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1.

That winter it was my great grandpa who was watching me. That’s how you say it,
right? Adults watch the children. But actually, only angels can watch children.
When you are little, you are too fast and too unpredictable for the slow adults to
keep you out of trouble. It wasn’t the kindergarten teacher who saved my mate
from being choked by the chain of the swing…

Adults need children much more to watch them. Children can save them from
senseless routines, depression and from letting go of planet Earth too soon. So, it
was rather me watching my great grandpa, who was the oldest in the village. He
tried to keep the household together, but I had to keep an eye out, too. I patched
up the hedge to stop the fox from preying upon the hens, I collected the eggs he
couldn’t pick up anymore and I fished out the eggshells he dropped into the pan
when scrambling the eggs. I was watching him. And I was watching out for him.
He was an insufferable old schmuck. I was afraid of his black hat, which he never
took off, his dark eyes, which instead of mischief glistened with anger only, and I
was afraid of him when he thundered at me saying: “Manci darling, come here
before I break your bones.”

„Manci darling?”

Yes, that’s what he called me. I have many names, just like anyone who doesn’t
insist on always being called the same. Manci was his wife’s name.

(…)

We were standing at the grave of my great grandma, whom no one knew: she’d
been dead forever.

(Engine sound) „What are you doing here, in this freezing cold, Musket? —
Digger, the gravedigger had arrived. — You wanna die?” He didn’t notice me.
Perhaps I had blended in with the snow and the white tombstone too much for
anyone to see me. But my Gramps didn’t even look at him, he just kept mumbling
to himself: “Cold? When my old lady came to be with me in my captivity, that’s
when it was cold.” (Music) I was getting real dizzy, the whiteness filled everything
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and I couldn’t even see the black hat any more. (She turns around, jumps on the
platform, while the music is getting softer.)

(Sound: wind, the only light is now on her face, while she is walking on the
platform) I have been walking for days, but I still have weeks left. My sister is
watching the baby. By the time I see her again, she might walk. She might have
uttered her first word and perhaps she’ll be calling someone else “Mama!” Come
on now, stop thinking of that. Stop crying or your tears will freeze on your face and
then you’ll have to wipe them off, so you’ll have to take your hands out of your
pockets and that’s when they, too, will freeze. Come now, it’s going to be fine,
baby, love of my life. I’ll bring your dad back. We’ll come back together. We’ll have
a wonderful life together. (Singing: We’ll have a wonderful life together) Since this
war was over, I haven’t heard from you, I am sure you are alive somewhere in that
vast land of Russia, ‘cause that’s just how you are. Your last letter came from near
Dniester. Oh dear, the next village is still so far! Soon it’ll get dark. But I won’t let
these thoughts weaken me. All I see in my mind’s eye is your face, my darling. I’m
coming. Your old lady is getting closer to you with every step. Slowly, but surely, I
will get there, ‘cause that’s just how I am. And when I do, I’ll bury my face in your
hands. (She comes off the platform)

(Wandering back to the grave, great grandpa’s lines are always said with her
back to us. As the music goes out, her face is lit by a spotlight.) Whiteness all
around, an endless white, crackling and clamouring, perhaps it’s the snow,
perhaps the fluid in my ears, the bones or the frozen souls. Black Hat is shouting,
he sounds within reach. “Manci, dear, where are you?” “I am here, Gramps, can’t
you see me?” I look at my hands and I can’t see anything but whiteness, as if I
were nothing but snow, nothing but my great grandmother’s white soul marching
till the end. “Manci? Manci? Where are you, dear?” I stare at the white patches
where my hands used to be and slowly the colours and shapes return. I can feel
and see my body and my arms. “There you are” — he says, his eyes glistening with
joy. He caresses my face the same way he caressed the tombstone, real gentle.
“What a blind, old man I am!” “You aren’t blind, darling Gramps, it’s the snow!” I
had never said “darling” to anyone before.

