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Introduction

At Medeleni: A Summer in Moldavia is the first volume of Ionel Teodoreanu’s acclaimed trilogy, La Medeleni. The story ranks among the best loved novels in Romanian Literature; almost any Romanian can tell you about the three principal heroes of the story — Dănuţ, Olguţa, and Monica. In his three volume work, Teodoreanu follows his heroes through the innocence of childhood to adulthood, as they experience the tragic years of the First World War. In many ways, the characters are representatives of this generation which grew up in one world and then had to come to grips with the new one that arose from the flames of war that engulfed Europe between 1914 to 1918. Of the three volumes, the first [Hotarul nestatornic], which presents the heroes in their childhood, is recognized as Teodoreanu's finest work. 

lonel Teodoreanu was born in Iaşi on 6 January 1897. He grew up in a family of intellectuals. Like his father and his older brother [Al. O. “Pastorel” Teodoreanu (1894-1964), also a well-known writer, poet, and satirist], he studied law and became a lawyer. He made his literary debut in 1919 in the short-lived journal Ȋnsemnari literare, edited by George Topȋrceanu and Mihail Sadoveanu. With the reappearance of Viaţa Românească, Teodoreanu came under the guidance of G. Ibrăileanu who considered him to be one of the most promising young writers of the post-war generation. In Iaşi, under Ibrăileanu's leadership, he actively took part, along with Topȋrceanu, Sadoveanu, Mihai Codreanu, Gala Galaction, Tudor Arghezi, Otilia Cazimir, and others, in the most vibrant cultural movement of inter-war Romania. As Topȋrceanu later recalled, “it was with these people, in an atmosphere of cordiality, esteem, enthusiasm, and Moldavian indolence that Viaţa Românească, issue by issue, month after month, was produced. And its publication was eagerly awaited by thousands of readers from all social strata — its well to do subscribers who never paid for their subscriptions, teachers and intellectuals of our country, priests, and, above all, students, twenty of whom would chip in to buy a single copy and then pass it around until it fell to pieces. And that is how the eyes of educated Romania of those days... were riveted on Iaşi.” It was in this environment that Ionel Teodoreanu wrote and published his classic work, La Medeleni (1925-1927).

Teodoreanu is the Romanian novelist who best handled the theme of childhood, presenting it in a subtle psychological context, while at the same time retaining its innocence and charm. These qualities made La Medeleni, especially the first book, a novel which appealed to readers of all ages. It is not, however, an autobiographical account as many have concluded. “When the first volume of the trilogy La Medeleni appeared, entitled Hotarul Nestatornic,” Teodoreanu later recalled, “the opinion of the reading public, in agreement with that of the literary critics, decreed that it is nothing more than a romantic autobiography of my childhood... No one thought that the explanation of this novel is extremely simple: Hotarul Nestatornic is not an autobiography of the author’s childhood, but a stage, the first, in the lives of the three heroes... These personages have some characteristics borrowed from real living people, but their souls, their individuality, is nothing more than an expression of the soul of their creator. In Medeleni, Olguţa, Monica, and Dănuţ are virtual expressions of my soul.” The world of childhood presented in At Medeleni: A Summer in Moldavia is a reflection of upper middle class life in Romania during the early decades of the twentieth century. It depicts the innocence of childhood soon to be shattered by the world, a world which itself, one that will soon be devastated by the ravages of the great war and its aftermath. Although it is not an autobiography, the author’s experience of having grown up in such a family in Moldavia during this time served as the basis for his literary creation.

At Medeleni ranks among the classics of Romanian literature. Despite his success, Teodoreanu abandoned the childhood theme in most of his later literary works and never again attained the same level of literary success. Although he lacked the wit of his older brother Pastorel, who spent time in communist prisons for his sarcasm, Ionel Teodoreanu was also a devoted patriot who never compromised himself or his work after the Soviet armies forcibly installed the Communist regime in Romania. He died in Bucharest at the age of 54 on 3 February 1951.

My sincerest gratitude goes to the translator, the late Eugenia Farca, for her excellent work on this volume — a story which she has always loved. For too long Romanian translators have gone unnoticed, in part because of the isolation of the country, and one of the intentions of this series is to make their work known outside of Romania. For many years, Eugenia Farca was among the finest translators of Romanian prose into English. This volume of Classics of Romanian Literature is dedicated to the late Academician David Prodan. At Medeleni was a story dear to his heart.

 

A.K. Brackob

 




Part I


I. Potemkin and Kami-Mura

With old-time solemnity, two peasants greeted the future owner of the estate. The sweep of the vast hats wrapped Dănuţ in the epic wind of glory. He stopped in the middle of the road like a gladiator acclaimed in the arena, heel planted on the body of the vanquished, with his kite as a shield, and the cord as a pear wrapped tightly around the fist he had just jerked back.

“Won’t that huge thing knock you down, master?” asked one of the peasants.

“Knock me down?”

Dănuţ had gone through four years of elementary school. He was a middle school pupil on his holiday.

“Hadn’t we better help the young master to fly it?” put in the other peasant, approaching the kite.

“It certainly is big,” he marveled.

“As big as the windows of the gentlefolk.”

￼[image: Picture 2]

Dănuţ felt proud to own the kite and humbled to be less tall than it was. Instinctively — very much like a small woman shunning the vicinity of the

tall pines — he stepped away gravely, then took a few steps along the road. The kite stood arrested between the two peasants.

“Stop, master,” said one of them, “the wind isn’t blowing that way! Turn back.” It was an order, even though the tone was soft as if imparting considerate advice.

Dănuţ hesitated for a moment: he scanned the skyline, knitted his brows with dignity as if dreading over deep-going concerns, over responsibilities… and submitted. He passed by the tense kite at a gallop and went running, letting out the cord between his fingers. The reel behind him was rolling and tossing like an epileptic rat.

“Let go!” he yelled from a distance, tugging at the cord for all he was worth.

The kite fell head first; Dănuţ fell on his back. Meanwhile, one by one, then in groups, the village children, bare-footed and artless, gathered around close to the considerable incident taking place on the road.

“Never you mind, master; I’ll make it all right for you,” one of the peasants said to soothe him, brushing off his clothes gently, as if handling a priest’s stole, to shake off the dust.

“There! That’s because you haven’t stretched its tail,” Dănuţ sighed, haltingly, hardly able to control his tears.

“Now then, master, if you only handle it gently, you’ll get it started! That’s how it is with restive horses!... Look at it!... You pull it… try it… ease it for a while… then draw the bridle again… Only listen!”

Pouring forth melodious wrath, as if of many cellos, the kite buzzer hummed with the leaps and bounds of the kite whose tense arching quickened with the life of the transparent winds. The tails swung with feminine grace in the distance, coaxing the power of the winds.

“Ups-a-daisy!”

Dănuţ felt a twist in his chest; he half stretched out his arms as if to assist the flying thing above and, all a-quiver, he put his head to one side. The little girls swayed gently as if starting a ballet movement, the boys stood taut, ready to dash forward.

Like a dolphin on the billows, the kite had turned a somersault… and, growling, had stiffened again, challenging the sky. The tails undulated behind with the grace of falling stars.

“Hey! Hey!” exclaimed the children.

Dănuţ’s eyelashes fluttered. He was smiling.

The cord flowed swiftly skyward. The kite soared above the village, higher than the hills, higher than the sun and the swallows. The children scanned the sky for it, shading their eyes, with their other hand spread out.

“There it is!” a small boy burst out.

“Shut up!” another snubbed him.

“Well, what? Picking on me, are you?”

“Hush!” the others silenced them, with knitted brows.

The silence was once again untroubled save for the muffled humming high up.

Dănuţ felt the cord with his fingertips as one does the cutting edge of a sword.

