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When he left the hospital, Florian Lungu, the arhitect, didn’t know what the day would be, a decisive one in his life. Leaving his apartment in a hurry, he went to buy a huge bouquet of roses, from the corner of the street. Not long ago, a flower shop had opened there. He asked the friendly shop assistant to add a  “sprinkle of the white flowers”, as he called it, to the impressive bouquet,  wrapped in multicolored cellophane. The girl arranged it beautifully, adding a huge red ribbon, the same bright shade as the flowers. Leaving the flower shop, he headed to a newsstand, where he bought a few magazines about interior design and fashion. Coming out of the Flowers Lane, where he lived, he turned onto Youth Boulevard and barely managed to find a taxi. The driver was kind enough, to stop a few meters away from him. After giving the necessary direction, the man slowly turned on the taximeter and started off very gently. They passed through the winding little streets, which made the journey difficult, eventually reaching their destination. Usually taxi drivers followed the bus route, but this one, had taken a few detours, to avoid it. He got out of the car, paid, then after greeting the driver, headed toward the hospital. As he entered the hospital’s inner courtyard, an ambulance passed by, almost brushing against him. He stepped into the long, cool hallway that lead to the service stairs, then turned right and reached the ground floor. The elevator doors opened “a bit slowly”, he thought. The elevator operator asked him which floor he wanted to go to, and he simply replied; “two”. The elevator stopped, and as he stepped out  into the second-floor hallway, he saw that the clock on the wall, showed two past three. “I still have time until five”, he tought. At five, o’ clock, visiting hours at the hospital ended that day. So, he still had plenty of time. He started  walking toward the far end of the hallway, where room 278 was, where she was waiting for him. Reaching the door, he opened it gently and stepped inside, closing it behind him. He moved past the beds, closer to the window, until he reached the last bed on the left side of the room. He stopped for a moment, then, leaning over the woman who was dozing, curled up, he kissed her softly on the forehead and waited. He didn’t feel embarrased by the old woman dozing on the other side of the room, or by the young man with the bandaged head. The rest of the ward was empty, the beds unoccupied, though it was clear they belonged to patients. The woman opened her eyes, sat up, and gave him a tired smile.

“What are you doing ?” she asked him. 

“I am fine and you?”

“Surviving ” she joked.  “Put those flowers in the jar on the night stand and sit down next to me.

He didn’t object, determined to get rid of the flowers that were becoming cumbersome. He placed the magazines on the nightstand, then took the jar and filled it with water at the sink near the door. He unwrapped the bouquet, carefully arranged the flowers inside, then threw the crumpled cellophane and the crushed ribbon into the trash bin under the sink. He placed the jar on the nightstand and sat down very gently on the edge of the stiff hospital bed. 

“How is the weather? ” she asked him.

“As you can see through the window, it’s sunny today as well, and they’re saying it will be a scorcher. The sun is already burning quite strongly.” 

They both fell silent, calmly looking at each other. Indeed, the afternoon sun shone brightly into the ward through the dusty windows, covered with cheap, poorly maintained curtains. Luckily, the air conditioning had turned on earlier, leaving the room with a breathable atmosphere. A few pigeons fluttered about above the drooping willow tree, of which only the top was visible. “White outside, white inside... How tiring!”, the architect, thought. And he was right, because the blinding midday whiteness had woorn him out ever since he had left home, and when he entered the ward, the white of the walls and the furniture, had made him shiver. Everything smelled of disinfectant and rubbing alcohol, and this endless whiteness was makeing him dizzy. This thought had barely passed through his mind, when she interrupted him:  

“Are you planning to just stare at me in silence for the whole visit? You know, you don’t look too good yourself! Don’t you want to be my roommate?” she joked. 

“ It seems you are feeling fine,” he teased her, amused. “What did they say you have?”

“Well, Doctor Simion said it might be a mild case of asthenia, but he also thinks I might be slightly anemic. You know, because of the diet I was on ...”

“Yes, the diet ... You know I warned you’d make yourself anemic by keeping those long fasts.” 

“Oh, come on, Florian, don’t scold me too!” she protested.

“Then what can I say? You’ll do as you please! How long are they keeping you here?” 

“Well, I’ve just done the tests and I’m waiting for the ressults. Then’ll have to follow the medical treatment they will prescribe. I think they’ll hook me up to  another glucose IV, since I was hospitalized not long ago.”

“Only glucose?” 

With vitamins, I think ... I don’t know, I have no idea! Hey, what’s the new at work?”

“The same boredom. We’re working on that stupid project where they  messed up the measurements. Apparently, someone accidentally pressed the wrong key and everything came out wrong.” 

“ I know the story,” the woman said. Even if I am in the hospital, I still find out what I’m interested in! Gina came by to see me, and told me about it. I was hoping you had some news.”

“Yes, I do! The neighbor from the fourth floor, that widow, flooded me again. Yesterday, when I got back from work, I found the bathroom rugs floating in rusty water.” 

“Poor you! And who helped you clean it up?” 

“By myself!” protested. “When I went upstairs and knocked, she answered through the door, that she fallen asleep with the water running in the tub, even though, she had meant to take a bath. I design houses for other people, and I cant even afford to have my own!” he concluded, disappointed.

The woman burst into laugher. She sat up and adjusted her thin, hospital, issued hypoallergenic pillow. 

“These people think we’re already dead!” she said. “They say it’s orthopedic, but they make it this way, just to save money. If is not made of feathers, then at least they could make it a bit thicker!”

“It is just me, or are you irritated? What could be the reason?” he asked her.

“Irritated? You must be joking! If you only saw the slop they give us, and how you always have to give little “gifts”...”

“That is normal, my dear! But I didn’t come here to talk about that! I left you some magazines on the nightstand,” he said, pointing to the stack of  magazines he had bought. “If you need anything,  just tell me and I’ll go downstairs and I’ll bring it from the complex. There’s no need for you to eat  what they offer on the hospital menu. That’s why I’m here. What would you like me to bring you?” 

“No darling, thank you! Gina was kind enough to buy me yogurt, apples, and pretzels. I still have juice from when I was hospitalized, but they told me to drink their herbal tea, because it’s good for me. Anyway, thank you for the flowers. You were so sweet, they’re beautiful!” 

“With great pleasure, but then, how can I be of help to you?”

“You’d better go and let me sleep,” she said. 

He remaind silent. He looked surprise at her. In front of him, half-covered by the thin hospital blanket, was the same woman he had met two years earlier. The same brown eyes with long, silky lashes, the same thick, arched eyebrows, the same upturned nose, and the same full lips that hadn’t change at all. She was looking at him, tired with her pale cheeks. Her hair shone in the hot summer sunlight. 

“It use to be the color of meadow hony, and now it seems lighter,” he thought. He gently took her right hand, the closest to him, and brought it to his lips, placing a soft kiss on it. She looked at him in surprise, blinking slowly, and smiled again, just as she had when she woke up.  

“Come on, child, go home! You’d better get some rest, because tomorrow you start all over again. What did you do about our boss? Did he give you permission to leave?” 

“You know that’s not even a question... I took some work home with me.”

“All right then, go get some sleep!” she said. She had a way of speaking, that was a little commanding, even though she was the simplest and most straightforward girl, he had ever met. Anyone meeting her for the first time, might have labeled her as a proud woman, but those who knew her well, understood that this was simply her way of being. 

