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			Mihail Sebastian is one of the most important
				Romanian writers of the twentieth century. Born Iosif Hechter to a Jewish family in 1907, he
				grew up in Brăila, Romania, an ancient port on the Danube. He studied law in Bucharest from
				1927 to 1929 and in Paris from 1930 to 1931, then worked occasionally as a lawyer while
				publishing articles, novels and plays, and being part of an influential literary circle that
				included the historian of religion Mircea Eliade, the playwright Eugene Ionesco and the
				philosopher Emil Cioran (who was the model for Ştefan D. Pârlea in For Two
					Thousand Years).

			During his lifetime, his most famous book was the
				novel For Two Thousand Years. Published in 1934, it sparked a furious debate in the
				newspapers for its ambiguous political stance. Critics on the left accused Sebastian of being
				anti-Semitic although he was Jewish, while those on the right attacked him for being a Zionist.
				At the core of the novel is the year 1923, when a new constitution gave citizenship to ethnic
				and religious minorities. The first edition of the novel included a foreword by
				Sebastian’s mentor, the philosopher Nae Ionescu, who made a series of anti-Semitic remarks
				and was in fact the model for the character of Ghiţă Blidaru. Critics wondered why
				Sebastian had decided to include Ionescu’s words and whether he agreed with him or not.
				Sebastian replied in an essay titled How I Became a Hooligan (1935), where he explained
				why he felt the need to think as lucidly as possible at a time when everything was politically
				charged.

			His other books, written after this incident,
				include less political novels influenced by French modernists, such as The Town with Acacias
				(1935) and The Accident (1940), and plays like Holiday Game (1938) and
					A Nameless Star (1944). As the fascist Iron Guard rose to power, Sebastian was
				prohibited from work as a journalist and was abandoned by his circle of friends – an
				experience chronicled in the diary he kept from 1935 to 1944 and which is similar in style and
				tone to For Two Thousand Years. Having survived the war and the Holocaust, he was
				killed by a truck as he crossed the street in May 1945, as he was going to teach his first
				university lecture on Balzac. He was 38.

			When his Journal was finally published
				in Romania in 1996, it became a bestseller, generating a heated controversy over responsibility
				for war crimes and the country’s history of anti-Semitism. The English translation has
				been hailed as ‘a humane masterpiece’ and compared to Anne Frank’s diary.

			Philip Ó Ceallaigh is the author of two
				collections of short stories, Notes from a Turkish Whorehouse and The Pleasant
					Light of Day, both published by Penguin. His work has been translated into ten languages
				and adapted for cinema and he has received the Rooney Prize for Irish Literature. He lives in
				Bucharest, Romania.
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			I believe I’ve only ever been afraid of
				signs and symbols, never of people or things. My childhood was poisoned by the third poplar in
				the yard of the Church of St Peter, a tall, mysterious tree, its shadow on summer nights falling
				through the window, over my bed – that black band slashing across my bedcovers – a
				terrifying presence I could not understand and did not try to.

			And yet, I walked bareheaded through the deserted
				streets of the city when it was occupied by Germans: a white trail in the sky marking the
				passage of planes, bombs falling all about, even close by, the short dry thumps echoing across
				the open country.

			And yet, with cold, childlike curiosity I calmly
				observed cartloads of frozen Turks passing by the gates in December, and not even before those
				pyramids of bodies stacked like logs in a woodpile did the presence of death make me
				tremble.

			And yet, I crossed the Danube in a damaged boat,
				taking in water, to Lipovan villages, just rolling up my sleeves when it seemed the rotten
				bottom could no longer hold out. And God knows what a bad swimmer I am.

			No, I don’t think I’ve ever been
				fearful, even though the Greeks from the big garden, who pelted us with stones when they caught
				us there, shouted ‘Cowardly Jew!’ at me daily from the moment they knew me. I grew
				up with that shout, spat at me from behind.

			I know, though, what horror is. Horror, yes.
				Little nothings which nobody else noticed loomed before me menacingly and froze me with terror.
				Vainly would I approach the poplar across the road in the light of day, caressing its black bark
				and, with bloodied nails, breaking splinters from the wood exposed between the cracks.
				‘It’s just a poplar,’ I told myself, leaning back against it, to feel it right
				against me so as not to forget. But by evening I had indeed forgotten, alone in my bedroom,
				bedded down as always at ten o’clock. You could still hear the steps of passers-by from
				the street, muffled voices, occasional shouts. Then that familiar silence, arriving with the
				usual pace, in the usual stages. If I made an effort, I could perhaps recall those three or four
				internal beats with which my night began, real steps which I descended physically in darkness
				and silence. Then the shadow of the poplar found me once again tensed, with fists clenched and
				eyes wide open, wanting to shout out but not knowing how or to whom.

