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Introduction


Hortensia Papadat-Bengescu is one of the most consequential female novelists in Romanian and East European literature, a true pioneer who is considered the founder of the modern analytical novel. Unfortunately, her work is little-known outside of Romania. This translation of her most influential novel, A Bach Concert, is an attempt to rectify this injustice. Although the novel was written nearly a hundred years ago, the reader will be struck by its modernity and the relevance of its subject matter. Like all true classics, it has withstood the test of time.

Born on 8 December 1876 at Ivești, near Tecuci, Hortensia was the daughter of Captain Dimitrie Bengescu and Zoe Ștefanescu Bengescu, a teacher. Her uncle was the well-known playwright and General George Bengescu-Dabija. Bengescu-Dabija was a member of the Junimea Society, which included such notable cultural figures as Mihai Eminescu and Titu Maiorescu. Hortensia was educated at Bolintineanu’s School for Girls in Bucharest from 1887 until 1894, where she received a French education, focusing on music and literature, while studying French, German, and Romanian.

When she finished school, she moved to Turnu Măgurele, where her father, who had been promoted to the rank of Colonel, was stationed. Hortensia hoped to convince her parents to allow her to continue her studies in Paris, but higher education was not easily accessible to a female growing up in the late nineteenth century. Societal constraints and the will of her parents forced her to abandon the idea.

In 1896, in an act of rebelliousness, as she would later describe it, Hortensia married a much older man against the wishes of her parents. Her husband, Nicolae Papadat, was a successful magistrate, and he had the means to open up new horizons for the young girl who had dreamed of seeing Europe, taking his new bride on a honeymoon to Switzerland. The trip would have an impact on her later writing, hints of which can be seen in A Bach Concert. 

After the honeymoon, Hortensia had to settle for a more traditional family life. The first of her five children was born in 1898. Still, she never abandoned her intellectual interests, particularly her passion for literature. Her husband, however, did not approve of Hortensia’s literary ambitions, so she remained focused on raising her children while moving to Buzău in 1903 and then to Focșani in 1911, as her magistrate husband was reassigned to new jurisdictions. 

Perhaps wanting to follow in the footsteps of her famous uncle, Hortensia’s passion for writing could not be stifled. She finally began her literary career in 1912, at the age of 35, writing an obituary of the Romanian stage actor Petru Liciu, originally from Focsani, in the French newspaper La Politique under the pseudonym Loys. In 1913, she made her debut in Romanian in the prestigious journal Viața Românească with Viziune (Visions). As she began her collaboration with the renowned literary journal based in Iași, she gained the attention of Garabet Ibrăileanu, one of the most important literary critics of the time, as well as the famous poet and writer George Topîrceanu, one of the editors, both of whom would encourage her literary endeavors.

World War I would soon disrupt the life of the budding writer, as it did for all Romanians, when German troops invaded the country, forcing the government to flee Bucharest for Iași. The Romanian Army fought bravely at Mărăști and Mărășești in the summer of 1917, halting the German advance, but casualties were heavy. Focșani, located near the front lines, saw the ravages of war. Hortensia had volunteered as a nurse for the Red Cross, working at the train station in the city, attending to scores of wounded soldiers arriving from the front. The experience of war, its tragedy and sorrow, would impact Hortensia, as it did to all of her generation, and the scars it left would be seen later in her writing.

The end of World War I saw the unification of the Romanian lands that had been artificially divided for centuries. The birth of a new Romania allowed for Hortensia to resume her dream of a literary career. She published her first book, Ape adânci, in 1919. It received praise from Ibrăileanu, who considered her one of the promising young writers of the post-war generation. She followed it up with a play, Bătrânul, in 1920, as well as other writings. 

In 1921, she became a member of the Society of Romanian Writers, the principal literary organization in the country. That same year, she moved to Constanța, on the Black Sea coast, where her husband was reassigned. As she grew as a writer, she became attached to the Sburatorul Literary Circle and came under the influence of the renowned literary critic Eugen Lovinescu. Objectivism and analytical prose were characteristics that defined the Sburatorul Group, and Hortensia soon became one of its main proponents.

Encouraged by Lovinescu, she began work on an epic cycle, a chronicle of the Hallipa family, of which A Bach Concert is the second and most highly regarded installment. The first book in the cycle, Fecioarele despletite, was published in 1926 and did not attract a great deal of notice, but A Bach Concert, published the following year, in 1927, received significant attention. 

The book was published by the “Ancora” Publishing House, S. Benvenisti & Co. in Bucharest. In a remark at the outset of the book, the author notes, “This novel was read as it was being written, and it was worked on as it was being read, in the literary sessions of the Sburaturul Literary Circle in 1925.” 

A Bach Concert presents several families that were part of the worldly upper-class life of the Romanian capital of Bucharest in the 1920s. The characters in this novel are parvenus, steeped in high society who, having no aristocratic tradition of their own, snobbishly imitate good manners. The origins of the families in the novel are humble: Lenora is the daughter of a tax official from Mizil, Doru Hallipa comes from a family of wealthy tenants, Ada Razu is nicknamed the “flour woman” because the wealth brought by her father’s milling enterprises bought them a princely coat of arms, the millionaire industrialist Drăgănescu was the son of innkeepers. The descendants of these parvenus are no longer concerned with the struggle for enrichment. They are already wealthy. Instead, they seek to consolidate their positions in society by pursuing political positions or organizing exclusive cultural events. Hence, the action in the novel revolves around the Bach concert being organized by Elena Hallipa-Drăgănescu.

