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Introduction

The Hatchet (Baltagul) is one of the greatest works of Romanian literature. The Romanian literary critic Ion Dodu Bălan rightly called it “a masterpiece, a fragment of the epic of the Romanian people, an altogether exceptional poem singing of nature and the heart of everyday man…. while its delicate psychological analysis raises it to the peaks of modern prose.”1

Its author, Mihail Sadoveanu, was born in Pașcani, a small town in northern Moldavia, on 5 November 1880. After attending school in Pașcani, Falticeni and Iași, he left his native Moldavia in 1904 and moved to Bucharest where he intended to study law. That same year marked the beginning of a prolific literary career as he published four books, including Povestiri, which was awarded a prize by the Romanian Academy. He made such an impression that the great Romanian historian Nicolae Iorga called 1904 “the year of Sadoveanu” in literature. 

The writer never completed his study of law after deciding to make literature his career. During his lifetime, he published over one hundred books. In addition, Sadoveanu also worked on a number of literary journals, including Însemnări literare, on which he collaborated with his friend, the remarkable poet and writer, George Topîrceanu. The quantity of Sadoveanu’s writings can be explained, in part, by his need to support a family of eleven children. As with any writer who publishes such a great number of works, the quality of Sadoveanu’s writings vary greatly. Some of his most significant novels include, Hanu-Ancuței, Frații Jderi, Creanga de aur, Viața lui Ștefan cel Mare, and the one contained in this volume, Baltagul (The Hatchet), among others.

Much of the content of Sadoveanu’s writings is drawn from the history, folklore, and culture of his native Moldavia. Topîrceanu once described Sadoveanu’s works by saying, “it is the nature of our country with its undefined and special charm and the nature of his love for Moldavia which sings and fully blossoms on the pages of this gentle storyteller. It is as if Moldavia has told him her most important and intimate secrets.“ All of his best works were written before the end of the Second World War. In recognition of his literary achievements, he was elected a member of the Romanian Academy in 1929.

The reader of Sadoveanu’s works written before the Second World War will see in them an author deeply attached to the history, culture, and traditions of his people. It is difficult to imagine that the man who wrote The Hatchet, and about whom the great poet Topîrceanu wrote such beautiful words, would take such an active role in working with those who sought to destroy Romanian culture and civilization after World War II. But like several other Romanian intellectuals of his generation, Sadoveanu betrayed the traditional values which he expounded in his literary creations and joined with the Communists. 

Sadoveanu’s collaboration with the Communists went beyond what was required merely to survive; he served as a member of the Presidium of the Assembly of Deputies and as Vice-President of the Presidium of the Grand National Assembly from the establishment of the Communist regime in 1947 until his death. He lacked the courage of other Romanian intellectuals, such as Gheorghe I. Brătianu, who refused to collaborate with those who poisoned Romanian culture and civilization, the effects of which are still to be felt in the country today.

Sadoveanu’s literary work after the Second World War is best forgotten; for example, his novel Mitrea Cocor was purely propaganda for the collectivization of agriculture which was aimed at destroying the traditional rural society that he had extolled in his earlier works. His collaboration with the Communist regime earned Sadoveanu the Lenin Prize which he received shortly before his death on 19 October 1961.

A very different Sadoveanu penned the literary masterpiece, The Hatchet, first published in 1930. In it, he vividly illustrates important aspects of Romanian traditions and folklore, and demonstrates his remarkable knowledge of and attachment to his people’s culture, despite his shameful betrayal of these later in his life. 

The Hatchet (1930) paints a vivid portrait of rural society. Sadoveanu once described how he came to be inspired to write the story. While traveling around the country on a very hot day, he stopped at a countryside inn to take a rest and to eat something. At a nearby table, he heard two policemen talking about a shepherd who had been killed and who were speculating as to who the murderer might be. The incident made him recall the traditional Romanian ballad of Miorița2 about the murder of a shepherd by two of his traveling companions. 

Sadoveanu reinterprets the spirit of Miorița, perhaps the most influential piece of Romanian folklore, and gives it a modern take. On this basis, he constructs what can be referred to as the greatest detective story in Romanian literature.

