
Alex M. Pruteanu 

 

The Sun Eaters 

 

     When I was born, I was sleeping in my mother’s eyes. I 
spied myself in the reflection of her gaze—a mashed-up face 
of a rosy country pumpkin with a crooked nose nearly pinned 
to my soft cheek from the laborious, claustrophobic, 18-hour 
passage through the birth canal. I was forced into all of this 
without even a brief consultation, and consequently I resisted 
the violence of nature for as long as I could. For months I 
ignored the muffled sounds penetrating through the caul, 
distorted by the amniotic fluid. In protest I kicked back and 
often at the gentle touches I felt on my heel or elbow 
whenever I pushed against the soft flesh of my mother’s belly 
in order to stretch or gain a bit more room. The women who 
helped me abandon the uneasiness of the womb stood guard 
in the room, petrified. 
     “His face…” 
     “His nose is…” 
     “He was born an old man, this one.” 
     “Ever seen such a thing?” 
     “Good Christ…his hair…” 
     “It’s completely white. Like flour.” 
     All around spun a maelstrom of shadows and whispered 
words, and suddenly from the fog dislodged the sinuous, 
rubbery stem of my brother, Vladi. 
     “You came in making such a racket, you woke up the 
animals,” he said and shook his head with contempt at the 
bloody, slimy pile of flesh that cooed and bubbled in the 
hammock made of old shirts and towels. “You look like a 
sorry cracked wall with peeling paint.”  
     An old gypsy pushed her way in, carrying burning incense 
in a golden censer held by three chains and a small, wooden 
cross.  
     “They won’t ring no bells for you, sonny boy!” she said. 
“That’s a done deal for sure. Bells no longer vaunt the birth 
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of children; they call out the birds of war now. You been 
born in the wrong time.”  
     She swung the smoky censer at my face and began to 
chant. Someone whispered: blasphemy. But there were no 
priests to be found anywhere then to declare or acknowledge 
the blasphemy of a woman chanting. All the men were gone, 
even God. Only the women now stood in the archways of 
their gates, calling home their cows and sheep in the 
evenings. 
     The gypsy elbowed her way through the others and 
crossed herself.  
     “Don’t worry,” she said. “In all the muddle I ripped out a 
piece of your brother’s shirt. Don’t pay no mind to his lip; 
you was angry when you checked in. Now let the old woman 
take care of you and cure you.”  
     She lit the patch of cloth with an oil lamp and circled my 
head with smoke.  
     “Sleep, sleep now. Go ahead. Be soothed by the heart of 
the earth. Sleep.”  
     The woman danced and whispered and then she chased 
away the dissipating ovals of smoke with her stale breath.  
     “Run, arrows, leave, demons, forsake heartache and pain. 
Leave the head, the ears, run to other lands, other depths, let 
him rest in his own house.”  
     She spat on the dirt floor three times.  
     “Sleep, lamb, go now. Find your stillness, gather it inside 
your breast and cover your heart with it.” 
 

* 

 
     “How many weeks I been asleep, Ma?”  
     “Only since mid-day. What is it, Vladi?  Your face looks 
painted white…by witches, like.” 
     “Something awful poured fire from up in the sky; a 
hungry buzzard. It pulled me by the ears and woke me. I’m 
afraid. I’m so afraid.” 
     “Don’t worry. Come here. Come on. Come to me.” 
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     “I dreamed of bird-fish, Ma. They howled and wailed and 
whistled hot flames from their lips. They were so many it got 
dark. I couldn’t see.” 
     “Those are airplanes, Vladi. Don’t be scared. Come to 
me.”  
     Beyond my own newborn, alien face staring back from 
within Ma’s eyes, I noticed trembling windows; and through 
those I, too, spotted the fleeting shapes of the bird-fish far 
out on the horizon. They slid by coyly with smoldering fire in 
their mouths; some smiling and showing white, sharp fangs. 
Their profiles looked like tigers, sharks, vultures. They moved 
so quickly across the smoky skies, I hardly had time to wave. 
I tried, but bird-fish are always in a hurry.   
     “You poor egg,” Ma sighed and bent back the soft 
cartilage, which was destined to become the glorious 
proboscis of my maternal grandfather.  
     “You poor, poor chicken…with your poor, poor, horribly 
crooked beak. No one will ever love you. Who could love 
such a little ugly mug?”  
     And she worked my ill-behaving nose toward the center 
of my face like a sculptor diligently molding the handle of a 
tea cup, while she cooed soft lullabies of terrifying monsters 
hiding under the bed, waiting to gobble up her sweet-smelling 
new son. 
     But I didn’t care to be loved like she wanted me to be 
loved. And I knew that there would never be a time when 
love would come to be, even if someone wished it for me. I 
could tell what the little hand and the big hand of the clock 
meant, even from the very first time I opened my eyes: 
nothing. It meant nothing at all. 
     “Come, let’s go outside, Vladi,” Ma said. “Your brother 
needs some air.”  
     The bird-fish split open the crepuscular sky in thunderous 
runs, and my brother said something, but I didn’t understand 
him.  
     “Say it in my other ear, Vladi! The bird-fish are crowing 
too loudly.”  