Hortensia Papadat Bengescu’s prose combines lyricism with an analytical spirit, which includes profound psychological analysis, and A Bach Concert is the seminal example of this. Her novels are driven by characters who express their own thoughts and feelings, while the voice of the author intervenes in a limited way to guide the story. As the eminent Romanian scholar Sorin Pârvu, pointed out in his important book, The Romanian Novel, “the frequency of authorial intrusions is minimal in Concert din muzică de Bach – more often than not, such discreet commentaries are meant to vouch for the reliability of the narrative.”1 The author, instead, uses the look and behavior of thought to tell the story. The author described her work in creating A Bach Concert in this way: “I saw myself forced to give birth to a small world, a literary microcosm, but with the attributes of the larger world.”

Today Hortensia Papadat-Bengescu is regarded as the most important female novelist of the interwar period in Romania. Literary scholar Liviu Petrescu assessed the body of her work, concluding, “The importance of the writer is derived from her profound modernity, both in her vision and in her literary art.”2 In his preface to a recent edition of A Bach Concert in Romanian, Florin Mihăilescu calls her “a great reformer in Romanian literature, a brilliant and still unmatched founder of analytical prose, who knew how to penetrate the abyss of obscure psychologies, with the means of observation and physiological suggestion.”3

Nevertheless, she did not gain great popularity at the time her books were published. Many critics remained cold to her work. One of the most frequent criticisms what critics considered her faulty command of the Romanian language and awkward constructions. In part a result of her French education, something quite common in nineteenth century Romania, which had historic ties to French culture and a shared Latinity. Still, one cannot help but to conclude that much of this criticism also resulted from the fact that much of the male-dominated literary community in interwar Romania had difficulty accepting a talented female writer.

Among the most important critics of the time, George Călinescu, considered Hortensia Papadat-Bengescu as the creator of the modern urban novel in Romanian literature and he considers A Bach Concert as her best work. He was not, however, a fan of her writing: “The dramas and the tragedies of all of her novels focus on some disease, described with a total, sometimes brutal absence of repulsion, with the calm care of a nurse.”4 In A Bach Concert, he points to Maxentiu’s consumption and that Lia dies of septicemia as examples. In a rather misogynistic tone, he concludes that, “Hortensia Papadat-Bengescu’s entire literary output is a long, refined and intelligent gossiping of a woman of the world, in an impossible spoken language…. There is no epic development proper, only a slow movement in the social life of a few families which the writer spies successively with the help of characters that visit each other and are pinpointed in their intimate dramas.” 5

Still, Călinescu is forced to admit the value of A Back Concert, stating, “it evokes a social structure in all its complexity.” He concludes his assessment of Hortensia Papadat-Bengescu, saying, “she has the structure of a great writer and her works thus acquire more exemplary value.”6

Still, we should not be left with the impression that the general perception of her writing at the time was wholly negative. The esteemed literary critic Eugen Lovinescu, who had encouraged her work, concluded that A Bach Concert was a ground-breaking novel, that marked the creation of a new, purely urban Romanian literature, in its depiction of “a great fresco of city life, where all social strata are represented.”7

Now firmly established as a literary force in Romania, Hortensia settled in Bucharest in 1933, where she continued to work on the Hallipa stories, continuing the cycle with Drumul ascuns (1933), Rădăcini (1938), and the now lost Străina (1946).8 Her work was recognized in 1936 when she received the grand prize of the Romanian Writer’s Society, Prize for her novel Logodnicul. Appreciation for the body of her literary work again expressed in 1946 when, on her seventieth birthday, she was honored with the national prize for prose. Her final honor came in 1954, when the communist government of Romania awarded her the Order of Labor, first class, for her contribution to Romanian literature. Hortensia died in Bucharest, following a prolonged illness, on 5 March 1955 at the age of 78. She is buried in the Bellu Cemetery in Bucharest where her tomb can still be visited today.

In considering her work as part of Western literature as a whole, Hortensia Papadat-Bengescu was in a broader sense part of the Lost Generation, profoundly impacted by the experience of the World War I. That generation was considered “lost” in the sense that its inherited values no longer seemed relevant in the postwar world. A sense of spiritual alienation, hedonism, and an emotionally barren landscape focused on materialism pervaded. All of these elements of the Lost Generation can be discerned in A Bach Concert. Thus, one can place the writings of Hortensia Papadat-Bengescu alongside those of other prominent representatives of that generation, such as Ernest Hemmingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald. 

The universal characteristics of Hortensia Papadat Bengescu’s novel and its enduring influence in Romanian literature make it a welcome addition to the Center for Romanian Studies’ series Classics of Romanian Literature. We are grateful for the remarkable translation by Gabi Reigh: who won a PEN Award in 2019 for her translation of the novel The Town with Acacia Trees by Mihail Sebastian.  She has also translated another significant interwar novel, Ciuleandra, by Liviu Rebreanu. Original illustrations by the talented Romanian artist from Moldova, Olga Rogozenco, serve to enhance this edition of Hortensia Papadat-Bengescu’s timeless novel, A Bach Concert.