“Take hold of it firmly, master. I’m holding it, too…”

Squeezing against the peasant, Dănuţ gripped the cord, but becoming aware of the deep vortex high up, he drew one hand away from it and, groped behind, seized the man’s arm. The hand on the arm gripped hard, the one on the cord but gingerly.

“Hold on tight, master! Don’t be afraid!... With both hands, like a man!”

As if in enmity, Dănuţ put his back into it and tugged, his face puckering. The sky did not fall in… In his hands an athletic cord vibrated, filling his muscles with manliness… His eyes were shining as if intoxicated.

“You can go now.”

“So long, master,” the peasant joked in all seriousness, pretending to go.

The cord burst out of his hand.

“Come back! Come back! Don’t leave me! Save me!” Dănuţ shouted as if flung, dragged, seized by the panic of being drawn into the air high up.

“I’m here!”

A lively trot could be heard from behind.

“My lady bids you come to the Mansion without delay.”

“Why?” Dănuţ huffed at the man in the carriage.

“We’re going to the station, master. It’s time to go,” the man replied, scarcely able to control the horse.

“Be careful!” the children shouted, darting out of the way of the frightened horse.

The dust on the road and fell like a wrestler knocked down and raising himself in turns. The ring of children drew close to Dănuţ.

“What are we to do?” the latter asked, pinning his hopes on the peasant… “Shall we take it down?”

“Let it be, uncle!... Don’t take it down, master!” the children pleaded in a choir, looking first at the peasant, then at Dănuţ.

“We’d better take into the yard and tie it there.”

“That’s it! That’s it!” Dănuţ rejoiced, ready to jump up and put his arms around the savior’s neck.

Headed by Dănuţ, the procession of the little ones walked to the gate of the yard, keeping pace with the kite high up… With the dogs barking and the servants coming up from all sides, the yard was now a pandemonium.

“Come on, Dănuţ, the train is due to arrive soon,” Mrs. Deleanu, ready to leave, her hands over her ears, urged the boy from the carriage.

“Wait, mother, can’t you see that I’m busy!” Dănuţ retorted, tugging at the cord of the tethered kite as if to test it.

“Ready, master! It will not escape us now because the oak is holding it.”

“Are you done, Dănuţ?”

“That’s all very well, but who will keep watch over it?” Dănuţ said anxiously.

“We will, we will!” protested the grateful of children.

“I will!” a little boy somewhat taller than the rest of them decided ponderously, trying to sound convincing.

Quite prepared to face the dogs, he entered the yard and took his stand stiffly by the oak around which the kite’s cord was wound.

“What do they call you?” Dănuţ inquired suspiciously.

“Maranda’s son, with all due respect!” came the martial answer.

“And what else, little fellow?” Mrs. Deleanu asked in her gentler voice, coming down on the carriage step.

“Gheorghiţă, madam!”

“And aren’t you afraid the dogs might eat you?”

“Me?”

“Don’t you budge from here, Gheorghiţă,” Dănuţ ordered.

“Listen, my dear, you must speak nicely to him, not the way you just did. Here, offer him some sweets!”

“There!... here you are,” Dănuţ softened his tone, watched by Mrs. Deleanu.

He thrust the small box of violet sweets to the boy, offering them as is done in the towns. Gheorghiţă hesitated, but the lady’s prompting determined him to take them. He quickly got hold of the box. Dănuţ indignant and at a loss was left with the lid in his hand. “It’s alright, Dănuţ, let him have the lid as well… And this is for you for a drink, and thank you,” she added, addressing the peasant.

“Long life to the master, and may he grow up big and strong!” the peasant said with a bow as the carriage started on its way.

Kneeling on the cushion, his chin resting on the drop-head, Dănuţ looked for a long time with melancholic envy at the dwindling figure of Gheorghiţă. And the children perched all along the gate gave the same look to the sentinel by the oak that held the kite.

Not master of the field, Maranda’s Gheorghiţă stroked the taut cord as a string… and disregarding the goodies in his closed fist, sat down on the ground, leaned on the trunk, and crossed his arms, gazing up at the sky like a young man in love.

***

“Please don’t trouble yourself, Mr. Şteflea.”

“I beg your pardon! Please excuse me! You know, the heat…”

The low-ceiling room buzzed as if it had been the flies’ national day. The station master, his coat half on, was vainly, unseeingly, boxing with his fist the cursed hole of the other sleeve behind him. Finally finding its way through the blue alpaca tunnel, the station master’s hand swooped down on Mrs. Deleanu’s gloved hand. With a fat man’s heroic bend, he kissed the glove, and remembering the handkerchief on his head, he pulled it away in embarrassment.

Dănuţ felt all-a-quiver as if he had been in a store filled with mysterious toys. His eyes were riveted on the slow turning of the punched paper tape on the small wheel of the telegraph. He knew that the tape was the secret cable’s way of taking the words up and down from high up in the sky… and he found it incredible.

“Will it arrive on time, Mr. Şteflea?”

“Of course, my lady? It’ll be here in no time,” the station master said panting.

“Come outside, Dănuţ.”

Waiting on the platform were a bunch of geese tied together, a striped knapsack, and a summer morning of fair complexion between two chestnut trees.

“Let me have a look at you, Dănuţ… My goodness! The state you are in!”

The smart sailor suit put on for the first time that morning had gone through a wreckage on the road. The sandals sent up dust, like smoke, at every movement and the socks hung thick-lipped, exposing ankles that were whiter than his legs.

Mrs. Deleanu sat down on a bench with Dănuţ, an architectural problem before her. She raised her hat veil and took off her gloves. Dănuţ felt as if he had been put back together.

Impertinently coquettish, as required by a childishly turned-up nose, the white beret came down towards the nape of the neck, a little to one side, exposing the whole forehead; the ribbons were fluttering marine-like, the blue bow was flowering again; with the anchor right in front, between the two wings of the collar.

“A bride is all he wants!” the station master marveled emotionally, coming up with a small register under his arm, his red cap over a handkerchief that hung on either side of it.

“Is it coming?”

“It is.”

“Dănuţ! Dănuţ!”

With a satisfied resignation, as if he had been saved from suicide, Dănuţ allowed himself to be pulled back. At the whirling horizon of the rails, he has seen a black, inimical point, as the hole of a charged revolver.

They waited awhile, looking at the quivering rails… Terribly angry with the station, the engine went past it…

“Goods… goods… goods, third class… third… third…” Dănuţ was reading aloud, screwing up his eyes and tightening his grip on Mrs. Deleanu’s hand.

“There is father, mother! Can’t you see him?! Papa! Papa!”

At the window of a compartment, Mr. Deleanu’s hands were shaking their gloves towards those on the platform… At the wagon’s door, Olguţa’s dark tresses were fluttering. The train had hardly stopped when Olguţa jumped out of the carriage, joyful, familiar, just as she had jumped from her bed onto the carpet in the morning.

“Good heavens, Olguţa! You’ll be the death of me!” Mrs. Deleanu cried out, running towards her.

Olguţa kissed her hand in passing and ran up to the coachman.

“Moş Gheorghe! Moş Gheorghe! Here I am!”

Next after Olguţa, the luggage came down, being passed on to Ion through the window, then Mr. Deleanu, good-humored, in a soie-ecrue suit, his panama hat down on the nape of his head, ready to joke, to challenge people; after him, with quiet movements and big eyes, the eyes of a girl in love, scanning and breathing in her holiday, came Monica.

“Are you glad to come to live with us, Monica?” Mrs. Deleanu asked her, taking her in her arms from the last carriage step and kissing her cheeks.

“Yes.”

The round-brimmed straw hat with a black ribbon, held under her chain by an elastic band, slid down her back, hanging from her neck. Mrs. Deleanu smiled at the uncovered hair; it was golden like the patches of sunlight which the children chasing butterflies find in the forest grass, smiling under their hat, instead of the butterfly they had thrown it over.