(She jumps on the table; the light comes back downstage left along with the light
side stage right.) Yes, I think that was the first time I turned into a chameleon. (…)
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2.

„You think you are a superhero?”

„Why would I think that?”

„It says in your exercise book you are Chameleon Girl. You just told us you
could perfectly blend in with the snow and relive your great grandma’s journey to
her husband in captivity. You named yourself Chameleon Girl.”

„No, I didn’t. My godmother did, the parrot.”

„What?”

„A parrot is a colourful bird.”

„And your godmother was a bird?”

That would be quite absurd… There was this woman who came to the group
which I frequent once every fortnight. At school I am the only Gypsy, but here
everyone is. (Singing: Tararam) So, this woman came, wearing a long skirt and
shoulder-length colourful earrings. (She stands up, lights downstage and some in
the auditorium come up) She was the one who looked like a parrot. She said we
aren’t Gypsies, but Roma. Say, what? (She plays the parrot woman) “Gypsy” is a
name given to us by the others in mocking. Believe me, you are suffering because
you aren’t even aware that you are Roma, you think you are Gypsies. But you aren’t
even Roma, you don’t speak Romani and you dress as if you were Gadji. How come
you’re not wearing skirts, what’s with the jeans? You shouldn’t be ashamed of your
beauty. Look at these pretty, colourful earrings I brought you. Not some cheap
Chinese crap and only 2000 for a pair. A real Roma girl must always look pretty.
Boys, learn the language of your ancestors and don’t walk around hatless! I’ll help
you. If you behave like real Roma, everyone will envy you. (She nods and smiles)

By this time, she lost us completely. We couldn’t get what she expected of us. But
she was just as mean as the physics teacher, who had just come to the school and
always called us stupid.

But we wanted the lady to calm down and leave us alone, so we thought: fine,
we’ll be Roma then. She even had something against my Sailor moon T-shirt:
“Why is such a pretty dark girl wearing such a stupid, blonde girl on her T-shirt?
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Such a Hungarian girl doesn’t suit you at all!” A Hungarian girl? This lady has no
clue. Even toddlers know that Sailor moon is a warrior from the Moon.

„Only stupid people mimic others, the ones who don’t understand their own
identity. We mustn’t try and be like others, we must stand up for who we are.” —
„So why do we have to learn Romani, if we aren’t even Roma? Should we change
or not?” — I mean I had to stand up for Sailor moon and I was curious what this
woman thought the solution would be. But at that, even her face took on the
colour of a parrot. “You think you can be like them? That it’s worth pretending?
That you don’t have your own culture or colours, that all you do is blend in with
your environment like a chameleon? — she really liked this idea. — You aren’t even
Roma, you are a chameleon, girl.” — Chameneon! What a beautiful word! But what
is a chameneon? I didn’t ask her of course; I didn’t want her to scold me again for
not knowing even that much. A beautiful word. I don’t know what it is, but I can
feel that’s who I am. At least as much as I am a Gypsy, I mean a Roma or a
schoolgirl or Emilia.

(…)
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3.

„Is your sister your idol?”

„Why would she be?”

„Would you like to follow her example and go to university?”

Of course. The other day when I visited her, she took me to the theatre, and I felt I
wanted to spend every night at the theatre. Then we chatted with her city friends
and I quoted from the play we saw, and they were totally bowled over: “What a
gifted girl! With such memory she can memorise the entire civil code in one
sitting. With such sensitivity she can become a great artist.” Then when I came
back, and we were chopping wood for the fire with my other sister we turned the
oven on, and I had to realise my city sister is no superman either.

„What are you thinking of?”

