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The Magicians:

My magicians, I wish with all my heart that you can remain just as you are for your entire lives, because you are perfect! You don’t need to change to fit into a broken world—the world needs to change so it can shine along with you! | Acknowledgments


(1999)
It’s sunrise. What a cliché, but it is. You’ve left me forever, and I think I’m still in shock. I’m not crying; I don’t know why, but I can’t. The tears are stuck in my throat, and not just the tears.
All the old women from the village have gathered in our yard for the seven-year memorial feast for your father. It’s a crowd, a flood of people. They’ve come like to a circus. Everyone is shocked by your departure. Some manage to sincerely pity me, while others barely mask their joy.

Earlier, I wanted to run away. Right after you left. Left... what a simple word that cannot capture the immensity of feelings you’ve left behind, in the void you’ve created. I loved you madly, passionately, with every drop of blood. I hated you even more fiercely. I cursed you and adored you. You were never indifferent to me.

I always resonated with you in every tone of color, from the red of jealousy to the yellow of summer days when we first met, and the starry purple of nights filled with love. You were hope to me, light, warmth. And yet you were also the worst void, my abyss.

Anyway, earlier, I wanted to run. I walked out the door and was so shocked by everything that happened today that I forgot to close the door behind me the way you liked—softly, quietly. You trained me for so many years, and just an hour after you left, I forgot. What a great pupil! Anyway... I don’t know why I keep saying "anyway"! Because it’s not "anyway"; you left me, and I wanted to run away.

I flung the door open and stepped out, only to come face to face with Mother Smaranda. She’s rounder than ever. She looks like a summer plum—watery, swollen, bloated, and purple with anger. And I felt ashamed for wanting to run away. She didn’t slap me, but the look she gave me made me feel as though she had. Then she spat at my feet.

I recoiled in horror, and luckily for me, the door I hadn’t closed helped me get back inside faster. Now I’m a prisoner in my room. Another cliché. I’ve spent so much of our marriage in this room, right here on this divan. I could swear it knows all my secrets, every curse I’ve hurled at you, and all the hopes and plans I’ve made.

It’s not my fault that our life was so colorful. Not just mine. You took me as a child, a bud, and when I blossomed into a woman, you left me. My sin, your loss.

I poured myself a glass of cherry liqueur. I know it’s not good for me, I know it’s not a solution, but I can’t do otherwise. It’s going to be a long night. I’m assaulted by thoughts and sensations. Bittersweet memories. “How cold you are, beautiful one!” you once said to me. A chill runs through me. I take another sip.

We spent years together, and I’m almost certain you never felt for me what I felt for you. We lived two separate realities, side by side, each in their own, neat and orderly as you liked it. You probably thought I was stupid. Or maybe just naive. But I wasn’t. It’s just that you were always, eternally, more—bigger, greater than me—and I never found the courage to tell you my side. Another sip...

Did you ever truly know me? Did you ever walk through the big hallway and think, “Adela just passed through here; her scent still lingers...”? Or did you ever look into my eyes and understand my thoughts, or did they just seem large and beautiful to you, doe-brown as you used to call them?

God, I already miss you! How will I ever live without you? How will I breathe? I feel a wave of claustrophobia closing in, in all this heavy air of the big, empty room. Empty because it’s just me in it. As always.

An idea hits me out of nowhere. I ignore it. I wouldn’t have the courage, no.

A bigger sip of cherry liqueur...

Or maybe... at least now. I won’t ever have another chance, it wouldn’t make sense later. At least now, let us be one when we’ve always been two.

My love, come, get to know me!
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Chapter 1
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I WAS BORN INTO a beautiful family of simple, hardworking people. My father was a priest, and my mother, a priest’s wife. By God’s grace, they had three children, all daughters, and all beautiful. I am the eldest.

We had a lovely yard, more long than wide, with a house that was just the right size. Clean rooms, a porch with carved pillars, many animals, and daily adventures. There was Luiza the cat, Zorel the dog, the goats, and the ducklings. There were others too, but only these joined us girls on our daily stories among the raspberry bushes and rows of tomatoes.

We even had a miniature kitchen, nailed together by our neighbor Marian, where we made all sorts of delicacies for our speechless friends. Sweet innocence!

“God loves us!” my grandfather Tatu used to say to me, and because God smiled upon us, the devil couldn’t resist temptation and came to meddle. “Happiness is sweet and attracts evil like honey attracts bees,” he would also say. And that’s how the troubles began...