“Well, children, did we forget any of the luggage?... Good!... Everything is alright then! Very good! I’m in such good spirits!” Mr. Deleanu’s face was aglow; he rubbed his hands as he did after winning a lawsuit. He used the same gesture to signify joy and anticipation and to wash his hands.

Dănuţ pouted: nobody took any notice of him, nobody looked at him! He closed his eyes and wished he was invisible.

“Mother, where is my hat?” panted Olguţa, rushing up from the horses.

A grandfather’s head appeared at the window of the train, gold-rimmed glasses on the tip of his nose.

“A young lady’s hat has been left in the compartment. Isn’t it yours?”

“It is!” Olguţa claimed it resolutely.

“You might thank the gentleman, Olguţa… Here you are! What else have you left behind,” Mrs. Deleanu asked her, eyeing her from head to toe.

Dănuţ came into Olguţa’s line of sight. She chuckled and whispered something into Monica’s ear.

They both giggled.

“Puffy face! Humpty-Dumpty!” Olguţa addressed Dănuţ.

The two-week holiday in the country had puffed up Dănuţ’s cheeks, suggesting a new nickname to Olguţa. Awakening from his gloom and withdrawal, Dănuţ looked askance at his sister and with the hands that had held the kite’s cord, slapped her on both cheeks, removing the pale hue resulting from her studies for the exams.

“Bravo! A gallant cavalier!” the old gentleman intervened from the window of the departing train. “My respects, Mr. Iorgu!” came a voice from the window in the next wagon.

“Vus tis di Iankl!... A ghiten weig.”

On hearing the irreproachable jargon, the windows of the second class carriage filled with Semite heads (like the windows of the café on Stefan cel Mare street)… and with amiable greetings. Was there a shopkeeper in Iaşi who had not been or was not the client of Mr. Iorgu Deleanu?

“Children! Children! Please,” Mrs. Deleanu interfered, saving Dănuţ, just in time, from Olguţa’s fist and foot.

“I’ll teach you a lesson!” Olguţa threatened.

“Leave him alone, Olguţa, why speak to someone so badly brought up?” Monica comforted her, taking her arm.

The two started off together alongside Mrs. Deleanu… Dănuţ soon caught up with them.

“You… You are girls!” he snarled at them, choking with indignation.

“That’s not true!” Olguţa wounded by the insult said putting her foot down.

“There’s no question about that, you are a boy,” Mr. Deleanu put in. “Our only little girl is Monica. Isn’t it true, Monica?”

“I am also,” Olguţa protested. “But I won’t allow him” — and she pointed fiercely at Dănuţ — “to insult me.”

“Nothing but fire, our young lady,” Moş Gheorghe, mustache and eyes smiling, whispered to the man who was loading the suitcases into the cart.

“Peace be with you!” Mr. Deleanu ordered laughingly. “Who’s coming with me in the dog-cart?”

“I am!” Dănuţ put in promptly.

“I am!” Olguţa said as if she were pushing her brother aside.

“I said I would first!”

“What’s that got to do with it?”

“It has.”

“I’m not talking to you.”

In the meantime, Mrs. Deleanu got into the carriage.

“That’s all very well, but isn’t anyone coming with me?”

“I am, aunt Alice,” Monica offered.

“You two are coming with me in the dog-cart.”

“He should go in the carriage,” Olguţa insisted, frowning.

“Come with me on the box,” Moş Gheorghe whispered to her.

Olguţa cheered up… but quickly put on a martyr’s face.

“You go in the dog-cart. I have no use for it!... I am being left aside, I know that,” she said pretending to sigh, as she climbed into the box.

And pulling the whip out of its stand, she lashed the horses.

“Gently, young lady! They’ll overturn us.”

“Moş Gheorghe, drive as fast as you can. Don’t let them catch up with us. Do you hear, Moş Gheorghe?” Standing between the old man’s legs, Olguţa was fretting and fuming.

***

“Greetings, Mr. Iorgu.”

“Well, how are you, Mr. Şteflea? Well and hearty, I see. And in good spirits.”

“Yes, thank you. What with my duties… Mmm…”

Astride the bihunca, Dănuţ was all restless and angry; and there was also restlessness in the hooves of the horse left standing behind while the carriage was on its way.

“Come on, Papa, please… Quick!”

“Wait a bit, why all this hurry? You’re not the President of the Court of Cassation, are you?”

“God help him to become that!” Mr. Şteflea wished wholeheartedly.

“Do you have a case there?”

“Not quite yet,” he confessed modestly.

“Only at the Court of Appeals, as a man of my station will.”

“A helping hand?...”

“If you would!” he dared to ask.

“Oh well! We’ll talk it over some time!”

Dănuţ was quaking at the knees; the carriage was out of sight now. He felt a bitter lump in his throat, remembering how Olguţa had climbed into the carriage box. Such a feeling of distress came over him that under his closed eyelids, his imagination rushed him into the carriage beside his mother, that he might cry and be comforted… The place was filled by Monica!... Dănuţ spurred on the wheels of the dog-cart.

***

Monica’s legs did not reach the carriage floor. They hung about, but she did not swing them. Nor were the tips of her diligently polished shoes striking her suitcase on the seat in front of her. Monica’s hands were resting quietly on her knees, drawn close together; her fingertips alone rose at times… and came down again, soon to go up and drawn apart.

On each side of the road, sun-colored cornfields tossed about now alight, now shaded… And now and then so many poppies spread out that one would have thought all the pictures of Little Red Riding Hood in the children’s story books had set off to color the fields, leaving blank pages behind.

“How well black suits her,” Mrs. Deleanu thought, but immediately raised her hand to her mouth in superstitious fear. Monica was scarcely ten and already had to put on morning clothes three times. This was the last time for she no longer had anybody to mourn for… The black dress she had put on after her grandmother’s death had been made by Mrs. Deleanu.

“What color do you like best, Monica?”

The little girl’s eyes gave Mrs. Deleanu a serious look.

Aware of the look directed at the mourning dress, she looked down with her eyes which were the color of brown honey. She blushed and big tears slid down her face… Her little hands gripped the dress as they would a doll in danger.

“Little girl, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

She took the girl’s grieved head on her knees, murmuring sweet words such as are uttered to charm away the sorrows of children and young people in love.

The fields resounded with the laughter of tiny voices. Deep sunlight was making a gift of itself to the earth.

“Forgive me, aunt Alice, I won’t do it again. I like blue,” Monica whispered, clothing the crops where her holidays began with the blue of the sky where her grandmother dwelt.

***

“Don’t you smoke a pipe, Moş Gheorghe?”

“My little girl knows everything!...” the old man said shaking his head. “I do smoke when I have the time. Everything at the right time.”

“But why aren’t you smoking now?”

The old man raised his shoulders. How could he smoke? His dark, calloused palms covered protectively the little white fists that clutched the reins tight — two nut shells covering the tender walnuts.

“Who will drive the horses then, my little lady?”

“Who?... I will!”

“God bless you!”

“Don’t you have any tobacco?” Olguţa asked, imitating the old man’s pronunciation.

“I’ll buy some.”

“Moş Gheorghe,” Olguţa said shyly, looking at him sideways, her dark eyes like two swallows’ heads thrust out of their nest.

“I brought you a packet of tobacco… You see I’ve kept my word, Moş Gheorghe!” she reproved him seriously.

Olguţa had promised the old man a packet of tobacco and she hadn’t forgotten. The packet was a metal box with first-class tobacco that Olguţa had bought with her pocket money in autumn and which she had kept in her little cupboard for a whole year.

Olguţa had no grandparents.

The old man’s lively, waggish face filled with tenderness. His small eyes puckered up and glittered; his untidy mustache trembled. Clasping in one hand the reins held fast in Olguţa’s hands, he fumbled with the other in his breast pocket and drew out a field carnation — a red star — which he stuck in the little girl’s dark tresses to ward off the evil eye.

