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1. FIICA

Se trezi in cdldura soarelui matinal, simtind miros de
placintd de mere si scortisoara tocmai din bucétarie. Ur-
sulet era ferm ghemuit in imbratisarea ei, ca intotdeauna,
dar il simtea diferit cumva. ,,Ei bine”, se gandi ea, ,,e doar
o jucdrie de plus” si ignora orice amanunte ii frimantau
subconstientul 1n legaturd cu el. Cand, in sfarsit, decise
sa se ridice din pat, picioarele 1i cazura amortite pe podea,
insa era o amortire minunata ce-i da senzatia cé pluteste
deasupra covorului pufos si viu colorat. Dormitorul micut
parea chiar mai mic decat de obicei, dar toate acestea
radiau un sentiment placut asupra ei, ca $i ziua insoritad
de afard. Atat de luminos era, incat nu putea zari nimic
dincolo de fereastrd, insd camera ei era inundata cu lu-
mind galbuie, cetoasd, in timp ce frunze umbroase dansau
pe peretii de 1angd usa. Cateva fire de praf ce pluteau in
razele soarelui o provocau sa stranute, dar nu reusea, in-
diferent cat de mult ar fi incercat. Era mult trecut de se-
zonul alergiilor, nu? Ar trebui sa fie vara, poate iulie sau
august. Nu-si putea da seama $i nici nu avea timp si caute
un calendar. Placinta dulce astepta sd fie mancata, iar ea
tanjea dupa imbratisarea mamei.
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In timp ce cobora, pasii nu aveau greutate sub picioa-
rele ei. Nici micar nu simtea cd fuge pe scri. Peretii erau
incd acolo, rezistand in locul lor, acoperiti de tapet albas-
tru si alb, cu textura pe care o indrigea atat de mult. Isi
lipi obrazul de perete si ascultd linistea confortabili, apoi
sdri jos pe podea tindndu-se de balustrada din lemn. In-
chise ochii si zdmbi, dansand pana in sufragerie.

—Acolo se pune pomul de Craciun, arita locul de langa
semineu, sd stie si Ursulet, iar acolo sti tatil meu cand
priveste la TV.

Canapeaua era veche si usor murdari, dar nu se puteau
despérti de ea niciodata. Ea intelegea, fiindca simtea la
fel fata de Ursulet. Mos Craciun 1-a asezat intr-o cutie
eleganta pe care ea a deschis-o intr-o dimineati de Cr3-
ciun. Stia ca nu exista niciun Mos Criciun, dar nu conta.

— Sunt fericitd, spuse in timp ce 1l arunci pe Ursulet
in aer si facu piruete cu el. Invartitul o ametea, astfel ca
se opri sd-si aminteascd ce voia si faci. Poate o cani cu
ciocolatd calda si putind placinta aveau si fi stipaneasca
agitatia.

Picioarele 1i erau grele acum, mergand spre bucitirie.
Isi strigd mama, dar nimeni nu i intoarse un rdspuns.
Incet, méinile ei impinserd usa incapatanati, sperand si
gaseascd un chip iubitor de cealaltd parte. De indati ce
usa ceda, se impiedica in bucatirie, gisind doar sumbrul
intuneric. Draperiile fusesera trase, dar lumina era prea
timida sd patrunda induntru. Masa era goala, iar mirosul
de placinta disparuse.
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—Mama! strigd, dar linistea persistd, oricat ar fi astep-
tat. Poate a plecat afara, isi spuse.

Niciun biletel ldsat pe frigider, unde ar fi fost de obicei.
Trase doud scaune de sub masa. Scartaitul lor pe podeaua
tare a bucatariei rasuna in fiecare ungher al casei goale.
Fetita se asezd pe un scaun, odihnindu-se ganditoare cu
bratele incrucisate pe masa, privindu-l profund pe Ursu-
let, asezat strimb langd ea. Sa fi trecut ore. Nu a fost mic
dejun, nici pranz. Stomacul ii chiordia zgomotos, astfel
ca decise sa plece.