The first to leave was Father. He caught a lung cold during a long, damp winter. He lingered until spring, grew very weak, and then passed away quietly, with dignity. The laughter in our house stopped. The chill, the darkness, and the smell of incense left the church and found a permanent home in our front room—the good room.

I was six years old and have only three memories of Father.

The first is of him walking down the main street towards home from the church. It was the height of summer, mid-morning, but the air was already hot. I ran to him because I knew he was bringing cold water from the well at the church gate and that his pockets held mint candies. He was dressed in his long, black coat and had the most beautiful smile. Father was a mountain of a man. I was a little thing, all scuffed knees and messy curls. He walked leisurely home, with our neighbor Marian beside him, pushing a bicycle. He smiled at me, picked me up in his arms, and gave me a ticklish kiss on the cheeks that I still remember.

Father was a handsome, strong, upright man. He had a mustache and cheeks that were always warm.

The second memory is from the winter when he fell ill. I remember lying in bed behind him, back to back, as he told me stories. The firewood crackled in the hearth, and the house smelled of baked potatoes and boiled sweet corn. I was drenched in sweat because Father had chills and kept alternating between being covered and uncovered, while I clung to him. He was unwell, but he didn’t give in, poor man, and kept telling me stories about how God created the world and how we had to be good, righteous, and forgiving. For years after, I had nightmares where waves of sulfur as hot as his back then would engulf me.

The third memory was in the spring, just a few days before he died. It was after the rain, a warm spring afternoon edging into summer. The trees were lush with greenery, the cherries were ripening, and the air smelled of rich soil. He was sitting on the doorstep, wearing house pants, a long, rustic shirt woven by Mother, and he was barefoot. I should have realized something was wrong because Father was so proper in everything he did that he would never have stepped into the yard barefoot or bareheaded.

We girls were playing in a puddle left by the rain. We were looking for worms, laughing, and singing. Father sat watching us, a beautiful smile on his face. It was a smile from the heart, the kind that you can see in someone’s eyes. I think he was proud of us. Mother saw him and scolded him for getting out of bed and not resting. But he didn’t take his eyes or his smile off us and calmly replied, “Oh, woman, I’ve rested, and I’ll have plenty of time to rest from now on!”

Then he called me to bring him some water. I brought him our sweet well water in a round milk bottle. He drank it thirstily and kept watching us with a serene expression until Mother called us inside for dinner.

After that, Father didn’t leave the house again, and I have no more memories of him because a couple of days later, Mother packed us up and took us to Grandma Lina and Grandpa Tatu. I didn’t attend the funeral...

The following winter, Mother followed him, just as peacefully. The difference was that she wasted away before, grew frail, and forgot how to smile long before she fell ill. She simply died of longing, slowly, gradually...

And once again, we were packed up and sent to Grandma Lina and Grandpa Tatu. Only this time, we stayed there for good.

Life was never as sweet again. It was beautiful because we had Grandpa Tatu, but I was never a child again. Among haystacks and incense at the graves, I came to understand that life is like a puff of smoke. And it’s sad to understand such a thing at the age of seven.

Our grandparents loved us, each in their own way.

For Grandma, a day when she didn’t hit us was a major accomplishment. That’s how she understood things. A simple woman, from the countryside, for her, “spare the rod, spoil the child” was gospel. No, she wasn’t cruel; she didn’t take pleasure in it, but to her, a slap was a sort of ancestral custom, a tradition. Something you did and moved on.

She loved us too, in her way, and made sacrifices to save money for school clothes in the fall, for her three little goat-girls. She worked in a factory, in the chemical dye department, and sometimes she was so exhausted from work that she would sit on the doorstep and cry.

Other times, she would stare into the distance, into nothingness, repeating, “Oh, girl, if only you hadn’t gone!” thinking about my mother, her daughter. And somehow, I understood that we—my sisters and I—were the reason she was always sad, always bitter, always worn out from exhaustion.

Her repeated grimaces, which eventually became permanent, left marks on her face that never went away. Though still young, Grandma Lina had a face that seemed incapable of smiling, with many wrinkles and downturned corners of her mouth. Even when she laughed—rarely—it felt like she was crying. A kind of mournful sound.

Grandpa was short, round-bellied, and thick-lipped, almost always sweating from effort, with a lambskin hat perched on his head.

Unlike Grandma Lina, his mouth only knew how to laugh and smile, never to scold. A veteran of World War II, he had seen the ugliest side of humanity, yet he kept his heart pure and his smile alive in his eyes. On the battlefield, he lost a leg and now had an oak wooden leg to be proud of, which he leaned on when mustering the courage to make it to the gate by the road.