***

Dănuţ heard nothing but the mat tick-tack of the hooves striking at the same pace with his heart deep down into the depths of the earth. Under the wheels of the dog-cart, the road sent up whirls of dust behind them… Dănuţ closed his eyes.

…It was a night as dark as hell when the dragon rushed fiercely in pursuit of the runways. Prince Charming’s horse rode like the wind but the dragon was as quick as thought. Prince Charming felt behind him…

Dănuţ felt fear creeping down his back; he opened his eyes. He had turned into a dragon, but had only felt the fear of Prince Charming… If Prince Charming had cut the dragon’s head, who would have gone in pursuit of Olguţa?... Dănuţ started off again, this time astride the dog-cart…

Mr. Deleanu was holding the reins but it would never have occurred to him that it was not himself that drove the horse. How could he have driven it? The carriage, the horse, the reins and Ion, who was holding Dănuţ lest he should fall, were all Dănuţ himself, who had turned into them all. With clenched teeth, closed eyes, and a knitted brow, Dănuţ was rushing in pursuit of Olguţa, wheels rolling, hooves going tick-tack.

Dănuţ could turn into anyone and everything; he could be anywhere at any time. He only had to close his eyes… He could have done any amount of harm, had he wanted to! But he was merciful! Dănuţ was proud of the power hidden within him and also terrified of it. He had once been angry with his mother for pulling his ears and putting him in time-out. Dănuţ had killed her… had regretted and had quickly brought her back to life, for who would have forgiven him if his mother had died? Nobody suspected Dănuţ’s secret, not even the doctor who knew him inside out. Beneath Dănuţ’s eyelids, deep down where tears come from, there was something hidden, something like a sleep full of dreams; as soon as he closed his eyes he was above everyone, even above his father and mother. He would make an express of his mother, a general or a great dignitary of his father, a page of Olguţa… or perhaps a kitchen maid.

When Moş Gheorghe had told them the story of Ivan and His Bag, Olguţa had asked the old man to give her a knapsack like Ivan’s.

“Were I St. Peter, I would give one to you, my little girl!”

“Give it to me, Moş Gheorghe!”

“Where will I take one from?”

“Give it to me, Moş Gheorghe!” Olguţa was flushed with anger. Dănuţ had kept silent, with a smile he alone knew the reason for. Later, by candlelight, Dănuţ had felt his brow, looking at it in the strange depth of the mirror. He had even caressed it as if it had been a gift. That was Ivan’s knapsack, which could hold the whole of hell and earth. Dănuţ had been very glad to find that nobody, not even Olguţa, had such a knapsack. And nobody knew that he alone had it when he closed his eyes…

Dănuţ suddenly felt the wind and the sun in his hair.

“What is it?”

“Stop, master, stop… the young gentleman’s hat has fallen off.”

The beret was rolling on the road, its ribbons fluttering. Ion jumped down to retrieve it.

“Aren’t we starting out again, Papa?” Dănuţ queried, alarmed at the thought of a new halt.

“Hold the reins, Ion… In a hurry again, are you? Oh my! Just a moment for me to roll a cigarette. And this is for you.”

With a childish smile, Mr. Deleanu thrust his hat over Dănuţ’s head, leaving him headless, like an entrance hall peg.

“Oh…” he yawned noisily, stretching his arms lazily.

Dănuţ raised the panama hat gloomily and stared at his father, who was rolling his cigarette, with the eyes of a woman misunderstood by her husband.

***

“Woo! Woo! Woo!”

“Who’s doing that, Moş Gheorghe?” Olguţa asked, imitating the sound.

“The horses, my young lady, they’ve drunk too much water.”

“Ah!... They’ve got frogs in their bellies.”

***

Monica stroked Mrs. Deleanu’s hand. 

“Aunt Alice!”

“What is it, Monica?”

“Nothing, aunt Alice,” Monica smiled and breathed in deeply.

“Is there anything you want to tell me, Monica?”

“No… It’s beautiful, aunt Alice.”

“Little girl!... Take off your hat so the sun can kiss you.”

“Aunt Alice, those are chamomiles!” Monica recognized the flowers that were being trodden on in the schoolyard.

The chamomiles were smiling in the sunlight; they were on holiday too.

“What are those over there, aunt Alice?”

“Sweet woodruff!”

“And those?”

“Sweet peas!”

“And those?”

“Indian cress!”

“Sweet woodruff,” Monica murmured those syllables that trembled with sunlight like a verse the bees had left on the children’s lips.

They were silent.

Sweet pigeons, unseen, could be heard cooing all around the carriage. The horses were nodding placidly as they trotted up the climbing road… Blue butterflies fluttered about… Morning glories were drying their dew-drenched petals in the sun… The road, with its rustling and fragrances, was taking Monica — golden-haired, pale-faced, with her pigtails down her back and her hands, clasped together — towards a sky not far off.

Where the road joined the blue horizon, St. Peter might have appeared in a white robe, holding the heavy keys that opened the gates of heaven in one hand.

***

“I’m hungry,” Olguţa complained.

Moş Gheorghe had long been waiting for this.

“Hush!” he whispered in Olguţa’s ear. “I have something!”

“Let me see?” Olguţa pleaded in a low voice.

Moş Gheorghe took a small paper bag from his pocket.

“What do you have there?” Olguţa asked, fretting.

“Some sugar icicles,” he sighed melancholically.

“Monica! We have sugar icicles!” Olguţa shouted, joyfully.

“It seems that you want me to give your salary to the dentists, Moş Gheorghe,” Mrs. Deleanu reproved him in jest.

“Why not let the children eat sugar?... Didn’t I give it to you when you were a little girl?”

Mrs. Deleanu smiled. It was true… She also… But that was so very long ago.

“But will you give me some now?”

“Well, it is for the young lady to decide.”

Olguţa was crunching the misty diamonds strung upon a string. The feast began. On the box, Olguţa crunched, sucked and swallowed, and started it all anew. In the carriage, Monica was nibbling gently, looking ahead. Mrs. Deleanu sucked awkwardly the vanilla-flavored icicles that pricked her cheeks. She was thinking of the holidays of yore. Moş Gheorghe plucked at his mustache and smiled. Olguţa didn’t forget about him; she forcibly stuck a piece into his mouth. The old man stealthily and most carefully slipped it into his pocket, like a precious gift.

“Moş Gheorghe, I feel like having a raw cucumber… with salt and pepper, you know!” Olguţa said crunching away at the sugar.

“Wait until we get home! I’ll prepare it, the way I know!”

“Moş Gheorghe, can we also buy some carobs at the pub? It’s so long since I ate some. They don’t have any carobs at the pastry shops. Can you hear me, Moş Gheorghe?”

“I hear!”

“And are we going to buy some?”

“We’ll buy some, of course.”

“And we’ll eat them.”

“If you’ll give me my teeth back, I’ll eat too, little one.”

“Moş Gheorghe! Aren’t you going to eat some carobs? Let’s stew them then!”

A horse’s neighing behind them heralded the approach of the dog-cart. The carriage horses gave a warlike neigh. Olguţa turned around, looked, knit her brows, and took hold of the whip.

“Moş Gheorghe! Don’t let me down! They are catching up with us!”

Moş Gheorghe dearly loved the horses — those drawing the carriage as well as the one drawing the dog-cart. And yet the competition started briskly — as in the old days when the gentlemen were fierce in their anger as well in their joy and when the coachmen whirled their whip and struck the gates with the leaders’ shaft to brighten the hearts of the gentlemen that heard the ladies scream. Moş Gheorghe remembered and Olguţa knew about it from him.

“Giddy up!” Olguţa yelled.

Moş Gheorghe only smiled; the whip whistled, serpent-like. The horses lengthened their trot, shaking their heavy manes, their long tails fluttering. Eight hooves beat like drums calling soldiers to battle.

