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Coming from America

Randy Thomas Legersky

USA

At the age of 23, my great-grandfather, Andrej Legersky arrived in New York City at Ellis
Island in 1919 after a long cold November voyage across the Atlantic Ocean in a steam ship
that had departed from Germany.
Before this big move he had made a short immigration west from a small village in Slovakia,
where he spent his childhood and grammar
school years, to Vienna, Austria where he
worked as a clerk and educated himself as much
as he could.
He was looking for a better life in the U.S.A.
and there, with very hard work on the railroads
and the coal mines in Southwest Pennsylvania
he raised a family of 13 children with a woman
who's parent's had immigrated from Romania
(Transylvania). They were Catholic, but not
overtly religious and didn't pass on a strong attachment to Catholicism in their children. But,
their Eastern European traditions from Slovakia
and Romania were practiced and continued,
probably without much thought about it - just in
the way they knew to live life - and this left a
lasting impression on their family for generations, even to his favorite boy in the family - me,
his great-grandson, Randy Thomas Legersky.
It's ironic that I would return, eighty-five
years later, to Eastern Europe when my greatgrandfather and his wife's family risked so much

to leave it.
What was the one thing that could make me
leave the United States to live in Romania?
Love, of course.
I had been laid-off from my job for a couple
months after working for over five years at the
most successful Internet service provider in the
world, America Online (AOL). Five years is a
long time to keep a job at one company in the
United States these days, and the job had become the focus of my whole life. So, once I didn't have this job anymore, I saw the real world
around me for the first time in a long time, because I wasn't staring at a computer screen for
10-14 hours a day anymore. The world fascinated me; I was like a newborn baby, and the world
scared me, also in much the way new things
scare a baby.
I had been covering politics while at AOL,
hut I had not really realized the impact that the
election of George W. Bush had on the economy
and the world. Two weeks after I lost my job, a
much bigger event hit close to home - the terrorist attacks in New York, Washington DC and
Pennsylvania on September 11, 2001.
That day, I was at job retraining organized by
my former company. The offices were just a few
miles from the CIA headquarters. When we
heard that airplanes had struck the World Trade
Marlor, VIII-IX, Entre patries, Between Homelands
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Center buildings in New York and the Pentagon
just outside Washington, we were terrified that
another wave of attacks would hit Washington

DC.
These two events - being laid off and the
shocking terrorist attacks - made me look at my
life and examine if I was really living the life I
wanted, because it seemed insane to put off your
dreams until tomorrow when tomorrow may not
come. I knew then that I had to change the
things that I didn't like about my life.
I was almost 30 years old and I had no family, only a relationship of convenience with no
love in it - two people who shared a house and
fought viciously in the little time they had some
time to spend together. For about a month I had
started chatting online with a woman from another country - her English was good enough for
us to have intellectual conversations, and we
shared pictures of each other. We liked each
other's pictures. We both really enjoyed each
other's conversation. Soon, we had video cameras so that we could have video chats and before
long we felt like we had fallen in love with each
other. Some more time would show that we had
really fallen in love ... and events would soon seem
to move out of both of our control to push us together, half way across the world, in Romania.
One day, that fall in 2001, I was walking
down a street in my neighborhood in Washington, DC and I say a woman sitting at a small
table on the side walk with Taro cards. I didn't
really notice her consciously at first. Then it
struck me that she seemed very out of place on
a quiet residential street without many people
passing by. I would more likely expect someone
to set up a place to read taro cards on a street in
the center of the city, where there are lots of
tourists. She didn't have a sign, and she didn't
say a word. She only smiled kindly when I
walked past. Then, a feeling made me stop and I
decided that I had to go back and talk to this
woman.
I asked the dark skinned woman if she would
read my cards (I assumed that she was Italian)
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and she said of course she would. I asked her
how much it would cost and she said just five
dollars, but only to pay her if I felt that it was
worth it after she read my cards. She shuffled
the cards and then asked me to put my hand on
them with my eyes closed and to clear my mind.
Then she turned over the first few cards. She
told me that I was in a relationship for a long
time that had now long outlived its purpose and
was really draining me of my energy. I had met
someone new, she said, and though it looked difficult for me to be with her that the way was very
clear and that I would end up being with her.
There was much more, much more she said and
I would be going to live very far away. We would
have money, but not a lot of money. We would
have simple, but nice, clean and comfortable
things. She said that she saw legal papers and
documents all around me, that I would have
many, many of these legal things to do, but that
I would be successful in all of them. I would be
in a place that had many gypsies, like her, and I
would come to understand these people.
I was very astounded by this woman's reading of my cards, she didn't ask me any questions
about myself and I didn't tell her one word about
me. I paid her and we talked a little more about
what I did and who I was and I found out that
she was Roma (gypsy) and that her daughter had
just been arrested in a round up of some other
gypsies in the area by the police and accused of
robbing houses in the past few months. I had
read about this case in the news paper just the
night before, and it had fascinated me, because
it seemed to me that tl1ese Roma were being discriminated against and seen as criminals without
any proof at all that they had done sometl1ing
wrong.
I went to the pharmacy and ten minutes later
I walked back on the same street and the woman
had vanished wiiliout leaving any trace iliat she
had ever been there. The street looked peaceful
and very quiet, but to me it seemed very eerie
that this woman had been in my path, read my
future, and then disappeared.
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At this time, I didn't even know that Ema
was in Romania, only someplace in Europe. Ema
didn't think I would be interested in coming and
staying in a place like Romania, and she didn't
see how she would ever be able to come to America. At a point, in December, she tried to break
off our relationship because she felt that it was
only going to hurt to be in love with someone
who you could never meet. Trying to break this
off only made us both feel miserable though. We
needed each other, but we didn't know how we
could be together.
During this time of almost a month when
Ema stopped talking to me, I visited a church St. Matthew's cathedral - with a friend because it
wa s th e church where hi s gra ndparents were
married and it was a landmark in Washington,
DC. It seemed like most Catholic cathedrals, but
when I was about to leave, I noticed that there
was a small room with a place to pray and it had
murals of St. Francis. I had read some things
about St. Francis and was intrigued by him. So I
felt compelled to go into this little room. While I
sat down in this room, I felt very affected by the
imagery of the saint and of Jesus in front of me.
For the first time in my life, except maybe when
I was Baptized, I felt a real connection in my
spirit with God. I felt like I had no choice but to
get down on my knees and just listen, to see if he
would have anything to say or show me. I began
to cry and I realized that I was living my life too
much with my head and not enough with my
heart. I felt that God was telling me to live by my
heart that he would guide me and I should trust
him and not try to out think him. I should give
over control of my life to him. So I decided that
I would try to live this way and whatever he had
planned for me I would accept. Soon, Ema decided to start over with me, and we shared even
more of our hearts with each other.
At the end of March, 2002, six months after
first talking with Ema, I decided to come to Romania to be with her. When I saw Ema's face at
the airport - her big dark eyes alive with excitement that I was there and real and all for her -