Florian got up from the edge of  the bed, where he had been sitting and, looking at her intently and affectionately, thought to himself; “ahh, you, Consuela Georgescu, you are so lovely, even on this wretched hospital bed!...”

“What silly thoughts, are running through your head now? Do you want to know if I still love you? You can find out by visiting me more often! Now go to get your beauty sleep!” she joked again.   

He leaned down, gave her her a quick kiss, and said:

“Take care of yourself. Kisses, bye!”

“You too, darling...” 

He blew her a few more kisses, then moving away from her bed, opened the door and closed it behind him as he left. In the bustling hallway, a crowd of people swarmed around him. He disappeared into the colorful throng and, reaching the elevator, stopped. 

“It’s crowded,” someone said. 

“It’s visiting hour,” said the nurse, who appeared next to him with a wheelchair loaded with sheets. 

“Are you going down?”  

“Yes,” said the architect, realizing she was speaking to him. “Shall I help you?”

“No, thank you, I manage on my own. I just need to know how many are going down and how many are coming up, because there are too many of us.” 

The elevator arrived and opened the doors in front of them. The elevator operator stepped aside, allowing the nurse with the wheelchair to enter first, followed by the rest of the people, who wanted to go along. Florian Lungu found himself in the middle of the crowed group, waiting for the elevator to stop on the ground floor. When they got down, he struggled to make his way out through the elevator doors and past the luggage of those who were leaving. From the lobby, he took the same way he had come, and just as he was about to step into the hospital courtyard, he heard someone call his name. Turning his head, he saw a man with silver hair, dressed in sportswear, with a waist bag strapped around his waist. At first, he didn’t recognize him, but as he looked more closely, while the man approached, he said: 

“Good day, Engineer, Titus! What troubles bring you here? What are you doing?”

“ Hello, Lungu!” They shook hands. “Ah, it’s nothing serious! I think I caught a draft and ended up with a nasty conjuctivitis!” said, the man.

Only then, he notice that the man’s eyes were inflamed. 

“And what treatment did they gave you?”

“Some drops prepared in the farmacy and an ointment with kanamycine. Until then, I’ll just keep wearing my sun glasses.” he said, laughing and showing him the glasses in his hand.   

They stepped out into the hospital courtyard, into the scorching rays of the sun.

“Are you in a hurry?” asked the engineer.

“Not really. I was planning to go home and get some rest. Lately, I’ve been very stressed at work. A colleague accidentally messed up the calcullations for a project by pressing the wrong key, and everything went haywire.” 

“That’s what computers do!...” said, the engineer.

“Yes, and as I was saying, from normal parameters, we ended up with others that didn’t fit anymore. The land seemed much bigger than it really was. But why am I boring you with my problems? Do you need me for something?”  

“My friend,” the man, said, “I need not only your advice, but also your ability as a professional with experience. Perhaps I told you, that my sister has a son who went to America? More precisely, to California. This boy, my nephew, has decided to return to the country, with enough money, and somehow he found out about a property somewhere in the mountains, and has bought it. The owner has put it up for sale. In other words, the place is good, at least that’s what my nephew thinks. But the lodge is a wreck. We call it a lodge, but it used to belong to some boyar, I don’t know which, who left for Canada long ago. In fact, it’s a boyar’s manor, a summer residence, and the nobleman’s relatives, couldn’t no longer maintain it, so, they sold it. The price was good, but he wants the guarantee, that you could design the project for him and that what he wants to build, wouldn’t be impossible. The land is stable, because he brought a surveyor he knows, and he said there’s no risk of landslides, but he needs your suport. Just when I was thinking of stopping by your office, one of these days, you appeared in my path. But I haven’t asked you, what are you doing here? I hope you are well, aren’t you?” 

“Ahh, it’s not about me! I was visiting my friend, Consuela. I think, you know her... ”

“Are you still just friends, even since I’ve known you?”

“For the moment, it’s better this way,” said, the architect. “With our financial situations, my small apartment, and other problems on our minds, like her health...”

“Maybe we can solve that too!...” 

Seeing the unspoken question in the architect’s eyes, the engineer gave a short laught, then clarified somewhat:

“I was referring to the space... you say your apartment is too small. There might be something for you, on one condition... actually, two; first, that you contact me immediately this week, and second, that you absolutely discuss with my nephew.” 

Completly puzzled, Florian said nothing more, but he did not show his disappointment.

“ Then, I’ll call you in the next few days.”

“Good thing, you reminded me! I changed my phone number. “He took a business card out of the waist bag and handed it to him. The architect took it, glanced at it, and slipped into the chest pocket of his shirt.

“I’ll call you.” said.  

“Make sure you do as you say, otherwise you will find me showing up at your office!” 

Leaving the hospital courtyard, they walked down the long street, its pavement hot under the blazing sun. 

“Can I give you a ride somewhere?” the man, asked him. 

“You are kind but, I don’t want to trouble you!” 

“Nonsense, I’ll drop you wherever you want!”

When they reached the car, a beautiful black BMW, the man unlocked the doors remotely, then invited him to get in, before getting in himself. 

“What do you say, do you like it? This one has even air conditioning, not like the old one!”  

“May you drive it in good health!” Florian said, admiringly. “Have you had it for long?”

“Since I was appointed director at (...), more precisely, four months ago. For such a position, such a car!” he joked. 

“So, you have been promoted! I didn’t know. Congratulations!”

“Well, you don’t know much anymore, if you don’t visit me! Thanks for the good wishes. I am also the secretary of (...) party in town, but of course, you don’t know that, since I remember you are apolitical.”

He fell silent, as he had just started the car and was now trying to get out of the parking space, squeezed between two poorly parked cars, too close to him. He managed, then drove smootly along the road. They crossed a few empty little streets, reaching the busy boulevard near Florian’s apartment. Each of them stayed queit, lost in their own thoughts. Exiting Youth Boulevard, the newly appointed director, asked:  

“Which way from here? You know I’ve never been to your place, and I don’t know your exact address.”

Of course, he had never visitied him, because Florian had never invited him and why would he? To see his tiny two-room apartment on the third floor, which the senile old neighbor kept flooding? Or the cheap furniture it was furnished with? 

“Drop me here, Mr. Titus!” said, our architect, not wanting to be forced to invite him over. 

Engineer Titus, for that was his name, noticed the hesitation in Florian’s words and said amused:

“Alright, alright!... I won’t insist! I don’t know what you have to hide so much, but I was young once too, and I went through my own hardships. There was a time when I couldn’t afford much either. Just please, don’t forget what we talked about ! It’s in your own interest as well.”  

Florian didn’t know what could possibly be in his own interest, other then a well-paid fee for a few sleepless nights. If the ingineer’s nephew was going to hire him for that project, he knew he could create something dreamy for him. When they passed the marked pedestrian crossing, he stopped and added: 

“It was nice to see you again, goodbye, and we’ll meet soon!”

Florian shook the ingineer’s hand. He opened the car door, which started beeping loudly, got out, and said: 

“Thank you very much! We’ll talk again soon. Take care!”

