we watched the scenic expanse of the
						lake in the light of a waxing moon, and listened to soul-stirring calls of
						the loons. As we sat on the dock, late that August night after my children
						had gone to bed, we spoke in low voices about how Martha might carry off the
						acquisition of Skylands. I had a highly successful real estate career, and I
						knew what moves she needed to make to pull off this larger-than-life
						scheme.

				Most of the time, Martha decided where
						we would eat, which movie we would see, what countries we would vacation in.
						“Let’s do—,” “Let’s see—,” “Let’s go—,” she would say. And, most of the
						time, I followed. This was one of those rare moments when Martha needed my
						opinion to make the grand decision.

				It had happened once before that year,
						when she told me about her daring plan to buy her company back from
						TimeWarner, the corporation that held all of Martha Stewart Living
						Enterprises magazines, books, and a mail-order catalog. It was February, and
						we had seen a movie, and then stopped for our usual late-night bite at the
						Sherwood Diner. Martha didn’t like to eat in diners, but there weren’t many
						options for decent, clean food close to home at that hour in Westport, our
						sleepy Connecticut commuter town. It was there that Martha confided to me a
						high-stakes strategy that she and Sharon Patrick, who for the past few years
						had been helping Martha reorganize her company, had been devising behind
						closed doors: a strategy that would show my friend Martha at her best. She
						always had the ability to sit back, ponder, plan, and then choose her
						actions in ways that were at once creative and astute.

				On that cold winter night, Martha
						seemed calm, composed, and her eyes had the sparkle I knew so well. This was
						the sparkle that came when Martha had a line of attack, when she saw the
						curve coming and no one else did, and I loved her for it.

				“So tell me what you think,” I recall
						her saying, leaning in toward me across the table. And then she told me
						about the meeting she and Sharon had planned for the following day. It was
						not so much a meeting as a daring venture that, if successful, could bring
						Martha’s career several steps forward.

				Early the next morning, she and Sharon
						were going to present TimeWarner with a request for further investment in
						several new magazines that Martha wanted to launch. If they refused, as
						Martha and Sharon expected they would, Sharon, with her diplomatic silver
						tongue, would ask them to allow Martha to buy herself out. Sharon felt
						certain that TimeWarner would take the offer, but Martha wasn’t so sure. We
						ate our Greek salads, sipped chamomile tea, and wondered. If they did agree
						to a buyout, she would be free. But who would catch her if she
						fell?

				I understood her concerns, the “what
						ifs.”

				“I think it’s a brilliant idea,” I
						said. “It’s exciting, Martha! You know what your readers want much better
						than TimeWarner does. They judge your magazines based on the publishing
						business as a whole.”

				“Which is dismal. The magazine
						business is tanking.”

				“So buy yourself back cheaply and get
						those guys out of your life.”

				The next day, after the meeting,
						Martha called me as she was getting in the car with Sharon. Martha’s voice
						was totally ebullient. It had all worked out as Sharon predicted. Martha was
						a free woman.

				“Congratulations!” I said. “You did
						it.”

				We laughed, Martha harder than
						I.

				So now, in mid-August, a
						few weeks before her TimeWarner deal was due to close, Martha came to Golden
						Pond with a new plan.

				Knowing how she could be blinded by
						love at first sight, Martha wanted to bring me to see Skylands, this
						wondrous property, immediately. We both knew that, because of the buyout, it
						was not the best time for Martha to buy a house, especially a fifth
						expensive house. Since February, Martha and Sharon had been scurrying to
						raise about $75 million of what Martha called “internally generated capital”
						in order to complete her TimeWarner deal.

				Martha also knew that I understood the
						symbolic value of her owning Skylands—it would give her social credibility
						in the rarified world to which she aspired. She needed someone whose opinion
						she trusted, someone who loved her enough to tell her when she was making a
						mistake. Because by then, with all the fame and power she had accumulated,
						only the few who really loved Martha still dared to be frank.

				I listened to her long recitations
						filled with collections and details of Skylands’ appointments, and each time
						she recounted another extraordinary feature, I nodded in understanding or
						acquiescence. The twelve-bedroom, three-story house was made of pink
						granite, and had large patios and terraces surrounding it. The property
						included several outbuildings, notably a guesthouse, a playhouse, a stable
						with upstairs maids’ quarters, a mechanic’s garage, and a desanctified
						church large enough to host a sizeable wedding. All of this nestled on more
						than sixty acres of woodlands overlooking the harbor.

				“And Mrs. Ford’s Orange Fitzhugh china
						looked like a service for twenty,” Martha said.

				Near midnight, the wind began to blow,
						and the lake responded, its waters going choppy. We shivered, and pulled the
						single blanket we shared tighter around us.

				“Listen,” I said then. She turned
						toward me, expectant, as if I were about to make some pronouncement
						regarding her acquisition dreams, but I shook my head: no. Listen. From deep
						in the center of a New Hampshire night, we heard the loons again, only this
						time with a ratcheted up intensity of furious trilling and guttural
						tremolos.

				“Threatened nest. Calling for its
						mate,” I whispered.

				Skimming the inky surface of the lake
						toward the loon-laughter coming from Squaw Cove, our gaze stopped at a scene
						of high drama. Near the shore of an island, in a pool of light cast by the
						low-hanging, chunky moon, were two loons rising upright in the water. They
						were facing each other, seemingly engaged in a dance and a dissonant duet of
						spine-chilling yodeling. Our eyes glued on the eerie performance, we watched
						as the birds, like ballet dancers changing step, went from their
						confrontational “penguin-dance” to “rowing” across the lake propelled by
						their large wings, following each other, splashing along as they gained
						speed.

				Then the moon glided beyond the cliffs
						of the White Mountains, and the magic show disappeared in the dark, leaving
						behind the haunting echoes of scuttering sounds. Out of the shadows, the
						long, lupine howls of a loon trying to locate its loved one pierced the
						night.

				Where are you? Come to me!

				The answer reverberated across the
						distance with the mate’s loud wailing: Here I come.

				After a volley of questions and
						replies, the loon pair began a nocturnal chorus of sustained tremolos, and
						from some place we could not see we heard the awesome flapping of immense
						wings. They would, we assumed, meet at the nest.

				Martha’s attention was divided, half
						on the house she wanted, half on the loons. “I’m listening,” I remember her
						saying, as a bright Perseid meteor streaked across the moonless, starry sky.
						“I’m listening.”