Usa de la intrare fusese ldsatd intredeschisa, iar suflul
vantului o deschidea larg. Soarele disparuse, nori de fur-
tund alunecau pe cer, in timp ce vantul devenise sagetator
de rece. li era frica sa hoinireasca in furtuna ce se apro-
pia, insd casa pe care o stia cdndva se prabusi in urma ei
pand ce nu mai ramase nimic la care si se intoarca. Se
imbratisd zgribulitd si merse singura pe strazile aspre si
strdine, tinandu-1 strins pe Ursulet. Vecinatatea parea fa-
miliard, ca o amintire indepartatd care nu mai este intoc-
mai clara. Era un vid pustiu, niciun suflet in zare. Fiecare
casd subreda si fiecare gard de lemn erau manjite cu o
vopsea rosie aprinsd si scrieri care avertizau despre un
anume Sam.

»>am e necaz” era sculptat in usa Inlantuita a unui
garaj.

,» Vai de Sam” era pictat pe cladirea unui vecin, in cea-
laltd parte a strazii.

»Fugi departe” si ,,Sam ucide” era mazgilit pe un gard
si pe casa de langd el, cu litere negre ca smoala.
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Pe masura ce Tnainta catre parc, unde obisnuia s& mearga
cu périntii ei, citi o multime de astfel de mesaje scrise chiar
si pe pavaj. Toate acestea erau peste puterea de intelegere
a fetitei, insa nu reusea sa scape de sentimentul ¢ ar fi vina
ei, cumva. Trebuia s3 continue cu strdduintd, oriunde ar fi
calauzit-o acest drum. Poate raspunsul se gisea la destina-
tie, impreuna cu zdmbetul uitat acasi. Poate gisea doar
colb. Poate ci la capatul acestui drum nu era nimic altceva
decat tdrana unui cadavru vechi, putrezit.

Apoi, vdzu o fiintd vie sontacaind pe langi zidul inalt
al parcului, asadar alerga cét putu de repede, cu Ursulet
fluturand 1anga ea. Apropiindu-se, chipul familiar al
doamnei Almisser de vizavi ii alind spaima cu un strop
de speranta. Era posibil ca bitrana femeie si fi fost la
fel de pierdutd ca si ea, dar nu era momentul pentru
pesimism.

— Doamné Almisser! Hei, doamna Almisser! strigi
fetita cu toatd puterea, in timp ce continua si alerge spre
batrana doamnd, care, probabil, nu mai auzea foarte bine
la varsta ei, fiindca nu pérea si bage de seama.

Fetita se apropie si incerca sd o imbritiseze, dar, intr-o
fractiune de secunda, bratul femeii se risuci inspaimén-
tator, apucd incheietura fetei si ii izbi trupul de zidul din
beton. Naucita si tremurand de frica, fetita se ridica incet,
scuturdndu-I pe Ursulet de praf, incercand si-si aline du-
rerea din incheietura deja invinetitd. Poate ci o speriase
sau poate cd nu-i prea placeau imbriatisarile striinilor.

— Doamna Almisser, sunt eu, Lisa! vorbi fata cu voce
domoald, in timp ce se apropie doi pasi de bitrana Almisser.
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Dar femeia se intoarse cu o grimasa infuriata pe chip,
ca si cum nu avea chef sa o asculte. Carja ei penduld vi-
olent 1n aer si o lovi pe fatd In crestetul capului cu intreaga
forta a lumii. Atat de tare o lovise, incat dintii 1i clanténira
si vederea 1 se Tnnegurd pentru cateva clipe.

— Javra nenorocita! tuna batrana tronand deasupra fe-
titei coplesite, chipul ei zvacnind si ludnd brusc o infati-
sare monstruoasd. Nu esti bund de nimic! tipd ea din nou,
privind-o de sus pe fatd cu un dezgust cumplit.