He closed the car door and waited for the car to leave. After he saw it disappear, he took a small alley, Spring Lane, which led toward his apartment building. The sun was blazing, and he felt his shirt sticking to his back. It bothered him. He couldn’t wait to go home, to turn on the bedroom fan, to take a quick shower and then to lie down. He didn’t want food or television. He dreamed of sleeping like a baby. With these thoughts, he reached the entrance of his apartment building, where he climbed the freshly washed steps, maybe by a diligent neighbor. The wet steps had just begun to dry. He entered the cool, dimly lit hallway, but three flights of stairs and paused to listen in front of door number 14. Silence... When he took the keys out of the pocket of his summer trousers, which were sticking to him. The neighbors’ dog from apartment 16,   began to bark ashrilly but furiously. He pretend not to hear it. He unlocked the door, then, once inside, slammed it shut behind him, letting it lock automatically. He hurriedly kicked off his shoes in the hallway, slipped on his soft house slippers, and went straight into the bedroom. Here, the sun hadn’t had the strenght to reach into the room. “Good thing for the shutters,” he told himself. He took the bussiness cardout of his shirt and placed it on the nightstand, then took off the shirt and let it fall to the floor. He did the  same  with his trousers, emptying the pockets and barely managing to pull them off in desperation, they seemed to stick to him. They met the same fate as the shirt. He turned on the rotating fan at the foot of the bed, trying to cool himself down. It didn’t have the desired effect, so he decided to go straight to the bathroom. He picked up the sweat-soaked clothes from the floor and carried them to the laundry basket. He could wash them later. He knew that a stream of lukewarm water would refresh him, just as it usually did. He stepped into the shower cabin, closed it, and turn on the water, letting the stream fall onto his feet. When the mix of water reached the desired temperature, he began to wash himself slowly and methodically. His movements were slow, mostly because of the fatigue that had takeing hold on him. He soaped himself, then took the showerhead from its holder and rinsed off, under the strong stream of water. He turned off the tap, put the shower back in place, then slightly opened the window to his right. He took a deep breath. A strong scent of linden flowers reached him trough the bathroom window. The wonderful, shady tree behind the building spread an aroma mixed with the scent of cucumber peels and watermelon rind. “I wonder, if people have noticed that linden blossoms, smell a bit like cucumber peels?” he thought, amused. He pushed the shower cabin doors open on both sides, took the large towel from the rack, and wrapped himself in it. He looked like a roman coming out of the thermal baths. He stepped onto the small rug, in front of him, which he had bought the day before, and began drying his head with another, smaller towel. Once he was done with all this, he tidied up after himself, wiped the mirror with  a cloth, then, putting on his slippers, took one last look around the bathroom and stepped out. When he reached the hallway, he decided to have a glass of wine from the fridge. He knew there was still some left from a visit by one of his friends. He went into the kitchen, opened the fridge, and took out a bottle of ruby-red wine. He placed the bottle on the round table, took a stemmed glass from the cabinet above, poured the wine, and taste it. What a pleasant aroma it had! He drank more. He emptied the glass, and poured himself another one. He put the bottle in the fridge, then sat down on a kitchen stool to quietly enjoy his drink. After a while, he stood up. He put the glass in the sink. “I’ll wash it later,” he told himself. He headed toward the bedroom, where he wanted to lie down on the cool sheet, under the breeze from the blades. Once in the room, he put on his nightwear, placed the towel on a chair, and streched out on the bed. Streched out as he was, it was easy to see that he was a man of balanced build, thirty-five years of age, with a pleasant face framed by a fine, dark chestnut beard. His green eyes, shaded by long lashes, held a quiet depht, and his hair was a shade darker than his beard. His hands were refined, with long, elegant fingers. He knew he was handsome, though he never boasted about it, even if every woman turned her head to watch him pass. He never paraded his qualities; he met life with a sense of humor and paid little heed to the compliments that came his way. His girlfriend would often pretend to be upset, though she knew he was a serious man, wholly devoted to her. He had never given her the slightest reason to feel dissatisfie. He was thoughtful, careful never to wound anyone’s feelings. It was a family trait. He had taken after his parents, having grown up in a close-knit, devoted household. “What a blessing it is to be home, no matter how poor you are,” he said to himself, once more. “God, what awaits me tomorrow! A full day of work, and I have to go to the countryside, to see Mother.” Of course, he would work hard on the project to make up for lost time. And then, barely makeing it back home, he would have to catch the bus that would take him to his native village, where, of two parents, only his mother was still alive. Aneta, the old matriarch of the family, had spent her entire life working at the village cooperative farm, and after all those long, backbreaking years, all she had to show for it, was a pension so small, it barely kept her alive. She might not have managed at all, had it not been for him, for his care, his presence. He cared when so many others didn’t, and perhaps that was why he had never allowed himself, to tie his life to someone else’s. He knew his duties, and the greates of them was his mother. Tomorrow he would return to the  village of his childhood, carrying with him that quiet sense of purpose, that had guided him all his life. She awaited him with warmth in her heart, every time he came. And for him, there was joy in those weekends spent by her side, chopping wood, stalking it neatly in the small shed behind the house, digging in the garden, or bringing her water. What he loved most, though, was climbing the trees in the orchard,  just as he had in childhood. Perched among the branches, he felt the innocent thrill of a boy again, plucking the fruit and eating it straight from the tree, unwashed and full of the taste of summer. When the autumn was coming, he was walking slowly, beneath the crowns of the old walnut trees, searching for the fallen nuts, brushing the grass aside with his feet, in every direction. When he found them, he gathered them, as though they were trophies. He would lay them on the old chopping block and crack them one by one, with a stone he had chosen years ago, for this very task. He was peeling away their green husks and was tossing them into the wicker basket, which he would later cup to the attic. Lying there afterward, streched out on his back with his eyes closed, beneath the gusts of air from the fan, he felt as though he were far away from every care in the world. From the daily routine, or the glitches of the computer, he felt himself drift away, as though floating back through time into his childhood, when he was running away, half-naked, down the dusty lane with the neighbor’s children, racing toward the pond where they swam. He could almost smell it even now; the frangrance of freshly cut hay, mingling with the earthy scent of manure, left by the cattle, on their way to pasture. He had enjoyed a peaceful and happy childhood, blessed with capable and healthy parents, and beign their only child. All their love had been poured onto him, and to others he might have seemed spoiled. But he had grown up accustomed to lending  a hand, and he really delighted, in helping with the chores around the yard. Though, like any child, he longed to play or simply idle away the hours after school, he would always run to his mother’s side to help her. There was something different about him: a quiet determination, that allowed him to do it all. Somehow, he found time for everything; his studies, the chores, and even the carefree games of childhood. He could see them all before his eyes; his grandparents, his parents, his schoolmates, the friends he had played with, and even the first girl, he had ever cared for so deeply. Yet differences of opinion had parted them forever, leaving only the memory behind. She had been unlike any other girl, nothing like Consuela, the woman in his life, now. When Consuela was practical and composed, this girl had been tall and slender, with raven hair, dark eyes that sparkled like obsidian, and a voice that carried the music of a songbird. She loved to sing when they were together, her laughter light as summer rain. Gentle and dutiful by nature, she had always followed her parent’s advice. “It is good to be an obediant child”, he thought, “but when the advice is wrong, one must find the courage, to follow the call of one’s own heart.” When he had decided to move forward and continue his studies, believing she would follow him, she had instead ar her mother’s urging, chosen to stay home and find a man ready for family life, with whom to join her fate. He could hardly believe, what he heard from her lips; he had always known her to be capable, full of promise. He had reproached her countelss times, pleading with her, trying to change her mind. She told him, they had different tastes, that they simply were not meant for each other, invoking the care and guidance of her parents. “They know far better what I need in life...” she had said. And so it happened; harsh words fell beteewn them, carving a deep chasm that could only be crossed with the slow passing of time. Now, on the rare occasions when he sees her, when he visits his mother, they greet each other, but they do not dare to speak. He still seem to her the boy he had once been, unchanged by time, while she looked so much older. Life beside a sullen, closed-off man, the burden of aising their three children, and the endless work she had been subjected to had, slowly transformed her. The well-to-do young man he had once been, the one who had taken her as his wife, had turned into a surly man, a tyrant who ruled the household by his own whims, a man even his own children feared. “How strange!” he thought. “What has she come to my mind, after all this time?” he wondered. He knew there was no point dwelling on it. It all belonged to his past, to that time of innocense when he had not yet understood the ways of the world. Now he had Consuela, that lovely girl who was far from calmor shy, yet possessed a capacity for love and understanding, that reached the point of sacrifice. She was a good companion in life, even if they lived as separately as they did. Each of them had their own thoughts, yet they shared a single one; in time, they longed to build a home together, once they had managed to secure a safer future for them both. The warmth of the sunny afternoon had left him drowsy, though the room itself was cool and dim. He opened his eyes and listened to the sounds from the street. Apart from the occasional passing car, the usual bustle was gone, and the voices that normally drifted up to him each day, were silent. Weariness took hold of him, and he closed his eyes once more, letting himself drift into reverie, but not before pulling the sheet over himself, afraid he might catch a chill. Soon every trace that migh have shown he was awake was gone. He had fallen asleep...