my heart leapt too, and I knew that I had made
the right decision. After being here a month, I
asked her to marry me and she said yes. We got
married on May 25, 2002.
But, first, I needed a place to live when I got
here. A week before I came to Romania, I had
found some offers online to rent an apartment
from a real estate agency in Bucharest. I exchanged e-mails with an agent and told him what
day and time I would be here. He said that he
would line up some places to see the day I got
here. I got his name and phone number and I assured him that I was serious.
When I arrived, Ema called the agent on his
mobile phone. He seemed very surprised that I
actually came and that I called exactly when I
said that I would. I was very surprised that he
hadn't called any places to see if I could view
them to rent. My experience with real estate
agents in the U.S. was that they were very aggressive to move properties and wanted to show
them as quickly as they could. Ema explained to
me that he probably didn't think that I was serious and that he wanted to wait and see if I actually showed up before he did something. This
was my first experience that I had in Romania
with what I would find out was a basic mistrust
in the society. People don't trust their government. The government doesn't trust the citizens.
P eople don ' t trust their employers and they
don't trust their employees. People don 't have
much trust or confidence in each other in general, and this mistrust breeds an environment of
more mistrust. Soon, I would find out that there
is a lot of reason for mistrust based on the corruption that exists in the day-to-day functioning
of the institutions and also from the legacy, the
shadow, of the former communist system.
We decided to have a traditional Orthodox
wedding. I would learn a lot of traditions from
this. An American wedding is very different, so
everything I ever thought about how I would
need to plan a wedding would be a lot different.
One thing I needed to do to have an Orthodox
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wedding was to
become Orthodox. So, I would
have a baptism to
convert.
First, I had to
talk to the priest
about my current
religion and why I
wanted to convert. The priest
spoke no English,
so Ema translated
the general ideas
for us. It was important that I understood that I
was making a serious commitment and that I
shouldn't go back to the Baptist church after
converting. 1 should go to the Orthodox Church
regularly and practice.
I don't have a big interest in learning all
about the Orthodox religion, but I do find its
symbolism and icons fascinating.
I only understood the basic ideas of what the
priest was saying when he baptized me. It was a
long time to stand on my feet. It would have
been different if I were a baby, the age that most
orthodox people are baptized . This was my second baptism, because at 13 years old I was baptized in the Baptist church.
The priest read to me and those gathered
around me to witness my baptism many things
from his book, some of it was verses and quotes
from the bible, other things were explanation of
the ritual and the symbols. I didn't understand
hardly anything that he was saying. At this point
I had only been in Romania for two months. I
had to take of my shirt and when I did, the priest
pointed out that I was wearing an anchor necklace. Actually, the necklace was Thor's hammer,
the god of lightning from Norse mythology and
it had the name of this hammer, Miljnor, written
in ancient Nordic symbols. It is a very pagan
piece of jewelry. It's interesting that I lost my interest in wearing this symbol after the baptism.
Anyway, the priest put blessed water from a
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copper basin on
my head, and put
crosses on me
with oil. There
were many times I
had to follow
along and cross
myself. The most
interesting part of
the baptism to me
was when the
priest took me
around
the
church
and
showed me different icons and explained them
to me (even though I didn't understand) and I
had to kiss them. Then he took me through a
hidden door behind the altar which was an inner
altar, or the ,,real altar;' where a candle was lit
and I had to kiss a crucifix. Later, we would baptize our baby, Maya, and I would see the whole
ceremony from a different point-of-view.