Like other great epics of World Literature, such as Homer’s Odyssey or Dante’s Divine Comedy, The Hatchet follows the arduous journey of the heroine, Vitoria Lipan, who sets out to find her husband upon whom she fears some ill fate had befallen. The journey allows Sadoveanu to create vivid portrayals of the people and places she encounters along the way. At the same time, The Hatchet is one of the first and greatest detective stories, as Vitoria uses her cunning and wit to discover the fate of her husband and to bring those responsible for his demise to justice.

The great Romanian literary critic George Călinescu considered The Hatchet Sadoveanu’s finest work. In his classic Istoria Literaturii Române, he wrote, “In his extraordinary style, Sadoveanu presents all these rhythms of primitive life, determined exclusively by the earth's revolution, on no account by any individual initiative. Sometimes you think you read one of Jack London's best novels and are amazed, despite differences of color, by the same sweeping, astronomic movement.”

The Hatchet is a welcome addition to the illustrated Classics of Romanian Literature series initiated by the Center for Romanian Studies. The series is dedicated to making essential works of Romanian literature available to an international audience and to illustrate the connections of Romanian writers to broader currents in world literature and culture. It is part of the core mission of the Center for Romanian Studies to promote knowledge of Romanian history, literature, and culture in the world. 

Finally, I would like to thank Eugenia Farca for her excellent translation of Sadoveanu’s masterpiece. She was one of the most distinguished translators into English working in Romania. In addition to Sadoveanu, she translated works by such important Romanian writers as Ioan Slavici and Gala Galaction. I would also commend Olga Rogozenco for her beautiful illustrations that help to bring The Hatchet to life for readers. 

A.K. Brackob

 

I

Having made the world, the Lord God put order among the nations and gave each a distinctive sign.

He taught the Gypsy to play the fiddle and to the German, he gave a screw.

From among the Jews, he summoned Moses, and unto him, he said: “Thou shalt write a law, and when the time cometh thou shalt let the Pharisees crucify my best-beloved son Jesus; after which thy nation shall endure much suffering and persecution, though in compensation I shall let gold flow over them like abundant waters.”

He beckoned to the Hungarian and chose a number of gewgaws for him from among those he had at hand: “Here I give thee Hessian boots and spurs, and resin to make the ends of thy mustache stand up stiff; thou shalt be full of conceit, and be fond of revelry and women.”

The Turk then came forward: “A rich share of wits thou shall not have, but by the sword shalt thou prevail over others.”

To the Serb he gave a spade.

He invited the boyars and princes to coffee and the hookah:

“The lot of Your Excellencies shall be to live in dalliance and wickedness and sin; in atonement for which you will be pleased to raise churches and monasteries to my glory.”

Finally, the mountain people came and knelt before the Imperial Seat. The Lord God looked at them in pity:

“And you, wretched folk,” he said, “why are you so late?”

“We are late, most hallowed Lord because we came at the pace of our sheep and donkeys. We walk slowly, climbing up steep paths and descending low into the ravines. And in this way, do we trudge along day and night, holding our peace, with the sheep bells alone making a clamor in the silent air. The dwelling places of our wives and children are in the narrow clefts of the rocks, and lightning, thunder, and torrents play havoc with us. We should like wide expanses, fields of corn, and smooth-flowing waters.”

“You are the last to come,” the Lord said regretfully, “and dear though you are to me, I cannot help you. You will hold what you have, for I can give you nothing besides, except a light heart to rejoice at what is yours. Everything shall seem good to you; and always your door shall be open to the fiddler and the man with strong drinks; and your women shall be beautiful and full of love.”

This was the tale Nechifor Lipan would tell now and again at christenings and weddings of which he never missed a single one in wintertime. He said he had learned it from an old shepherd who had been a Jew in his youth, but to whom God had been pleased to reveal the true faith. That shepherd knew other things too, and his letters besides — a great wonder among the shepherd folk. It was he who had taught Lipan many sayings that were full of truth and that he produced so opportunely.

“Nobody can overleap his own shadow,” he would say.

“What do you mean by that?” his wife Vitoria would ask, looking askance at him.

“Just a saying,” he would answer, “for those who have ears to hear.”

Now the wife had an inkling of what it meant but, suspicious like every woman, she was quick to flare up whenever she was stung.

“It may be as you say, man, but those who speak most, often say least.”

“And who is that meant for?” Lipan would retort.