***
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He woke up to the desperate ringing of the doorbell, the clock on the nightstand, showing a little past seven. Someone had pressed his finger to the button and seemed unwilling to let go. Dizzy, he got to his feet, sliped on his housecoat and slipers, and stepped into the hallway. As he reached the door, the bell suddenly fell silent. It seemed that whoever had been so persistent, had at last given up ringing. The neighbors’ little dog, barked furiously, hurling itself at the fireboard door, as though trying to break through. He peered through the peephole and saw no one. Unlocking the door, he stopped on the staircase and at the sound of his footsteps, a man was now looking straight at him. 

“Are you Mr. Lungu?” the man, asked, without any introduction, or even a greeting. 

“Yes, that’s me! How can I help you?” the architect, replid in turn. 

“I’m the new building administrator. I live on the first floor, and I’ve come to summon you to a meeting tomorrow at six,” the oldman, said, blinking rapidly. 

He looked at the man but did not recognize him. Out of the entire ten-story building. He didn’t really know anyone; with the neighbors he passed, he merely exchange a brief greeting whenever they met, but personally, he knew no one at all. 

“I’m terribly sorry I didn’t hear you earlier, but tomorrow at that hour I’ll be leaving, as usual, for the countryside, and I can’t miss it. But it’s no problem. Whatever conclusion you reach, just let me know and we’ll talk again. And if there’s anything I need to contribute, I will.” 

“I’ve been told you can’t attend the meetings, for various reasons... Still, it would have been good to clear up certain matters, regarding the building’s cleaning of the roof repairs...”

Usually, Florian didn’t lose his temper, but now he was irritated by the heat and his own fatigue, and the old man’s insistence had started to get on his nerves. 

“Sir, it would be in my best interest, if the woman living above me, would stop flooding my apartment! As I said, I’m busy. When you decide on the amount each of us must pay, rest assured, I will pay my share! Anything else?”

“Good health to you, sir, good health!” said the new administrator, before heading down the stairs, as though his legs had suddenly stiffened. 

“Good evening!” the architect, greeted, stepping back into his apartment, and automaticlly closing the door behind him. The little dog from apartment 16, had quiet, soothed by its owner’s voice, which could be heard through the door, as she tried to calm her “little boy”, as she called him.  

Florian stepped into the kitchen and switched on the light. Dusk had begun to settle into his house. He opened the fridge, took out a bottle of sparkling water, and placed it on the table. Reaching for a glass from the cupboard, he uncapped the bottle and put it back in the fridge. This time, he took out some cold cuts, cheese and tomatoes. The long nap, the wine he had drunk before sleeping, and the lingering fatigue, had all taken their toll; he was ravenously hungry. “If only she was here...” There in the hospital, it was always the same bland food, tasteless and enough to kill one’s appetite... He felt sorry for her. Then he sat down to eat. When he was done, he stood up and put everything back in its place, as was his habit. He took out the mineral water once and drank. Finishing this little ritual, he washed the dishes and dried them with a clean towel. He placed them back on the cupboard shelves, glanced around one last time, turned off the light, and stepepd into the hallway. There, the laundry was waiting for him, ready to be put in the washing machine. There weren’t many clothes, but they had to be washed. He couldn’t bear the thought of leaving them until after the weekend. With slow, deliberate movements, he sorted them and loaded the washer, then pressed the “start button”. For a moment he stood still, listening to the soft hiss of water filing the drum, the quiet apartment now alive, with the gentle hum of the machine. Everything felt in order. He exaled, almost in relief, and made his way to the living room. With a flick of the switch, warm light spread across the room, casting soft shadows that seemed to welcome him in, inviting him to sit and let the evening begin. He turned on the television to channel one, where he knew he knew he could catch a bit of the news. Unfortunately, the weather report was already on. Listening, he learned that “starting tomorrow, a cold front will make its presence felt, bringing heavy rain.”  

“Just when I’m leaving for the countryside! It’s as if even the weather is mocking me...” he said, aloud.  

With the weather report finished, he flipped from channel to channel, but quickly gave up, seeing that most stations were airing, dull action movies with nothing interesting to offer. He decided to turn off the television and stood up. Walking to a corner of the room, he picked up a portofolio with his projects, the one containing the work he had brought home to finish. He opened the lid, took out the papers, and unrolled them. He laid them carefully on the drafting table by the window, switched on the lamp, and looked down at the project from above. He decided to get to work. Measuring, drawing, calculating, and sketching, he spent nearly two hours of his evening, absorbed in his task, filling his rest time with focused diligence. When he finally stopped working and switched off the lamp, the digital clock in the living room read ten-five. He gathered the project and placed it back in its leather portofolio on the table, ready to “take flight”, with him to work the next day. He turned off the light and stepepd out of the room. He went straight to the washing machine, gathering the clothes into a basket to hang on the balcony. The balcony opened from the  kitchen. As he pushed the door open, night had fallen outside, a gentle, cool night following the warmth of the afternoon, holding onto the the sun’s lingering heat, while the evening air beckoned with its refreshing coolness. He began by hanging the bed linens first, followed by the of the laundry. “They’ll be dry by tomorrow at this temperature! Lucky me!” tought. When he finished, he carried the plastic basket back into the kitchen, closed the door behind him, and set it down on the washing machine from which he had taken it. He made a quick round through the bathroom, noting that everything was in order, and then went straight to the bedroom, to rest. He shed his robe and dreaped it over a chair, slipped off his slippers, and sank beaneath the cool sheet. The fan continued its steady hum, tracing wide, lazy circles through the air, carring the faint scent of evening across the room. Some where in the night, a police siren cut through the silence for a fleeting moment, and distant voices of passing youths drifted in from the street. With these last whispers of awarness  “the film broke,” as he liked to say, and he let himself fall into a deep, undisturbed sleep. Darkness wrapped the room completly, the only sound the gentle, rhythmic ticking of the nightstand clock. Slowly, he drifted furter, teetering between dream and reality, until the world outside faded entirely.  
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