The wedding
Getting the papers I needed for the civil wedding was the first taste I had of the Romanian
bureaucracy and the difference in work ethic between Romanians and Americans. I needed my
birth certificate and other identification information to be translated into Romanian and submitted with Ema's information to the primarie
(mayor's office) in her home town, Faurei, where
we were to get married. We had to travel about
an hour to Braila, the capitol of the county, or
judet, to find a notary that could translate and
notarize the documents. But, when we got there,
the notary said that she couldn't make the papers. The big problem was that my American
passport didn't list a permanent address or the
name of my parents. The Romanian marriage
certificate also has to list the names of the parents (all legal documents list the name of your
parents in Romania).
A cousin of Ema's mother spoke to the no-
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tary in Faurei and he agreed to accept the documents that I had as the proper evidence that I
needed. I had the name of my parents on my
birth certificate and I had their address for my
permanent address on the envelope from the
courthouse in my parent's county that sent them
the copy of my birth certificate. First we went to
his office during his posted business hours, but
that day he had decided that he wanted to go
home early, which is he probably does often, because there isn't too much business to do in
such a small town. I was upset by both of these
incidents because I was used to people trying
hard to resolve problems for you as a matter of
pride in doing their job and for people working
extra hours, not going home early. But, we were
able to go to the notary at the first hour the next
morning and he amicably resolved our problem.
After that we had to schedule our civil wedding with the magistrate, but the civil servant at
the office wasn't very civil and wasn't very serving. She kept delaying when we could go with all
the papers to sign the book and schedule the ceremony. We ended up having to stay in town a
few extra days to resolve the problem and only
after we bought her some good coffee and
cigarettes and Ema's mother took them to her
house for a visit, did she set up a time for us to
come and schedule the civil wedding.
Usually, you have the civil wedding the morning of the religious wedding at the church, or the
day before. We had ours two week's before the
religious wedding, because we were to travel
from Bucharest and we needed to meet my parents and take them by car with us to the wedding. In the U.S., the religious wedding is legal
for the state, as long as you have a marriage license from the courthouse, so you don't have to
go through two ceremonies. If you're not religious, then you can choose to be married by the
magistrate and skip any religious ceremony.
In Romania, as in the Czech Republic, Slovakia and other Eastern European countries, the
wedding is traditionally a three day affair. My parents knew that it took three days, but weren't re-

ally prepared for an all night party. An American
wedding is usually in the afternoon or early
evening, then there is a reception party just until
eleven in the night or around midnight (dinner,
some drinks and dancing, a few traditions - taking
off the brides garter, throwing the bride's flower
bouquet to the single girls - then the bride and
groom depart to a secret place to consummate the
marriage and leave for their honeymoon.

Honeymoon
When Ema was traveling with me on our
honeymoon, the authorities never questioned
her about why she was traveling, where she was
going or how long she planned to stay. They didn't ask us about our hotel reservations or other
travel plans, they just let us pass. I always
showed my U.S. passport first, then she showed
her passport. Since we had the same last names
in our passports they assumed we were married
and treated us both like Americans. In the EU
countries, Romanians are required to have proof
of 100 Euros a day, proof of where they are staying, return transportation tickets.

After the honeymoon ... daily life
Soon, I started to settle into everyday married
life, grocery shopping, meals, buying our apartment, and finding out that we were going to
have a baby!!