“For wiseacres and scholars.”

“Indeed! And who, if you please, is a wiseacre and a scholar?”

“Who should be? Ask me another for I can’t answer you.”

“You’ve got the devil in you, woman!”

“How ‘in’ me, when he’s close beside me?”

This was the tale, these sharp retorts, that Vitoria, Nechifor Lipan’s wife, recalled as she sat alone on the threshold, spinning in the autumn light. Her hazel eyes, in which the chestnut glint of her hair seemed to be reflected, held a far-away look. The spindle spun diligently as if of its own accord. And while both the village — which with its shingled cottages within fences of roughly hewn poles, lay scattered on the slopes descending abruptly from the fir woods — and the Tarcău — a mere rivulet, a flash of light deep down among the rocks — were engulfed as if in the darkness of night, those keen, still youthful eyes continued to scan the unexplored horizon. Nechifor Lipan had left home to buy some sheep at Dorna, and now it was getting on toward St. Andrew’s Day and he had not yet returned. In her loneliness, the woman strove to reach him. She could not see his face, but she heard his voice. That was how he had told the story; the woman had added nothing but a few words about fields of corn and smooth-flowing waters. They were her own words that had sprung from an old yearning of hers, and, as she repeated them in her mind, tears welled up and a film came over her eyes. The life of the mountain people is a hard one — especially for the women. Sometimes they were widowed before their time, as she seemed to be now.

It is the mountain peasant’s lot to earn his daily bread with the axe or the crook. Those with the axe fell the firs of the forest and take them to the river Bistrița, where they make them into rafts and float them as far as Galați, at the end of the world. The more industrious get a sheepfold together and remain in the mountains, alone with God and the solitudes, until the days grow short. And then, when winter draws near, they come down to the wider spaces in the marshy lowlands, that their flocks may winter there. Life is easier in those places and she would have liked to live there, only it was impossible for it was too hot in summer and, besides, the mountaineer is rooted to his place of origin, like the fir.

Nechifor Lipan had always proved good at shepherding. His sheep were well cared for and his shepherds were obedient. The shepherds know more than tales; they know the secret of curd and fermented cheese. Letters and offers of business came to him from places with strange names. To unravel them, Lipan went to Father Dănilă; after which he called at the inn for a drink with other men of the mountains as good as he at such things as drinking. As soon as it got about on the Tarcău that Nechifor had had news of money corning in, the Gypsy musicians appeared at Mr. Iordan’s inn as if swept there by the mountain torrents. The man then came home late and the woman would consider it best she should show her displeasure: “The seven fiends have again got the better of you!” Nechifor would say with a laugh, stroking his thick, drooping mustache. Vitoria would look keenly, possessively at that black mustache, at those eyes with their slanting eyebrows, at his whole squarely-built, broad-shouldered figure, for he had been her love for twenty years and more. This was how she had loved Lipan in her youth and this was how she loved him now, when they had children as tall as themselves. When she was sharp and obstinate beyond measure, Lipan considered it was time to drive away some of the demons that possessed her. And to this end, he used two charms that were little different from one another. The first was a trashing, and the second a thrashing so severe that it could be described as a flogging. The woman bore that man’s violence without flinching and continued in her devilish temper, while Nechifor Lipan hung his head and showed great regret and sorrow. Afterward, the world again seemed good to them, and an easy place to live in, as God had ordained it to be in the tale of the shepherd who had been a Jew.

They had as much fortune as they needed: blankets in the house, lambskins in the attic, and sheep up in the mountains. And they had money, too, which they had put away in a small wooden tub and covered with ashes. When they were tired of milk, cheese, and the flesh of the sheep killed by the wolves, they bought vegetables from the plain. And it was also from the widespread, sun-soaked plain that they bought maize. Sometimes, Vitoria would go alone and load the sacks on to five young horses. She would ride astride the horse in the lead like a man, the others following, their heads down, the reins of each tied to the tail of the horse in front.

Of the seven babes that God had blessed them with, only two had been left them. The five others had died of measles or diphtheria, and their names and faces had been forgotten, becoming one with the flowers, the butterflies, and the lambs born over the years. Husband and wife would look fondly at their two children, Lipan making more fuss of the girl, who was the older and called Minodora, a name which he had heard from a nun at Agapia and which had pleased him. The young boy was called Gheorghiță, and his mother shielded and protected him whenever there were clouds of displeasure in Lipan’s eyes.