Boarding the bus he was going to travel, he spotted seats in the second row on the right and headed straight for them. He took the window seat, made himself comfortable, leaned back, and remaind with his gaze fixed, outside on the window. It had begun to make itself felt, stiring up the dust from the gutter. The dust and the small bits of trash from the bus station, rode into the air, darkening the atmosphere. The platforms, once crowded, had become almost deserted, and the usual bustel had given way to an oasis of calm. Travelers had taken their seats in the lined-up vehicles, one next to the other. Those departing later, waited quietly with their luggage on the sofas, in the waiting room. The gentle hum of engines filled the air, ready for departure. Florian rested his forehead against the windshield, watching the scene unfold. He waited impatiently for the vehicle to start. It was as if the driver had read his mind, for he cast a fleeting glance inside the bus, then looked toward the platform. Seeing that no one else was coming, he closed the door and pulled away. Leaving the city through the industrial zone, crossing the old concrete bridge, the bus disappeared into the vast stretches of field that the road cut through. They occasionally passed an inn or a villa under construction, but soon they moved beyond the first village and returned to the open fields. As they progressed, the sky transformed into a thick mist, blurring the boundary between earth and air. Crows flew above, cawing, over the fields turned by gusts of wind, as if carried by an invisible hand toward calmer places. The dust rose more threateningly into  the air, darkening the sky. The bus continued its route, reaching the next village.  Seeing that no one was waiting at the stop, the driver asked if anyone wished to get off. Only  an elderly woman confirmed, and the driver pulled over. The door opened, and she stepepd down into the swirling dust outside, continuing on her way. Once they had left that village, they passed by a newly constructed warehouse still under development. Soon, the golden wheat fields reappeared. Heavy, large raindrops began to fall. The metal body of the bus rung with strange clattering sounds as the rain struck it. The windshield wipers worked tiressly, trying to keep the road visible. The walnut trees they passed under shed their leaves above them, under the incessant rustling of branches moved by the wind. Thunder and lightning began, followed by a heavy downpour. It rained as if the sky’s floodgates had burst open. Lightning streaked down to the ground, splitting the darkened heavens. The wind eased, letting the rain fall straight, like water from a sprinkler. When they reached the next village, it was his turn to get off. He felt a twinge of pity for himself, knowing he would have to endure of cold shower of rain on his skin. Since his last bad cold, he no longer liked walking in the rain. He wasn’t a coward, aftraid of every scratch, but health was not something to gamble it. He preferred to stay well. Back when he was a boy, he was returning with the goats from grazing, without fear of getting wet. Now, however, he had no desire for another such experience. He had once taken a cold shower, when he had been sweating and ended up with pneumonia, undergoing a long course of treatment, before fully recovering. He lifted his suitcase, packed with a change of clothes and some provisions, and moved toward the door signaling that he wanted to get off at the next stop. The driver notice him, slowed as they reached the small, makeshift shelter, opened the door, and came to a halt. Florian greeted him, adjusted his grip on the suitcase, and stepped out. He stood under the meager shelter, waiting for the rain to easy, feeling the cool droplets splash against the edges of the roof. The bus pulled away toward the neighboring village, swallowed almost instantly by the gray haze of rain, leaving no trace behind. He huddled on the narrow stone-curved, waiting, as the rain begun soaking his feet. Muddy splashes from passing vehicles darkened his trousers, and a sharp chill ran through him. He cursed his own oversight, only an umbrella, no jacket. Bending down, he opened his suitcase and rummaged through its contents, finally pulling out a thick sweater. Slipping it of, he felt the warmth seep back into his body, offering a small comfort against the relentless drizzle and empty, grey street around him. After a few minutes, the rain softned, and he summoned the courage to step out from his makeshift shelter. He trudged through the fine, drizzling rain, his bulky suitcase in one hand, the umbrella in the other. From the edge of the village where he stood, he still had to make his way to the center of the lane, crossing half the village under the relentless lash of downpour. The distant, prolonged rumble of thunder marked the passsage of the heavy clouds, drifting slowly toward other horizons, leaving the wet streets, deserted and silent, save for the patter of rain beneath his feet. A thin shaft of light pierced a crack in the zenith, revealing the evening sky tinged with violet. Minutes passed, and a soft drizzle still fell, but the wind had completly stilled, much to his relief. Water streamed from the eaves of the houses, gurgling down gutters and downspouts. The rooftops, slick and gleaming as if freshly polished, sagged lightly under the weight of the rain, reflecting the fading light like dark mirrors. The village lay quiet, washed clean, the only movement the gentle trickle of water, and the occasional drip from the edges of tiles. The branches of the fruit trees he passed were bowed under the force of the storm’s lash, and the grass had bent low to the ground, as if in a silent prayer. Even the more fully bloomed roses had shed their petals, and offering to the unleashed force of nature. The ditches in front of the houses were filled with murky water, flowing along the road through the drainage channels. A few villages, busy with various tasks in their yards, nodded in response to the greeting, of the traveller delayed by the weather. He continued on his way for a while, undisturbed by anyone. At a crossroads, however, he heard footstepts behind him. “Who could it be?” he wondered, unwilling to turn his head. At that moment, he had no mood for conversation. All he wanted was, to reach his childhood home, as quick as possible, drop the heavy suitcase that had numbed his arm, and embrace his mother. Small and frail, she was a sweet, light burden for a tall, well-build man like him. Yet someone drew his atention, with his tiny, almost muffled steps echoing behind him. Curiosity got the better of him, and turned his head, seeing more of a palstic bag covering a woman than the woman herself. He did not recognize the person, but he slowed his hurry pace, alowing her to catch up. At his greeting, a familiar voice responded, warm and unmistakable even after all these years. He had no expected that the first person he would encounter among all his acquaintances would be her; “Letitia!” he, said. He continued walking beside her, neither looking at her nor speaking a word. Her face was barely visible beneath the cut nylon bag, fashioned into a makeshift rain cape. It could be observed, she wore a light summer skirt that reached her ankles and rubber slipers, like most of the women in  the village. The slapping of her slipers in the water running along the gutter made him smile, though he felt embarrased. He could not restrain himself.  

“Aren’t you afraid you’ll catch a cold?” he asked. 

“I’m used to it. Us country girls, love nature, no matter how wild it gest!” 

“County girls,” he repeaded in his mind, her words lingering. 

“Only country gilrs? Not city girls too?” he asked, teasingly. 

“City girls, are afraid of the rain...” she teased, back.

“Not all of them...” 

“I supose those who’ve moved to the city, like you. You are not afraid of the rain!”

“Health isn’t something to joke about, but I’m a man! So, it doesn’t count...” he replied, with a trace of irony. Yet, no long ago, he too have feared catching a cold.  