			*

			Made a curious discovery yesterday at the
				second-hand bookshop. George Gissing. La rançon d’Eve. From around 1900, I
				think. Absolutely nothing about the author (probably English). Passed a good four hours.

			When I’d finished it, I went into the
				street for an evening paper. More fighting, at the faculty of medicine in particular, and in our
				own faculty. I didn’t attend today. Why bother?

			*

			Marcel Winder stopped me in the street to tell
				me they’d beaten him up again.

			‘That’s number eight,’ he told
				me, not specifying whether it was his eighth fight or his eighth injury. He had a black bruise
				under his left eye. He was chatty, almost cheerful. Superior at any rate. I’ve certainly
				never aspired to that kind of thing. I’ve steered clear. It looks like the lads are
				getting ready for 10 December, but Winder didn’t want to tell me too much about it.

			‘Not your sort of thing, pal. You’ve
				better things to worry about. And coincidentally, just coincidentally, they stop you getting
				into trouble with us. Just a coincidence.’

			Winder is wasting his time. He’s flogging a
				dead horse: I don’t have that kind of vanity.

			*

			In a letter from Mama I received today:

			
				… And, in particular, don’t go to
					the university. I’ve read in the paper that big fights have broken out again, and the
					milliner’s son, when he was home, told me it’s worst of all at your faculty. Leave
					the showing off to the others. Listen to your mother and stay home.

			

			‘Leave the showing off to the
				others.’ If Mama could know how that sounds.

			*

			Can that be it? This morning I went to the class
				on Roman law. No one said a word to me. I took notes feverishly, in order not to have to lift my
				eyes from my desk. Halfway through the lecture, a ball of paper falls on the bench, beside me. I
				don’t look at it, don’t open it. Someone shouts my name loudly from behind. I
				don’t turn my head. My neighbour to the left watches me carefully, without a word. I
				can’t endure his gaze and I look up.

			‘Out!’

			He barks the command. He stands up, making space
				for me to get by, and waits. I feel a tense silence around me. Nobody breathes. Any gesture from
				me and this silence will explode.

			No. I slide out of the desk and slip towards the
				door between two rows of onlookers. It all happens decorously, ritually. Someone by the door
				lashes out with his fist, but it is a glancing blow. A late punch, my friend.

			I’m out in the street. I see a beautiful
				woman. I see an empty carriage passing by. Everything is as it ought to be. A cold December
				morning.

			*

			Winder sought me out to congratulate me on
				yesterday’s events. I don’t know who told him about it. And he gave me a ticket to
				go to the student dormitories the day after tomorrow. A group is being organized for every
				faculty. The boys are determined to attend lectures on 10 December. A matter of principle,
				Winder says.

			The whole thing bores me to death. I’d like
				a big, clear, severe book with ideas that challenge all I believe in, a book I could devour with
				the same intense passion with which I first read Descartes. Every chapter would be a personal
				struggle.

			But no: I’m involved in a ‘matter of
				principle’. Ridiculous.

			*

			10 December. Walking straight ahead, head
				uncovered, in the rain, blindly, looking neither right nor left nor behind, without crying out,
				to avoid crying out, above all, and allowing the noise of the street, the people who are
				watching, and this hour of confusion, to wash over me. There. If I close my eyes, nothing
				remains but drizzling rain: I can feel the fine droplets on my cheek, trickling from my eyebrow
				towards my nostrils and from there falling suddenly to my lips. Why can’t I be profoundly,
				imperturbably calm, like a horse drawing an empty cart through mud, through a storm?

			I’ve been beaten. That’s all I know.
				I’m not in pain and, apart from a punch to the thigh, none of them were severe blows. He
				had a strange expression, under his cap. I hadn’t believed he was going to strike me until
				I saw his raised fist. He was a stranger: perhaps it was the first time he’d laid eyes on
				me.