Gheorghiță was the name Vitoria had chosen, for it was Nechifor Lipan’s real and secret name. This was the name the priest and the god-parents had given him at his christening when they had extended to him the light of the true faith with holy water and consecrated oil. But in his fourth year, he had fallen ill with dropsy and had grown so weak that the priest had been fetched to give him the last sacraments. And it was then, after the sacraments had been administered, that the old Gypsy wife of Lazar, the lute player had come, and the mother had sold her the infant, passing him through the window and receiving a copper coin in exchange. On receiving him from the mother’s hands, the lute player’s wife had breathed upon his forehead, said a few words of a charm over him and changed his name, in order that disease and death should not know him again. His name had been Nechifor ever since; but, when nobody heard her and they were alone, Vitoria would call him Gheorghiță in a certain tone of voice. And that dulcet tone the young son also possessed.

Together with the shepherds, the sheep, the donkeys, and the dogs, young Gheorghiță had gone to winter in the lowlands along the backwaters of the river Jijia at a place called Cristești, not far from the city of Iași. It was there he was to stay, according to Nechifor’s orders, until his father came to pay for the sedge of which their shelters were made, and for the hay and also to settle the men’s wages. A long time had gone by now and Nechifor had not sent word that his son, at least, might return home.

A week earlier a letter had arrived that Father Danila had read out to her, as he always did. The young lad had written that he was waiting for his father and the money to pacify the shepherds and the owner of the meadows. “The sheep fare well,” he had added, “and, by God’s mercy, so do we and the weather is still fine, but we long for our home.” And in ending: “I kiss your hand, mother, I kiss your hand, father.”

That was Gheorghiță’s letter and Vitoria knew it by heart. And through it knew, too, that Nechifor Lipan had not gone there either. What could have delayed him? Who knows? The world was wide and full of wickedness.

Three days after Gheorghiță’s letter had reached her, the postman had again blown his trumpet on the bank of the rivulet and Vitoria had gone down to receive another missive. This was a reply from the shepherd Alexa, written by the boy. The handwriting was her son’s, though the words were those of Alexa, the shepherd.

“As far as we can make out, mistress, from the letter you sent to Gheorghiță, you are still alone; and Nechifor Lipan, our master and the owner of the sheep, has not turned up here either. So, being in need of our wages and money for the animals’ food and our own, please send us some. You pay the money to the post office at Piatra and the people there write to the post office at Iași to pay us such and such a sum and afterward, they meet and reckon up what they have given and taken — that’s their business. Which I call good work, and to my liking, I must say; no need to ride all the way here, nor can highwaymen rob you. Or if you won’t have it that way, write your orders to your son that we should sell the older sheep. In any case, Nechifor Lipan, our master, must come to bring the sheep for which we know he went to Dorna.”

What could be the matter with her man? She had received no word from him.

The day before, for a moment, she had been full of hope. The postman had again blown his trumpet. A postcard in her hand, Vitoria had sped to Father Dănilă. ‘Maybe it is from Dorna,’ she had thought.

But it was not from Dorna. It had been sent from a nearby place — Piatra. Father Dănilă had laughed, his paunch going up and down. But not Vitoria; her cheeks had flushed with shame as she listened. And now she knew the postcard by heart, and in her mind’s eye saw the winged, rose-crowned angels on it.

The picture postcard was directed to Miss Minodora Lipan and ran:

Oh! kind, sweet sycamore

Whisper a word to the girl I adore 

Most humbly yours, G. Topor.

So, the son of the chanter, Andrei, who was doing his military service at Piatra, won’t let the girl alone — he was trying his best to make her lose her head. He was certainly to blame, and so was his mother, the chanter’s wife. She would give her a piece of her mind, that she would, but it was the shameless hussy who was mostly in the wrong, for she made eyes right and left. As soon as she reached home she stamped her foot at her daughter, and reproved and censured her with angry, bitter words.

“Is that what you’re after, girl, to put me to shame, and make me the laughing-stock of the village? You’re a ‘Miss’ now, are you?”

“Well, what’s wrong with that, mother?” her daughter had answered. “That’s what they say now.”