“Look behind, Monica!” Olguţa prompted, shouted aloud as if to be heard above a storm.

Monica knelt on the cushions and looked over the drop head of the carriage.

“Is it drawing near?” Olguţa asked.

“It seems to be,” was the hesitating answer.

“Is it drawing near?”

“It seems it is,” said a fearful Monica.

“Is it drawing near?” thundered Olguţa, taking the whip out of Moş Gheorghe’s hand.

“Yes, it is!” Monica said in terror.

With the long, slim body of a dragonfly, the dog-cart came up level with the carriage, well-nigh outstripping it.

“Hurry up, children! Hurry up! I’m fearfully hungry! And thirsty too!” Mr. Deleanu said while the dog-cart passed by at full speed.

A serene Dănuţ was looking straight ahead, the corner of his eye taut. He thus showed Olguţa his contempt and could at the same time take a glimpse of her prolonged defeat.

“How good is to be a man!” Dănuţ thought, insatiably breathing in the tobacco flavor given off by his father’s coat and also breathing in with conviction the smell of coarse tobacco coming from Ion’s hands and breath behind him.

“Stop, Moş Gheorghe!” Olguţa decided in a whisper.

“Whoa, my lads! Whoa, my children!”

The dog-cart was speeding on through the dust, like a wheeled sled.

“Alright! Alright! You gallop as fast as you wish! We’re not going to kill our horses,” Olguţa threw the magnanimity of pity after them like a murderous stone.

The horses stopped, but they panted hard. Their breaths were still running, causing them to fret even when they no longer ran.

Those in the carriage stood up, watching the dust raised by the dog-cart on the road. Olguţa, full of thoughts, was twisting the whip in her hands… The transparent heat genie filled the air with bodiless dancers. And suddenly, like the melancholy of mown hay when the sun is at its twilight — the melancholy of sad, gentle angels — the fragrance of melilot enwrapped them.

“I’m done for! Dying of thirst!” Olguţa complained, breathing deep as she threw into the carriage the armful of melilot she had sturdily plucked.

“Don’t fret, we’ll soon be on our way,” Mrs. Deleanu quieted her, wiping the sweat from her perspiring cheeks away with her handkerchief.

“Here is my contribution, aunt Alice!” Monica said, coming up with an armful of green herbs interspersed with yellow sparks, and on her cheeks field colors, she had plucked together with the melilot and the corn flowers in her hair.

Going around, behind the carriage, to climb in on the left, Monica suddenly stopped as if a nasty thought had beset her. A black dress, an arrested carriage! To her mind — the mind of an unhappy child — all carriages were going to the churchyard; all stopping carriages were waiting for the procession to start on its way…

“Aunt Alice, the carriage has no number!”

“Of course not! Private carriages have no number.”

“You have no number!” Monica whispered to the carriage, her little hand patting it joyously.

With Monica’s help, Mrs. Deleanu laid the bunches of melilot on the drop-head of the carriage in an orderly fashion… The horses started off… Faithful bees for long followed the heap melilot that had been their home… Fragrant little stars glowed in the sunlight, lightly touching the heads in the carriage.

“Aunt Alice!”

“What is it, Monica?”

“Is it long until we get home?”

“We’ll be there in no time!”

“A pity!”

“Are you sorry, Monica?”

“No, aunt Alice!”

She was glad, of course. And yet!... She felt as if she would never come down from the carriage which had no number and had melilot on the hood of it; the carriage of her holidays.

“What’s that sound, Moş Gheorghe?” Olguţa asked, scanning the sky, her hand shading her eyes.

“The dogs barking!”

“Nonsense! The dogs! Up there, Moş Gheorghe!”

“Bless it! It’s master Dănuţ’s kite.”

“Aha!” Olguţa murmured.

“Don’t fret, I’ll make you a finer one!”

“I have no use of it!”

The horses stopped, pulling hard at the harness, and went over the gate threshold at a trot, below the whistle of a kite, near which a small sailor kept guard. A sailor? And admiral with, on his lips, the smile of him that received the sword of the defeated Napoleon.

The white houses scattered about the yard, with the one in the middle, deep and looming over them all, appeared in Monica’s eyes like a bright monastery that had no towers and no monks.

The horses stopped at the house steps snorting… The frail many-colored morning glories yawned on the terrace amid the rustle of the green vines.

“I’m hungry!” Olguţa cried out, petulantly. “Where are you, baba?”

Following the sound of her voice, with the enormous face and body of a eunuch, with a white shawl and apron, laughing, with a belly rising and falling and a toothless mouth gaping, her open arms folding in the whole yard, the cook came down the steps.

“Here is the old woman! And a good thing you’re here at last, for the chickens are roasting on the spit. God bless them!”

***

A wet sheet pinned at the corners of the open window was curving gently and coming back again, turning the heat that softened the apricots in the orchard into a breath of wind.

There was nobody in the girls’ room… Anica had rushed in, bare-footed, leaving on a chair Monica’s light suitcase and had gone out banging the door after having mirrored her smile — the smile of a young gypsy — into the oval glass of the mahogany wardrobe.

And now the suitcase that bore her grandmother’s initials sat alone. Waiting in it to see Monica’s new place of residence were her grandmother’s portrait and a doll dressed in black.

Monica, seated in the dining room on a chair with two pillows under her, was eating nicely as her grandmother had taught her. With the napkin hanging from the front of her dress, without stretching her elbows on the table, with mouth closed, and seated upright…

If her grandmother had entered the girls’ room, she would have put on her glasses and without touching with her finger the wardrobe or the little tables beside the walnut beds, she would have seen that there was not a speck of dust anywhere, nor any flies, and she would have sighed light-heartedly; she would have smelled the waxed floors and the cool fragrance specific to the peaceful old houses, where apples and quinces winter, and she would have shaken her head in kindness and tenderness.

She would have most carefully leaned over the nearly covered beds and, lifting the corner of the quilt, she would have seen the linen sheets washed by a diligent laundress and the melilot and lavender left in the linen cupboard from last year, and she would have reverently covered up the corner she had turned up, and if she had also opened the wardrobe and had seen the dolls waiting to witness the excitement of the little girls who had been awarded prizes for the third-grade exams, the grandmother would have lifted her glasses from her nose, would have wiped them, and she would have made the sign of the cross before the icon of the Holy Virgin on the wall, and another sign over the room, and slowly, very slowly, she would have left the room… for Monica could now enter it.

There was nobody in the girls’ room now.
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***

“Allow me to take off my coat, children; I can’t bear it any longer!”

Taking off the soie-ecrue coat, Mr. Deleanu remained in his soie-ecrue short with a low, soft collar. When he raised his arms, he shook them and the sleeves slid down. He kept this personal tradition from long ago when the barristers wore gowns at the bar. And he also kept the gown in the hope that Dănuţ would put it on one day to plead… By then it might be that the “cretins” would understand — cretins were all those who were against Mrs. Deleanu’s professional views — that a robe lends wings to words, and would reintroduce it. If not, in the cupboard where it hung, it would remind Dănuţ of the old days.

Mr. Deleanu loved his profession “like a mistress” — those were his words in a pleading at the Court of Cassation (he had uttered the illegal words passionately, arrogantly to wake up a sleeping counselor) and he wanted Dănuţ to think so and say so. If Olguţa had been a boy!...

“Well, Dănuţ, you’re in middle now! A big boy. You can decide. Are you going to be a barrister, like your father?”

Mrs. Deleanu raised her shoulders.

“Let him eat his dinner first! Dănuţ, your elbows are on the table again!... Look how nicely Monica is eating. And she’s younger than you!”