He also had a cane with a knob on top, so worn down from use it looked polished and lacquered.

Looking back, I don’t think it was easy for him, but at the time, I didn’t realize how hard his life was, and he, poor man, didn’t have the heart to make us aware of it. When we saw him heading toward the gate, we would all gather—his little goat-girls—and shout, “Ali, Ali, the bear is coming out of his den!” before scattering in every direction, wild and carefree children.

He planted in me the love for books, stories, and especially fairy tales. In those tales, everything was as difficult as in real life. Nothing came for free; everything required hard work, paid for in sweat or cleverness. Yet, in the end, good always triumphed. Always. Inevitably, always. He began teaching me the secrets of letters when I was just five, so when we moved in with him, Grandpa Tatu became my mentor. I read voraciously anything I could get my hands on, from newspapers filled with news of a world I didn’t understand to Ion Creangă’s stories, which painted my days and dreams with light. I was content.

Grandpa Tatu would gather all the children from the street at our gate and tell us all sorts of tales. He would scold us and love us all the same. He prepared us for life through parables and riddles, and then, because we were still children, he would let us climb into the cherry or mulberry trees and eat until our bellies were about to burst. Grandma would scold him because it meant we’d skip a meal. He laughed. We giggled.

Grandpa was the pillar of my formative years; from him, I drew my strength and hope.

Those were a few beautiful years when I seemed to forget the troubles of my early childhood.

Sweet springs with ripening trees and nights when we’d sneak out and hide in the barn near the cow, staring at the sky through the slats and dreaming dreams we didn’t yet know how to put into words.

Long summers with abundant sunshine, dust that clung to your lungs, us running wild and half-dressed, the stream with its swirling water, juicy fruits, and naps under the trees with a book hidden in hand.

Autumns with boiled corn and roasted pumpkin, spinning gatherings, and stories about evil spirits.

Winters filled with traditions, church, and caroling at dawn, with plump cakes and steaming sausages, sleigh rides, frostbitten hands and noses, and a horde of children on the street.

And then the devil meddled again...

I was 14 years old. Just grown, a young lady—Adela, the beautiful and obedient girl, with good grades in school and a whole life ahead of her. Tall, slender, with unruly black hair that seemed too much for my neck to hold up. My head was full of books, more floating through life than truly living it.

That was when Grandpa Tatu passed away. His death was the hardest of all. With him, the last shred of innocence in me disappeared. With him, I came to fully grasp the meaning of death, its sharp, pungent scent. It was summer, a scorching June, and Grandpa Tatu had swollen like a toad. A degrading final image of the dearest person in my life.

Only afterward did the real hardship begin. Left alone, Grandma shriveled up even more, becoming even harsher and more bitter. Although she worked harder than ever, we never had enough money for food. As for anything else—there was no question. I was always hungry. At school, at home, on the road between the two.

Hunger taught me to be cunning from a young age, to sneak into trees and other people’s gardens, stealing whatever I could find. Anything edible was fair game. I hadn’t been naive for a long time, but this poverty threatened to steal my soul. I was turning into an animal!

In the better times, Grandpa Tatu had wanted more for us, his granddaughters. I was his favorite, being the eldest, and he did everything he could to send me to school in the city. I loved it there—warm, calm people from a world I aspired to join. I didn’t want to stay in the countryside; I imagined myself as a teacher in the city, smelling of coffee and with short, polished nails.

The school was four kilometers away. Sometimes we had money for the bus; other times, I walked. Now, it was always on foot.

On the way to school, I passed by a large farm surrounded by a barbed wire fence, lined on the inside with a dense row of summer apple trees.

On the last day of eighth grade, as I was walking home with my first-place award and a crown of carnations on my head, I fainted from hunger. I collapsed to my knees, and when I came to, I realized angrily that I had torn my stockings and blood was running from my knees.

I saw the farm, took off my shoes to avoid ruining the last pair I owned, and climbed the fence. I scratched my palms and the soles of my feet on the barbed wire.

The apples were still unripe, but divine. I felt them spreading through me, my body absorbing them like a sponge. That first apple after such hunger was ambrosia. Hunger is such an overpowering feeling; you physically can’t think of anything else when you’re that hungry. The truth is, no matter how advanced we are, in the face of basic human needs, we remain animals. We have to eat, and that’s what I was doing now—following my instinct, because hunger is a friend whose voice screams and claws deeply, leaving wounds that can’t heal.