“Still, it’s the same! So, what are you doing, visiting your mother?” she changed, the subject.  

“Yes, as usual. I only alow myself to come on weekends to see her. We need each other, as always”. 

“I know you two have always understood each other. It must be so good...” she said, with evident regret.  

She had reasons to feel that way; her parents, especially her authoritarian mother, had steered her life down the wrong paths, believing it would give her the possible future. And what a girl she was been... Beyond her beauty, she was kind-hearted and intelligent. With those qualities, she could have gone far. Yet she had shown weakness, never daring to defy her mother’s will. Now she regretted the mistake she had made. He didn’t care that she had betrayed his trust and deep feelings, hurting him. He felt pity for her, but there was nothing he could do. 

“Are you all right?” she interrupted him, from his reverie. 

“Yes, I’m fine. And you?” he replied, formally, though he wasn’t truly well at that moment. 

“Healthy, thanks be to God!” 

“I’m glad,” he said, but thought; ”healthy, but not happy...“ He didn’t say anything, nor did he have anything to say. Reaching a handsome house with its windows glowing, they heard voices of children. She paused by the slightly open gate and accidentally, brushed against an apple tree branch, that lead over the fence. Countless crystal-like raindrops slid down onto her. 

“Lucky for the nylon!” he thought, seeing her shielded from the rain. 

She stayed serious but said:   

“Thank you for being kind enough, to walk me home.”

“It was just a coincidence that we ran into each other!” he replied, as if trying to apologize. “You didn’t really think, I’d leave you behind...”

“Have a good night, and say hello to your mother for me!” she added, then pushed the gate and stepepd into the yard. 

“You too,” he answered. 

At that moment, the moon appeared from behind the clouds and lit up her face, as she turned toward him. Only then did he notice; the rain had stopped, but he could not tell, whether her eyes were wet from the rain or from tears... He felt a deep pity, seeing her so torn apart inside, yet he did nothing but greet her once more and quickly walked away, as if chased by a ghost. Yes, it was the ghost of lost youth, of the first mad love, of the village boy, who had grown up alongside the girl he loved. He still remembered the high school in town where they had studied together; the separate boarding dormitories, the spiteful supervisors, and the little notes passed during class. The living flame once warmed his heart as a lovesick teenager, in love with the girl of his dreams, just as he had beleived all these years ago. He still recalled their passionate kiss, the very first she had stolen from him, on a sunny summer day, during the holidays, and it was as though he could still taste her lips, upon his own. He could still remember the scent of her warm skin, and of the hair, heated by the sun’s rays, but it was not meant to be... A few stars began to twinkle on the velvet sky. A gentle cool breeze, swept away some of the dark clouds. He looked more closely at the sky, as he turned onto his street. “No chance!” he told himself. “It’s going to rain again. The sky is playing with us tonight...” He turned his attention back to the road. Whenever it rained, the lane turned into a vast swamp, and one had to walk holding on to the fence planks or wear rubber boots. No one had ever done anything, to stop the soil from eroding. There were plenty of people who had horse-drawn carts or other means of transport and could have at least brought some gravel, but no one lifted a finger, to patch up the road. The rain that had fallen, had not yet soaked the path too badly. Even so, he took the longer way around, where the water had not formed large puddles. Stepping carefully from one dry spot to another, the strange encounter with “her”, came back to his mind. They had spoken after so many years and it had not been just a simple greeting. He could hardly believe it. “How changed she is! And how pale she looked...” Was she coming from a visit, or had she been waiting for him,   knowing the hour he passed by every week? “I must be getting paranoid!” he told himself, again. “She wouldn’t just stand in rain, waiting for me!” It so happened that he was passing by the house, just as the rain had let up a little. For if hadn’t waited under the makeshift roof, he would have arrived long before her, and they would not have met. He closed the umbrella and held it in his right hand. He stopped in front of the old gate, which creaked whenever the hinges were wet. He had always oiled them, but their age spoke for itself. He wiped his feet on the tall tufts of grass, flattened to the grownd by the rain. He pulled the latch through the gap in the boards, in the spot he knew well. He opened the gate and, upon entering, closed it behind him. He walked slowly along the path paved with cement slabs, laid by his own hands. Some years ago, he had managed to stop the mud from the lane, from flooding into their yard. He climbed the three low, steps and knocked lightly on the door. He knew that after nightfall, his mother would usually also draw the latch. She was not a timid woman and did not hide valuables, but living on a rather deserted lane, he had advised her, to be cautious, and she had listened. The other neighbors were just as old, offering little help, in case anything happened. He knoked once more and waited. A soft noise was heard, followed by the shuffling of slippers across the floor. 

“Mom, it’s me! I got delayed because of the rain.”

The old woman recognized his footsteps; she could never have mistaken them for anyone else’s. She drew the latch, unlocked the door, and spoke in a warm, joyful voice: 

“ I thought you weren’t coming... I’m so glad you made it, in weather like this!”  

“How could you think I’d do that?” he replied, surprised. “I promised, and you know, I always keep my word!”

Opening the door wide, she invited him inside, then made room for him to pass by. How small she was, and how tall he had grown... She drank him in with her eyes, as always. Passing under the low threshold of the door, he bent slightly. “Why are you sitting in the dark?” he asked. 

“The power’s off, Florian, boy! I’ve lit the gas lamp.”

He left the umbrella in a corner to dry, took off his shoes and put on his slippers, then followed her into the small pantry off the kitchen. He set his suitcase on a low table, opened it, and took out the groceries he had brought. 

“What have you been up to?” he asked her, again, as if a very long time had passed. Only a few hours before, he had called to hear news from his mother. 

“I’ve been working as always, and wait for you to come.”

She finished putting away the things he had brought and moved toward the bench, intending to sit, but he did not leave her be. He lifted her in his arms, like a feather. She was so light!... 

“Son, let me go! You’re a big boy, now! You haven’t change a bit. I thought you’d finally grown up!” 

He flet amused seeing her slightly upset, so, kissing her on the forehead, he replied as he gently put her down: 

“Mother, you’re the only woman, I will love all my life! I never get tired of you!...” 

He was right. To him, his mother was the dearest being in the world, the most sacred woman, who had not given him life, but had also, sacrificed herself for his happiness. 

“You little flatterer!” she said, with a smile. “Your room is waiting for you... unless, of course, you’re hungry or need something else.” 

“ I ate before leaving, and now, it’s too late. Lately, I’ve changed my habites, youk now; I no longer go to bed immediately after eating, because it’s no good. So, I’ll skip the meal, since I intend to sleep. I still haven’t forgotten, that life in the countryside, meant going to bed early and walking up at dawn. Tomorrow, I plan to help you with everything, as usual. But I’d like us to talk a little, before going to sleep.”  

She furrowed her brows. She didn’t know what he was going to say, feared that something happened, that he was beating around the bush. 

“About what?” she asked. 

“Don’t worry! I haven’t even opened my mouth properly before you got scared! Just a little about the past.” 