			I’ve been beaten and the world
				doesn’t stand still for such things. Italian-Romanian Bank, paid-up capital, 50,000,000.
				Where Minimax guards, fire doesn’t spread. The capital of Iceland is … Liebovici
				Isodor, what happened to you? If he found the door to the secretariat, he escaped. If not
				… But what the hell is the capital of Iceland? Not Christiana, for God’s sake, and
				not Oslo either, because they’re the same place …

			If I cry, I’m lost. I’m still
				self-possessed enough to know that much. If I cry, I’m lost. Clench your fists, you fool,
				if necessary, believe yourself a hero, pray to God, tell yourself you’re the son of a race
				of martyrs, yes, yes, tell yourself that, knock your head against the wall, but if you want to
				be able to look at yourself in the mirror and not die of shame, don’t cry. That’s
				all I ask of you: don’t cry.

			*

			If I thought it would do any good, I’d rip
				out that page I wrote the other day. One more pathetic outburst like that and I’ll give up
				keeping a diary. What matters is whether I can understand calmly, critically, what is happening
				now to myself and others. Otherwise …

			People say that this afternoon they’ll
				decide to close the university indefinitely.
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			Yesterday, on the platform, as I was getting off
				the train, Mama looked thinner and older than ever under the weak station lights. It was
				probably only her usual nerves, in our first hour of being together again.

			Her nerves … ‘Have you got all your
				parcels? You didn’t leave anything on the train? Button up your collar properly. Now, to
				find a carriage …’ She talks a lot, hurriedly, about so many little things, and
				doesn’t wipe the tear from her lashes, afraid I’d notice it.

			*

			First walk in town. Triumphal procession down
				Main Street, between two rows of Jewish shopkeepers who salute me loudly, each from his own
				shop, with discreet knowing nods.

			‘It’s nothing, lads, keep your chins
				up, God is good, it’ll pass.’

			‘For two thousand years …’ says
				Moritz Bercovici (manufacturing and footwear), trying to explain to me the cause of our
				persecution.

			At the barber’s, the owner himself takes
				the honour of cutting my hair and asks during the operation if I have any bruises, scars …
				if you know what I mean, sir.

			‘No, I’ve no idea.’

			‘Well, the fighting.’

			‘What fighting?’

			‘The fighting at the university.
				Didn’t you get beaten up?’

			‘No.’

			‘Not at all?’

			‘Not at all.’

			The man is perplexed. He cuts my hair grudgingly,
				unenthusiastically.

			*

			A family evening. My cousin Viky has returned
				with her husband from their honeymoon. Seems she’s pregnant. An uncle finds the matter
				amusing.

			‘You’ve been hard at work, you
				two!’

			Viky is embarrassed, her husband serious.

			‘Well, young fellow, there you go!
				You’re done for now! Whether you like it or not, feel like it or not, you have to …
				You know the story about the train?’

			He tells the story about the train. Everybody
				laughs loudly. In the corner, Mama looks at me, confused …

			I might have ended up like the rest of them, a
				fat married shopkeeper, playing poker on Sunday evening and talking dirty to newlyweds. You know
				the one about the train?

			I sometimes ask myself, fearfully, if I have
				wholly succeeded in escaping them.

			*

			I asked Mama if we could stay at home. She
				works, I read. I look up from the book from time to time to see her, beautiful, calm, with the
				most peaceful forehead I know, with her eyes a little tired with age. Forty-three? Forty-four?
				I’m afraid to ask her.

			‘How are you getting on in
				Bucharest?’

			‘Fine. Why do you ask?’

			‘No reason.’

			She continues working, without looking at me.

			‘You know, Mama, if sending me 4,000 is too
				hard …’

			She doesn’t respond. I go to the other side
				of the table, take her right hand in mine and squeeze it inquiringly.

			‘It’s late, son. Time for
				bed.’

			I should have guessed. Things have not been
				going well at home. There’s no more money. I’ve told her that from now on I’ll
				manage on 2,000 a month. I’ll stay in the student dormitories. It’s fine there too,
				it’s warm and clean and comfortable. (She doesn’t seem to believe me – and I
				talk quickly, surprised at the positive qualities that I’ve suddenly discovered in those
				barracks in the Jewish quarter in Văcăreşti.)

			*

			I can hear her breathing in the next room.
				I’m well aware that she can’t sleep and deliberately breathes as if she’s
				sleeping to fool me so that I won’t be worried.