				And indeed she was, leaning slightly
						forward in her seat, as though stretching toward the sound with a longing I
						know something about. We were two divorcées who had pledged to wait it out,
						because somewhere across some lake sat our soul mates, and we wouldn’t
						settle for anything less. In the meantime, we had each other.
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				1

				Martha at the Gate

				The attractive blond intruder,
						wearing a conservative button-down shirt and pleated khaki shorts that came
						to just above her knees, stood next to her bike in front of our garden gate
						and peered in. My fiancé and I were having a Memorial Day party on our
						Westport grounds, two acres with a large lawn, landscaped gardens, old and
						new trees, a covered loggia, and a garden terrace. Enclosed by stone walls,
						the property could be entered via the main gate or the garden gate, which
						was open under a cascade of fragrant wisteria blossoms. The preppie-looking
						lady walked her bike right through.

				Two other couples, friends from
						Manhattan, had come to spend the long weekend. It was Sunday afternoon, and
						warm in the East Coast way of May, the summer perennials putting out petals
						and the tips of green leaves, coaxed ahead by the sunny soil. There were
						bees fat from early bee balm, and good-fortune ladybugs plump with aphids.
						We had just finished lunch and were lounging on comfortable chaises, sipping
						chilled Chablis Premier Cru, passing back and forth sections of the Sunday
						New York Times,
						the discarded pages in a fluttering heap under the glass-topped terrace
						table. Our new puppy, Attila the Hun, an adorable golden brown Vizsla—all
						legs, ears, and personality—had fallen asleep on my lap.

				I put him down and walked toward our
						new visitor. As I approached, she stared at me. I had never seen a woman’s
						eyes look at me with such intensity—her gaze seemed to reflect a masculine
						dominance, feminine competitiveness, and a child’s curiosity all at once. I
						saw her eyes sweep across my body, take me in, process me, my youth, my
						shorts, my high heels. I had colored my copper-chestnut hair a brave bright
						blond and wore my long locks down, or in a carefree twist held to my head
						with a found stick. While most of the American women I knew in the early
						1980s sported preppie outfits that suggested “proper,” I was more interested
						in “chic.” I was comfortable with my body and, like many European women of
						my age, I grew up inspired by images from French-Italian cinema and
						influenced by the British Mod subculture of the hyper-cool.

				I saw the slightest shadow ripple
						across her face, and then just as quickly she brightened up. “Hi,” she said
						with willful cheerfulness. “I’m Martha. Your neighbor. Thought I might stop
						for a glass of water before biking up the hill to my house.”

				I invited her to sit down with us, but
						she declined. I called out, “Everyone, this is our neighbor, Martha,” then
						went inside to get her some water. When I came out, she was still standing
						rigidly near the gate, holding her bike with one hand, with everyone
						watching. By that simple act of staying where she was, she had managed to
						disrupt our party and make herself the focus of everyone’s
					attention.

				She sipped her water and then said,
						“I’d heard a handsome bachelor doctor had just moved in here. I thought I
						might come by to meet him.”

				That handsome bachelor doctor, of
						course, was my fiancé. Now I understood why she had been appraising
						me.

				She began listing her accomplishments
						as though she were reading from a curriculum vitae, and loud enough for
						everyone on the terrace to hear her. She told us she was married, but her
						husband was away (lonely, I thought), and that she ran a catering business
						and was about to have a cookbook published.

				I remember thinking that her sudden
						appearance was somehow surreal, like a blue-sky window in a René Magritte
						painting. Researchers have found that first impressions play a huge role in
						whom we will later choose for friends, employees, even mates. If this is so,
						then my experience contradicts these findings. If you had told me this woman
						would become one of my closest friends for twenty years, that she would be
						the driving force behind a lifetime’s worth of adventures, that her
						signature would become so intertwined with mine that even now, the
						friendship over, my name is impossible to disentangle from her shadow, I
						would have said, trying out my American slang, “No way.”

				Yet I heard myself ask, “Would you
						like to join us for dinner this evening?”

				Martha turned to look at me and I saw
						in her luxuriously velvet brown eyes a deep longing combined with something
						swift and sharp as she graciously accepted the invitation. Her voice had a
						silky slide to it.

				She drained the last of the water,
						then held the glass out in the air,as if expecting one of the men to
						take it from her. Long seconds passed as none of them made a move, so I
						relieved her of the glass, conscious of saving an awkward moment. I had no
						idea how many times I would see this scene with the glass replayed, how
						typical it was of Martha.

				The party had gone silent during her
						brief visit, but as soon as she left it was as if some spell had been lifted
						and our friends kicked back into action, whooping with laughter—She came to meet the handsome bachelor doctor! To my fiancé,
						they said, What’s the diagnosis for women seeking to quench their thirst at the new neighbor’s house when her own house is just a few doors up the street?

				But my fiancé looked thoughtful and
						embarrassed. He scratched the side of his chin, then cracked a grin. “Just
						what the world needs,” he said. “Another cookbook.”

				When Martha came back that
						night, she was dazzling in her finest pearls. She was dressed as if out for
						a night at The Ritz, a bit too fancy for our informal Sunday-night dinner
						party.

				We served coq au vin with a delicious
						Burgundy. When Martha asked if I’d made the dinner, my fiancé gave his
						standard answer, “Mariana is the spice, I am the cook.” Our friends laughed
						and raised their glasses. Despite a strong breeze that night, Martha seemed
						completely unruffled; not a single strand stirred on her head. Yet her eyes
						seemed to devour the scene with great concentration. Her smile seemed too
						carefully carved. In the flickering candlelight, her too-white teeth made me
						think of ivory chessmen on a board, moving in a game of skill and strategy
						rooted in war. Yet there was nothing the least bit bellicose about Martha.
						She was friendly in a girl-gabby kind of way. She told us that she was alone
						over Memorial Day because Andy, her husband, was in Patagonia.

				This caught my attention. Patagonia!
						Despite the fact that I was, for all intents and purposes, living in a
						distant land, less than two years in America after fleeing Communist
						Romania, I hadn’t lost my wanderlust. While I enjoyed the privilege that
						came with living in Westport, and was in love, I already felt stifled by
						suburbia and I secretly longed to escape the confines of ordinary life. So
						ardent was that longing that not for a moment did I think of the legendary
						lesson taught to us by Faust, whose desire for wonder and discovery led him
						to enter into the infamous pact that brought him temptations and ruin. Over
						lunch at my job, as I bit into my crusty bread and pâté de foie gras, I
						would fantasize about the wild lands I wanted to explore, the ruins and
						temples I yearned to walk through, the woodland streams I might drink from,
						where the water was cool with mountain-melted snow and tasted of treetops
						lost in layers of clouds.