“Yes, I know, you keep smirking at the boys, and you no longer like our peasant skirt and blouse; and you go all soft when the Gypsy musicians play a German waltz. I’ll teach you to put up your hair in a bun, dance waltzes, and wear town blouses, you miserable little hussy, you! I never knew such things, nor did your grandmother nor mine either — and you will live according to our way, or I’ll tie a stone around your neck and drown you in the Tarcău. Am I not wretched enough, left alone on the threshold of winter and not a word from your father, without having to hear the Reverend reading such shameful things? This is the kind of gospel you like to read, but not so the Reverend.”

“Is that my card?” the girl asked artfully.

“Your what?”

“My card that you’ve stuck in the mirror.”

“I’ll give you cards,” her mother had retorted. “Go and card the wool I’ve got ready for you, and have it done by nightfall. And let me catch you again sweeping the dust of the room out into the sunlight as you did today, and I’ll weigh your neck down with stones of five pounds each. Will you never learn to be tidy? You’ve lost all sense of what is clean and good and holy since you got hold of these new-fangled notions of yours — and they call you ‘Miss’ too.”

That was how she went on, worrying and fretting, obtaining no comfort and receiving no news from the place she expected it. That night, toward dawn, she had the first sign, which was like a dagger in her heart and troubled her still more. She seemed to see Nechifor Lipan on his horse, his back toward her, riding through a great flood at sunset.
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The sun beat down from the Măgura rock to the south and when Vitoria looked up, blinking, the fir-trees seemed to be darker than usual. But it was just an illusion due to the drift of whitish clouds that floated across the sun. The weather was mild and only a gentle breeze blew, wafting the last willow and birch leaves into the courtyard like belated butterflies. The sound of familiar cattle bells was heard from the narrow road. Mitrea, the farm-hand, with a few sheep and the two cows, was coming along it. Vitoria heard him shouting and cursing in his usual inarticulate way, as he drove the animals into their pens through the back gate of the homestead on the mountain side. Putting down her distaff, the woman called out in her sing-song voice: “Hey! Minodora, girl!”

“Here I am, mother,” the girl answered from the lean-to beneath the north wall of the house.

“Leave your carding, girl, and look to other things. I see our man has come before the proper time. Something must be amiss.”

The girl came up, in her white blouse and black, red-striped peasant skirt. She wore her hair in a plait around her head, without kerchief, as was the custom among unmarried women. She was barefoot, for she kept the boots with the golden nails and patent leather toecaps that had been bought for her at Gheorghieni for the village dances and weddings, and for when she went to town.

“Aren’t you hungry?” Vitoria asked, heaving a sigh, her eyes staring into vacancy.

“Not a bit,” the girl answered, laughing. “But what are you looking at, mother? Is it father you see?”

“Yes, I see him all right,” the woman answered and sighed again, “though who knows where he is, and if he is alone and hungry. But hurry girl, get some water from the well. And stir the fire and set the cauldron over it for the corn mush. Then some eggs from the nests and cheese from the vat — the sharper kind for the man.”

“Very well, mother,” the girl answered. Then skimming on her bare feet across the yard, she seized the empty pitcher from the platter where it stood.

Mitrea sidled into the yard through the cattle gate. He was a man of uncertain age, short and stocky, and bleary-eyed. His beardless face wore a set smile, and now and again he passed his hand with its long and dirty nails through his reddish, ruffled, matted hair.

“What’s up, Mitrea?”

“What d’ye say?”

“What’s happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Then why have you come home so early?”

“Eh?”

“Why have you come home so early?”

“Because, well — because the others are bringing down their sheep and cows from the glades so I thought I’d come down too. They say there’s going to be bad weather.”

“Who says so?”

“Why, the people say so. And I have seen for myself the flights of rollers soaring skyward. They’re going back where they came from. And I took partic’lar note of the cloud Ceahlău way. That cloud bodes no good. Winter is coming. So, I would ask you, mistress, to give me a sheepskin coat and cap, and leather for new moccasins. There’s nothing for it now but to expect winter. There’ll be a blizzard to begin with, and then the wolves’ll start howling down in the gullies.”

Mitrea mumbled out the words in a guttural voice. And, when he spoke about the winter and the wolves, he rolled his eyes so ferociously that Vitoria felt a shiver down her spine. Minodora put back the pitcher of water in its place and began to laugh.