Olguţa had withdrawn her elbows with a smile. Dănuţ blushed and gave Monica and Olguţa a fierce look… The horror of comparisons with Monica had lasted for a year since Monica and Olguţa had been acing the elementary school exams together. Who on earth had discovered Monica! Olguţa, of course! It was she who, to the cook’s despair, also brought home the kittens abandoned next to their fence. That was not so bad! But he couldn’t stand Monica! The usurper! Olguţa’s ally! The blonde!... Dănuţ had been waiting for a long time to pull her pigtails properly!

“Just wait!” he thought in anger. And again he escaped and ran out to his kite.

Olguţa’s eyes were spying on him from under her eyelashes. After a time he became aware of it. he riveted his eyes on hers.

“Why are you looking at me?”

“Me?” Olguţa queried, wondering candidly.

“Yes, you,” he replied, determined to have it out with her.

“I’m not looking at you! I’m looking at Monica!” Olguţa argued, now looking at her friend. “Isn’t that so, Mother?”

“You looked at me,” Dănuţ said in a huff, changing the tone of his voice and pointing with his finger menacingly.

“What of it? Am I not allowed to look?”

“Alright! We’ll see!”

“Will you please be quiet.” Mrs. Deleanu reproved him, her eyes looking as if she was ready to pull his ears.

Olguţa hid her mouth with her napkin to hide her joy.

“You be quiet as well.”

“I’m not doing anything!... I very nearly choked,” said Olguţa breathing hard.

“Come now!”

In vain Mr. Deleanu passed his napkin over his face; everybody saw that he was laughing. Mrs. Deleanu shrugged and resigned, giggling as well. The laughter spread around the table, mocking Dănuţ’s gloom. He rose from his seat, threw down his napkin, and made for the door.

“Where are you going, Dănuţ? Did you finish? Did we rise from our seats?... Will you please come back!”

“I don’t want to!” Dănuţ mumbled.

“You don’t want to sit down? Good! Very good! You go stand in the corner then… Do you hear me, Dănuţ?” Mrs. Deleanu concluded scathingly, energetically.

A round-shouldered Dănuţ made for the corner… A solemn silence was reigning the dining-room… Meeting Monica’s frightened, tearful eyes riveted on her, Mrs. Deleanu smiled kindly.

“Do you want me to forgive him, Monica?”

Monica nodded forcefully.

“Come back to the table… And thank Monica! Yes, do it!”

“Thanks!” Dănuţ’s lips trembled sarcastically, putting a lifeless hand into Monica’s hands.

“And now eat your apricots!”

Dănuţ bit into half an apricot and waited… to get over the lump in his throat so that he might swallow it… With the pit inside it and a freshly landed wasp on it, the other half remained on the plate with the other apricots whose lives had been spared.

“It’s been a nice dinner. I am going to have a nap!”

“You go take a nap as well, Dănuţ!”

“Why, Mother?”

“Because it’s good for you.”

“Come and have a nap with father, Dănuţ,” Mr. Deleanu comforted him, yawning delightedly.

“What about the kite outside?” Dănuţ whined.

“It’ll be waiting for you.”

The joy of flying the kite in full sunlight turned into the bitterness of forced sleep.

“To the Devil with sleep!” Dănuţ cursed in his mind the menace of children’s afternoons.

“Did you finish, Monica?”

“Yes, aunt Alice, thank you!” Monica answered folding the napkin and shaking sparse crumbs off her dress.

“Come and see your room.”

Head bent over her plate, Olguţa was painstakingly eating apricots, with the intentness and ascription she would have put into learning a piece of poetry by heart.

“You too, Olguţa. Come on, finish up!

“I’ll be coming directly. I have only four more apricots left,” she pleaded.

“I’ll be waiting for you in your room. Don’t go out!”

“I am telling you I’ll be coming!”

“Alright!”

Once she was alone, Olguţa listened intently… When she was confident that nobody was returning into the dining room, she looked long at Profira. Profira turned towards Olguţa her flat face that looked like a white pansy. She waited while shaking a napkin.

“Profira… listen carefully… You must bring me right now a pair of scissors, a pencil, and a piece of paper!” said Olguţa, tapping her finger on the table every time she uttered one of the things she wanted.

“What for?” the woman inquired, unable to see the reason for it all.

“That does not concern you. It’s what I want!”

Waiting for Profira, Olguţa rested her chin on the edge of the table, spread her elbows, her hands holding her cheeks, and thought hard.

“Did you bring everything?”

“I did!”

“Did you, by any chance, ask my mother to let you have them?” Olguţa suddenly asked in alarm.

“Of course I did!”

“Oh no Profira! And you expect me to trust you from now on!”

“Why not? Here is what you asked for.”

“And what did mother say?”

“She said I should look for those things in her room, which I did. Here they are.”

“Ah! Good… I think!”

Olguţa smiled. Leaning over the table, she began to write on the dainty paper which Profira had taken from Mrs. Deleanu’s notepaper box. She wrote with big letters, spacing them, pressing hard on the paper, and sticking her tongue out whenever she had to make curves.

“Good!”

“She went out, determined, with Salome’s dark eyes, in her hand the open scissors — the scissors of the Parcae.”

“A terrible devil!” Profira exclaimed with admiration, biting into an apricot.

***

Dănuţ’s room was dangerously near the girls’ room. The frontier post was the closet door, the key for which was on the other side.

The side that was in the girls’ room had a stand from which hung straw hats, silk ribbons, a tri-colored hoop, a net with many colored balls in it, and two little pin-striped coats.

The side in Dănuţ’s room was adorned on its upper part with a panoply of billiard cloth consisting of a Eureka rifle spreading on its target — white cardboard with red circles around a blue center — with the little sticks that had been fired and a pad of sticky stuff; two crossed tin swords with scabbards studded with spots of rust and hollowed out in the duels fought with Olguţa; and a whistle attached to a red cord, which gave a stuttering sound and tasted sour.

Below the panoply, divided by a sword that hung vertically as if figuring the backbone of war, two uniforms were crucified: one of a Japanese admiral, with a cap but without trousers, named Kami-Mura, the other of a Russian admiral, which had been christened Potemkin. The Russo-Japanese war was in fashion at the time.

Olguţa sided with the Russians, Dănuţ with the Japanese. For which reason, the decoration — a ribbon from Mrs. Deleanu’s garter sewn for eternity by Profira on the breast of the Japanese admiral — which had been torn off, cloth and all, was prudently preserved in the admiral’s pocket, the admiral now being decorated with “the star of the lining.” On the other hand, the cap of the Russian admiral has been crushed under Dănuţ’s fist. Olguţa had stuck the cardboard archipelago with Arabic gum and had sewn the crown fast with string, at the same time decorating the cap with strange golden embroidery. She had promoted her cap to the rank of Admiral-in-Chief and had inaugurated the event crushing in her turn the cap of the Japanese admiral, which she had done more calmly and more methodically than Dănuţ had done. Mrs. Deleanu had fixed the cap and Dănuţ had generously promoted it to the rank of Admiral-in-Chief-in-Chief, “which,” Olguţa had said, “was impossible.”

And the epilogue of the Russo-Japanese war was as follows:

“What do you say now? You were defeated,” Dănuţ in the uniform of the Japanese admiral, said to Olguţa.

“That’s not true! Papa will vouch for it!”

“Oh well, Olguţa. There’s no denying it! The Russians were defeated; it’s in the papers.”

“The Russians were, not I.”

“But aren’t you Potemkin?” Dănuţ countered defiantly.

“Me? I wasn’t and couldn’t.”

“How’s that?”

“Girls don’t join the army. I’m a girl, Papa will vouch for it… Apart from which, the Japanese were just lucky, because they’re cowards.”

“That’s a lie!”

“A lie? Why are they yellow then?”

“What do you mean, why?” Because they’re yellow; that’s what Japanese are like.

“I’ll tell you; they’re yellow with fear. They all have jaundice… And if you want to fight, fight me, not the Russians,” Olguţa had concluded, her head held high.