				While people in Westport certainly
						traveled, they did not go, as a rule, to places like Patagonia, and so I
						immediately knew I wanted to meet Andy Stewart, who seemed like a remarkable
						person well before I ever laid eyes on him. Born into a wealthy and highly
						educated American family, a graduate of the Yale School of Law, he was a
						partner at the publishing house Stewart, Tabori & Chang. The company had
						recently been founded by former executives at Abrams, a respected
						illustrated book publisher where Andy had been president.

				“Patagonia!” I said, and looked at
						Martha across the table. She nodded, and smiled slowly.

				“Patagonia,” she said again, looking
						not at me but above me, her gaze sad and searching, as if perhaps trying to
						locate her man wherever he was.

				The week after Memorial Day
						went by fast. In the mornings my fiancé and I went off to the hospital where
						we had met and continued to work. We left at different times, according to
						our separate schedules. I would soon discover the downside of working with a
						soon-to-be-spouse—the clash of our intimacy on the one hand with the forced
						formality of demanding occupations on the other, he as a vascular surgeon
						and I as a biomedical engineer. Our paths rarely crossed during the day, for
						he was operating in brightly lit surgery rooms in one part of the hospital,
						and I toiled in computer labs in another, analyzing the data his patients’
						tests produced.

				I loved my job. It called on my
						greatest strengths and fierce concentration. Although I had a wide range of
						interests from fashion to the arts to evolutionary psychology, writing
						computer code that expressed no emotion but contained within its structure
						amazing possibilities for detection, theory, point of view, captivated my
						imagination. During the day, I was consumed with my work, which, as time
						went by, expanded to contain analyses of blood gases, ratios of respiratory
						functions, the structuring of computer programs to screen out cancer’s false
						hot spots and, simultaneously, to find their real ones.

				I saw cancer cells that were bunched
						tightly together, as if packed in a floral ball. I studied hot cores, bright
						scatters, elongated knots of tumors clustered like stars among interstellar
						clouds in close-up pictures of faraway galaxies, their density directly
						proportional to the frailty of the patient who bore its brunt.

				In our free time, my fiancé and I did
						lots of things together, so I was busy with doing and being. I lived in a free country, I
						read whatever I wanted, I traveled, I had amazing friends, and most of all,
						for the first time in my life, I was in love in the right place at the right
						time.

				A week after the Memorial Day dinner
						party, almost to the day, the phone rang. It was Martha. Her husband, Andy,
						was back from Patagonia. Dinner. Would you like to come? We would love to!—and, best of all, I would get to meet
					Andy.

				We pulled up the short, straight drive
						at Turkey Hill. Getting out of the car on one of those light lavender
						evenings peculiar to summers on the East Coast, I could smell, coming from
						somewhere, the scent of a garden, made all the more seductive by its elusive
						trail. I looked around, trying to find the flowers, but I could not see them
						at first.

				Little did I know how many sources for
						these aromas there were. Turkey Hill was no ordinary Westport abode. After
						they purchased it as a dilapidated farmhouse in 1972, the Stewarts had made
						the place their own work of art, washing this cherished canvas with color
						after color in search of just the right hue, swiping away any mistakes with
						the equivalent of an artist’s oil-soaked rag, and starting again, brush by
						brush, brick by brick, garden upon garden upon orchard upon orchard. We were
						not dining with our neighbors in their home, we were dining with neighbors who
						were their
						home. The Stewarts were one with Turkey Hill.

				Because it was the beginning of June
						when we first went to dinner at Turkey Hill, the long day cast a soft pink
						light over the gorgeous property. The place could properly be called an
						estate, bringing to mind the setting of Eugene O’Neill’s Mourning Becomes Electra. Like the
						Mannon residence on the outskirts of a small New England seaport town,
						Turkey Hill had extensive grounds, a greenhouse, an orchard, and large
						flower gardens (which I got to see the following morning when we were
						invited back for a daylight tour of the place, with its pool, barn, and
						chicken coop that Martha, with charming humor, referred to as the
						palais du poulet).

				Most flower gardens, despite the
						images propagated by gardening magazines, are less a show of color than a
						display of life and death, with some perennials blooming too early, others
						too late, the coordination promised in the planting packets never quite
						coming through. Not Martha’s. Her flowers were magnificent, in concert, and
						bloomed before anyone else’s, as though there were some isolated precocious
						microclimate at Turkey Hill. It may have been the property’s position on the
						hill, or just Martha’s luck that caused her peonies—some of my favorite
						flowers—to put on such a show. Her tree peonies were three to four feet tall
						and had the largest blossoms I had ever seen: some deep red, almost black,
						and fragrant, with silky petals that formed a delicate crown for the large
						cluster of golden yellow stamen; the dramatic fuchsia ones with a subtle
						fragrance; and pink Hanakisoi. As we toured Martha’s garden in the cool of
						the evening, she showed us all her plants, pronouncing every name correctly,
						like Hah-nah-khi-soy, their lush heads drooping as though doped, the ruff of
						pale petals mysteriously supported by the verdant cluster of
					leaves.

				The setting was splendorous, even
						theatrical, but when the door swung open and we stepped inside the house, I
						felt claustrophobic, as if I were in a museum. Homes have hearts, and one
						need not venture very far into them to hear how they beat. The heart of the
						Stewart home, in contrast with the lively gardens outside, beat slowly, and
						low, like a fog horn on a day thick with drizzly mist.

				Or so I thought. Several seconds into
						my first visit, Martha and Andy’s home revealed itself to have several
						hearts, each with a beat distinct from the next. If the main pump had a
						somewhat sad sound, the peripheral pulses in the array of rooms that
						sprawled throughout the farmhouse had somehow clung to their own unique
						rhythms, thus making color, fun, laughter, even love possible in certain
						spots.

				But I didn’t dwell much on the
						Stewarts’ abode, because a house is ultimately a shell. I was curious about
						the sort of people who might make their shelter into a museum, the mandate
						of which, above all else, is to not touch.

				I took to Andy Stewart
						immediately. He was a love of a man, keenly intelligent but with a
						generosity of spirit so strong you could bask in his knowledge and never
						once feel inadequate, or afraid of asking a question that would reveal your
						ignorance. Andy opened the door for us that evening, ushered us in, and I
						could immediately sense his energetic spirit. Successful entrepreneur, world
						traveler, he was still so much more than the sum of these accomplishments.
						There exist in the world a few extraordinarily special people and Andy was
						one of them.

