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Dedication

 


This book is dedicated to the Bulgarian community
living abroad.

Hold fast to your beliefs and traditions.
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RADA PUMPED HER feet, rising higher than she’d ever
dared swing before. The wind lifted her wild black curls, spreading
them out like a cape. She yearned to touch the clouds that ambled
across the sky. In her mind, they transformed into the animals she
was going to see at the zoo.

“Rada,” her mother said from the
doorway. “Grandma Neda called. Her bus will be here any
moment.”

“Yeah!” Rada held her legs out
straight to slow the swing, leaning back as she watched fluffy
white animals parade across the sky. Rhino. Tiger. Stork. Monkey.
She lay on the swing until a bus squeaked to a stop and steps
echoed on the driveway.

“Baba!” She leaped toward the
white-haired woman bundled up against the chilly spring
air.

An orange-spotted cat beat her to Baba’s side. The
feline rubbed against the woman’s legs, purring all the while, as
she marked another human as her own.

“Murka,” Rada said, out of breath.
“I wanted to welcome Baba first.”

The girl wrapped her arms around her grandmother and
squeezed tight.

Grandma Neda held Rada at arm’s length. “My big
beautiful girl. Look at how you’ve grown. You’ll be taller than me
soon.”

“Baba, did you know they have a
huge white tiger at the zoo? And a baby monkey. I can’t wait to see
them.”

“Lunch first, Rada. Welcome,
Grandma Neda.” Her mother disappeared into the house.

The elderly woman sighed and whispered, “I’m glad
you still call me by the old Bulgarian name. Your parents seem to
have forgotten all our ways since they’ve lived in America.”

“They let me make this.” Rada
smiled big and held out her hand, where an amulet of red and white
twisted threads dangled around her wrist. Tiny white bird beads
attached to the tassels swung like they were flying.

“But did they tell you stories
about your martenitsa?”

“No.” Rada frowned. “I like
stories. Will you tell me some?”

“Yes, later. Let’s go inside now,”
Baba said as she took Rada’s hand, “and I’ll remind your parents of
our customs.”

Wind burst into the house with them, scattering
papers off a small table in the hallway.

“Brr. Quickly, close the door,”
Rada’s mother said. “The groundhog predicted six more weeks of
winter, but it’s already been almost eight.”

“Hmph. Groundhog.” Baba waved her
finger under her daughter-in-law’s nose. “Where’s your red? You’ve
made Baba Marta angry by not wearing any.”

“Who’s Baba Marta?” Rada looked
from her grandmother to her mother. “And why do we have to wear
red?”

Baba crossed her arms over her chest. “See? Do you
want your child growing up ignorant of her heritage?”

“We’ve had this conversation
before. We don’t want her ridiculed.” Rada’s mother turned toward
her daughter. “Lunch is ready.”

 


RADA SWUNG HER legs, kicking the wooden rungs at the
bottom of her chair. “Baba, who’s Baba Marta? Why does she get mad
if you don’t wear red?”

“Her name means ‘Grandmother
March,’ and she’s an old woman like me who wants things to go her
way.” Baba snuck a glance at her son who walked in.

“Welcome, Mom. So glad you can
visit for a while.” He bent to kiss her cheek. “Sorry to
interrupt.”

“I was starting to tell Rada about
how Baba Marta controls the weather for this month.”

“Mother ... don’t.” Rada’s father
whispered harshly, giving her a cold stare.

Baba turned her own icy eyes toward her son. “It’s
time to teach her so she knows about our customs. She doesn’t have
to give up one way of life in order to live another. She can have
both old and new traditions.”

“I won’t listen to your fairy
tales.” He pushed his chair back and stomped out of the
room.

Tears swelled in Rada’s eyes. “Why’s Daddy mad? Baba
only wanted to tell me a story.”

Rada’s mother lightly stroked her daughter’s
forearm. “When Daddy came to live in America as a boy, he had a
hard time. Kids teased him for his broken speech and called him
ignorant and stupid for his beliefs.”

Baba snorted. “The only ignorant ones are those who
refuse to accept others who are different.”