Fetita isi inclestd dintii si incercd sa nu plangd in timp
ce o privea pe femeie in ochi, dar durerea se citea pe
chipul ei. Nu vru sa verse nicio lacrima si sa-i dea acelei
vrdjitoare satisfactia pe care o cduta, insd durerea era in-
suportabild si nu isi mai putu stapéni plansul. Cézu in
genunchi, sprijinindu-si capul rdnit in maini. Degetele
simteau sangele cald, vascos, imbiband parul ei brun, insa
durerea era cea care o necdjea mai mult. Bitrana doamna
Almisser se intoarse, multumitd, si disparu in trecut, ca
toti ceilalti. Mama o invatase s salute oamenii cand vin
si cand pleacd, dar nu mai avu prilejul sd-si ia rdmas bun
de aceasta data.

Fata ramase acolo, ingenuncheata pe pavajul rece, in-
cercand sa-si steargd lacrimile, pdna cand auzi un latrat
vag undeva in departare. Isi ridica ochii tulburati, dar nu
reusi sa distinga de unde proveneau latraturile. Considera
cd o batrand nebund nu putea fi mai infricosatoare decét
o haitd de caini infometati, astfel incat decise sa se ridice,
sprijinindu-se de zidul plin de muschi ce inconjura parcul.
Cerul se Invartea delirant, lucru ce-1 frimanta stomacul
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1. THE DAUGHTER

She woke up in the morning sun’s warmth, smelling
apple pie and cinnamon all the way from the kitchen.
Bear was cuddled tight in her embrace, as always, but he
felt different somehow. “Oh well” she thought “it’s just
a plush toy” and she paid no further attention to whatever
bothered her subconscious about him. When she finally
decided to get out of bed, her feet fell numb on the floor,
yet it was a wonderful numbness, as if she were floating
over the colorful and fluffy carpet. The small bedroom
seemed smaller than ever, but she had a good feeling
about all of this, and the bright sunny day outside. It was
so bright, in fact, she couldn’t even see anything beyond
the window, yet the room was filled with a hazy yellow
light and shadowy leaves were dancing on the walls next
to the door. Some dusty floaters in the sunlight almost
made her sneeze, but she couldn’t, no matter how much
she tried to. It was long past the allergy season, right? It
should be summer, July maybe, or August. She couldn’t
tell, and neither did she had any time looking for a calen-
dar. Sweet pie was waiting to be eaten and she yearned
for her mother’s embrace.
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The steps down barely had any weight under her feet.
She couldn’t even feel herself running. The walls were
still there, standing, covered in blue and white paper,
with a texture she was always fond of. Pressed her cheek
against the wall, listened to the cozy silence, then she
jumped down to the floor holding on to the wooden
railing. Closed her eyes and cracked a smile, danced her
way into the living room. “That’s where the Christmas
tree goes,” she pointed out next to the fireplace, so Bear
would know, “and over there sits dad watching TV.” The
couch was old and slightly dirty, but they could never part
with it. She could understand, as she felt the same about
Bear. Santa placed him in a fancy box that she opened one
Christmas morning. She knew there was no Santa and it
didn’t matter. “I’m happy,” she said as she threw Bear up
in the air and twirled around with him. Spinning around
made her feel dizzy, so she stopped to remember what she
was doing there. Maybe a hot cup of chocolate or milk
and some pie would ease her fluster.