Grocery shopping
When he first visited Bucharest, the supermarket frightened Laurentio, Ema's 16-year-old
brother. I found this amusing and I was curious
to find out why he didn't like to go to Mega
Image, but was happy to shop in the open market or at a small store. I asked why he was uncomfortable at the supermarket. Because you
take the goods yourself, directly from the
shelves, rather than asking a person behind a
counter for things, he thought that the store em-
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ployees would think he was stealing.
After a few months in Romania, I adjusted to
the ,,casa" system of many alimentary stores. I
had only ever known to ask for an item and pay
for it or to take the item from the shelf in a store
(big or small) and then pay the cashier. Each
type of food has its own department - one for
meats, one for dry goods, one for dairy, and another for fish. It really confused me at first to
tell the worker at a food department what I wanted. Then you get a ticket with the name and
price of the item written on it. Then, you go to a
cashier to pay the amount and get a receipt, and
finally, you go back to the counter of the department and get the item you purchase and have
the worker tear your receipt.
This system's greatest flaw was revealed to
me one day when the receipt tore when the
cashier took it from the register. The person at
the department would think I was trying to steal
the item with an old receipt. Luckily, the seller
and the cashier were in shouting distance of
each other and so the cashier was able to tell the
seller that the receipt ripped. From my point of
view, I think this system is very inefficient. It
takes a lot longer to shop, so it is not serving the
consumer very well, and it tal<:es more employees, more salaries and therefore higher food
prices for the consumer. At first, I thought the
system was meant to stop theft, but they have
uniformed employees and plain-clothes security
in the super-market, plus electronic alarms to
stop shoplifting in the super markets. Now I
think it is just another shadow of the communist
system which was set up to ration goods equally
and wasn't concerned at all about workplace efficiency and customer service.
More and more stores seem to be replacing
this ,,casa" system for a direct check out system
that I know from the West.

Food
I really like Romanian food. There are a lot
of similar dishes to Slovak food.

107

Sarmale, or stuffed cabbages, are my favorite.
I like dumpling soup and it is also our baby
Maya's favorite. My family has a recipe for
cirnati de casa that is very similar to what you
can get here (we call it kolbasi from Slovak, others say Kolbasa from Polish). I like them very
much. I like cabbage with smoked pore or white
beans with pore meat. Cris with milk and
mamaliga are things my grandmother gave me
when I stayed at her house as a kid.
I make a Slovak goulash for my wife sometimes in return for all the good Romanian treats
she gives me.
Things I never had before coming to Romania are papanash pastries (fried dough with
cream filling), and piftie (pore and garlic in clear
gelatin served very cold). Mititei, small grilled
ground meat with spices, are really good and we
like to cook them on the grill at a barbecue.
Mousaka is something I really like too that I had
in Greek restaurants in America, but here I am
told that is a Turkish dish. Keftelie, or fried
meatballs, are really good too.
Usually Romanians keep food on the balcony
or the window seal just outside the kitchen window when the weather is cold. For many people
here, it is the only way to keep something cold
because they don't have refrigerators. Also, for
too many people, they don't have to worry about
having a refrigerator in the cold months because
they have little or no heat in the apartment.
Those that have houses in the rural villages usually have wood burning stoves, so they make
some heat to warm the house when they cook
and then keep some foods outside to keep.
Smoking, drying, salting, pickling and canning
are still very common ways of keeping foods in
Romania.
Ema told me before I came here that she didn't know how to cook anything. In reality, she is
an incredible cook. She has natural talent; the
first time she tries something it almost always
turns out perfectly. Her mother went to cooking
school and is a cook by trade in a hospital in the
small town of Faurei. She acquired the taste for
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what is good from her mother and learned how
to cook just by watching as she grew up. Or,
maybe it is a genetic trait?

Restaurants

I

:,

It's strange to me to see items like bread,
jam, butter, ketchup, mustard, and a hot pepper
on the bill. There is also listed every price for a
slice of cheese, each kind of meat and each vegetable and condiment for a sandwich in some
cafes. I suppose there are a few ways to look at
this. You can see exactly what you are paying for,
which is better than a lot of businesses in Europe that don't post any prices for services,
which I think is unnerving to an American. How
can you be sure they are charging you the same
prices? At the same time, because I'm not used
to seeing all the little price details listed on the
bill, it makes me feel like the restaurant is being
cheap or overcharging me. I feel this way even if
the bill isn't expensive when I see all these very
small things listed. We also don't pay by weight
measurements for meat and other portions. It's
usual to get very big portions at an American
restaurant, so your not going to feel like you didn't get enough when you order any portion of
meat, vegetable or garnish. I'm sure that the
prices for everything, down to salt and pepper
are factored into the prices on a restaurant bill
in America, but because you never see them listed, it is psychological that these things are just
free parts of the meal .... But in reality, whether
you get ketchup on your sandwich or not in an
American restaurant, you a paying for it, because
it's the same price. So, once I get over my psychological problem of seeing every tiny item listed with its tiny price, I can realize that it's probably more fair the way the Romanians make the
menu and the check.