Classics of Romanian Literature is a series 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. 
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I


She could hear the doorbell ringing. With characteristic sullenness, Sia shifted in her seat towards Lina Rim, who, with her spectacles sliding down her nose, was attempting to mend a blanket.

“Auntie!... It’s ringing!” Sia lethargically complained.

Lina, who was concentrating on threading her needle, did not respond right away. Sia turned her attention to the professor. Doctor Rim, slumped in his chair at the desk, smiled gallantly at her — the smile, she thought, bringing out the worst of his ugly features.

Rim was waiting impatiently for the blanket to be returned to his lap. It was the middle of September and not very cold — perhaps they had been a little premature in lighting the grand new terracotta stove — he had no twinges of pain yet, but was merely taking precautions. He was a poor invalid who needed to take the greatest care, who had his own nurse, whose self-absorbed vigilance regarding his own health stemmed from the vague notion that something had hurt once and perhaps might ache again, and between these two hypothetical realms of suffering, he managed to negotiate a life of pleasant comfort. This beatific state was undisturbed by the ringing of the doorbell. He did not see the interruption caused by a visit as an annoyance, but a welcome distraction.

Sia, on the other hand, was dreaming of the day when she would no longer be interrupted at any moment by random strangers ringing at the door, dreaming of the day when she didn’t have to ask for Mrs. Lina’s permission for any little thing she wanted to do. Still lost in these wistful dreams, she repeated, irritably:

“Auntie!... It’s ringing!”

Indeed, the timid tremble of the doorbell persisted.

“Open the door, girl, open it! Why are you making them wait!” Lina replied, making no attempt to move from her place.

Mini was standing on their doorstep. She had left home without knowing exactly the new address of her friends, the Rim family, and had peered into several houses until she found Lina’s shiny little plaque: Dr. Lina Rim-Mamoș. Mini had cautiously pushed open the newly painted iron gate and walked up the stairs with all the natural apprehension one feels when one climbs the stairs of a building for the first time. She had stopped in front of a large door with yellow windows (which she did not like) and rang the doorbell with all the natural timidity of one standing in front of a door with yellow windows, behind which she expects to find a family who have recently moved in. A mild trepidation vibrated through her as she rang the doorbell. But inside the house, the only vibrations Dr. Rim was interested in were the ones produced by the violin. Dr. Lina, his stout wife, was tone deaf and Sia, the nurse, was as inscrutable as a rock, hiding away her furtive, mutinous thoughts. It would be true to say that there is something charged and awkward about one’s first visit to a new, unfamiliar house, especially as its owners are also just beginning to get used to it, learning how to divide its space between them.

Mini’s agitation increased when she found herself face to face with a morose stranger, either a schoolgirl or a nurse, who stood in front of the open door in a white apron and demanded sulkily:

“What do you want?”

Luckily, Lina, magnanimous as always, a ball of wool racing in front of her, arrived at the door, wheezing, as asthmatic and hospitable as ever:

“She doesn’t know… It’s you, Mini! Such a pleasant surprise!... She’s new, she’s helping me look after Rim… You wouldn’t believe how ill he has been!... Delighted to see you! This is my niece,” she finally added, suddenly noticing Sia’s ominous stare.

‘What a niece!’ thought Mini, still shaken by the welcome Sia had given her. She entered the hall and perfunctorily admired the house and its gleaming new furniture. The frames of the large doors were painted pink and framed with garish gold; all of them were shut, apart from the one to the study from where the women had emerged a moment earlier.

In the study, Mini recognized the family’s old furniture, yet it seemed transformed by its new arrangement in the foreign room. At first glance, Rim looked the same as always, which reassured Mini, as she could at last rest her eyes on something familiar to get her bearings.

A shower of exclamations and enthusiastic greetings from that hospitable gentleman was followed by a brief interval of silence, like a harmonic cadence, while Mini looked around for somewhere to sit. Lina dragged the armchair where Sia had sat moments earlier closer to her own. Instinctively aware of some undercurrent she did not fully understand, Mini looked fearfully at the nurse. With an insouciant air, Sia remained standing and leaned back against the wall, behind Doctor Rim’s armchair. With a proprietorial tone, the doctor courteously explained:

“L’Ange gardien!”

Based on her initial assessment of Sia, Mini thought that only half of that epithet seemed likely.

‘Is this snooty cow ever going to leave?’ Sia thought darkly, feeling slightly more animated than usual but then, moving so suddenly that she jolted Rim’s chair, she asked: “Will you excuse me for a moment?” and rushed to look out of the window. Mini automatically turned her eyes in the same direction and saw in the street a man in a straw hat, standing on the tips of his toes.

“Ah!” she exclaimed under her breath. And then, after a moment’s effort, recognized cousin Lică, Lică the Troubadour. She didn’t really understand what was going on. She could just about hear a faint whistle and thought that she could make out Lică signaling towards the window and clicking his fingers as if they were a pair of castanets. He was the same old Lică she remembered and his coded message was clearly intended to catch the young nurse’s attention. Mini shot Lina a long glance and then turned her eyes towards Rim who was smiling with satisfaction — a pale grimace stretched across his chapped lips. Lina bent down to pick up the impenitent reddish-purple ball of wool that had once again gone astray and explained cryptically:

“It’s Lică!”