				Andy led us down a hallway into the
						kitchen. As soon as we stepped over the threshold, it was as if we had
						stepped into a whole new house. Leaving behind the stark, formal, and chilly
						abode, we found ourselves in an open kitchen suffused with a warm glow, a
						table elegantly set in front of the large, dark stone fireplace where a fire
						was crackling away, and above the mantel a Hudson River Valley painting.
						Martha was cooking at the stove, stirring with a huge wooden spoon. Above
						and around her, hanging from hooks, were copper pots, their bottoms lustrous
						in the low, rich light. From another part of the ceiling hung baskets, and
						on the shelves were displays of clay pots, pretty dishes, and Depression
						glass. As I took domesticity for granted and lived on love, not food, I had
						little appreciation for all that luxury and refinement. It was so beautiful
						it seemed staged, and an odd feeling came over me. I felt outside, detached,
						unreal.

				“I feel,” I said to Andy, “like we are
						in a Soutine painting.”

				I was thinking of his Carcass of Beef, for which Soutine
						kept a rotting animal carcass in his studio, much to the displeasure of his
						neighbors. And indeed the kitchen had a gleam of abstract expressionism.
						Andy looked at me with his warm eyes and nodded, and then he told a tale
						about Soutine, one of many painters he knew a lot about.

				I listened to Andy talk. He was the
						first person I met in America who shared my liking of the Russian writer
						Mikhail Bulgakov’s Master and Margarita. He lent me his copy so I could read it in English.
						The sheer volume of his knowledge convinced me, right then and there, that
						of the four of us, he was the most impressive.

				I heard the whisking of Martha’s
						stirring spoon. I heard the wind walking through the trees beyond the open
						windows. Suddenly the evening was alive with good food and good hosts and
						good fun. The meal was excellent, as delicious as watching its preparation
						had been. Andy was taster supreme. Martha used the dinner party as an
						occasion to try out recipes for her upcoming book, Entertaining. Holding
						long-handled spoons out to her husband, spoons brimming with rich red broths
						or tasty stewed juices in which floated tender hunks of choice meats, Martha
						would patiently wait while Andy took the spoon from her hand and, touching
						his lip to the spoon’s edge, take in the complex matrix of flavors. I could
						almost hear him deconstruct in his mind: pepper, parsley, nutmeg. Martha waited for his
						assessment, which she trusted so completely it was endearing.

				“Salt,” Andy finally pronounced. “It
						needs more salt.” Or just a smidge more thyme, a sprinkling of rosemary, a
						slice of shallot, a mince of garlic—no, not the store-bought
						kind. The
						Stewarts grew their own garlic, and Martha could pull a fresh bunch of bulbs
						from one of her many pantries, and, after splitting each one with the side
						of her powerful fist, expertly wield her knife and sever the cloves so
						delicately that every segment fainted flat on her cutting board.

				I watched, fascinated. I noticed that
						my fiancé, standing next to me, was equally taken in. This was unlike
						anything I’d ever seen between a couple before. We were witnessing the
						intimacies of a marriage, and more. We were witnessing two artists at work.
						For me, who had always pooh-poohed cooking as work for women under domestic
						duress, that night was transformative.

				The abundance of spices, the tangy
						sauce took me back to the scented shadow of the apricot tree that grew in
						the perennially blooming flower beds of my childhood home. Those gardens
						were even more magical than Martha’s, for my grandmother had resurrected
						every shredded peony, each torn tulip from the bomb-blackened ruins of World
						War II, which had turned my Romania into a landscape of charcoal and
						chiaroscuro. In my grandmother’s hands, flowers parted their petals and
						melons yielded their flesh—plus all their seeds, which she scooped from the
						cut halves and then flung back over the loam, yielding her still more fruit,
						more flavors, year after year, and long past the time when the Communists
						came. They could not take away my grandmother’s secret ways with seeds or
						sauces, or the fact that even the most ravaged soil loved her touch. As did
						I.

				In some strange way, just as the
						survivors of World War II returned to their homes with so much hope, and the
						keenest caution, so too, after that first night, I was drawn back to the
						Stewarts’ kitchen, so I might watch (and taste) what I had long thought a
						menial chore rise up to the ranks of art. In secret, I thought of the
						Romanian word dor: the feeling of nostalgic longing for something
						that, or someone who, might be forever lost.

				On a tour of the house, Andy described
						the renovations they had made over the years. I met their cats, draped like
						minks over couches, or shooting from hidden corners. During dinner, Harry,
						Martha’s impressive and leonine chow chow, with his ruff of silky, shaggy
						fur, his cinnamon-colored coat, and his impressive purple-black tongue, lay
						on the floor near my feet. I reached down and scratched his head, feeling
						the contours of his skull.

				Back in the kitchen, I commented on
						the beauty of the pots Martha was using, glazed clay pots of simple form
						with flat bases and flaring rims. And that is when she started talking, her
						words working on me like a spell. I listened to the stories of the pots that
						Martha and Andy had brought home from the Moroccan markets. I could smell
						the kabobs, hear the humming of traffic, see the stand of the potter who
						molded the soil into shapes, and then covered his creation with glazes of
						exotic traditions.

				We sat at their beautiful kitchen
						table in front of the fireplace, and Martha and Andy took turns throughout
						the meal entertaining us with tales of their world travels, from Morocco to
						Japan to France. I told the story of my escape from Romania. My fiancé told
						the story of his service in Vietnam.

				Having finished his surgical training
						in England, he had come to the United States for advanced training in
						cardiovascular surgery at the Mayo Clinic. The Vietnam conflict was still
						raging. Since the American military had an urgent need for surgical staff,
						he was called to service as soon as he arrived in the country. But he was
						determined to complete his advanced training and petitioned the local
						Selective Service Office in Rochester, Minnesota, for a deferment, vowing to
						volunteer for service in Vietnam as soon as his training was finished. To
						his amazement, the deferment was granted. As my fiancé explained that night,
						this great country had so much respect for individual preferences that it
						even respected someone who was not yet a citizen. Once he completed his
						surgical training, he went to Vietnam.

				As we sat around their kitchen table
						in front of the fireplace with our empty dinner dishes, he said, “I had a
						premonition.” What? I looked at this man I would soon marry, and I
						understood there is so much you cannot know about another human
						being.

				“I had a premonition,” he said, “that
						I would not come back alive. I ordered a handmade tuxedo so I could be
						buried properly, and packed it with my favorite book and a bottle of
						bourbon.”

				The room had fallen into a
						hush.

				Then Martha spoke, her voice cracking
						the mood.

				“Did you eat dog meat over there?” she
						asked.

				The question jarred me. It was, at the
						very least, wildly out of context.