The pharmacy and health care
I was surprised that I could get penicillin
without a prescription. The pharmacist here

doesn't take your prescription after each time
you get medicine. Sometimes they read the
script, sometimes they don't. I've been using the
same prescription for a medication 1 need to get
every month for a year and a half and only once
did they read it and say that I needed a new one.
I just took it to another pharmacy and tl1ey filled
it. Now the woman working at our local SensiBlu pharmacy recognizes me and she just asks
me if I need my medication and I say yes.
While standing in tlie line at the pharmacy,
or to pay the phone bill (the banking system
doesn't use checks here, so you can't pay your
bills by mail or through the Internet), you are
bound to be bumped, brushed, pushed or if
things get really ugly, hit by someone in the line.
It annoys me, and I think most Americans, to be
bumped, pushed, or even touched by a stranger
when standing in a line or walking on the street.
Here it happens all the time and people usually
don't even say excuse me. The senior citizens
are the worst, because they tend to be the least
educated, and because they expect respect and
special treatment because they are elders. Usually, there isn't even an orderly line because everyone is trying to crowd to the front, so it is
three or four people wide, ratlier than single file.
If you try to be courteous and leave a little space
between you and the next person, tlien it is likely that someone is going to try to jump in front
of you to fill that space.

At the hospital to have the baby
Ema's pregnancy went very smoothly for all
nine and a-half months. She had regular checkups at a private clinic, Bio-Medica, with a nice
doctor. Of course, we gave some extra money to
the doctor at each visit. At our last check-up at
nine months, the doctor told us that he had to go
away to a conference in Australia when the pregnancy was to occur. This of course made us a little apprehensive because it took us some time to
find and build a good relationship with this doctor. He recommended us to a colleague at the
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Pantelimon hospital where he also worked.
So, we scheduled a meeting with both doctors at the hospital where they had a very good
echo-graph machine so that we could better determine the exact date when the baby was due
and to determine the sex. The clinic had a good
echo-graph machine, but not one that could resolve the baby's sex. So, we were traditional
about knowing the baby's sex, but not really by
choice, until just before the baby was born. The
hospital was all the way at the opposite end of
the city from us, but we had picked it because
we were going to have this good doctor. The new
doctor was nice and seemed knowledgeable, but
he didn't know us yet. We gave him a bottle of
Scotch at this visit as a present, so that he knew
that he would get more when it came time to deliver the baby. The doctor told us that the baby
would be a girl! We had a name picked for a girl
- Maya. If the baby was going to be a boy we had
decided on Andrei, after my great-grandfather.
The doctor said that Ema would give birth at the
end of the week, on Friday or Saturday, so we
should come and check her into a private room
tliat they had available in a new wing of the hospital so that she would be ready for the delivery.
However, little Maya had her own plan for
when she wanted to be born. She thought that
the next morning, on Tuesday, would be better
to come into the world! My wife thinks that the
labor was induced the evening before when she
went to visit a friend and the elevator was broken so she walked up the stairs seven floors.
Ema went to bed that night with bad pains in
her lower back, but Ema has problems with her
back normally, so we didn't think it was labor. I
noticed that she was in pain and not sleeping
well that night, but she never woke me up to
complain. When I got up to go to work I realized
that she was in a lot of pain. She got up and
came in the living room with me and I could she
that she was in so much pain that she was going
to cry and she was grabbing the edge of the
couch in pain.
All the pain was in her back, but I realized
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that more intense waves were coming every ten
minutes now. She said to me that she couldn't
believe that it was going to hurt worse than this
when she would go into labor. I said, I think that
maybe you are in labor now! I said, we should
call the doctor and see what he says. So she
called the doctor and when he heard that the
pain had started the night before he said to get
to the hospital right away and he would meet us
there.
It was the eighth day of April. When I went
down stairs to hail a taxi from the street there
was a light snow on the ground and the streets. I
literally ran in front of a cab in the middle of the
street and jumped up and down saying it was an
emergency that my wife needed to go to the hospital to have a baby! We didn't have a car yet. So
the taxi was the best solution for getting to the
hospital. Ema's best friend, Vio, came to ride
with us to the hospital and to help us once we
got there. It was a very bumpy ride through the
streets of Bucharest at 9:00 a.m., when there was
still a lot of traffic from people going to work.
Ema was crying by the time we got to the hospital and I helped her out of the car and through
the halls of the hospital and to the elevator to
the third floor where the obstetrics ward was.
The doctor wasn't there when we got there.
Vio talked to an assistant on the floor and she
called for the doctor, but he was delivering another baby. Then she took us into a room where
two or three women were going to give birth; I
followed Ema into the room, still holding her
hand to help with the pain and her fear of the
hospital because it was very old and looked unclean. I expected that I would be able to go in
the room with her to deliver the baby. A doctor
in the room yelled at her, ,,Are you still in
Kindergarten and need someone to hold your
hand?" With this insult from a health professional, Ema turned around and went into the
hall weeping. I held her. She wanted to run, but
the pain was killing her. She said she just wanted to leave this hospital, but I told her she couldn't go now, she was about to have the baby any
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minute. Then, a female doctor
came from somewhere, and
asked Ema what was wrong.
She was very nice. We told her
that she had been in labor all
night. The doctor rushed to
get a wheel chair and took her
to an examination room downstairs. After a few minutes, the
doctor came out and said that
we got her to the hospital just
in time, that Ema would have
the baby in the next half an
hour.
They took Ema back upstairs to the maternity ward. I
had to wait down the hall, at
the stairs, where there was a
half door at the entrance. An
assistant would come and go
from the room every five minutes or so and she would give us updates. After
about twenty minutes the doctor came. I wanted
to talk with the doctor, to give him the extra
money that I knew I had to pay him - about
$300 and to remind him that we had asked that
Ema be moved to a private room right away after
the birth. We stopped him for a second when he
arrived, but he said to talk to him afterwards,
that he would come and find me.
I heard Ema screaming in the room and I
was very worried about what was happening.
After another twenty minutes, I really had to go
to the bathroom and to call work to tell them
that we were at the hospital to have the baby. So
I went as fast as I could. When I came back, Vio
said that Ema had the baby and that she was OK.
I was so excited then. After about five more minutes they brought little baby Maya out in an incubation box and the nurse stopped to show her
to me. I could swear that Maya was looking at
me when I called her name and said hello. Of
course, she could just hear my voice and maybe
smell me ... they say that they recognize your
voice from when they were in the womb. My