And so it was! He was skipping across the street, turning his eyes in every direction. Next, they heard a muffled murmur of voices, then silence.

As they were waiting, Doctor Rim clarified the matter:

“Miss Sia Petrescu,” and then added, fondly, “our niece! The only daughter of my most charming cousin Lică!”

Mini was astounded. She knew this Lică, a man who managed to be simultaneously humble and impertinent, as a distant, inferior relation. The Lică she remembered would slip discreetly behind a door and sit in the salon with his booted feet glued together, pressing the soft cloth of his hat between his hands when he was in Doctor Rim’s presence. And yet, unmistakably, he was the same Lică on whom Doctor Rim had just bestowed the epithet of ‘charming.’ 

Certainly there was nothing unpleasant about Lică, but her friends’ opinion of him had undoubtedly changed. Mini let it pass without comment, attempting to hide her surprise. Lică the Troubadour, the father of this stocky young girl!.. Lică had a child!... That overgrown schoolboy who announced his arrival by whistling, was, in fact, paying a paternal visit to his offspring. These were untenable notions, even though she couldn’t reasonably discredit them. 

Rim commenced to describe his ailments in minute detail, after which he enquired if Mini had had a pleasant holiday. Mini congratulated him on his new home and asked about some common acquaintances, easing back into their familiar intimacy.

“Miss Nory, our ardent feminist, is being rather difficult at the moment,” said the doctor.

“She has her troubles,” Lina excused her. “You know, Mini, how much Nory dotes on her big sister. Dia is quite a sickly girl and when it comes to helping her, Nory would drop anything at a moment’s notice. She has even started to neglect her work at the hospital. I sent her a few children I treated myself and who were showing signs of improvement, but they are perishing there. I’ll have to have a few words with her… Poor little souls!”

Doctor Rim suppressed a self-satisfied hoot of laughter. To Mini, who had never heard him laugh before, this laughter seemed strange.

“Lina is a mother hen!” Rim said thoughtfully, as if unpleasantly perturbed by his wife’s generosity. “A mother hen! She gathers under her wings everyone’s little chicks… Miss Sia, for example.”

The mention of the sulky girl revived Mini’s unpleasant recollections of her peculiar welcome. And why did Rim refer to her always so formally: ‘Miss!’

“And as for the Drăgăneşti clan,” Lina continued, “they’re always busy improving the country, in the town, with their textiles factory. Elena with all her new-fangled ideas! Left to his own devices, Drăgănescu would never have dared to take on such bold enterprises… But they seem to be managing well. I barely see them: they’re either traveling around everywhere or they’re having parties… and I can’t stand all that.”

Mini remembered Elena, a placid girl who always wore her dark hair up, who was now the mistress of a household, her beauty and character grown more defined through her confidence.

Suddenly, Rim’s jollity seemed to have evaporated. Perhaps he had grown tired. He was supposedly convalescing, even though he looked perfectly all right to her.

“Won’t you lie down on the chaise-longue?”

The Professor made a gesture of refusal.

“Then later, perhaps... I wonder when Sia will be back!... I’ll show Mini around the house… Will you be all right on your own?” Lina fretted.

“Don’t worry about me! Mini, I want your honest opinion!”

Rim’s performance had done the trick. He was feeling a lot more cheerful now, and a great deal heartier.

Lina disentangled herself from her wool and led the way, eager to show off her palace. Mini made admiring noises about a rather conservatively decorated living room which was sparsely, yet expensively furnished and entirely devoid of any personal touches. The couple’s bedrooms were separated by the bathroom. The spacious consultation room looked comfortable and was impressively equipped. They lingered there for a while. The glass-plated desk and cabinets sparkled; there were a couple of padded mechanical chairs that looked difficult to operate. Lina demonstrated how the mechanism worked, the chair suddenly jolting up high and straight like an operating table. Mini stepped back, startled, slightly horrified by this elaborate shrine dedicated to every intimate pain. Unperturbed, Lina gushed proudly:

“This makes all the difference. All my clients can come to see me here now. I don’t have to run around from one house to another anymore.”

She spoke of her sufferings with relish. Mini admired the state-of-the-art luxury of the consulting room.

“I can do all the preliminary tests and even some scans here. I even have a little pharmacy. I poured 600,000 into this place, but I don’t mind. My clients seem pleased. Almost every woman in the town has passed through here! I was concerned that I would lose clients when we moved… But! When they need help! Particularly this kind of help!”

“Better not to need your kind of help, if you can avoid it,” Mini laughed uncomfortably, with the daring of a woman in perfect health.

Continuing the tour of the house, Mini was led into a bedroom where she recognized more old furniture from the Rims’ previous home.

“Guestroom,” Lina explained. “But for now, it’s Sia’s.”

So, she actually lived with them! Then there was the kitchen, quite small but with the same brand new, clinical luster, like a laboratory. Lina had selected her oven and aluminum saucepans with the same care she had invested in choosing forceps of the highest specification.

“My old cook can’t manage it. She keeps whining about how she misses the old stove and the cellar we used to have. The refrigerator and larder are her mortal enemies. And she keeps clashing with the girl, who’s got a temper on her too… I pretend not to notice… I need her. I could actually do with more help. A new house means a lot of work… I feel permanently exhausted… I wake up at 5 so I can be at the hospital for 8 and I don’t sit down until dinner… So at least in the evenings…”

Mini opened her mouth to ask if her niece did much in the house to help, but Lina cut her off:

“At least Sia looks after the doctor!”