				“Dog meat,” Martha said again, her
						countenance cool, almost cruel, especially because she could see the pain in
						his eyes. She went on to explain how the Vietnamese have many culinary
						delights made with dog meat.

				“And the dogs,” she said, “are
						sometimes tortured before slaughter.”

				Andy then stepped in to save the
						evening.“Come,” he said, breaking the awkward silence that followed, his
						voice the color of sun-thickened honey.

				He led us from room to room, and
						suddenly the Stewarts were doing their duet again, charming us, enchanting
						us with stories of their travels, story after story, country after country,
						the whole globe, it seemed, spilling from their lips.

				They showed us their dining room
						chandelier. As a discrete object, it surpassed loveliness. Yet for me that
						chandelier was a revelation not just because of its innate beauty, its
						stateliness and self-composure as it hung, so still, from the dining room
						ceiling, at once radiating light and at the same time drawing its glow back
						into its body. For me it was the Stewarts’ showing off their chandelier that
						was inspiring.

				The handsome crystal chandelier had
						been given to the couple by Andy’s mother. Most people, upon pointing out a
						favored object in their home, would have simply communicated this shred of
						history and stopped there. But Martha, who began the story of the light,
						continued, standing in its hand-cut glass-and-crystal glow as she described
						the story of this light with obvious passion. With Martha pausing at points
						that seemed almost rehearsed so that Andy could step in and pick up the
						trailing root of her sentence, they told us why that particular fixture was
						absolutely appropriate for the historicity of their home. They had sought
						out the perfect fixture, bypassing hundreds of gorgeous chandeliers that
						were somehow not “quite right.” The “right one” had to fit the original
						architecture of their 1805 colonial-style farmhouse and its elegant
						simplicity. It had to have a cast-bronze frame, and be magnificent but not
						very large, to suit the proportions of the dining room. It had to have a
						certain kind and quality of leaded crystals, prisms, and hand-blown
						bobeches. And behold, here it was.

				We then came to a large oil painting
						hanging on their dining room wall. The Stewarts told the story of how they
						had found it in an antique gallery in France, how Martha had purchased it,
						only to then learn that the French government was loath to let them take it
						from France due to export laws that forbade cultural treasures and
						antiquities from being carried out of the country.

				The fact that the Stewarts prevailed
						through what must have been an intense negotiation was testimony to their
						drive, and perhaps their canniness. They’d cleared all the obstacles and
						gone through the trouble and expense of shipping the painting across the
						Atlantic. They’d gone, if not through hell then certainly high water, to
						bring this“eighteenth-century” canvas to their walls, where it now hung
						center-stage, a statement for sure.

				But what really surprised me was the
						subject of the picture itself: Jupiter, in the form of a cloud, embraces an
						ecstatic Io. The scene, copied from Correggio’s Jupiter and Io, was inspired by Ovid’s classic
						Metamorphoses, in which the god and philanderer Jupiter, hoping
						to hide his love affair from his ever-vigilant wife, turns the world to fog
						and mist, which then becomes the blanket for his and princess Io’s illicit
						lovemaking. Io is clearly enraptured, her eyes fixed on her lover. Jupiter,
						having left his wife, comes down, feathery, to touch Io’s glowing rosy
						flesh.

				“I fell in love with the painting,”
						Martha said, her voice oddly flat.

				It was late now. Time to go
						home.

				“Is it strange,” I said as we got back
						into the car, “to make infidelity the focal point of your home with your
						husband?”

				I don’t remember his reply. We were
						tired. We were intrigued with our hosts, a bit wary but impressed, not only
						with Andy’s vast oceans of knowledge but by their home and their
						flair.

				And the dinner had been
						delicious.

			

		

	
		
			
				2

				Coming to America

				On the day I met Martha, I’d
						been in this new country not even two years. In that short time, I had
						undergone a transformation from Romanian political refugee to biomedical
						engineer and mistress of a lovely home in Westport, Connecticut, one of New
						York’s most exclusive suburbs. My fiancé and I had begun living together not
						long before our Memorial Day gathering. Our house was not typical of
						Westport. Built in the 1930s by the American ambassador to Italy, it was
						almost an ode to the magic of Tuscany; everything from its stucco arches to
						its sun room wall fountain exuded the romance of loggias and villas and
						Puccini’s Messa under the domes of the world’s most gorgeous
						churches. I was blessed. I’d come to the States with nothing but had wound
						up with a job I loved and a man I loved more, a handsome doctor, himself
						having emigrated from Poland some twenty years before. I felt I was living
						the quintessential if somewhat clichéd American Dream.

				There was no traffic in Westport, no
						smoke or soot or subways. The houses, many of them anyway, had the kind of
						poshness only the really rich can afford. Westport was filled with two kinds
						of wealth: the venture-capital kind and the more bohemian kind accrued by
						successful artists, filmmakers, and writers. The homes of the businessmen
						were very different from the homes of the artists, but they all had one
						thing in common: a lawn.

				I had never seen one in Romania. We
						had grass, and it grew where it rightly should, in meadows or pastures or
						mountain crevasses, and we had patios or terraces made of veined slabs of
						stone. A lawn, a controlled and chemically treated fabric of green that
						unrolls from front steps to curb, tended to with fume-spewing, gas-guzzling,
						hellishly noisy machines—I found that very odd. But I would come to admire
						them and cultivate my own, despite the continuing ambivalence about the
						exorbitant environmental price we pay to enjoy their beauty.

				I’m sure the elegance I was surrounded
						with was heightened by its stark contrast with my past.

				I came to America in 1979 and watched
						through the 1980s as the country feasted on its wealth: me, Mariana, an
						escapee from a Communist country where a ripe apple or piece of fresh cheese
						had become as rare as rubies, or freedom. Here I learned what freedom could
						smell like. Freedom smelled like the popcorn in movie theaters showing any
						film you might like to see. Freedom smelled like a library book, on its
						inside cover a pasted tab stamped with dates suggesting all the hands that
						have held it. Freedom smelled like the glorious main branch of the New York
						Public Library on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan, with its muscular pillars and
						the starch-white statues of the guardian lions Patience and Fortitude, or
						like my small suburban library where the wood flooring preserved beneath the
						polyurethane glowed gold. I could read anything in America: books by Freud
						or Nabokov or Ionesco, or even Communication with Extraterrestrial Intelligence by Carl Sagan. My first years here, I devoured
						books like M&Ms.

				I had escaped Communist Romania, but
						had to leave behind my entire family, my heritage, my friends, my loves, my
						life, the country where I had joyously played as a child in my grandfather’s
						fields while the peasants labored, sometimes bringing us luscious wild
						strawberries gathered in the forest, a voluntary token of their respect for
						my grandfather.