“It’s already quite late, especially since you’re running behind, and I’m not what I used to be... I go to bed early and rise at dawn. Still, I can’t imagine, what could be urgent, that it can’t wait until morning!” she said, her voice tinged with apprehension. She feared the past, especially if it involved him, and disliked bringing it up. She preffered to linger only on the beautiful memories of their life together. He sat down on a stool and admired how graceful she remaind, despite the passing years. He remembered her in all her youthful beauty, like a stately imperial lily, tall and commanding, walking through the yard with a smile on her lips. How small he had seemed next to her, when he clung to the hem of her skirt, and now, even sitting on the stool, he still seemed petite. How had he never noticed each centimeter of her height, she had “lost”, in his favor?

“You are lost in thought,” she said, breaking the silence with a sight. “Something’s troubling you, I know you too well, and I can’t imagine what could make you sad. How is Consuela?” she asked him, again. “I don’t understand why that girl hasn’t come to meet me... Does she have no serious intentions, or does she simply not enjoy meeting an old woman like me? You’ve been together for a long time, and she can’t even find the time to come, just once?” 

“Who, Consuela? Oh, mother! How could you think that? She is a simple girl, even if she was born in the city. Don’t let your mind wander that way! Of course, she will come, let her come, and you’ll see for yourself. You know how it is with our work; everyone pushing, demanding: do this! Do that! Everyone expects the projects finished on time. We even runin to a pretty serious issue with one of them, but fortunately, it all worked out in the end... As for Consuela, she’s in the hospital now, undergoing tests and following a course of treatment. I didn’t want to tell you so you wouldn’t worry.”

“Oh, why is the poor girl suffering? Is it something serious?”

“She sometimes get dizzy and thinks she might have anemia. She hasn’t been eating on time and takes only small portions, claiming she’s on a diet...”

“Oh, these girls! In my day, it was shameful to be nothing but skin and bones, and now...” 

“Mother, Consuela is perfectly fine as she is!”

“Then why won’t she eat? Is it better to be in the hospitals?”

“No, mother, but everyone does as they please.”

“Alright, but you still haven’t told me what’s troubling you. Do you need money?”

“I don’t need anything. By the way, Letitia sent her regards, when I was coming here.” 

The woman, brought her hand to the mouth, eyes wide in astonishment. 

“Who???” 

“I was coming from the bus station, as I had growing tired of waiting for the rain to stop, and about half way there, I heard footsteps behind me, I turned my head and saw her, but barely recognized her, as she had a bag covering her from the rain. Only then did we greet each other. We exchanged few formal words, and then I walked her to her doorstep, only then did she remember to send her regards to you. I was surprized by this change, myself, after years of shared silence. It’s clear she’s unhappy. I feel deeply sorry for her, but I have no strenght to help. Everything ended long ago. Life has taken us on different paths, even though we regret it.” 

“My God, what are you telling me?” she exclaimed, astonished. “I didn’t mean to darken your days, but since you brought it up, I have to tell you, she’s miserable, living with that drunken husband of hers. Not a single day, passes without a quarrel in their home, and she ends up “patched up”, (being beaten).  

“He beats her?” the architect, interrupted his mother. Despite his legendary calm, his face flushed, and he nearly rose from his chair. 

“He beats her, but what can you do? You can’t meddle in their lives. She chose this cross, and there’s nothing to be done!”

“No,” he said, firmly, “she could do something!”

“What could she do?” 

“Get a divorce and be left with the children, without a father and not a single penny to her name? She has no job, and he wouldn’t pay a cent of alimony, and the house is his. What does she even have? Her parents’little cottage? 

“The law would set things right. She has rights because she has children with him, the house still remain hers, and if he didn’t pay child support, he would go to jail. She could find work, and stop suffering. Or she could choose another  man...” 

“Rely on the law... and where could she work? In the fields, as a day laborer? What skills does she have? She has no trade! And who would marry her, children clinging to her?”  

He felt silent. He didn’t know what to answer. She watched him closely, and although the lamp shed only a weak light, she could read on his face the thoughts that tormented him.

“Surely you haven’t lost your mind, my son!” she said, abruptly, then immediately regretted having confided so much. “I know you loved her deeply, but you mustn’t do something like that! You’d make a fool of yourself and make enemies!” 

“What were you thinking?” he asked her. 

“I saw the battle waging in your soul, on your face, and I cannot bear to see my only child risking his life like that! You have your own, you have Consuela, and you can’t deceive her, while Letitia brought it upon herself! She was afraid of her mother, followed her advice, and now there’s no question of her leading you astray. I won’t allow such a thing! And if I have to give her a piece of my mind, know that I will!” she reinforced, firmly. 

His mother was not one to be trifled with. Once an idea took root in her mind, nothing could dislodge it. 

“Oh, mother! I thought I could at least exchange a few words with you! I would have been better keeping quiet” he said, regreting that he had started a conversation that had turned into a quarrel.  

”If you come at me with such nonsenses, there’s no talk about!” she replied, casting a glance at the clock on the sideboard. “Do you even know the time? Come along, off to bed, we can’t sleep in tomorrow!”  

She had the same commanding voice as in the days when she had to drag him inside, cught up in childhoods games. For a moment, he felt as if he were seeing Consuela, not his mother. They shared something in common. He was convinced that men choose their partners accordding to their mother’s pattern, just as women seek their father in husband.

“Alright, mother. Let’s go to bed” he said, rising slowly. He gently pushed her out of the kitchen. He took his pajamas from his bag and he followed her.

“Good night, my dear little one” she said, calmly this time, after her earlier outburst. “If you don’t like the dark, you can light the lamp on the wall and behave yourself. Listen to an old woman’s advice. She knows a lot...”

“Yes, mother. Good night to you too.”