“Maybe you’re right ... Baba. I’ll
talk with him. It’s time to embrace who we are.” Rada’s mother
squeezed Baba’s hand, kissed her daughter on the top of her head,
and left.

Baba lifted Rada’s head and wiped away the tears.
“Do you want me to tell you now?”

Rada sniffed. “If it’s okay.”

“Yes, it’ll be okay. Your father
needs a kick in the pants to make him think.”

Rada giggled. “He might not like that.”

“No, he might not.” Baba cleared
her throat. “Baba Marta is old, even older than me. Poor thing is
hunchbacked and limps along, leaning on a stick. But she is as
grumpy as I am, and demands people pay attention to
her.”

“You’re not grumpy, but Daddy does
say you’re stubborn.”

“I am that.” Baba nodded. “But
this other Baba made everyone do as she wanted. If people
displeased her in any way, she’d send blizzards during
March.”

“Do you think it’s so cold today
because Mommy didn’t wear red and made Baba Marta mad?”

“Most likely. Red’s Marta’s
favorite color. It’s like the warm sun shining down on us. The more
red we show her, the nicer she makes the weather.”

Rada wiggled in her seat. “Then I’m going to wear my
red jacket, red scarf, and red mittens when we go. I think it’s too
warm, but Mommy gets all fussy that I might get cold.”

“You’ll also want to make sure
your room is clean before we leave.”

“Why?”

“Baba Marta likes everything to be
neat. Her own house is immaculate.”

Rada covered her mouth to suppress a laugh. She
looked at the door and whispered, “Maybe that’s the story Daddy
didn’t like. Mommy says he’s messy.”

“He was as a child, too,” Baba
said. “Marta wasn’t angry all the time, though. We have a saying
that when she smiles, the sun shines and spring flowers blossom.
Now finish your lunch. I’ll tell you about martenitsi when we’re on
the bus.”

 


ON THE WARM bus, Rada unbuttoned her jacket and took
off her gloves. She bounced on the seat and stuck her nose on the
cool window. “Baba, look at that cute puppy. Mommy promised to get
me one next year when I’m eight. I’m sure Murka won’t mind. And
look at—”

Baba smiled. “Do you want to hear more about why we
wear martenitsi?”

“Oh, yes, please.” Rada sat still,
her hands clasped in her lap, with her feet swinging under the
seat.

“Besides being fun to make—” Baba
started.

“It was sooo much fun. Mommy and
me made them a few weeks ago, but she said I couldn’t wear mine
until the next day.” Rada pouted.

“That’s because you’re supposed to
make it the night before Baba Marta Den, which is March first, but
not wear it until the next day,” Baba said. “It’s a special day
devoted to the grumpy old woman. She’d be angry if you wore it
earlier.”

“Why didn’t we make it on her day,
then?”
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Baba sighed. “Years ago in Bulgaria, when people
still believed in our traditions, everyone made martenitsi the
night before Baba Marta Den and left them tied to a rosebush. That
way, when the sun rose, its rays would fill the amulets with
magical powers.”

Rada leaned closer, her eyes wide. “Magic? What can
they do?”

“They keep away evil spirits and
disasters,” Baba said with sincerity.

Rada looked around, then whispered. “I don’t see any
ghosts so it must work.”

“Today’s the day we take them
off—”

Rada reached for her grandmother’s hand. “But won’t
bad things be able to get us?”

“No,” Baba said, squeezing Rada’s
hand. “The martenitsi will protect you all year if you tie them to
a tree today.”

“Why today?”

“It’s Blagovets,” Baba said, “a
day we officially celebrate the arrival of spring, which is a
magical time. Flowers and trees blossom with life. Your Diado often
said no one could work on this day—not even animals, birds, or
insects.”

“Really?”

“Yes, it’s a day filled with
enchantment and mystery, like Christmas. Instead of celebrating the
birth of our Lord, all creatures celebrate Nature giving birth to
spring.”

“So do we get
presents?”