				The last kings of Romania were long
						gone by the time I was born. Land reforms of 1945 resulted in the
						confiscation of the aristocracy’s lands, and King Michael abdicated under
						pressure from the Communists in 1947. I grew up thinking of the
						intelligentsia, often the children of the expropriated aristocracy, as being
						the nobility. In my schema, there were old noble families here, peasants
						over there, workers on the other side, gypsies at the outskirts of town. Not
						a perfect place, Romania, but it was my place. It was where I savored my
						mother’s love, where I saw my first snow, blown by the winds that came from
						the Siberian plains and made our winters long and sharp as shards of glass.
						Romania has some of the only old-growth forests left on this planet, with
						towering trees and silver streams—a delicious surprise as they emerged from
						the carpet of thick moss while I hiked through the woods when I was twelve
						years old, with my sister and cousins on our way to sleep at the old stone
						monastery, where the monks chanted to a great god, in a great land, in a
						time before Communism came.

				Communism did not come all at once,
						but rather like a fever, bit by bit. The primary objective of the
						Soviet-imposed Communist government that came to power in 1945 was to
						eliminate the opposition. The war contributed to the new government’s
						successful accomplishment of this goal, as many of the old regime’s ruling
						elite had either been killed in action or emigrated to the West. During
						World War II, the Axis armies marched across Romania, toward Russia, then
						after its defeat in the Battle of Stalingrad in the winter of 1942–1943,
						when the front turned, many of the surviving aristocracy left with the
						retreating German forces as the Red Army approached. Some escaped overseas,
						others got out through convoluted strategies, like my boyfriend Dan’s
						parents did. His father had held a position in the Romanian government
						before 1945. Having just found out that she was carrying a child, Dan’s
						mother, a medical doctor, convinced her husband not to take a chance at
						sharing the fate of his colleagues, but instead leave Bucharest with her to
						livein a remote village where no one knew them. Using her maiden
						name,she went to work at a faraway hospital, to which she commuted
						several hours every day via three different buses for the rest of her
						career. Many among the elite who stayed became political prisoners: writers,
						scientists, lawyers, priests, students, superior officers of the Royal Army
						and Air Force, and members of former political cabinets. The process was
						swift: false accusations, summary judgments, incarcerations, executions.
						Between 1945 and 1964, the number of political prisoners in Romania
						surpassed 1,000,000. It was common knowledge that the prisons for political
						
detainees were planned and organized for slow and deliberate
						extermination through physical andpsychological torture. By the time I
						was born, in 1953, most members of the intellectual and upper classes had
						been murdered or had gone missing, and the Communist government had
						confiscated houses, land, mills, farms, and forests.

				Before I was born, my father worked in
						a coal mine for one year to “prove” his allegiance to the working class in
						whose name the Communists asserted their power. But in a veiled attempt to
						voice his pro-American position on the Cold War, my father named me, his
						firstborn, after the Mariana Islands, the place in the Pacific Ocean from
						where the Americans had deployed the atomic bomb. However, by the time the
						1956 Hungarian revolution against the Russian occupation was bloodily
						smothered by Soviet tanks, my name was all that remained of my father’s
						anti-Soviet protest. By then a family man responsible for his wife and two
						daughters, he had traded in ideological aspirations for survival, and became
						a member of the local Communist Party in order to secure a job commensurate
						with his professional qualifications. Yet we were still watched. When I took
						piano and ballet lessons in elementary school, my father was reprimanded for
						it, and told he should put more emphasis on teaching me conformity.
						Throughout my childhood, there were arrests, killings, political detentions,
						or deportations of those resisting nationalization, expropriation, forced
						collectivization, crop and livestock requisitions. When collectivization was
						finished in 1962, the impounding of horses began, by which the animals were
						seized from their owners, brutally killed, cut up, and fed mostly to pigs.
						Millions of horses were murdered, as the noble equines represented to the
						Communist government the old, feudal way of life.

				For much of the 1950s, however, it was
						still possible to find a privately owned store, and one might still have a
						housekeeper if one called her “comrade.” My grandfather was able to retain
						part of his farmland in the historical Romanian province of Moldavia near
						the eastern Carpathian Mountains. I looked forward all year to spending
						summers with my grandparents at the old family compound, and riding in my
						grandfather’s phaeton—a carriage as glamorous as a royal coach, dark green
						with tan leather upholstery and brass fittings—going with him when he
						brought food to the peasants who worked his wheat fields. Then came the
						summer when I was told that we no longer had a carriage, or horses, or crops
						in the field, or peasants to feed.

				“But they are ours. Why don’t you get
						them back?” I asked.

				“A great man once said that if a
						donkey kicks you, it would be silly to kick it in return,” my grandfather
						replied in that tone adults used when much more was on their minds but they
						did not want to tell us what it was.

				Ideological indoctrination, which
						emphasized conformity and anti-individualism, encompassed all aspects of
						life, dictating correct behavior in everything from dress to personal
						beliefs, and was systematically imposed through the education system. It
						formally began at age nine, with political and patriotic training in
						Pioneers, and continued during high school and university, with compulsory
						membership in the Union of Communist Youth and enforced extracurricular
						activities. We were required to study interpretations of Marxism-Leninism
						that served the Romanian political agenda ordered by the Communist Party’s
						Central Committee and articulated through the endless pronouncements of
						demagogical speeches delivered by the country’s tyrant president,
						Ceausescu.

				All publishing and media were
						nationalized and operated under strict control by the state, which decreed
						that all art and journalism must be rendered with a Marxist-Leninist
						perspective, and denounced the “polluting” impact of “Western propaganda.”
						Radio Free Europe was deemed illegal for its “corrupting” messages, but I
						was highly influenced by the informative cultural commentaries by journalist
						Monica Lovinescu as I developed a passion for politics and
					freedom.

				When I was accepted into the highly
						selective program of Mathematics Informatics at the University of Bucharest,
						and the extremely competitive Academy of International Relations, my parents
						were proud of me, yet they tried to dissuade me from going to study in
						Bucharest. Like parents the world over, they feared the nefarious effect a
						metropolitan city might have on their child. Bucharest filled my mind and
						fueled my desires. It was in Bucharest that I planned my escape.

				All college classes were dictated by
						Communist curricula, and I refused to learn those lessons. Instead, I fell
						in love with a beautiful boy named Dan, who shared my love of music,
						literature, theater, the bold primitivism of Gauguin, the stylized figures
						of Brancusi and Modigliani, and generally subscribed to Chekhov’s opinion
						that “there is nothing more awful, insulting, and depressing than
						banality.”