			Such childish nonsense. I should be ashamed of
				it, but I am not. At my age, unable to leave home for three months without that feeling of
				something clutching at my heart, without that great yearning overwhelming me just as I am about
				to be embraced goodbye. If I weren’t ashamed, I’d go and kiss her now, as I would in
				the past, when I woke in the night from a bad dream. The bad dream: that suitcase packed for the
				journey.
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			The voluptuousness of being alone in a world that
				believes it owns you. It’s not pride. Not even shyness. It’s a natural, simple and
				unforced sense of being left to yourself. Sometimes I’d like to leave my own body and from
				a corner of the room observe how I talk, how I get worked up, see what I’m like when
				I’m cheerful or sad, knowing that none of those things is me. Playing at having a double?
				No, that’s not it at all.

			*

			I ate at the canteen between a bad-smelling
				loud-talking Russian and a thin girl with chapped hands and badly applied lipstick. A concrete
				floor, the cold, a coat thrown over my shoulders, a plate shoved before me, a tin fork on the
				ground.

			I’m never going to be a social
				revolutionary, I who in that moment somehow managed a cheerful smile.

			There are eleven boys in the room, including me.
				Sadigurski Liova, my neighbour to the right, shaves with the old razors given to him by Ionel
				Bercovici, my neighbour to the left. I’m still guarded in my interactions here. I fear
				greater familiarity.

			Towards morning, whenever I happen to wake, I
				like to listen to the chorus of breathing of the ten people around me, in this long, cold room:
				the rasping breath of the polytechnic student by the door, his neighbour’s fluting
				whistle, Liova’s sighing, the bumblebee buzz of someone towards the back, by the window
				and, above them all, the loud, penetrating, animal snore of Ianchelevici Şapsă, the
				giant.

			*

			I watch how they return in the evening from the
				university, in dribs and drabs, or singly, worn out. And each one grimly enumerates the fights
				he’s got into, like a billiard score, so that a competitor won’t steal their
				points.

			Marcel Winder is up to fifteen. The other day his
				hat also got ripped, which puts him well ahead on the road to martyrdom. Loudly, in the middle
				of the yard, he points out each of his wounds. This one and this one and this one …

			*

			Today they removed Ianchelevici
				Şapsă’s mattress. He hasn’t paid his bill for three months and
				they’re taking action. He watched calmly, leaning against the wall, without protest. In
				the evening he laid down on his bed board and uttered a choice curse. I threw him one of my
				pillows. He sent it sailing back, high through the air, nearly smashing the lamp, and turned
				over to face the wall.

			*

			It was a tough day. It’s been decided that
				we absolutely have to get into the civil law faculty, where they grade you for attendance. Up
				until now we’ve only been going in scattered groups of three people at most. This avoids
				major confrontations, but it achieves nothing as they usually identify us all and kick us
				out.

			So today we had to change our tactics. We entered
				in a compact group and sat in the front rows, by the lectern. We don’t respond to minor
				provocations, but defend ourselves if we’re attacked. ‘Until the end’ –
				that was the slogan.

			It’s a bad strategy, I think, but I’m
				not going to tell the boys that, so thrilled are they with today’s success. We gave as
				good as we got, perhaps, but did nobody notice Liebovici Isodor, jammed in the corner by the
				blackboard, with his coat ripped and a bloody split lip? Ianchelevici Şapsă did
				wonders: he was pale and serious, holding the leg of a chair he had broken off for the
				fight.

			Evening. Marcel Winder made a list of those who
				were beaten up, to give to the paper. I told him to rub my name out: I don’t think I
				received more than two blows and, more to the point, Mama doesn’t need to find out.

			*

			Calm exteriors. Perhaps antagonism has acquired
				a certain style.

			‘Dear colleague, would you kindly show me
				your student identification card?’

			Three of them surround me, waiting. I take out my
				student card and display it to the one who spoke.

			‘Aha! Please vacate the lecture hall. Come
				along.’

			He points the way.

			*

			Liebovici Isodor got badly beaten up. Again. I
				wasn’t there, but heard from Marga Stern, who was.

			I’m rather fond of his curt manner, his
				proud, firm reserve.

			‘Again, Liebovici?’

			‘Again, what?’

			‘They beat you up again.’

			‘No.’

			‘Of course they did.’

			‘All right, they did, then … You seem
				to know all about it.’