At the dinner given in honor of both admirals, Mr. Deleanu had read the following communiqué:

Potemkin and Kami-Mura
Are to dreadful battle gone;
Weighty guns and nimble steel
Flash and thunder on and on.
Sabers flash and cannon boom
Through parlor, hall, and dining room,
Raging up the giddy staircase
Even to the smallest room!
But, woe! parental fires descend;
Nipponese and Muscovite
Each in his own corner penned
Wordily pursue the fight.
Still by Admiral-in-Chief
(Your cap, Potemkin, what a state!)
Kami-Mura is outranked,
Now a mere subordinate.
Then, lo! A sudden field promotion,
Admiral-in-Chief-in-Chief
Kami-Mura — and his cap
Crumpled now beyond belief.
Kami-Mura has prevailed —
To Dănuţ the victory?
Not at all, Olguţa cried;
Not a boy, a girl is she.
She cannot be overcome
Or reduced to vassalry
Since she never could have been
A proper Admiral-at-Sea.
Mark the proverb, Kami-Mura:
Great trees fall to beaver bites,
But the teeth in question are
Not the teeth of Muscovites.
What avails your victory,
Bold commander of the seas?
In the end, you must succumb
To the jaundice, Japanese!

There was a fleet in Dănuţ’s room. The basin fleet made by Moş Gheorghe out of big nut shells, with matched for masts, waxed tissue paper for sails, Dănuţ’s lips for wind, and Olguţa’s lips for cyclones.

And there was also a pool fleet: frail little boats loaded like Noah’s Ark with living creatures made of hollow celluloid. And last of all, there was the pond fleet bought by Uncle Puiu from the “Universal Department Store” in Bucharest: one single vessel as long and thick as a loaf of bread, with a propeller, flag, cannons, funnels, and tin sailors paralyzed on deck.

***

Dănuţ banged the door so hard that plaster fell on his shoulders. He shook it off, shaking his chestnut locks with Samson’s biblical move.

“You wait!” he said shaking his head.

Catching sight of the last coronet awarded for coming up top in his class, which hung above his head, he snatched it from the nail and threw it on the floor, kicking it.

“That is why I learn, to be persecuted! Only wait… I’ll show you!” He shook his fists towards the girl’s room.

He detached the rifle from the target, slipped in the rubber arrow, and shot… The cap of the Russian admiral quivered and was marked by a little dark hollow.

“Bang!” the arrow stuck to the door like a fish… Dănuţ removed it. There was a dark round mark left on the door. Bang!... bang!... bang!...

“What’s all this noise? What are you doing, Dănuţ? Aren’t you sleeping?” It was Mrs. Deleanu’s voice on the other side of the door.

Dănuţ was silent. He hung the rifle up again, tiptoeing… He picked up the coronet, kicked the leaves that had come off it below the cupboard, and hung up the remainder of his glory on its nail.

“Are you asleep?”

Dănuţ fluffed his pillow and stretched out.

***

“Look, Monica… This is your room, yours and Olguţa’s. Do you like it?”

Monica pressed Mrs. Deleanu’s hand.

“Such a pleasant smell, aunt Alice.”

Mrs. Deleanu picked her up and lifted her as high as she could…

“Can you see something there?”

“Yes… Oh! Thank you, aunt Alice!”

On the wardrobe, she saw a silver tray covered with melilot.

“Now tell me which bed you want to sleep in.”

“Which did Olguţa chose, aunt Alice?”

“Leave Olguţa out of it,” Mrs. Deleanu said caressingly. “Choose whichever you want. The one close to the window on the one by the door?”

“It is all the same to me, aunt Alice.”

“Alright, then I’ll choose the one by the window for you. I’ll have Olguţa closer to me so I can hear her,” said Mrs. Deleanu smiling.

The door of her room and the door of the girls’ room faced each other, being divided by the silence of a long hallway.

“And now let’s unpack… Where is the key?”

“Here it is, aunt Alice!” Monica raised her head and took the silver chain from under her dress front to offer it.

“What is this, Monica? What a nice little cross!”

Next to the little nickel key, there was a copper cross with a crucifix in relief.

“Do you like it, aunt Alice?”

“Very much… Do you have it from your mother?”

“I don’t know… Grandmother gave it to me… Aunt Alice…”

“What is it, Monica?”

“Please take it!” the little girl pleaded with burning cheeks as she took off the chain, “I want to give it to you, aunt Alice!” she insisted, her eyebrows raised, very close to tears.

She forced the chain into Mrs. Deleanu’s hand.

“Thank you, Monica,” she said soothingly, stroking her hair, “but such things should not be given away, little girl. It’s something you have from your parents… I’ll only keep it safe for you.”

“I can give it to you,” Monica said quietly and gravely, looking down.

“Do you love aunt Alice so much?”

“Yes.”

“Aunt Alice also loves you very much… as much as she loves Olguţa and Dănuţ.”

“I know,” Monica whispered.

“Why isn’t Olguţa coming? Will you go and see?”

Mrs. Deleanu blinked… it took a long time to open the suitcase with the little nickel key, fumbling around with the lock.

“I can’t find her, aunt Alice,” Monica said in alarm, entering the room.

“Oh well, she’ll come. She must be at Moş Gheorghe’s place! Look, Monica! I put grandmother’s portrait on the bedside table… If you want to hang it on the wall I’ll give you another frame.”

“No, no, it’s all right where it is, aunt Alice.”

“I put your things in the wardrobe… Look, the upper shelves are yours…”

“Aunt Alice,” said a frightened Monica, “didn’t you find a doll in the suitcase?”

“I did,” said Mrs. Deleanu with a smile. “I put it to sleep. Look…”

From the semi-darkness of the shelf, she took a small bed where two dolls with hats on slept.

“Is that for me, aunt Alice?” Monica could not believe her eyes.

“Of course, Monica… And here is a wardrobe with dresses for your dolls.”

Monica hesitated, with stretched-out arms. “What about Olguţa?”

“She has plenty of toys!”

The door handle let out the sound of a firing gun, the door banged open and closed, pushed back by Olguţa’s left hand…

“What is it? What is it?”

Olguţa threw herself on the bed, bouncing delightedly on the squeaking springs that had been used only for a year.

“Is that how one enters a decent house?... And with dirty shoes on the bed?... Terrible, just terrible.”

“I’m done for!”

“Where have you been?”

“At Moş Gheorghe’s place.”

“And what else did you do, Olguţa?” Mrs. Deleanu asked, being suddenly struck by the look in Olguţa’s eyes.

“Didn’t I just tell you? I was at Moş Gheorghe’s place!”

“Olguţa you’re up to something again!...”

“Come on, confess, Olguţa!”

“I did what I had to do!” Olguţa said in a defying voice.

“Olguţa, stop being silly! Is that the way you reply to your mother?”

“I put the scissors back in their place,” Olguţa said, concluding in words the avowal she had started in her mind.

“The scissors?!... Who gave them to you?”

“You did… Of course! You gave them to me.” Olguţa’s face cleared up as she had the happy feeling of the guilty one who suddenly discovers an accomplice sharing the responsibility after having perpetrated the deed by themselves.

“I did? Olguţa, be sensible! Well, you will better get undressed now. And quickly!”

“Mother, my sock is torn!”

A shoe in one hand, Olguţa rejoiced as she arched her big toe through the tear that grew ever larger with the help of the rosy toe.

“I am glad to see it… Leave the sock alone, Olguţa! Take it off!... Shall I help you, Monica?”

“No, thank you, aunt Alice. I can manage.”

Her arms bent back, Monica unbuttoned her dress… Olguţa’s sock flew violently in the air… Slipping down, Monica’s dress revealed the little body with burgeoning breasts. Aware of Mrs. Deleanu’s eyes, she covered herself again, lowering her chin.