eyes filled witl1 tears from pure joy. Then they
took Maya to the room with the other babies.
We asked for the doctor then, but he had left.
So, I couldn't give him the money then and get
Ema moved to the private room. The nurses told
us that we should bring Ema some food, because
they didn't have any food at this part of the hospital. I went to go see Ema in the delivery room
and they brought Maya back for us to both see
and hold briefly. We were both so happy. But
Ema was very tired, in pain and hungry. So, I
told her we would go make her food at her
friend Adi's cousin's apartment down the street
and come back with it as soon as possible. We
came back an hour and a half later with some
meat and potatoes for her. In that time the doctor hadn't come back, and since the doctor wasn't paid, they assistants didn't move her to another room or do much of anything to help her.
She was still on a bed in the delivery room. The
assistants said that the doctor went home. I got a
little angry then, and I could see that Ema was
upset. So we went to page the doctor on his cell
phone. Luckily, he was still in the hospital and
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came to the maternity ward to meet us right
away. I gave him his money and some more
money to the nurses and assistants. Everyone's
attitude changed right away then and they
cleaned up Ema and moved her to the private
wing, which was liked another world of cleanliness, care and service, with fresh healthy food
for all the meals, cable TV and two beds in a private room so I could stay too. The room was just
$30 a night. Maya had to stay in the maternity
ward so the nurses could watch her, but Ema
went every three hours to the ward to feed her.
I found out later that the way the doctor delivered the baby was through methods over 50
years old. Ema was laying flat on her back with
her legs in stirrups - this is very dangerous for
the mother and the baby. It is very painful for
the mother and it isn't conducive to the birth.
Also, the nurses were pushing on Ema's belly to
get the baby out, which is also very dangerous. If
the baby wasn't coming, they should have given
Ema a hormone shot to dilate her more, if the
water had broken. The health care workers were
working like barbarians in medieval conditions,
not like modern day doctors. I got very angry
about what happened and felt very lucky that
both Ema and the baby came through the labor
in good health at the end. We decided that we
would not have another baby in Romania in
these health care conditions with attitudes and
knowledge of these doctors.
I do like however that the pediatrician comes
to your home just after your baby is born. In the
US, you have to drive the baby to the doctor's office for its first check-up (and all the other ones).
Doctors in America don't make house calls anymore. They haven't for over 30 years. There are
many things about Romania that remind of how
things used to be in the US when I was a kid or
what I heard things used to be like when my
parents were children in the 1950s. It is a little
bit of nostalgia for a simpler past when people
had more manners there was a sense of community. There were neighborhood stores like you
find at every bloc in Romania. The doctor made
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house calls. People took time to visit and chat
over a coffee and some cakes. The hospitality
and the keeping of traditions that have been lost
in America over the decades is what I like about
Romania.
Giving tea to the baby was something I had
never heard of before, but it is wonderful for
keeping the baby's stomach calm.
My mother asked me on the phone if we have
pampers in Romania. Yes, Mom, we have pampers here. They are made in Poland for all of
eastern-Europe.
I hadn't heard about cleaning the baby's
mouth with glycerin with stamicin, but it is a
good idea. In general, Romanians seem to be
more concerned with keeping the baby clean
and free from germs. I think it is because medical care in general is not at a high quality, so you
don't want the baby to get sick and have to go to
the doctor. You'll also have to pay some underthe-counter money or give some ,,gifts", which
are called spaga, to get any real attention for the
baby from the doctor if its sick. This idea of
spaga is one way you could get things you needed or special things others couldn't get under
communism, but the concept goes back further
than that. It really is a feudal idea left over from
the middle ages in this region of Europe. People
used to pay homage to nobility and royalty by
giving them gifts when they visited their court.
Also, the lords that governed over the peasants
took everything from the peasants and left them
with only what to survive on. In this way, Communism was only a reactionary force in the face
of a modernizing world for those agrarian based
societies of Eastern Europe.
I never thought much about air drafts, or
,,current" as the Romanians say, but the Romanians fear a draft and the germs and sickness
that they believe they bring. Of course, the wind
corning through a window in the middle of winter is not good and lowering your body temperature compromises your immune system and can
lead to catching a cold. On a hot summer day,
however, I am not too concerned about leaving
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the balcony door open and a window in another
room. The breeze, or draft, that it makes is refreshing to me.
There are many kindergartens that Maya can
go to when she is about three years old. It is similar to day-care in the U.S. They learn songs and
games, they sleep and have a meal. Art, music,
gymnastics and other activities fill their day until
the parents come from work to pick them up.
We plan to take Maya to this kind of kindergarten with English and Romanian spoken to
help prepare her for the future.
In general, I think that most Romanians are
a little more permissive with their children than
Americans. Of course, many American parents
are much more permissive these days than older
generations were. However, I think that the Romanian attitude is that children should have a
childhood and should play, develop their personalities and their abilities while children.
When they grow up, it is expected that most of
them will have a hard life with a lot of hard
work, so it's best to play now. It is interesting
that Roma (gypsies) are very, very permissive
with their young children. Once they come of
age though (in their teens) they have many responsibilities to the family and many hardships
to overcome. One thing you don't find in Romania is the attitude that a teenager should get a
job. On one hand its not practical, because jobs
are scarce and the service industry (such as fast
food restaurants), which most employs teen-agers
in America, is under developed in Romania. On
the other hand, older people with more experience are given preference in employment and
more respect over youth in general in Romanian
society.