Her feet felt heavy as she made her way to the kitchen.
Called for her mother, but no one returned an answer.
Slowly, her hands pushed against the stubborn door, hop-
ing to find a loving face on the other side. As the door
finally gave up, she stumbled clumsily inside the kitchen
only to find a gloomy darkness. The drapes were up, but
light was still too shy to come inside. There was nothing
on the table and the smell of pie was gone. “Mom!” she
shouted, but the silence persisted, no matter how long she
waited. “Maybe she went out,” she told herself. No note
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was left on the small yellow fridge, where there usually
must’ve been one. As she dragged two chairs from under
the table, the screeching on the hard kitchen floor filled
every dark corner in the empty house. The little girl sat
on one of the chairs, resting thoughtful with her arms
crossed on the table, looking deeply at Bear sitting crooked
next to her. Hours must’ve passed. There was no breakfast,
no lunch. Her stomach rumbled aloud and ached, so she
decided to leave. The front door was left ajar and wind
was blowing it open. The sun was gone, storm clouds were
row slithering over the sky, while the wind became pierc-
ingly cold. She was afraid to wander into an incoming
storm, but the house she once knew was crumbling be-
hind her until nothing was left to go back to. She hugged
herself and walked alone in the harsh and foreign streets,
holding tight to dear Bear. The neighborhood seemed fa-
miliar, like a distant memory that’s not quite accurate
anymore. It was a barren void, no soul in sight. Every
rickety house and every wooden fence had been smeared
with a bright red paint and writings that warned about
someone named Sam.

“Sam is sorrow” was carved on a chained garage door.

“Woe is Sam” was painted on a neighbor’s building
on the other side of the road.

“Run away” and “Sam kills” were scribbled on a fence
and on the house next to it, with tar black letters.

As she walked further down towards the park, where
she used to go with her parents, more of these messages
could be read, even on the pavement. All this eluded the
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little girl’s comprehension, but she couldn’t escape the
feeling that it was her fault, somehow. She had to trudge
through, wherever this path might take her. Maybe the
answers would lie there, along with the smile she forgot
back home. Maybe it’s dust. Maybe on the end of this
road there’s nothing but the dust of an old, decayed
corpse.

Then, she saw a living being hobbling near the park’s
tall fence, so she ran as fast as she could, with Bear
waving in the air next to her. As she drew closer, the
familiar face of Mrs. Almisser from next door relieved
the horror with a bit of hope. It could also be that the
old lady was just as lost as the girl, but there was no time
for pessimism. “Mrs Almisser! Hello, Mrs Almisser!”
the girl shouted as loud as she could, while she contin-
ued running towards the old lady, who probably didn’t
hear that well at her age since she didn’t seem to notice.
The little girl approached and tried to hug her, but in a
quantum of a second, the woman’s arm twisted fright-
fully, grabbed the girl’s wrist and thrust her whole body
into the concrete wall next to them. Stunned and cow-
ering in fear, the little girl rose slowly and dusted off
Bear, while softly comforting her already bruised wrist.
She didn’t know what to think, so she decided to thread
mindfully. Perhaps she startled her or she didn’t care
much for strangers hugging her willy-nilly on the street.
“Mrs Almisser, it’s me, Lisa!” the girl said faintly as she
walked two steps closer to old lady Almisser. But the
woman turned around with an enraged grimace on her

Embers of Atlanta 9

face as if she wouldn’t have any of it. The crutch swung
violently through the air and hit the girl with world’s
heaviest might right in the crown of her head. So hard
she hit the girl in the head, her teeth chattered and her
vision blacked out for a couple of seconds.

“You damned bitch!” she thundered as she was tow-
ering over the collapsed girl, her face suddenly twitching
and altering into a monstrous guise. “You’re worthless!”
she yelled again, looking down on the girl with awful
disgust.

The little girl clenched her teeth and tried not to cry as
she looked straight into that woman’s eyes, but the pain
in her face gave the feeling away. She didn’t want to shed
one tear and give that witch the satisfaction she so sav-
agely sought, but the pain was unbearable, and then she
just couldn’t stop from crying anymore. She fell on her
knees, holding her wounded head in her hands. Her fin-
gers felt the viscid, warm blood slinking into her brown
hair, but the pain is what bothered her the most. Old Mrs.
Almisser turned around, content, and vanished into the
past, just like everyone else. Mother taught her to greet
people when they come and go, but there was no chance
for goodbyes this time.

The girl laid there kneeling on the cold pavement, try-
ing to shrug her tears away, until she heard a faint barking
somewhere in the distance. Raised her cloudy eyes, but
couldn’t tell where the barks came from. She thought a
crazy old woman can’t be more terrifying than hungry
dogs, so she got up, leaning on the moss-covered wall