“I’ll be going now… Undress, Monica.”

“Mother, it’s so pleasant to be in pants!” Olguţa boasted, jumping down from the bed to look at herself in a fencing position in the mirror.

“You imp, go to bed!... I’ll see you in a bit, Monica.”

***

Closing his eyes, Dănuţ opened Ivan’s knapsack… Dănuţ is a pasha or a sultan. Doesn’t matter which! His head is wrapped in a turban from under which his mustache comes up like a yataghan, together with a pair of fierce eyes… Two long teeth jut out of a sneering mouth. The teeth had been borrowed from a vampire.

Dănuţ, the sultan, was so awe-inspiring that Dănuţ opened his eyes and turned to one side… Olguţa’s voice could be heard from the girls’ room. Dănuţ closed his eyes angrily!... The sultan is seated on a golden throne. Two black women on the right and left of him with teeth like whipped cream over iced coffee, swing big, colored fans. Below the throne, thousands of turbans bent down to the ground are lined up. They all kneel before the sultan. Alone two naked blackamoors, dark and thick-lipped, stand up straight, waiting, hands clasped on axes. Nobody speaks. The sultan raises a finger… A stallion comes up, prancing and snorting… The sultan makes a sign… The blackamoors knot Monica’s plaits to the stallion’s tail… Monica bites into an apricot. She doesn’t care! Well, well, the sultan will show her!... A hundred thousand whips swish the horse…

The blackamoors take hold of Olguţa. Olguţa kicks and makes faces at the sultan. So that’s it? All right! A blackamoor raises his ax… Olguţa is frightened… She had no one to defend her brother Dănuţ… And indeed, at the head of an army, like Michael the Brave, Dănuţ comes up, kills the sultan and the blackamoors while the turbans scamper away, and Olguţa and Monica are saved. They kneel and kiss his hands. He takes them up on his saddle and is off…

Sleep was at bottom of Ivan’s knapsack.

***

“Are you asleep, Monica?”

“No.”

“Neither am I.”

Olguţa raised her legs and tapped her bare soles with her hands.

“Hear that, Monica?”

“Hear what?”

“I’m tapping my soles…”

“Why?”

“I don’t know... Do it, too….”

“What are we going to do?”

“Shouldn’t we sleep?”

“Why sleep?”

“Aunt Alice wants us to! I’m trying to sleep!” Monica said apologetically.

“Stop trying… Nobody knows. Mother is asleep….”

“Monica?”

“What?”

“Nothing…”

Olguţa yawned in boredom. Her eyes scanned the white ceiling, counting the cracks in the paint.

“Would you like to be a fly, Monica?”

“A fly?”

“Yes, a fly. I would love it. I’d walk on the ceiling head down.”

“I would like to be a grown-up,” Monica said dreamily.

“So would I,” Olguţa said, hastening to catch up with her. “What would you do if you were a grown-up?”

“I don’t know!” Monica floundered.

“I would become a coachman like Moş Gheorghe! And I’d overturn Humpty-Dumpty from the carriage.”

“What do you have against Dănuţ?”

“Me?... Nothing! He has something against me!”

“That’s true!” Monica consented. “He hit you; it’s not over!”

“He hit me?” Olguţa flew at her.

“Yes, this morning!”

“It had skipped my mind… If mother had not defended him I would have shown him.”

“Do you know how to fight, Olguţa?”

“Don’t you?”

“No.”

“I know very well!”

“And do you like it?”

“Of course… Do you want me to show you?”

“No.”

“They kept their peace,” Olguţa sighed.

“Monica, why don’t you cut off your plaits?”

“Why should I cut them off? Grandmother liked them… She plaited them!”

“Yes… I believe you, but they are not good for fighting. They can be used against you.”

“Why should I fight?”

“You never know!”

“And whom could I fight?”

“Humpty-Dumpty… No, you are right,” Olguţa said, changing her mind. “I wouldn’t allow him to…”

Olguţa got up, leaning on her elbow and moving her leg in the air.

“Monica, do you have any muscles?”

“I don’t know.”

“I have!... Look! When I flex my leg!... Monica, I can’t sleep any longer!”

She jumped off her bed and skipped about the floor, inspecting the room.

“Monica!” she suddenly cried out, the tone being like that Columbus is presumed to have had when discovering America.

“What is it?” asked a startled Monica.

“Nothing!” Olguţa replied quickly, closing the door of the stove.

She sat down on the chair on top of Monica’s dress, meditating.

“Listen, Monica, I’ll tell you a secret.”

“Tell me.”

“Oh! Not that way,” Olguţa said, shaking her head and sitting down on Monica’s bed.

“You must swear first not to tell anyone.”

“I won’t tell!” Monica said stubbornly.

“Don’t be angry. I believe you, but you must swear….”

“Will you swear?”

“I won’t swear because I won’t tell,” Monica said stubbornly.

“Won’t you swear?”

“No.”

“Alright.”

Olguţa rose from the bed. She walked about the room, shunning Monica… Finally, she sat down on the edge of the bed.

“Are you cross, Monica?” she said tenderly.

“No, but why won’t you believe me?” Monica seemed more tractable now.

“If you’re not, please swear… Please, Monica… As a favor to me! Come on, Monica!”

“Alright, I’ll swear.”

“Good for you!... What will you swear on?”

Looking around the room, Olguţa’s eyes rested for a moment on the bedside table. Monica noticed Olguţa’s look.

“On Grandmother’s portrait?” she asked, big-eyed.

“No, not that!” Olguţa said in her defense. “Swear on your doll.”

“Repeat after me: I swear on my doll, Monica” she began hurriedly. “That I shan’t tell anyone.” Olguţa continued, beating time with her forefinger.

“…that I shan’t tell anyone,” Monica repeated, nodding.

“…what Olguţa is going to tell me.”

“What Olguţa is going to tell me!”

“Wait a minute!” Olguţa continued with a frown. “Say after me: And if I tell…”

“and if I tell,” Monica repeated in disgust, shaking her head.

“…let my doll die.”

“…let me doll die. Have you finished?”

“Just a moment, that’s not right… Say it once again!... And if I tell… Are you going to say it?”

“…and if I tell,” Monica said with a sigh.

“…I will allow Olguţa…”

“…I will allow Olguţa…”

“…to break the head of my doll Monica.”

“…to break the head of my doll Monica,” Monica repeatedly indignantly.

“Say amen now!”

“Amen”

“Make the sign of the cross.”

“I did.”

“And now I’ll tell you the secret!”

She kept silent and smiled.

“Are you going to tell me, Olguţa?”

“I am! Just wait. I am going to tell you. Get up and come with me.”

She took Monica by the hand and walked with her to the door of the stove.

“You won’t tell, will you?” Olguţa insisted, trying to extract a supreme promise.

“How can you, Olguţa?”

“Open and look in,” Olguţa gave her leave with a wide gesture.

“Was that the secret?”

In the cool shadow of the stove, there were two preserve jars with white caps on.

“What? Perhaps you don’t like it. Don’t tell, Monica,” Olguţa gestured with a bellicose finger.

 

￼[image: Picture 4]

“Did you sleep well?” Mrs. Deleanu asked, entering the room, Profira following her with a tray that held a jar of rose leaf preserve.

Monica blushed and looked down.

“It’s so hot, mother dear,” Olguţa confessed, raising her arms.

“She didn’t let you sleep, Monica?”

“One can’t sleep in this heat,” Olguţa decided, turning the spoon in the preserve jar.

“You have insomnia?”

“What is insomnia mother,” Olguţa asked, suspicious of the word and the accompanying smile.

“It’s something that’s not for you… You better tell me straight out why you didn’t sleep.”
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“And now the suitcase that bore her grandmother’s initials sat alone.
Waiting in it to see Monica’s new place of residence
were her grandmother’s portrait and a doll dressed in black.”
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