“I’ve heard you were getting married, Mitrea.”

“Now, what’s that you say?”

“I heard you were getting married.”

“Me? Don’t you believe it. I’ve no such luck! And I’d be satisfied with a widow or with a girl who’s had a child and no father to own it. But until I’ve more sheep nobody’ll have me. It’s a wicked world we live in nowadays — the women are so proud. But won’t you give me ’em?”

“Give you what, Mitrea?”

“Why, the sheepskin coat, moccasins, and fur cap, for there’s no denying it, winter’s coming.”

The housewife shrugged her shoulders, and the man, mumbling something, sat down in a corner of the veranda. The girl had quickly stirred up the fire in the open-air stove, filled the cauldron with water, and placed it on the tripod. In it, she had thrown a handful of maize flour and a sprinkling of salt. Suddenly, a wind rustled through the thin branches of the birches nearby, and the pine needles in the forest on the Măgura bent under it with a rustling sound. As she looked up, Vitoria felt a cold rush of wind come sweeping down from the mountains. Stray locks of chestnut hair around her forehead were lifted by it and she suddenly blinked, as though trying to shake off her drowsiness. Calls and answering calls came from the scattered homesteads down the slopes. The dogs started barking, while the columns of smoke rising from the chimneys were blown back and driven level with the ground.

“Yes, the weather’s changing. We must move into the house. Go in girl and light the fire in the stove there.”

With quick movements, the girl took some live coals and went into the entrance lobby. Thin vapor shrouded the sun. Clouds were building up one above the other on the big mountain.

“Mother,” the girl called out a little later, “the fire’s smoking. Some bird must have made its nest in the chimney.”

“Then let Mitrea climb on the roof and see to it.”

“That’ll do all right, but first give me the coat, moccasins, and fur cap, for winter’s coming.”

“Oh, very well!” replied the woman, “Girl, fetch the things this fellow needs from the little room and he can take them up the chimney with him.”

“No, I won’t take them up there. But... tell me, what wants doing to the chimney?”

“You must break up a crow’s nest.”

“Well, well, I’ll see to it. But first, give me what’s due me.”

Mitrea grumbled as he brought the ladder, while the girl took the things he needed out of the store room smelling strongly of leather and cheese on the other side of the lobby, and dumped them onto the veranda.

“See, here’s a sheepskin coat for you and moccasins,” she said.

The man went slowly up the ladder, twisting and stretching his neck and looking down to make sure that he had not been cheated. With a long pole, he poked inside the chimney until the smoke puffed out and was driven sideways by the wind. In a few moments, the kitchen utensils in the ramshackle shed outside were moved to the lobby and put on and around the stove. The pitcher was back in its old place behind the door by the time Mitrea, panting, had come down the ladder. Looking around, for the cup, he found it and dipped it into the water, drinking eagerly and noisily, and then pouring back what was left. Then he went over to examine and admire the clothes he would wear through the bad weather. For a short space, all movement was suspended in the house and the wind was heard to blow with increased vigor over the village. The hens came up onto the veranda for shelter, driven there by the first drops of cold rain. And Vitoria looked in mixed hope and dread at the big black-and-white cock as it stalked fearlessly onto the threshold and settled there. Her heart beat high as she waited for the good omen. But the cock turned its sickle-shaped tail toward the fire in the stove and its beak toward the door. Then he crowed lengthily appearing, as it were, to be astonished at its own crowing.
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“He’s not coming...” the housewife whispered in a troubled voice.

“Who? Father?” the girl asked fearfully.

“He’s not coming,” Vitoria repeated, but passionately now. “The cock shows that someone is leaving.”

“But who?”

The woman gave no answer. She looked around with a face that had suddenly become set and saw that everything about her was cold and damp from the wind and rain. The sun had disappeared, the light had waned, and every now and again the wind blew snowflakes gently into the lobby where they quickly melted and left no trace. The girl was hastily cooking their midday meal. She turned out the corn mush onto the low, round table, cut it in two, and gave one half of it to Mitrea on a platter, together with a bowl of cheese and an onion.

“Hold out your hand for some salt,” she told him.