The guards caught me, of course. I’d heard they beat those they caught stealing, but I got away. They looked a bit puzzled when they saw me with my little crown on my head, said something like, “Miss, you could have just asked!” and pushed me out through the gate.

I, too shocked and too proud to admit I had stolen out of hunger, acted aloof and indifferent, not even thanking them for being so kind. I forgot my shoes and walked away, dizzy, barefoot, and still wearing my crown, heading home.

The news spread as only it can in a village, and somehow, it reached my grandmother’s ears before I even made it home. When she saw me coming, scratched and barefoot, the shame of the gossip, the frustration and helplessness, the realization that I had actually stolen out of hunger, all erupted from her. She beat me worse than ever before. She poured out all her bitterness on me and then took me in her arms, kissed me for the first time in her life, and cried until she fell asleep. That was the last time she ever beat me. I didn’t shed a single tear.

The next day, she told me I’d had enough school and that I now needed to help her with the work so my sisters could finish eighth grade. Again, I didn’t cry. I knew she was right; nothing mattered anymore, and the only certainty I had was that I never, ever wanted to feel hunger again. I was 15.

Back then, we had a cow. Spotted, gentle, and scrawny—she didn’t have much more to eat than we did—she was sent out to the herd at dawn, from the first blades of grass in spring until late autumn. From that summer, she became my responsibility. I would wake up, wash my face, take a piece of polenta and some cheese with me, and head out to the pasture with the cow. In the evenings, I’d come home and collapse, exhausted.

Day after day, month after month. Alone, without books, because I didn’t have time to go to the library to borrow any. Just me, the field, the sky, and my mind. It was my only friend, confidant, and, at times, my only hope.

You learn from a young age to rely only on yourself when you have no one else. You feel everything differently when you wander the fields—literally—barefoot, with tough, calloused soles, armed only with a stick to fend off dogs. The field is vast, and the sky is even vaster. The clouds tell you stories, the sun scorches you, and you long for trees.

Those were truly hard years, with only fleeting sparks of joy. Formative years in which I thought more than most adults do. Years where you question everything and have tens of thousands of unanswered questions, because there’s no one there to answer them. You’re alone. Just you and your mind, your friend. It gives you the gift of imagination, and imagination answers all your questions.

There were so many ideas, dreams, and memories locked in my mind that the thought of dying one day terrified me—because then all of it would vanish, leaving nothing but a wisp. Or maybe not even that.

I realize now that I still had the capacity to be naive, that I was scared of death. The truth is, sometimes life is more horrific than death. That’s how I felt at the time. A torment, a dragging of moments, each one more insidious than the last.

In the autumn, I helped with the harvest in the fields. In the winter, I worked by the day at neighbors’ homes, doing whatever daily chores needed to be done. Anything that could be worked, I worked.

Anything that brought in money or food. Anything.

Spring meant back to the fields, then the cow, then the fields again...

1990, the revolution. For some, it meant change; for us, it was still hunger.
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Chapter 2
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THREE YEARS.
Autumn. Fields. Harvest.
Three summers have passed since the great revolution, and the land smells of poverty and confusion. It’s September, the harvest month, but there’s nothing to gather here. Left without their yoke, the peasants are lost and idle. The Romanian plains, after years of drought and neglect, are wrinkled and withered like the face of an old gypsy woman. Only the warm, dry wind softens its sorrow, and only here and there does a scattered patch of wheat dare to show its face to the starving creatures.

Though they aren’t taller than before, the people seem longer from weakness and misery. They have narrow, elongated faces, perpetually caught between astonishment and indifference. Dressed in their frayed summer clothes, they look like scattered punctuation marks, tossed by some cruel whim to disturb the monotony of brown, yellow, and the midday light. The better-off have hurriedly gathered their crops, afraid of losing them to thieves. Perhaps things are better elsewhere, but here, they couldn’t be worse. And once again, I’m hungry...

In the middle of the barren fields lies the vast parcel of Conul Anton. A group of thirty women and girls from the village has gathered here to work for the day. We’ve already hoed the corn twice, and now we’re harvesting the beans and pumpkins growing among it. In the coming days, we’ll gather the ears of corn. Unfortunately, the wheat was harvested with a thresher, and we only helped here and there; otherwise, I’d have gotten more meals from that, too. We’ve been in the fields for four days. Conul Anton’s parcel is a field in itself.