				Dan was doing his residence training
						in psychiatry at a well-known hospital in Bucharest. The official state
						doctrine condemned psychoanalysis, but it was still practiced, as long as it
						was disguised by the innocuous name of psychotherapy. We were desperate to
						get our hands on anything written by Freud or Jung, who were banned along
						with almost every other Western great, devouring and discussing these
						forbidden volumes as a prelude to our lovemaking.

				We could hardly wait to find each
						other’s arms at the end of the day, after Dan parted with his patients and I
						walked away from classrooms and notebooks. We went out to eat every night,
						then for a walk, talking late into the night, never in a hurry. Somehow, we
						had time for everything. Most of our favorite restaurants were old
						establishments in elegant downtown Bucharest, places where artists, writers,
						journalists gathered in a casual, party-like atmosphere.

				On the chilly evening of March 4,
						1977, Dan and I went out for dinner at the Berlin Restaurant, a vibrant
						meeting place for Bucharest’s bohemian community, for our favorite, Wiener
						schnitzel. Suddenly, the entire place was trembling: people, tables,
						silverware, porcelain, the walls and the ceiling. Someone called out:
						“Earthquake!”

				Dan lifted me off the ground and moved
						us away from under the heavy crystal chandelier. The elegant-looking crowd
						began a stampede down the stairs toward the front door. “We are not meant to
						die like this,” Dan said, and smiled with that wonderful kindness of his.
						Bracing each other, Dan and I withstood the pushing and shoving of the
						crowd, as the cracking sounds grew louder and louder and the building shook
						violently up and down and side to side. We learned later that the
						earthquake, which lasted for seventy seconds, registered 7.2 on the Richter
						scale. When it stopped, we were among a handful of people standing inside
						the restaurant among fragments of fine porcelain and crystal sparkling in
						the light of an ominously huge, blood-orange, full moon that shone through
						the broken windows. We made our way outside to a horrifying spectacle of
						ruins, sirens, screams, and unrecognizable city streets veiled in a dusty,
						murky light. More than fifteen hundred people died, more than eleven
						thousand were wounded, and thirty-three of Bucharest’s historic buildings
						collapsed. The total damage was estimated at more than $2
					billion.

				One evening a few months later, we
						were walking the cobblestone streets of downtown Bucharest when we ran into
						an old acquaintance of mine from the university, an architectural student.
						He was missing his right arm and a piece of his left ear, and he looked very
						thin. As we found out, he had tried to escape by swimming across the Danube
						to Yugoslavia through the rapids near Iron Gates—gorges whose waters were so
						treacherous that fewer patrol squads walked their banks—when a Romanian
						sentry spotted him from a tower on the limestone cliffs and began shooting.
						Hit in the arm, he continued to swim, hoping to be taken prisoner by the
						Serb border patrols on the other side. Instead, they gave him back to the
						Romanians.

				My friend was arrested, joining the
						ranks of political detainees estimated to have numbered by then between half
						a million and two million people. Before the secret police agents shoved him
						in the back of a filthy van to be taken to the Department of State Security,
						also known as the Securitate, for interrogation, they used him as a human
						punching bag. A bloody mess, but having survived the grilling at the
						station—which many did not—he was taken to prison, where the torture
						continued. Every day, he said, they came to interrogate him.

				His arm began to swell with gangrene,
						the bullet still lodged inside. He was isolated in a cage in a cavernous
						subterranean corridor chained to a ring fixed to the stone floor, without
						clothes on his body or shoes on his feet. He was obligated to stand up day
						and night because, at intervals, and without warning, salt water filled up
						the cavern to the height of his chin. When he realized that he wasn’t going
						to be given medical treatment for the arm, he conned one of his torturers by
						daring him to cut his arm above the gangrene and burn his flesh at the cut.
						Which the brute did. The “surgery,” as he called it, healed without
						infection.

				Over time, my friend pretended to go
						insane, and began calling the rats that crawled through his cage by human
						names, holding long conversations with them when he knew he was being
						watched. He petted the rats, even as they nibbled at his ear, and fed them
						from his meager food ration. He made a big fuss about one of the rats going
						missing and accused his persecutors of having stolen his friend. He was
						eventually released, a warning to others who thought of attempting to escape
						the country.

				A while after that encounter, Dan made
						a generous offer. We’d get married and I would go to medical school. Later,
						if I still wanted to leave, I would have a profession to count on. But by
						then, I was being targeted myself by the secret police.

				In January 1977, a civic initiative
						known as Charter 77 of Prague was organized in Czechoslovakia. It called for
						respect of the Soviet pledge to permit exercise of “human rights,” per the
						1975 Helsinki Agreements between the USSR and the United States. Among the
						Charter 77 organizers was Václav Havel, the playwright who two decades later
						became the first president of the post-Communist Czech Republic.

				On February 10, Radio Free Europe read
						an open letter of solidarity with Charter 77, written by the writer Paul
						Goma. He was the leader of a nonviolent dissident movement in Romania known
						as The Goma Movement for Respect of Human Rights,
						which publicly condemned the regime’s violations of human rights. Among the
						intellectuals who signed the appeal were two doctors, Dr. Ion Vianu, who was
						Dan’s supervisor at the hospital where he worked, and Dr. Ion Ladea, who was
						our friend, a charismatic renaissance man with an amazing mind and a long
						history of political detention for his antiestablishment outspokenness.
						Ladea’s letter of support, addressed to Paul Goma, was read by Radio Free
						Europe on March 17.

				On April 1, Goma was arrested and
						detained as a political prisoner, as well as denigrated for his alleged
						indifference to the disaster that faced the nation after the earthquake. In
						response to pressure from an international campaign that included
						intervention from President Jimmy Carter, Goma was freed from prison and
						went into exile in France. 
Dr. Vianu was subjected to public abuse,
						dismissed from his professional positions, and his young son, a student, was
						assaulted by a Securitate agent on school premises. Dr. Ladea was detained
						and endured a savage beating by his interrogators. When he was released, I
						lent him my apartment until he recovered while I stayed at a friend’s
						house.

				I knew, of course, that by giving Ion
						shelter I was putting myself at great risk. If not everyone was aware of the
						horrors to which people were subjected during political arrest it was
						because most of the detainees never came back. But I had already met my
						university friend who was the living proof of what happened. However, I
						believed in the cause of Goma’s movement for human rights, I understood
						Ladea’s support for Goma, and I admired his principles. To help him I was
						willing to defy the law and the government and the possible
						consequences.