Then she tested the boiled eggs, took them out of the pot with a wooden spoon, and dropped them into a bowl of cold water. After which, interrupting her work for a moment, she looked questioningly at Vitoria.

“Aren’t you eating anything, mother?”

The woman shook her head.

“The man’s gone into the barn to eat,” the girl added in a whisper. “That’s his way, he’d rather no one saw him.”

She laid a small cloth on the table and moved away, her face overshadowed by sadness, her elbow resting against the stove.

Vitoria drew her kerchief over her mouth and sat erect on her stool, her arms crossed over her breast, looking blankly at the storm outside. Sometimes the gusts of wind over the village seemed to abate and then the pine forest high up under the clouds seemed to moan loudly. After a long while, she looked around.

“What are you doing, girl, why aren’t you eating?” she asked.

“I’m not hungry either, mother,” Minodora answered.

“That won’t do,” the mother went on. “Have your meal, girl, and leave me to my cares. You don’t know what they are, nor my thoughts. You’re only a child still, for whom the sorrows of life have barely begun. Eat and don’t start thinking of that lanky son of the chanter. Why, such a nose as his well deserves the nickname earned by the chanter’s family. Small eyes they have and noses like axes. When I see his mincing ways and hear the songs and dainty words he brings with him from town, you bet I rejoice. Now, Miss, see to your duty as an eligible girl and shake the pillows and beat the rugs that are to be your marriage portion, for during the next carnival I mean to see you married. And I’ll certainly find the right man for you, with a new house in the village and sheep in the mountains. And then I’ll be rid of you.”

“Don’t be cross with me, mother, and don’t speak as if you hate me...,” the girl murmured with tears in her eyes.

“Well, however much you cry, I won’t have the chanter’s son for a son-in-law.

“But neither marry me to an ugly man or an old one, mother, for I want to enjoy life as you have done.”

Vitoria again drew her kerchief over her mouth and fell to brooding darkly.

Later, when the rain had blown over she spoke again, less sharply this time:

“I told you to eat your meal.”

The girl gave in at this and spread the table-cloth anew. The woman rose, patted her skirt into place, and tightened the belt with which she was girdled high up under her breasts. Then she entered the room to the right and put on another kerchief. She pulled on thick stockings of grey wool and over these her boots, rubbed sweet basil between her palms, passed her hands over her eyelids, and put on a long coat.

“I’m going to the Reverend Father,” she said. “I must send a letter to Gheorghiță. See that you feed the poultry before they roost, and wake up the man. Most likely he’s wrapped himself up in his sheepskin coat and sleeps with his new cap on.”

“I’ll do all you say,” the girl answered with a drooping head.

Vitoria fetched a stick of dogwood from behind the door and made her way toward the gate. The wind had subsided, but the weather was set for rain: no light, the clouds hanging low.

The girl got up thoughtfully to pass into the cattle pen and wake up the servant. An idea struck her and she smiled; she lingered a little to wash the plates and sweep the crumbs under the stove. From out of the dark shadows of the attic opening, a grey kitten looked at her with rounded eyes and meowed weakly for its milk. Minodora set a broken bowl on the floor by the crumbs and poured a little milk into it. The kitten jumped lightly onto the stove and from there to the ground and started lapping up the milk with its rosy tongue.

As she walked about, her thoughts reflected in her bright eyes, the girl was making plans. Her mother would be absent for a long time. As always, she would have many things to do. In the meantime, she could send Mitrea to fetch Jănică, the schoolmaster’s son. She liked the pace at which he wrote and the way he looked at her with his black eyes like two olives — a little devil’s eyes. He was a good student: a senior at the high school in Iași — the schoolmaster wanted to make a doctor of him. He would bring ink and paper and sit at the table in front of the mirror. He would first look at himself and admire his face and the way his hair was done, after which he would stare at her and wait, his pen poised.

She had already decided what she would say in her letter to Ghiță Topor and how she would say it. She had learned some fine words which would be to his liking. And she murmured them to herself, while she looked at the kitten. ‘I set to paper my pen true and with affection write to you — my aching heart pierced by love’s dart — to inquire about your health, far more precious than wealth...’ And there was more of it. At the end, she would wind up with: ‘In my sorrow, I bow before your worthy self, Minodora Lipan.’