Baba laughed. “Not for this holiday. The gift you
get is protection. Since we haven’t seen any of the other signs of
spring yet—”

“What signs?” Rada bounced in her
seat again.

“A stork or cuckoo. Flowering
trees. Those are the main ones.”

“We’ll see a stork at the zoo,
won’t we?”

“Yes, dear.” Baba looked out the
window, and her voice broke. “Every March twenty-fifth, your Diado
and I came here to tie our amulets on a tree in front of the
stork’s aviary. We sat on a bench by a flowerbed filled with
yellow-and-red-striped tulips. The charms looked so lovely as they
danced in the wind like butterflies.”

“I don’t remember him,” Rada said.
“Do you miss Grandpa?”

“I do.” She wiped away tears. “But
I have your mother, and your father, who reminds me of Diado so
much. And I have you. You share his radiant smile and sparkling
eyes.”

Rada smiled bigger. “Like this?”

“Exactly.” Baba patted Rada’s
hand. “Did you know if you tie your amulet to a fruit tree, the
magic goes into the tree, and it’ll produce a lot of
fruit?”

“I love apples.” Rada licked her
lips. “Magical apples would be even better.”

“If you make a wish when you tie
your amulet to the tree, it’ll come true.”

“It will? I have to think what to
wish for.” Rada twirled the tassels on her martenitsa.

“Some people do other things with
martenitsi.”

“Like what?”

“Throwing them in a river so all
their troubles will float away.”

“I have to tell Mommy. She worries
a lot about me and Daddy.”

“When I was a girl, we used to
make predictions with our martenitsi.” Baba closed her eyes for a
moment. “On March twenty-fifth, we placed them under a stone. Nine
days later, we went back to see what kind of insects covered the
charms.”

“Insects, yuck.” Rada stuck out
her tongue.

“They’re a necessary part of
life,” Baba said.

“Why did you care if insects were
on them?”

“Each type indicated a different
future. Beetles, ants, worms, and ladybugs meant health and
success. Ladybugs were my favorite.”

“I love ladybugs, too, especially
the quilt you made me that shows bunches of them.”

“Sometimes there were bad signs,
like snakes and spiders.”

Rada shuddered. “I don’t think I’ll try that. I
wouldn’t want to find those creepy things.”

 


Baba let out a deep breath. “No, I don’t recommend
it. That’s one of the things that turned your father away from our
traditions. Some boys came with him when he lifted the stone. One
mean boy threw a rubber spider into the hole and told your father
he deserved to be sick and have problems all year if he believed
such nonsense.”

“Oh, poor Daddy.”

“Yes, my poor baby,” Baba said
with sadness. “Ah, we’re at our stop.”

 


AFTER LOOKING AT pictures of new arrivals at the zoo
posted on a large board, Rada and her grandmother stopped at a shop
to buy food to feed the animals. Holding the bag against her chest,
Rada skipped over to the monkeys.

“Wait for me, dear. I can’t keep
up with you.” Baba caught her breath and made her way along the
stone path.

Rada plunked a peanut into a metal bowl at the base
of a pole. A monkey darted out of his little hut and pulled the
rope up. He shelled the nut and crunched on it, then lowered the
bowl. Looking over the edge of his platform, the monkey
screeched.

“Does that mean he wants more?”
Rada asked.

Baba covered her ears. “I’m sure he does. Put a few
more in if you want. Otherwise, he’ll keep screaming. I’ll give him
a treat, too.”

She reached into her pocket, pulled out something
wrapped in paper, and dropped it into the bowl along with the
peanuts.

Rada pointed her phone at the monkey and took
pictures of him eating peanuts. He popped Baba’s treat into his
mouth, then spat it out, screeching at them. Getting nothing more,
he left to climb through a rope jungle, performing acrobatics.

“What did you give him,
Baba?”

Her grandmother showed her.

“A cough drop?” Rada giggled. “No
wonder he didn’t like it.”

“Monkeys must get sick sometimes,
too.” She put the cough drop back into her pocket. “He’ll eat it
when he gets a sore throat.”
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Rada glanced back at the monkey. “I think he’s mad
at
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