			He turns and leaves, irritated, head bowed.

			I lost my gloves in the scuffle or they were
				taken. And the weather is icy … Damn.

			*

			No, I’m not the tough kind. Where are the
				oaths I made two years ago, on the freshly shut cover of Zarathustra? Why did I wander aimlessly
				in the street last night, alone, miserable because I was unable to cry and terrified at the same
				time that I might have been about to? Why in the evening, when I lay my head on my pillow, is it
				like collapsing in exhaustion after being chased?

			Imbecile. Three times over.

			What depresses me most is the feeling of losing,
				with each day, the refuge of solitude, of finding myself in solidarity with Marcel Winder and
				Ianchelevici Şapsă, descending the stairs together, united in common feeling, becoming
				one with them, the same as them, a fellow sufferer and sympathizer. Jewish fellow-feeling
				– I hate it. I’m always on the brink of shouting out a coarse word, just to show
				that even though I’m in the midst of ten people who believe me their ‘brother in
				suffering’, I am in fact absolutely, definitively alone.

			Listen, Marcel Winder, if you pat me on the
				shoulder one more time, I’ll punch you out. My business if I’m hurt, your business
				if your skull gets cracked. I’ve nothing to share with you, you don’t need anything
				from me. You go your way and I’ll go mine.

			*

			We’ve had no fire for three days.
				We’re out of wood and awaiting a promised subsidy.

			Liova is sick, a fever of 39 degrees. An intern
				from Caritas came to see him and promised to take him there as soon as a bed becomes
				available.

			The polytechnic student has got frostbitten ears
				and a big yellowing bandage covers his entire cheek. It turns my stomach at mealtimes in the
				canteen, along with the tattered cotton wool and gutta-percha.

			Ianchelevici Şapşa has washed his socks
				and hung them on the edge of the bed to dry. A girl was looking for him today. I think
				she’d come from a market in his town and she brought him a bag of walnuts. He laughed
				awkwardly: I think he was embarrassed to receive her in front of us.

			Am I not ridiculous here, with my fussy
				judgements, and minding how I ‘carry’ myself? An aesthete. That’s what I am.
				‘Decency, reserve, solitude’ – worthless virtues that oblige you to grin
				through the pain.

			Unshaven for four days. It’s too cold to
				spend a quarter of an hour in front of the mirror.

			*

			Things could have gone badly today. I was coming
				down from the administrative offices, where I’d gone to get warm, and was two steps from
				the door when Ştefăniu went out ahead of me. He hadn’t noticed me. I’ve
				just realized that. But I lacked composure and foolishly spun about to avoid him, and
				that’s when he saw me. He could only reach me with his walking stick (a good blow on the
				right shoulder). I ran from him, though this risked attracting the attention of the others, and
				took a left into the hall. With him in pursuit. I went through the upper gallery, towards the
				senate, calculating I could stop in the chancellery. But there was no key in the door and I
				wouldn’t have been able to hold it shut indefinitely with my shoulder. Luckily the door to
				the senate steps was open. Once out in the street, I supposed he wouldn’t pursue me. And
				he didn’t.

			And I should write to Mama this evening. But
				what?

			Ten in the evening. A while ago the Bessarabian
				medical student brought two pieces of wood in the pockets of his overcoat. But since we
				haven’t had a fire for so long the stove smokes and now it’s gone cold again and the
				acrid smell in the room chokes Liova.

			Somebody went out and left the door open. Nobody
				gets up to close it. Ionel Bercovici is playing poker on his bed with Marcel Winder and two
				others whom I don’t know.

			You can hear Liova coughing from time to time.
				Somebody is beating his hands together, either because the coughing annoys him or because
				he’s cold.

			
				Saturday evening

				Every Jew is a king

				And every corner of the house rings with laughter

				And everyone’s happy

			

			Ianchelevici Şapsă is singing. Leaning
				against the wall, overcoat draped over his shoulders, hands in pockets. He has a heavy, drawling
				voice that has trouble with the high notes and he stumbles a little at the end of each
				verse.

			‘… A ieider i-id a melah
				… Every Jew is a king …’

			It’s a melody I’ve heard before
				somewhere, long ago. At home, perhaps, in Grandfather’s time.

			My eyes feel hot. It’s nothing, kid. Nobody
				can see you. And don’t you feel it does you good, infinitely more good, than proudly
				gritting your teeth and holding it in?