The sun burns like the devil’s breath. I’ve been bent over, picking beans from the corn, since six in the morning. It’s now noon. Everything hurts. Sweat has run into my eyes, and they sting. There isn’t a clean patch of fabric left on my dress to wipe my face. My hands are swollen, as is my tongue. The kerchief on my head feels like it’s choking me, so I’ve let it hang loose. I can’t fathom how it can be both soaked with sweat and burning hot at the same time. My hair, always too much for my head, hangs in a messy braid over my shoulders and touches the ground every time I bend down.

I haven’t cried in years, but now I would, if I could. Though I have the vague sense that it would be a useless gesture, bringing no relief, and the tears would simply evaporate the moment they touched my cheeks. Ah, yes, my cheeks... they sting too, swollen and shiny like two ripening apples.

Lost in my monotonous work, I become aware of what’s happening around me only belatedly. There’s a quiet murmur—buzzing, whispering. Everyone seems agitated, moving with a renewed energy. I can’t keep up. I feel like I’m about to faint.

I stand up from the ground, and dizziness hits me instantly. Everything around me is covered in sparkling spots, as if a hundred fireflies have clouded my vision. The corn sways and spins. I stumble forward, grabbing aimlessly at the stalks around me until I manage to step out of the row. There, I collapse to my knees, hands landing on something soft, and I begin to vomit from exhaustion and hunger.

Then I black out.

I vaguely felt hands lifting me from the ground, but I was caught in these soft, rippling layers of comfort, so I didn’t care. Then I sensed shade blocking out the light that had been burning my eyes. A large splash of water cooled my flushed face and chest, and I felt even better.

I opened my blurry eyes and blinked quickly.

“Like a butterfly,” I vaguely heard a deep voice say. “So sweet...”

I blinked again and struggled to open my eyes to see the source of the voice. Less than thirty centimeters from my face stood the most attractive man I had ever seen.

You were tall, dark-haired, disheveled, with a thin, curled mustache and the deep, confident voice of someone who knows their place in the world. You were holding me in your arms, tightly, as if protecting me, and for a moment, I felt like I’d arrived exactly where I was meant to be. Silly and naive as it sounds, that’s how I felt. Foolishly innocent, yet delighted beyond reason—a feeling so powerful it went to hell and back, surely the most beautiful sensation I’d experienced in my humble life.

“Your eyes are stunning!” you said, amazed. “Close them and open them again.”

“Excuse me?” I asked, confused.

Your breath smelled of sweet, fragrant spirits. Something so distinct that from the scent alone, you could tell it was expensive, something not meant for just anyone.

“Oh, right, sorry. I’m an ass. You fainted. You’re okay now. My fetishes can wait a bit longer,” you added, whispering enigmatically.

The corners of your mouth curved upward, and you smiled warmly. I swallowed my words abruptly because I didn’t know how to respond to something like that.

“To be precise, you threw up on me and then fainted. You certainly know how to make an impression.”

God, I think I turned as red as a beet, and the emotions almost made me faint again.

“Hey! Pull yourself together! I’ve been playing the knight in shining armor more than I’m used to today.”

“Sorry,” I managed to mutter.

“No big deal. It gave me a chance to see your eyes. Did I mention they’re stunning? Big, beautiful, doe-brown. They’ve got sparkles in them, you know? Almost intoxicating.”

You closed your eyes and tilted your face toward the sun, and I couldn’t take my eyes off your neck, watching the smooth motion of your Adam’s apple as you mimicked sipping from your fine drink. You were so handsome. Perfectly handsome.

And you were holding me in your arms, while my dirty dress clung to my soaked chest, my breasts aching, awakened by the first thrill of desire.

That’s how I came to know longing. On dry ground, in the scorching dust, enveloped by your scent—a young, expensive man’s scent that wrapped around me like a cocoon. “Fairy tales still happen,” Grandpa Tatu once told me, and like a fool, I didn’t believe him. When would fairy tales have time to happen when all you can think about is hunger? I used to wonder. But now I know—fairy tales still happen...

“Forgive me, please,” I repeated. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Of course, you didn’t mean to,” you said with a short laugh. “To faint? Sure, that’s forgivable. Women love fainting over any dramatic thing. But to throw up? Now that, I’m certain you didn’t mean to!”

God, how beautiful you were! Everything about you was beautiful. Even your odd thoughts seemed beautiful to me.

"And tell me, young lady, why did you faint? Let’s not even mention the first part. Let’s make a silent agreement, shall we? You open your eyes slowly for me again so I can see the sparkles, and I’ll keep my mouth shut and never bring up the first part again in my life. I’ll be a gentleman."