Jănică, Mr. Mironescu’s son, pleased her for he wrote a beautiful hand and did not keep her waiting. His pen would make a scratching sound as it ran across the paper. And then he would read her letter to her, smiling all the time. Other people who wrote for the villagers put in their own words, but that made them their letters and she wanted this one to be her own.

“Any more milk,” she asked the kitten.

“Meow!” came the high-pitched acceptance.

She poured another few drops, then hurried out, humming a song, to wake up Mitrea, the farm hand from his sleep inside his sheepskin coat.

 

 

III

Vitoria Lipan made her way toward the church along tortuous little lanes, then along, paths between the gardens. Now and then her foot slipped in the mud, but most of the way was clean for the gravel and sand had sucked in the sleet. The church was on a hillock, with the cemetery all around it. Nearby, to the right, rose the homestead of Father Dănilă — the house, the sheds, and the other outhouses. On the other side of the church was another cottage, standing by itself on a fallow patch of land, like a mushroom. That was where old Maranda lived. It was with her that Vitoria had business. But she would first go to the Reverend, to ask him to write a letter for her. And after nightfall, she would go around to old Maranda in the dark, so that nobody might see her.

As she wanted to arrange everything carefully and in good time, she went in a roundabout way to call at the inn. She decided to enter by the back door, so as not to have to talk with the people there. They all asked her about her husband and all she could do was to shrug her shoulders and feel ashamed and humiliated. And yet she usually laughed with them and gave them quick answers.

She certainly did not feel like talking today. She asked for Mr. Iordan to come to her in the back room. Mr. Iordan, a civil publican with ruddy cheeks and a paunch that was kept with difficulty within bounds by a wide leather belt, came without delay, barely working his way through the low and narrow door. She gave him a green jug to fill with a pint of the best brandy he had, then asked for paper and an envelope. Having concealed the green jug inside her blouse, she carried the envelope and the sheet of paper wrapped in black carefully between two fingers of her right hand, holding it close to her breast. In this way, she went up to the Reverend’s house where she was met by the dogs, which rushed barking toward the gate.

She called and knocked at the gate with her stick. From the little kitchen at the end of the big house, a ruffled-haired farmhand came out shouting and cursing at the dogs and throwing any bits of wood his hands fell upon at them. Vitoria walked along the path toward the main building and entered the room of the Reverend’s wife. On weekdays one always found her weaving carpets at the loom. She was a pale, thin, dried-up woman who continually complained in a weak voice about the mountain air which, she said, did not agree with her. She had come from the open country on the banks of the Prut. The world there was different, with cornfields abounding in the sunlight. Here she had to wear a jacket, even in the summer, and she never felt warm. She had left her people twenty-six years ago and had never visited them since. And Father Irimia Iliuț and his wife Maria were old now and could no longer come to see her in the mountains. She had given her husband, Father Dănilă; six children, sturdy boys with cheeks as firm as cherries. They attended all kinds of schools and the plain agreed with them, and the mountains even more than the plain. All the health and blood of Mrs. Aglaia, the priest’s wife, had passed into them and increased their vigor.

Vitoria bade her good evening and kissed her hand. The Reverend’s wife answered in her sickly voice:

“You have business with the Reverend, Vitoria, have you not?”

“Yes, I have come to consult His Reverence and ask him to write a letter for me.”

“All right, Vitoria, His Reverence is in the big room. He has just come down from the mountain. He had a lot of trouble and much talk with the men; but as usual, he got the better of them and placated them. He has finished his dinner and is probably having a rest.”

A door opened and a thick voice called out:

“Who’s there?”

“It’s me, Father Dănilă.”

“Ah, is that you, Vitoria? Come this way!”

Father Dănilă Milieș opened the door wide as if to allow room for his bulky figure. He stretched out his arms and his beard kept waving over his stomach. He was a big, stout man, with very small, keen eyes. His grey hair was combed back and made into a tight plait at the back. His teeth shone under his bristling mustache.

Vitoria entered and closed the door behind her. The Reverend’s wife remained alone with her loom, bending lower over the warp in the gathering twilight.

“You want a letter written?” His Reverence asked. “Well, sit down. I’ll light the lamp and write it for you at once.”
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“She seemed to see Nechifor Lipan on his horse, his back
toward her, riding through a great flood at sunset.”
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