			Sing, Ianchelevici Şapsă. You’re
				a big fellow, twenty-five years old, and haven’t read a book in your life, you’ve
				passed through life aware of everything around you and steady on your fine animal feet, you wash
				your own socks and eat a quarter of a loaf of bread and three walnuts for lunch, you talk dirty
				and laugh to yourself, you’ve never looked at a painting or loved a girl, you swear like a
				trooper and spit on the ground, but look at you now while we, the rest of us, watch you silently
				as though by the roadside, you alone Ianchelevici Şapsă, dispirited, sullen and
				starved though you are – you alone are singing.

			*

			I’d gone to the rector’s office to
				ask something. On returning, the vestibule – empty ten minutes before – had been
				invaded. I didn’t recognize anybody. But it had all the makings of a nasty fight.

			So – I’m trapped. I’m noticed
				by somebody, or so it seems to me. I go up the stairs three steps at a time, slam behind me
				various doors, hit walls as I veer left and right. On to the second floor, then left, and I
				don’t feel I can keep going much longer: I stick to the walls and with a trembling hand
				seek a door. In trepidation, I push a handle. It’s open.

			A small, uncomfortable classroom. Ten or twelve
				in attendance. A very young man is at the lectern: a student or assistant. He’s talking.
				Probably it’s a seminar.

			My head is spinning and I don’t know if
				I’m afraid of those outside or embarrassed before those inside. I have to do something to
				occupy myself and compose my nerves. I take out my pencil and pad: I make notes. Mechanically,
				absently, simply to behave coherently and get a grip on myself. I don’t know what the man
				at the lectern is saying. I record like a stenographer, like a machine. Involved only in the
				motion of pencil on paper, indifferent to everything said, completely detached from what’s
				going on.

			And now, this evening, I find this strange piece
				of paper in my hand:

			
				There is something profoundly artificial in the
					entire value system underpinning our lives. Not solely in political economy, where the stresses
					are visible and the evil easy to locate. Financial instability is the most obvious, though not
					the most acute, crisis of the old world. There are breakdowns that are even more serious, and
					even sadder agonies. We will understand nothing about the economic crisis we are studying if we
					get bogged down in technical details. These are secondary. Absolutely secondary. It’s not
					a financial system that is collapsing today, but a historical system. A structure is being
					razed, not a handful of forms, facts and details. A crisis of concepts of value in economics
					and finance is not an isolated fact, as it partakes of a general crisis on all levels of modern
					life. We live with too many abstractions, too many illusions. We’ve lost the ground
					beneath our feet. It’s not only the gold standard that has been lost, but any fixed
					relationship between our symbols and ourselves. There’s a gulf between man and his
					context. These expressions that you see have become dehumanized. Or, perhaps more accurately,
					they have become inhuman.

				Take any of our institutions, ideas,
					attitudes, skills or shortcomings, take them one at a time and sound them out. You will notice
					that they ring hollow. Life has fled from them, the spirit has left them. Why? I don’t
					know why. The result, perhaps, of the abuse of intelligence. I’m not joking. We have made
					for ourselves a civilization based on intelligence as the basic value, and this is an expensive
					luxury and a terrible presumption. Between ourselves and life, we have posed ourselves as
					arbiters. That is a tragic conceit. We are nothing and it was Descartes who believed otherwise.
					See now how we pay the price, three hundred years later.

				I fear the hour of the fools is upon us.
					Rather, I don’t fear it at all. I’m glad. Because I have seen what intelligence has
					done and where it has taken us. Now we turn back, penitent, embittered and with three centuries
					of weariness, heading back into the forests of foolishness and real life.

				You can call that obscurantism. All the
					better.

			

			*

			He’s neither student nor assistant.
				He’s a professor of political economy. This year he’s teaching a course on
				‘the concept of value in the history of economic doctrines’. His name is
				Ghiţă Blidaru. The boys just call him Ghiţă. He’s come from Munich or
				Berlin, I’m not sure which. He looks much younger than his thirty-five years. He has a
				long, drawn, asymmetrical face, with something shy in his smile and commanding, joined eyebrows.
				He speaks in an offhand drawl, interrupting himself at times with a ‘no?’ like a
				fiery full stop.