I lost track of your words. I was so overwhelmed, so filled with desire. Possessive, even. I had found you, and I deserved you after everything I had been through. My journey had led me to you. I was where I was meant to be. I obediently closed my eyes and then opened them slowly, just as you had asked.

"Like a butterfly," you whispered again. "Now tell me, are you pregnant? Is that why you fainted? Because if you’re not pregnant with someone else’s child, I plan to keep you."

Excuse me? Pregnant? It was true that most girls my age were married or on their way to being so. That’s how it is in the countryside—at nearly 19, I was prime for marriage. But I had a disadvantage: I was much poorer than the poorest girl in the village. And that’s not something you can overlook.

No one looks for beauty, no one seeks loyalty. Love is almost a sin. Money matters. The dowry, the lineage. Add to that the fact that I was always working, always exhausted and hungry, and never had the time to be frivolous or stand at the gate in the evenings like the girls who were marriage material. So no, I wasn’t pregnant, nor did I have any hope of ever being.

"I’m not pregnant!"

You smiled triumphantly.

"I’ll keep you," you added, as if it was your right to decide.

"You’ll keep me," I echoed weakly, trembling.

"Yes, but now hush, please. You’re perfect when you’re quiet..."

And then the inevitable happened. All the emotions buried deep inside me, all the frustrations and desires, the entire hoard of feelings locked away, erupted and consumed me. I felt everything faintly—how my hands and feet grew cold and numb, how the silly smile refused to leave my face, how my heart skipped beats wildly.

And I fainted again. Sweetly this time. Sweetly.

––––––––
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In my dream, I could hear harsh words, abruptly spoken, piercing my ears. An angry woman:

"I knew you were a fool, but now you’ve really outdone yourself! You’re a complete idiot! How could you bring that thing here? Are you trying to kill me? Is that what you’re doing? To send me to my grave before my time?"

"Calm down, Mother, I’m not planning to send you to your grave..."

"What do you mean you’re not? What the hell is that supposed to mean? Is that a threat? Because if it is, it’s not funny at all, you hear me? You’ll be the death of me, boy!"

"Yeah, promises, promises..."

"Idiot! Ungrateful bastard! I told you to find yourself a wife, to build a home and have children, but not like this! Not with some tramp like her! I want grandchildren I can hold in my arms, not ones I’m afraid to get close to for fear of catching something!"

You laughed deeply, but differently this time—more threateningly—and the tone sent chills through me, even in my faint state.

"A wife, you say? No, she’s not for marrying. But I like her eyes, and I want her here. For a while, we’ll see how long..."

"My God, you’re a monster. And it pains me to say it because I’m your mother. My child, my own flesh and blood. A monster!"

You laughed again with that unfamiliar laugh. A laugh that didn’t feel like you.

"Exactly, flesh of your flesh. Serpent! Hssss!"

"Take her back before the village finds out! They may be peasants, but there are many of them, and just as they need us, we need them. Go to Bucharest, to your whores. Bring one here, and I’ll pretend not to notice. Take her back! I’m begging you!"

"For that ‘I’m begging you,’ it might just be worth taking her back..."

Now awake, I held my breath. I didn’t like the situation, clearly not. The idea of keeping me for a while sounded dirty. Like a kitchen rag—used for a time, then discarded when it’s no longer of use.

Yet I was by your side, and with all my heart, I felt like I was where I was meant to be. I’d endured too much, suffered too much, carried too many burdens. I didn’t have much to offer, but whatever I did have had caught your attention. Me. Out of all the women in that field, it had been me. And I swore to myself then and there that I would stay by your side, no matter what.

"Take her away, Anton!"
"No! She's mine!"
A sulky, triumphant child. Spoiled. That’s what you were. But you kept me, and that’s what mattered.

I felt the air rush through my hair as you carried me away from the angry voice. I knew it was you—I knew your scent. So soon for us, and yet I already knew so much about you.

Anton, Anton, Anton...

I woke fully later, in the middle of the night. I was in a room as large as half our house. A big bed, a nightstand beside it, and long, dark curtains pulled back.

The moonlight felt warm, approving. The massive, almost empty room was calming in its simplicity and elegance. I’m where I’m meant to be, I repeated to myself. On the table beside me was a carafe of water and another of spirits. It smelled like you. I didn’t know its name because I’d never had the chance to taste anything other than the communion wine on Sundays.

I drank a lot of water, then tried the spirits. Spirits is the right word—it burned! Sweet, with a hint of cherries. I didn’t exactly like it, but the thought that maybe you, Anton, had brought it for me made me want more. I
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