The roads
Many Romanian taxi drivers have asked me
what I think of the roads in Bucharest. Of
course, there are many holes in the roads, but
most Romanians don't believe me when I see
that there are holes in the streets in America too.

Around Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, where I grew
up, the roads get broken and full of holes after
every winter. This is normal in a climate that has
cold winters. The water gets in the cracks and
spaces in the roads and when the water freezes,
it expands and breaks the concrete.
Also, in Washington, DC the roads had huge
holes in them. Most of the holes were caused by
never ending construction projects. Government
contractors were putting in fiber optic cables
under the roads, but they would leave the ditches across the road unfilled or very poorly filled
in. Sometimes wheels would be completely
ripped of a car by these trenches.
In Pennsylvania you can also see horses with
carts on the road. I like to tell people in Romania this so they can imagine that in parts of rural
America life isn't so much different than here.
But, in America you can find a little bit of the
whole world in one community or another. The
Amish community is a strict Menonite Christian
sect and their religious beliefs do not allow them
to use machines that are not powered by humans
or animals. They can have electric lights if someone else turns them on and they will ride in a
car, but not drive one. You can see many of
these people in horse drawn carts on the back
roads of Pennsylvania, so you have to stay aware
of them, as you do in Romania.
The attitude of drivers is very different here
from what I'm used too. It is much more aggressive here. Yes, you will probably encounter one
or two fast or impatient drivers in a day in America, but in Bucharest, the careful, patient and
conscientious driver is a minority. Romanian
drivers love to use their horns to herd the cars in
front of them forward. They love to race as fast
as they can just a few streets to the next stop
light where they then have to destroy their
brakes to stop in time. I also notice that the line
for stopping is painted exactly at the stop light,
so if you stop where its indicated you can't see
the traffic signal; this also causes delays and the
frustrated overuse of the horn.
When parking in Romania, follow the majori-
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ty and park on the sidewalk. I see why this makes
sense, since many of the roads are narrow and
there aren't many legal parking places. I don't
understand why Bucharest doesn't have parking
meters. The city could make a lot of money this
way and use it to improve the roads! Just 5.000
lei an hour in parking meters would help. There
are very few parking garages and some private
parking lots that fill up very early in the morning.
I have noted with irony that in Bucharest you
park and even drive on the sidewalk and you
walk in the street (because you have to walk
around the cars that are on the sidewalks)!
Conversely, cars don't stop for pedestrians in
American; pedestrians must wait until the traffic
is clear to cross. It is a quaint idea to me to see
cars stopping at every cross-walk (or zebras as
they are called in Romanian) - that is, usually
the drivers stop. Maybe that is why Romanians
drive so fast between each stop light - to mal<e
up for all the time it takes to stop at every cross