He leaned down to receive a kiss from his mother’s lips, and then they parted, each heading to their own room. Entering the room where he had spent countless nights in the past, he smelled the pleasant scent of lavander, the old woman valued her old habits. Looking out the window, he saw the sky had clouded over again, ready to rain. He walked over to the bed, piled high with white sheets adorned with intricate lace. He remembered how she had told him, with regret, that she whised she had a daughter to leave her countless hand-stitched embroideries and the carefully kept sheets as a legacy. He fumbled to light the lamp, guided only by the faint night light filtering through the curtains, knowing his way around the room. He took off his sweater, then his shirt and trousers, damp and cold against his skin. He hung everything on the wall hook and pulled off his socks, leaving them in his slippers. Sliding under the covers, he felt like the same little boy who had once, years ago, slept in his parent’s house. He remebered that he had forgotten to turn off the lamp, but he gave up worryning about it. As always, he couldn’t fall asleep, no matter how much he wished to. Knowing he would have to rise at dawn, the noises from outside kept him awake. The old walnut tree behind the house rubbed its branches against the eaves, buffed by the gusts of the growing wind. The strange sounds seemed like the long claws of a witch, scraping the metal. The crickets fell silent, letting the flapping of pigeons’ wings be heard clearly, as they searched for a perch among the storm-tossed brances. The old attic, which had been a familiar playground in his childhood, now accustomed him to since he was little, still lingerind in the room. Ignoring all the sounds of nature that foretold a great storm, tired from his journey and lulled by the fragrance, he felt asleep. No more than fifteen minutes had passed when a flash of lightning split the sky, followed by a long rumble of tunder. Yet his sleep had become deep, for exhaustion had taken its toll. Nothing could have woken him in his weariness. He had already begun to dream; he dreamed of his beloved Consuela. She ran toward him, smiling, as they found themselves in a park filled with flowers. Everything was wonderful, until she came close to him; she was about to leap into his arms, but then vanished, replaced by the face of another woman; Letitia... He protested in his dream, and as he tried to pull away from her embrace, he woke up with a start. He felt dizzy. Outside, the heavy pounding of rain on the tin roof made a terrifying racket. With every thunderclap, the house shook to its foundations, seeming ready to give way under the torrents of water. The windows, steamed over, became opaque and impenetrable to the eye. He lay back and pulled the covers around himself more tightly, Consuela came back to his mind. He began to dream of all the forbidden things in his life; of the love between him and that young, hopeful girl, which had been thwarted from the very begining, of what he might have achived in life given his talent, for he knew himself capable and skilled in his craft. Yes, he thought of that girl, who awaited him with friendship and hope in her heart, even if passionate love was absent between them. Between them, there was more; the hope for the future, friendship, understanding and he felt that they came from the same world; a world of frustrations, hard work, and the need to feel someone’s presence during life’s most difficult moments. He loved Consuela and had been close to marrying her, forgetting that he had first promised himself to put his life in order before committing to anyone. Yet it was not like the first time, on the dusty, mud-filled village streets, like now when it rained. He had never asked himself why he hadn’t insisted on bringing the current woman in his life to visit, perhaps out of pity for the other, whom he didn’t want to hurt, or simply out of negligence? He listened. The storm seemed to be calming down. The house smelled strongly of naphthalene, lavander, and basil, from the icons hanging on the walls, the only scents he had grown accustomed to since childhood, and the ones his mother used to perfume her belongings in the wardrobe, to keep months away. The old woman lived just as she had in her youth, and he could never persuade her to change her habits, not for anything in the world. He hadn’t even  managed to convince her to get a new television. The old one had broken long ago... She didn’t want to disturb her patriarchal peace. She preffered her old radio, on which she listen to romances, folk music, or light music. And when she withdrew to the small room shaded by the thick walnut tree, she read prayers from the little book she kept, as a memento from her departed parents. The heavy raindrops continued to fall noisily. He ignored the sound of the raib, but in his mind, another image from her youth resurfaced, as if it were fresh. A sad memory, from a unique experience lived years ago. He was a teenager, on summer vacantion after his last year of high school. After a scorching, truly sweltering day, a powerful storm had broken the old walnut tree in two, standing on the pasture covered with freshly cut hay. He had worked from morning until evening, when the torrential rain caugh him, and, as usual, Letitia was with him. Not knowing where to talk shelter, hey hid in a stack of dry hay warmed by the sun. They covered themselves completly, leaving just a small opening to breath. Although it was stiflingly hot iniside, and the rain lashed their faces, they held each other tightly, afraid of the lightning that split the sky with its silver blade. Every clap of thunder echoed in their racing hearts. They didn’t fear the cold rain drenching them; they feared the lightning. Slowly, laughter and words began to break the tension as they realized their hearts were beating in perfect unison. Clinging to each other, their soaked clothes pressed against their bodies, they stared in silence. Then, with daring boldness,she whispered that he had never kissed her. He flushed, shy, despite knowing she cared for him, and murmured that they were friends and felt comfortable together. She insisted it wasn’t the same, and before he could even process her words, she pressed her lips to his. At the brush of her lips, he shivered, and she laughted at his bashfulness. Irritated by her laughter, he gently laid her back in the hay, and they began to kiss, tumbling playfully like young fawns. Carried away by the sudden blaze of their discovery, they surrendered to the surge of passion. They scarcely knew how it had come to be, how friendship had quietly given way to a love that had been smolderning benath the surface. At the touch of her velvety skin, at the mingling scent of her with the rain and the hay surrounding them, he responded to her kiss with his own, to her passion with equal fervor. The only remnants of that night of unbridled passion were the hay pressed flat on the ground and the clouds drifting off towards distant, thirsty lands. Two months later, after that unforgettable evening when they had become one in body and soul, man and woman, he proposed they go to the city together to continue their studies. He dreamed of a shared future for them, and they made plans, agreeing on every detail, strolling along the pond’s edge. Beneath the willow that had watched over them since childhood, they kissed and vowed eternal love, hearts entwined. Nothing seemed capable of shattering their dreams. Only Floarea, Letitia’s mother, refused to give her blessing to their plans. She had dreamed of a daughter who would be a proper housewife, married to a wealthy man, with heirs to inherit. With her rigid, old-fashioned mindset, she had shatterd her daughter’s happiness, pushing her to brink of despair. No one knew why she had tried to end her own life, why she had nearly drowned in the pond. No one could comprehended what had truly passed between them. Joy had yielded to suffering, and laughter to burning tears. All she had said to wim was that she had to obey her parents, for she no longer had the strength to defy them. She had never wanted to dissapoint them or cause them any pain. As their only daughter, she owed them at least that much. She had yielded to their pressures, leaving him to face the world alone. He scarcely remebered how he had passed his final exams, how he had entered college, how he had carved out the man he had become without her. Only the fierce determination not to fail, the longing for a better life, had driven him through the harsh of separtion. Troughout college, he had seen no girl with honest eyes, dismissing them all as traitors. Yet with the passage of time, that aversion faded, revealing a contemplative, serious man, wary of what might dwell within a woman’s heart. Until Consuela, he had only had fleeting relationships, each one convincing him more and more that woman was an unfathomable path of God. He did not understand them at all. The only one he truly understood was his little mother, who had given him useful advice for life and, with her help, he had become a capable man with a clean soul. He thanked her for never allowing anything to tarnish the innocent heart of his youth. For a long time, he had believed that happiness no longer existed, that perhaps men and women a cetury ago had known it, and they had been the last. He had long been convinced that such devotion had ended with his parent’s generation; their example remained, a testament to the depth of their love for each other and their unwavering dedication to him, their only son. Youth, he beleived, had forgotten the principles of a decent, honorable life, one guided by sincere feelings and love seasoned with sacrifice. In the world of today, men and women alike struggled for power, for precedence, for the final word, both at home and at work. Everywhere he looked, he saw endless examples of ambition outweighing affection, and the gentler virtues fading into memory. He seldom encountered women who did not assert their power over their husbands, nor men who flet compelled to account for their actions. Both sexes seemed intent on displaying dominance, each eager to impress through atitude alone. Only in rare, unlucky instances, like Letitia, did the pattern falter. “I’m a sentimental fool,” he whispered to himself. “Why do I torment my mind with questions that have no answers? Only the Almighty knows, what the future  holds, and I have already cast shadows over my mother’s life. From now on, I’ll set an example, and prove my worth.” He longed for sleep. Sliding out of bed, he dimmed the lamp. Only then did he truly perceive the storm’s wrath; the violet sky lit up in blinding flashes with each lightning bolt, its tendrils stretching down in relentless sheets. The wind had grown wild, whistling through the attic, twisting the beams until they moaned in protest. It was a deluge of nature’s own making a tempest that seemed intent on testing both house and soul. He returned to his warm bed and wrapped himself in the lavander-scent sheet. Closing his eyes, he listened to the storm continuing through the night. He knew it would not be long before his watch signaled the morning. He had barely dozed off when a new day began. Soon, with the help of self-suggestion, the sounds faded into the night, and a deep calm awaited him, disturbed him anymore.
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