“Still, she must have plenty of time on her hands. He seems well enough to me!” Mini suggested.

“Well, at the moment, perhaps. But if you had seen him when he had his gout! He was unbearable! He was complaining about his arm for a week. Thank goodness he’s better, for Sia’s sake. Finally, she can have a bit of a rest.”

“Has she been staying with you for long?”

“Only about fifteen days.”

They stopped in the living room. Mini sat on the edge of the sofa, slightly ill at ease. Lina drew up an ornate chair that looked much too fragile for her. She appeared to be in a confessional mood, even as they struggled to regain their old, comfortable intimacy.

“As you can see, this house has drained me of money and energy. It was all Rim’s idea, who has these notions in his head of being the king of the castle. But I just dreaded the move. At least we didn’t have to bother with blueprints and builders. We bought it from an architect, who built it for himself and then found it too small. Eight hundred thousand and then a bit more, so that he could add the finishing touches. All my life’s savings, plus some money Rim inherited and God knows how many debts! Drăgănescu lent us the money at a high interest rate.”

“And the house… who owns it?”

“In both of our names… like the debts!” laughed Lina. “There’s no danger we’ll separate now, in our old age. Rim has become more reasonable… You have no idea! I never thought he’d take so well to Sia…”

But Lina, after this admission, stopped abruptly, as if faced with an obstacle.

“I’ve never heard you talk about this girl before!”

“Yes… I never saw much of her… She was living somewhere in Mogoşoaia. Lică’s girl, like I told you… He’d been asking me for ages to find a position for her. It wasn’t easy, because she’s an awkward girl… God knows what they teach them there, in those schools! Or maybe that’s just her way. It was actually Lică’s idea that she could look after Rim. He was thinking of me, the poor boy, he knew how exhausted I was… And Rim! Rim behaved himself and accepted. He’s got some company now when I’m out. I still do most of the more strenuous caring tasks, but he’s better now, so much better!”

“If he’s better, I wonder whether he will be going back to work. The new term will be starting soon!”

“Don’t mention it to him. He’s just asked for three months’ sick leave from the university, but he can’t relax. He’s working on a book…”

“But even if he’s on sick leave he could get up, he could go out. It would do him good. He’ll waste away sitting in a chair all day like an invalid!”

“Leave him be… leave him be! It’s better this way. He’s happy! Let him do what he wants. Don’t say anything to him.”

It was clear that Lina, in her benevolence and selfish desire for a quiet life, would happily excuse any flaws in Doctor Rim’s character. This Rim, however, reveling in his ailments, struck Mini as odd. She thought she could recognize in him the typical character of the ‘malade imaginaire’ who fooled himself and everyone around him. He was prolonging his illness with a supplement of minor phobias and delusions, with a useless nurse by his side. 

Mini was convinced that the others should not encourage this neurosis. It seemed like a matter of principle! Who knew what ugly form it might take, if they conspired with him in this deception! Still, she remained silent, as she didn’t want to upset Lina. Besides, it was only her impression, while saintly Lina’s contentment was a clear fact. How could she alarm her based on these subtle suspicions that her husband’s illness was imaginary, when the whole thing could be just a figment of her own imagination! She thought she could hear the creaking of the gate.

“Sia must be back,” said Lina.

“I better go,” Mini declared and went back into the study where Rim, still alone, sat with his eyes closed, not sleeping but waiting for the futile hours to pass. He didn’t react to them as they entered the room.

“Sia’s back! That was a very long chat,” said Lina, critically.

“Don’t mention it to her. The girl wanted to spend time with her father! She’s only eighteen years old…”

A tenderness towards those filial sentiments softened Rim’s typically petulant tone. There was a moment of silence during which they waited, expecting Sia to enter the room. It was the right time for her to enter, so that Lina could gently chide her and Rim could generously defend her; it was the right time, as their words dried up to make room for her entrance; it was the right time, as the invalid had been feeding his patience and goodwill from the anticipation of her return, because her absence had been long enough, if not too long. But she did not appear and the moment remained suspended in silence…

“And if you do see Nory,” Lina repeated, irrelevantly, “tell her I’m cross with her. We’re going to have a fight one of these days. She’s not looking after those children properly!”

“The sucklings! Our sucklings!” Rim concurred, savoring each syllable. He certainly seemed in high spirits. Who could ask for anything more?

At the back of the house, they heard a door slamming. It was Mini’s cue to go. She hurriedly shook the professor’s hand and exited the room, followed by Lina. Rushing out, he went towards the wrong door, disorientated in his new home. And how different Lina used to be when Mini had visited them before, insisting that she should stay just a minute longer, turning her away from the door and coaxing her back in sometimes even three times, while she, happily, acquiesced! Now they no longer needed each other. The dynamics of their relationship had changed. 