What? (She stands up and goes to the centre) What? Since I was 6, I heard
nothing but: (steps, running in place) „You can become a good Gypsy, like your
sister. You must prove at school that you are just as good as the others. If your
classmates make fun of you, you mustn’t be angry. You must be twice as smart,
twice as clever, twice as clean, and twice as beautiful as the white girls. The
super-Gypsy overcomes the hurdles and learns and learns till her hair turns white.”
Perhaps the good Gypsy is as she wasn’t even a Gypsy, she studies and works so
perfectly that one can hardly notice. It is as if she didn’t even exist. For being
human can be measured in grades, diplomas and salaries. My sister who
graduated from university and left here is everything and my other sister who
stayed behind and had children is nothing?

(…)

I’d rather learn from my own mistakes than follow the example of others.
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4.

„Years ago, we made a deal. You promised not to draw any more
chameleons on the toilet door, and you kept your word. I am sure we can make a
deal now, too.”

I am not a little girl anymore.

„I remember how important your city sister’s example was for you. I recall all
the things you are interested in: photography, languages, studying. You have
many friends at school, and you are an excellent pupil. Why would you want to
throw all that away?”

Why should I?

„I was informed that you asked for your pupil’s contract to be suspended.
Why would you want to leave school a year before your A-levels?”

Why should I have to answer that?

„Of course, you don’t have to.”

Then why am I sitting here? What do you want from me?

„Emilia. Like I said back then, you are a clever and sensitive girl. You can be
anything you want to be. But if you squander your chances, you are going to
regret it later. You don’t have to live your life like the other Gypsy girls. You should
set an example. What you do with your life isn’t just about you, but also about the
younger girls, who’ll see you as an example. But don’t worry about that right now. I
just want to understand you. What have you got against school?”

Nothing. I like school. In a year or two I might be coming back. But right now, it
isn’t the most important thing.

„What could be more important than school?”

My baby.

„Excuse me?”

I’m going to have a baby this autumn.

„How far along are you? There might be another solution.”
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I’ve made up my mind. I am 4 months along by the way, so you don’t have to
waste your time trying to convince me.

„What about your family?”

They know. My city sister said I’ll have a chance to have a baby later and I said I’ll
have a chance to go to school later.

„How are you going to make ends meet?”

We’ll make do. I always hear there isn’t enough money for this and that. That we
must be very poor. And that the whole village is impoverished. In fact, the whole
country. That we don’t have money for this and that. But in many parts of the
world families live from a fraction of the money we have. Where my baby’s father
comes from, a teaching adviser like yourself makes less money than a community
worker in our country.

„It’s good that your baby’s father supports you.”

Spiritually for sure. But he’s been deported, so physically he is quite far away.

„I respect your decision. The life you chose can be a very worthy one.”

Thank you. But I don’t think that having a baby now will determine my whole life.
Just because I want to see the face that mirrors Keven and me both. If I really want
to study and if it wasn’t just routine that drove me to school every day, I will come
back. But I might follow Keven. By now you know what a real chameleon is
capable of. I can become a photographer or a secret agent, a smiling multi-soldier,
or a nodding public servant, but I can also become an assimilated blonde beauty
or a Gypsy to be paraded in front of the others, if I feel like it. For a chameleon can
join any queue and can fulfil any expectations. But sometimes she has to decide
for herself, otherwise she’ll never live her own life. With regards to the younger
girls, I think they look beautiful with dark hair, but if they feel better blonde, that’s
fine, too. If they want to study, that’s cool, but it’s also cool if they want to stay
home with their children. It’s cool to pursue a career and it’s cool to live life as an
adventure.

I have one more superpower: my youth. They say the elderly worry about us
squandering our chances or making the wrong choices. But their worry is more
about themselves having no choice left or them having squandered their chances.
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They worry that their days, months and years will be gone in a jiffy. I mustn’t forget
about my superpower. If I underestimate my superpower, if I forget to play with it,
if I forget to take the most out of it, I wouldn’t get far, no matter which direction I’d
be going. I want to be the one to decide about my life. All I can say now is that I
made my decision and I’ve never been happier in my life.

„Are you prepared for what lies ahead?”

Of course not. You can never be prepared for anything. Either you dive in or you
can spend your life preparing.
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