walk?
Car
Despite the state of the roads and the driving
conditions, we all need to get from place to
place. Ema and I decided that we needed a car.
We didn't want to keep our baby out in the cold
to wait for a bus. And when and if a bus finally
comes, because they don't follow a punctual
schedule like in Western countries, it is often too
crowded with no seats and people pushing for
space. I didn't feel safe taking Maya in taxis either. Taxi drivers seem to take a lot of risks. I
like to feel in control, driving the care myself,
even if it is a city with a lot of traffic, unpredictable drivers and bad road conditions.
We decided that we would buy a used Daewoo Cielo. It's a Korean car. It was hard for me
to communicate through the language barrier
with people selling their cars. Ema made many
telephone calls and there were a lot of men selling cars who were very rude to her.
The market for a used car in Romania is re-
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ally inflated. Most people can't really afford a
new car, except maybe a Dacia, the Romanian
made car. So, many second hand cars are
brought into Romania to sell from Western Europe, especially Germany. After a middleman
buys a car from someone in Western Europe it is
often sold to another or even more intennediaries before it makes it to you. Each one of them
wants to make a profit, so the price is pushed
higher than in Western Europe for a used car
and much higher than in America for a used car
since higher taxes and other costs are added on
to cars in Europe. Still, if you can't afford a new
car, and you need a car, then you will buy a used
car, even if the price is inflated. It's getting easier to get a loan from the bank to finance a new
car; until a few years ago the banks here didn't
even offer these type of consumer services for
loans. Another problem is that people recently
started using the Euro currency as the basis for
large purchases such as real-estate and cars because Romanian is preparing to enter into the
European Union in 2007 and because it is now
more valuable than the US Dollar. However, people aren't converting the value of prices in dollars into the equivalent in Euros. They are just
putting the symbol for Euros in front of the
price value in dollars, but 4000 Euros is almost
a thousand dollars more than 4000 dollars!
There are also a lot of luxury cars on the road
in Bucharest both new and second hand. Ema
says that many Romanians will live in a one room
apartment so that they can save enough money to
buy a Mercedes, just so it looks lilrn to others that
they are high class. It is a class conscious society,
which proves that socialism and communism
can't wipe out economic classes because people
will always want more and better standards of living, and you can't have the concept of upward
mobility with out class distinctions.
Making ends meet?
One day I came home from work, about a
month after buying our apartment, and my wife
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said that our neighbor asked if we could give
them some money so that they could buy an
apartment for their daughter. Of course, even if
I wanted to do such a thing, I couldn't. We had
a baby coming and not that much money left in
the bank to supplement what my job wasn't able
to cover. Really, I was very shocked that someone would even ask such a thing of someone
that wasn't family. Even if I had the money, I really don't think I would ... there are people here
and all over the world in much, much worse situations than our neighbor. I have some money
in a charity fund to distribute in the future and
it will go to orphan children.
It's a shame that my friend and colleague has
a good education and so does his wife. They recently had a baby. He has a job a senior programmer and maybe a slightly more average paid
job than usual in his field and he can't afford to
pay the rent for an apartment with two rooms.
His wife is taking only half her payment while
she is on maternity leave with the baby. At least
you can take two years leave by law here. In the
U.S. your job is only protected for 3 months. You
can't form a middle class in Romania, the payments aren't big enough; the economy isn't generating enough productivity to raise payments
enough and as soon as payments rise a little, inflation jumps even higher. More than half the
population can't make ends meet and a just earning enough to survive (if they are lucky). Only as
small middle class exists and then there are the
elite business owners who seem to have more
money than they could ever spend in Romania,
but they don't pay their workers enough to have
a decent home and enough for proper nutrition
and basic clothing.
Our family, Ema, Maya and I, has decided
that we will move to the United States as soon as
Ema graduates from University with a Marketing
& Exterior Commerce degree. This school, Spiru
Haret, is her second university and second de-

gree program . She started her studies at
Bucharest University in the Mathematics program. After two years, she decided it wasn't the
right choice for her, but she couldn't transfer
any of her grades to the new school in a new
field of study. At first, Ema didn't want to even
think about leave friends and family and the life
she knows in Romania. But the more we talked
and the more we examined the opportunities
here compared to the opportunities for a better
standard of living in America, the more it made
sense to go to America. We especially want these
opportunities for Maya. Also, there is a crowd of
people every day at the U.S. Embassy in
Bucharest with all of them hoping to get a visa to
leave Romania. Ema has almost a certain chance
of going to live in America; those people standing in line at the Embassy would say she's crazy
to not take the opportunity.
Its sad in a way, that our experiment in Romanian has failed and meets the same fate as
many Romanians who don't really want to leave
there families , friends, culture and traditions,
but don't see a better future here. And it's sad
also that the best and brightest leave this country, because they are the only ones who can
make the country better, but they have to be
given the opportunities and environment for
them to use and apply there talents and of
course to see some reward for this, but currently, the system in Romania just doesn't offer this
meritocracy - sadly, mostly just bureaucracy. So,
things are stuck with so much potential energy,
but very little action. There are so many things I
like about Romania its people and traditions, the
beautiful mountains and simpler pace of life. I
wish we could stay here and see the negative
things improve, especially the economic situation, but for now our plan is to live in American,
but to come back and visit Romania often.