On the porch, her kindly hostess became more talkative:

“Have you heard? Cousin Leonora has married Walter and they’re getting on famously. They are so charming! They came to visit Rim.” Lina pointed to a vase of wilting flowers: “A gift for the new house! Coca-Aimée is living with them. I can’t remember ever seeing Leonora without her daughter by her side. Have you seen her? She’s the most beautiful girl in Bucharest.” Lina returned with a large photograph of Coca-Aimée, a real studio ‘portrait’: huge eyes, probably blue, like a doll; a tiny mouth — too small — and blonde curls, childishly fanning over her shoulders.

“She must be sixteen… no, seventeen… no, eighteen!” Lina decided. “But as you can see, she looks barely fourteen. Walter behaves like a perfect gentleman with them both … Don’t forget, Mini, if you see Nory, tell her that no. 14, that chubby little boy, has died, and that sweet little girl she sent me is perishing from enteritis. And Elena Drăgănescu’s boy is looking a bit yellow. Poor Doru — I think of him as a cousin — is all tangled up in that business about his father-in-law’s inheritance… Thank goodness they don’t have any more children… They’ve really got their work cut out with those twins!”

Muddled and chaotic, the family news breathlessly overflowed from Lina’s asthmatic lips. Nothing had changed in Lina’s domestic life. Sia was the only addition, the only one about whom she did not have much to say.

“Look at this,” she said on the porch. “Marble pillars. These architects! So extravagant! Do come back soon, Mini! You noticed how happy Rim was to see you.”

Lina’s enjoyment of her friend’s company was now conditional on the doctor’s disposition. In the past, she sought the company of her female allies for the very reason that it gave her the opportunity to complain about her marital grievances. Now, she found her pleasure in a quiet home. Yet all was well if she was happy! Mini, still under the spell of that strange house, full of familiar people who seemed completely different in their new surroundings, departed without any expectation that she would return in the near future.

From the moment she had entered the house she felt that she was entering a world in flux, destabilized, that made her feel dizzy, like an escalator. A faint mal de mer persisted in the depths of her chest. In the street, she faltered for an instant, like someone stepping off a boat and making contact with the solid ground. It took her a while to get her bearings in the street. Had she turned left or right from the boulevard? She thought that she could recognize buildings she had passed on her way there, but the memory was like a blurred photograph. A tram appeared in the distance and she walked towards it, beginning to feel safe at last. She stopped for a moment and waited to calm down. Something, like wine swirling in a glass, swayed inside her, then settled.




II


Sia felt joyful when Lică signaled to her to come down — or at least as joyful as her nature allowed her to be. She threw a shawl around her shoulders and ran to the gate. They sat down by the window at first, then moved further away, by the wall. Both of them felt more at ease outdoors. Lică craved the freedom of open spaces. He couldn’t stand being cooped up inside that house where he felt watched, like a prisoner.

It started when, as a child, he had gotten into the habit of running away from home, and ever since then he was seduced by the life of the streets, by the open road. Later in life, he chose only jobs that enabled him to travel. But it was during his holidays that he truly thrived, a happy vagabond with 5 lei in his pocket. That carefree life put color in his cheeks, his sunburn adding to the rosy glow. Lică made sure that all his meetings with people — business associates, lovers, family members — took place outdoors. Sia was used to his ways and relished the escape from confinement just as much as he did.

Sheltered by the wall of the house, they relaxed, whispering out of habit, always on the lookout for anyone who might be spying on them, eager to share all their news and laugh at every little thing. The father and daughter did not look alike. Sia had brown hair which she wore in a bun and a wide face with pasty, chubby cheeks that were barely ever touched by the sun as all of her life (before she had been taken in by the Rims) had been spent in dingy old houses. Unlike her father, Sia’s tiny black eyes did not sparkle with joy and the corners of her mouth drooped, giving her a permanent expression of disapproval. But she was tall and heavily built like he was, with broad shoulders and large hands and feet that embarrassed her so that even though she was only 19, she had the air of a middle-aged matron.

Standing beside her, Lică cut a sprightly, dashing figure; his mischievous, squirrelly eyes, the wayward lock of black hair that fell on his brow, his lithe limbs and small white teeth all gave him a boyish air. He called on Sia around the same ￼[image: Picture 21]time every evening when he knew she would be free from her duties. From the beginning, the girl had taken the sensible decision not to offer to help Lina with her domestic chores. Lazy by nature, she persuaded Lică that her aunt should not get into bad habits and start relying on her for everything. She despised any kind of work, so she got used to holding in her hands the same grey piece of cloth that masqueraded as her embroidery and stabbing her needle into it whenever she met one of Lina’s disapproving looks. Everyone bored her. All day long she lived for the moment when Lică would pay her a visit. At first, she was even reluctant to spend time with him, but she relented when she saw how much he wanted to see her. Eventually, he let her into his plan. Sia was not sharp, but she had inherited her father’s cunning. Her role as a nurse was merely her way into the Rim household, her real purpose there being to facilitate a relationship between them and her father; this would enable the establishment of the Rim-Lică bank which would put an end to his financial concerns and allow him to gallivant with no care in the world. After all, everyone knew that Lică was a good fellow. Once in a while, he got some small handouts from the family. 

Just as he was about to leave, Sia smuggled him into the kitchen, which was the old cook’s domain. A minute later, Sia emerged from her room with a beautifully wrapped parcel tied up with a bow.

“This is my parcel, madam!” Sia brazenly announced to the cook. “Now please offer Mr. Lică a drink.”