				Shortly after that, the secret police
						began to follow me. At the beginning they were just shadows, never revealing
						their faces. Then, for a while, they stopped, so I thought they had decided
						to leave me alone. Judging by Radio Free Europe reports, the Securitate had
						more important things on their hands. In August, 35,000 miners went on
						strike to protest food shortages and new regulations that forced older
						workers to retire with reduced benefits. On November 18, in Paris, there was
						an assassination attempt on Radio Free Europe’s Monica Lovinescu, which left
						her in a coma.

				By the fall of 1978, the secret police
						were no longer shadows following me. They had become more brazen and their
						faces became familiar. I knew that they could appear at my door any moment
						of the day or night, search my home, and find incriminating evidence, each
						item carrying a separate sentence: American dollars, foreign books and
						magazines, clothes with foreign labels, undeclared luxuries that brought
						some sparkle to the drab days, perfumes that came from flowers in foreign
						lands.

				I was twenty-five years old in
						February 1979, when I visited my childhood home one last time to tell my
						parents about my imminent plans to leave. To protect them, I gave few
						details. They did not reproach me but the sadness in my mother’s eyes and
						the piercing looks I got from my dad betrayed their suspicion that I might
						not be telling them the whole truth. Although they knew me well enough to
						guess that nothing would have changed my mind, my parents, of course, were
						worried. Over the years, they had acclimated themselves to their country,
						with its impositions, limitations, and straightforward brutality. They would
						never have considered running away from the land of their ancestors. But
						they came to terms with the fact that I wanted to live my own
					life.

				As a child, before Communism had
						gained such force, I would dance around my mother, whose face was faded from
						fatigue, and whose mouth was full of pins she plucked out one by one, fixing
						the hem of some beautiful dress she was making. A manager of the local
						fashion salon and a homemaker, my mother worked two jobs and knew rest, if
						at all, as something she read about in the novels she devoured in the
						snatches of time between her stitches and her cooking.

				Food, which permeated all aspects of
						our family life, was filled with hearty family recipes, saucy and
						mouthwatering, exuding intoxicating aromas of a pinch of this, a dash of
						that, and a lot of love. The indulgence of sweet desserts was vital,
						fragrant rose-petal preserves, froth-topped Turkish coffee bubbling in the
						hand-hammered brass-and-copper ibrik. My mother, despite her love of
						cooking, had refused to teach me the domestic arts, since she believed they
						brought subservience to women. “If you know how to make coffee,” she would
						say, “it’s enough to get married!”

				“You’ll live to regret raising a
						daughter who’s outspoken and can’t cook!” my father would say, half-joking.
						“Who’d marry her?”

				I tried to take in the sounds and
						smells of our family home. With my parents’ hospitality, my mother’s superb
						cooking and my father’s delicious wines, life had seemed like a continuous
						celebration, with ad-hoc parties of friends and relatives, just as it was on
						that last day, even though food was scarce and we now lived off the black
						market.

				Protected from the cold by her
						beautiful paisley shawl, my grandmother had come outside with me to watch
						the last rays of sun warm up the wintry sky. By the way she stood, it seemed
						she knew that those were likely to be the last moments we’d ever spend
						together. Yet, besides the essential bit I shared with my parents, I
						couldn’t spill the secrets of my escape to my grandmother or anyone else
						close to me. One doesn’t have to live behind the Iron Curtain to understand
						that the less others know about one’s crime, the better it is for
						them.

				In an effort to squeeze in every
						moment of time with me, my mother accompanied me on the evening train back
						to Bucharest. My parents and I decided that my father had to stay behind and
						keep the party going, pretending to pay no more attention to my departure
						than usual. I was to send home a telegram from the Vienna train station. The
						mere fact of receiving it would let my parents know that I had succeeded
						while its content would reinforce their claim of not having known about my
						plans to flee the country. We knew that a few days later the secret police
						would call my parents for interrogation and accuse them of not having
						snitched on me, which was the legal obligation of every Romanian citizen. I
						knew that the authorities would declare me a “traitor to the
						motherland.”

				I bribed my way onto a
						three-day group tour traveling to Budapest, the capital of Hungary, where a
						non-Romanian friend of mine and I arranged to meet. Our agreement included
						my also paying for her travel expenses, which incorporated the price of
						train fare from Bucharest to Vienna, via Budapest. It was, in fact, a
						two-way ticket—an extra expense that I deliberately incurred thinking it
						would make my cover story more convincing, since I would be the one to
						continue the trip from Budapest to Vienna on that ticket. I was to leave
						Budapest with her passport, which had her picture and stated that my brown
						eyes were blue. My friend, who also added her student ID to my travel
						document package, was supposed to go to the police station in Budapest, or
						to her country’s consulate, where she would declare her documents lost or
						stolen once my train had reached Vienna.

				On a Friday in mid-February 1979,
						after resolving some unexpected glitches in our plan, I parted with my
						friend and rushed to catch the last train to Vienna. I had to leave my
						luggage behind in the hotel room in order to allay the suspicions of my
						roommate from the group tour. I had only a large tote handbag and the
						clothes on my back, which, except for the Hermès scarf given to me by my
						grandmother, were not much different from what other European girls of my
						age wore at that time: lightly starched white cotton shirt, tight Italian
						jeans, knee-high, black stiletto-heeled leather boots, a wool-and-silk
						foulard, and a car-length shearling jacket.

				Once on the train, I’d barely sat down
						before the compartment door opened and a man in uniform said something to me
						in Hungarian. I could not understand a word but, given his polite demeanor
						and the ornate uniform, I presumed he was taking orders for the restaurant
						car. I smiled and said, in French, “Thank you. I don’t want
						anything.”

				I could not make out his answer. I
						looked inquisitively at the elderly gentleman who sat next to me, and he
						said, in German: “Papers.”

				I pulled the train ticket out of my
						handbag and gave it to the man in uniform. His face began to harden and his
						voice climbed a few octaves. Confused, I again solicited my neighbor for
						help. He told me that I was being asked to show my passport. So I did. The
						man in uniform, who was, in fact, a border guard, opened it. I did not need
						to understand his words in order to know why his voice was thundering inside
						the small compartment, but I pretended not to comprehend what was going on
						and kept asking the frightened old gentleman to translate.

				Two large men posted themselves on
						each side of the officer’s small frame, blocking the door to our
						compartment. I kept my eyes on my neighbor’s face as he interpreted the
						requests for me to stand up, open my bags, and show another picture ID. I
						answered the officer’s passport questions by reciting the data I had
						memorized in the taxi on the way to the train station. The elderly man’s
						expression seemed to tell me that I was crazy to not accept the writing on
						the wall
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