The old woman peered at her suspiciously and brought her father a large, cold glass of wine. Lică downed the wine, hoping for a quick getaway.

Under the disapproving gaze of the cook, Sia watched him drink it, fascinated, and sighed with satisfaction: “Very good…” 

“Another one?” she tried to tempt him, but Lică refused. ‘Everything in moderation’ was his motto and he prided himself on the fact that no one had ever seen him drunk, least of all his daughter. Then Sia described to him the contents of the package. It was full of cold meats, fruit, preserves, and cigarettes, anything she managed to steal from the house. Despite shirking all other domestic duties, she always volunteered to clear the table after dinner. The old cook noticed her pilfering but did not mention it to Lina. Yet this was not enough to protect her from Sia’s bullying: “You better not tell on me! Remember, you’re the one who gave him the wine!” — as if plying Lică with drink had been the old woman’s idea.

Still, the cook kept her silence and never gave them away. Only their next-door-neighbor Madam Vera, the grocer’s widow, who did not understand Lică and Sia’s relationship, spied on them through her net curtains and geranium boxes, tutting:

“Just look at them at it, again!... Loitering in front of the window of that decent family, making a spectacle of themselves in front of the whole street! Kissing! Pssst!” And just like that, Madam Vera spat onto the floorboards all her bitter disgust, unburdening herself of the evil that would have surely gnawed at her heart otherwise, God forbid. And yet the bitterness, having taken root in her heart, could not be exorcised. She wouldn’t have been surprised if it damaged her liver.

***

After Mini had gone, Lina remained on the porch for a while, staring at the marble steps absent-mindedly. There, on those steps, all the anxieties and excitement stirred by her new home seemed far away.

Rim had been permanently at war with their previous landlord and, after a series of heated arguments, he eventually decided to make good on his threats and they left their rented apartment. The only option that remained was to buy a new house. That was how the idea was born. But it had its roots in something even deeper. There are many rooms and dungeons in the palace of the soul. Somewhere, deep inside there, the idea was fertilized by another thought that he had never voiced to his wife: Lina was now earning a lot of money and it had to be put to good use. She could have easily frittered it away, so surely it would be much wiser to invest it in property...

 

Digging deeper into those hidden thoughts, Doctor Rim realized that his wife’s money should belong to him. After all, she ought to feel honored that he married her in the first place. What’s more, he had put up with her for all these years. He was stuck with her for life. But clearly she didn’t appreciate any of it. If she had, she would have had the common decency to entrust all her fortune to him! And who knows what other nonsensical plans she had, with her maniacal devotion to her family! To think of all those cousins that she fawned over… Most of them were poor or damaged in some way, just like this Lică, who Rim completely despised before he found out that he was Sia’s father… An incorrigible loafer, this Lică, yet Lina seemed to have a soft spot for him. Doctor Rim imagined that once upon a time plain little Lina had made eyes at her cousin, and while he had paid her no attention then, he now used the connection to fleece her.

“A romance, oh, a romance!” Rim chuckled mockingly in the dungeon of his soul. He too had played the role of the romantic cavalier, a little excessively considering his dignified position, when he wooed Lina and persuaded her to marry him. Miss Lina! Who confessed to him, quite unnecessarily, before their engagement, mumbling something about “boys… at university… you know…”

Why would Rim care about poor old Lina’s virginity? Out of delicacy, he pretended not to hear and did not demand further explanations. Why worry about some little accidents? But he remembered her guilt and decided to exploit it. He joked with one of his close friends that this secret, imprudently confessed, had made Lina into his grateful slave for life. By possessing it, he held a certain power over her that terrorized her without him having to utter a word. Of course, he never bothered to imagine her past. Yet to think that this woman was now so ungrateful that she couldn’t even find it in her heart to reward her discreet, generous husband! It was his right to take what belonged to him. He just needed to find a way. And then the idea of buying a house occurred to him. Rim became fixated with the plan. He confused Lina by assailing her with complaints about all his imaginary maladies, teased her about her affection for Lenora Hallipa who was going through marital difficulties, he complained about Lică exploiting their hospitality, and threatened to throw him out into the streets before he could steal from them! Lina, beaten down by the constant mention of the ‘house,’ caught between Rim’s demands and Lică’s expectations that he should be looked after, relented, in the end, to the plan of buying a property. But in truth she was frightened by the idea: cautious and parsimonious by nature, she didn’t want to risk all the money she had but nevertheless gave in to satisfy Rim’s wishes. The doctor began a correspondence with an architect whom he’d found through an advert in the local newspaper and started hatching great plans for a home that would fit his status. As soon as Lina gave her approval, he sped up the proceedings, but then left all the work to her — after all, he was very ill. Of course, the cost of the project would be considerable, but it was his wife’s money, although somehow he would have to find a way to make sure that the house was in his name. 

Indeed, Lina was intimidated by the architect and the price she agreed upon was a little inflated. But nothing could be signed without Rim’s blessing. Fortunately, Rim approved of the pretentious facade of the house. He overlooked certain defects and impracticalities because that ever-present counselor deep in the dungeon warned him to take advantage of the situation before the opportunity passed him by. He saved his ace card till the last moment. His father, a humble border guard from Ungheni, had left him 200,000 lei in his will, a sum made up from his honest earnings as well as some bribes that his job naturally entitled him to. Initially, Rim had resolved that he would allow his poor, widowed mother to keep the inheritance. It would have been his way of taking revenge on Lina’s incorrigible sentimentality when it came to her family, although in fact, except for a few presents to Lică, this predilection never really cost them anything.

Rim, however, on his meager wage from the university, coveted Lina’s money. He considered that, if only she had been clever enough, she could have been the one extorting money from her wealthier relatives, rather than always showing generosity, at his expense. Whichever way Rim looked at it, he was the true victim in that marriage. Yes, he did not deny that marrying her had been a calculated move: the university had granted him tenure, as he had expected, but he had hoped for other, greater benefits. He had given her so much after all — the priceless reward of a dignified, respectable lifelong companion such as himself. 

For this woman, whom he had used to further his own needs and career, he felt mild hatred, a contempt springing out of his pride, because he had been forced to use her as a tool in this way. These feelings transmuted into a kind of cold malice that suffused all their daily interactions. There were other things that grated on him: having emerged from his youthful phase of ambition, his middle age became tormented by erotic fantasies. Here was another one of his heroic sacrifices, yet another way in which he counted himself a victim: the world was full of very nice women and he was stuck with Lina, for whom he felt not even a spark of desire. He talked in detail to his female students about the mechanics of sexual reproduction. He tried a few risqué jokes with Nory, the feminist, who gave back as good as she got. In the eyes of the illustrious doctor, his beautiful cousin Leonora was the perfect woman. Her insatiable passion for her first husband painted for him the ideal image of domestic bliss. He sniffed around her with a mixture of admiration and envy. 

And then there were all the other very nice women that belonged to other men, whose images Rim stored in his mind for his own private entertainment. But his pleasure was undercut with the bitter resentment he felt when he remembered that they would never be his, that he was destined to waste his years with only Lina by his side. He knew that Lina would not have stood in his way, and he knew that even if she had not been his wife these delights would not have been granted to him; deep down, there was a glimmer of realization, gnawing away, that it was him, with his marionette movements and his pedantic tone, that was the real obstacle to the fulfillment of his erotic aspirations. It was his shameful secret, only half-glimpsed. Every cog in the machinery of his subconscious worked hard to suppress it. No, Lina was to blame for everything and his quiet hatred for her, nourished by his thwarted passions, grew a little each day. He wanted some recompense for his misery. The house, at least, should belong to him! But all these secret longings he hid from the world, the mask of civility and virtue seamlessly fused to his face. This was why, in the end, he made the announcement to Lina, with a regal air, that he had found the solution to financing the house. He would give her 200,000 lei. His mother would have to be sacrificed. She could survive on her small pension and he would help her from time to time. He would sign the deeds to the house, which, of course, would belong to them jointly. That was as far as he dared to go. Deep down in the cavern of the mind, other thoughts were beginning to germinate, ideas about the wills they would both sign, leaving all their fortune to each other, with no concessions made to any relatives. 

Naturally, her husband’s generous proclamation convinced Lina that he was doing her a great favor. His donation of the inheritance, his heartfelt speech about their lives together were the signs of a devotion she could never have hoped for, and she was choked by gratitude. Clearly, his insufferable behavior towards her had been nothing more than the whims of a complicated man. 

Unassuming by nature, Lina found herself overwhelmed by Rim’s magnanimity, reduced to a mere rag doll. Dimly, she could see some good in his scheme, approving of the plan to help his mother and clear their debts. Rim took charge of everything. Looking at the calendar, he would announce:

“Today is the first of the month, we need to send Mother her allowance!”

Then he would present her with the cheque which she would sign obediently. 

“We have a bill to pay!” And another official letter would emerge from his desk drawer. 

“This needs to be settled immediately!” he would nag her a few days later.

Lina’s hand trembled over cheque after cheque, an anxious frown hiding under her grey, straggly fringe as she fretted about how they would find the money to pay for it all. She appealed to Drăgănescu, chased up an invoice for money owing to her, and after a few days filled with worry, she found a way to settle the bills. These moments of crisis, brought about by Rim’s noble gesture of generosity, became a routine for her. Yet she never dwelt on the part he played in her torment, as she was not one for blame or regrets. Quite the contrary, she would praise him reverently:

“Rim takes care of all our affairs!”

She was a short, plump woman who often found herself out of breath as she rushed around, but these days she had developed a cough that was one step away from emphysema. 

They were now homeowners and their financial struggles were counterbalanced by the happy changes in Rim’s character. Lina now felt a pang of guilt when she remembered how she used to complain about him. She marveled at the new harmony in their marriage, half delighted and half-embarrassed by her delight. The effect of Sia’s presence in the house bewildered and gladdened her. Rim’s new benevolence towards Lică was another unexpected surprise, and relief, like a mild paralysis, spread through her veins; she presumed this was happiness. 

That secret joy warmed her face with a mysterious smile that puzzled those who knew her, but there was nothing more to it than the satisfaction that her household was at peace. It was not surprising that, preoccupied with her financial worries and her newfound marital harmony, Lina lost touch with many of her friends. The professor’s pride at being a homeowner was contagious. Their contentment with the house, coupled with his usual complaints about his health, filled their days together. Satisfied with his new acquisitions — the house and the nurse — Rim flourished.
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