			From today’s lecture, a passage that was
				just a parenthesis:

			
				To be logical? To be logical is not, as is
					stated in our books, to think according to formulae and equations, but to think according to
					the essential nature of things. If you really require a definition, try this one: logic is the
					systemization of intuition.

			

			And laugh.

			*

			The lecture on Adam Smith:

			
				If you were to ask me what we are doing here,
					in a class in which the parentheses are longer than the treatment given to the subject of the
					course, I might respond as follows: we are disposing of values. Clearing them away like dead
					wood. Intelligence, individualism, free choice, positivism … And we are looking for a
					single ‘value’, one that contains them all. That is called, if I am not mistaken,
					life.

			

			*

			Mondays and Fridays, from six to seven,
				Blidaru’s course. We’re a small group of regulars, and we know each other but
				don’t talk. Sometimes, a new figure appears and takes a seat at the back. I like to look
				around from time to time and observe, as the lecture progresses, the growing surprise on the
				face of the new arrival.

			*

			He spoke today of the superiority of the
				physiocrats over all the modern schools of economic thinking. Too broad for me to transcribe my
				course notes here. He spoke stridently, aggressively, with sudden twists in the movement of the
				argument. (The effect is that of an intelligent agitator working a crowd.) We were waiting,
				intrigued, for the denouement – when a military march struck up outside our window. A
				passing company with its colours.

			He jumped from the lectern, sprang towards the
				window, opened it and stood there watching, nodding his head to the rhythm of the big drum.

			He then turned to us.

			‘Isn’t the street
				wonderful?’

			*

			The third lecture on the physiocrats.
				Blidaru’s course rearranges hierarchies with the greatest of ease. Only a couple of words
				on what the textbook considers sacrosanct, then ten furious lectures on what the textbook
				despises most.

			
				There is an element in physiocrat economics
					which is more powerful than any of their naiveties. Of course, those old men of 1750 had no
					idea of the mechanism by which goods circulated and what they imagined in this realm is
					romantic and fantastic as well as false. But for all these errors, there remains one intuition
					worth incomparably more than any dry statistic. Their economics starts with the earth and
					returns to the earth. Behold a peasant idea, a simple idea of life, an idea that comes from
					nature, from the most natural everyday human intuitions. Nothing can demolish such a simple,
					clear truth.

				Disoriented as we are, we will perhaps
					one day find the truth that returns us to the soil, simplifying everything and installing a new
					order. One not invented by us, but grown by us.

			

			*

			They’re talking again of closing the
				university. The fighting has intensified. The faculty has been under military occupation for a
				week.

			What remains is Ghiţă Blidaru’s
				course, hidden in that obscure room on the second floor, where nobody goes because nobody knows
				about it.

			Evening. The dorms as silent as a snowy
				wasteland. From time to time, in the corridor, tired footfalls, a door closing, a cry that goes
				unanswered.

			You can work well in this silence. I re-read an
				economic treatise with Ghiţă’s notes in my hand. An impassioned
				confrontation.

			*

			It’s worrying. There were too many people
				at the lecture. Strange hostile faces in the front rows.

			Blidaru, brilliant. Success is ultimately
				achievable, perhaps. But if things don’t work out? We’ll see.

			No, this is one thing I won’t give up.
				I’ve left civil law, left the aesthetics course, left and will leave any course you want,
				history, sociology, Chinese or German, but I will not give up Ghiţă Blidaru’s
				course.

			I received two punches during today’s
				lectures and I took eight pages of notes. Good value, for two punches.

			Some of them stopped me at the door.

			‘Student ID.’

			It would have been stupid to present it. I tried
				to rush past them. They knocked me to the wall with a single blow. I watch them from the corner
				into which they have pushed me. The door was ajar. Laughter, voices, shouts from one bench to
				another could be heard. Five minutes to six. Ghiţă will enter now. If I could get in
				too … If I go to those idiots at the door and talk to them, perhaps they’ll
				understand. Good God, a seat in the back row … It’s hardly too much to ask …
				No, that’s an idiotic idea … Silence. Then applause. He’s entered, surely. The
				door closes. One of them, the only one who has remained to guard the lecture hall, stares at
				me.

			‘What’s up, pal?’

			‘What’s up? I’m terribly
				ashamed of you and the others, I feel a head taller than you, because you’ll never know
				the sad pride of defeat, alone against ten thousand. And I’m going to see Ghiţă
				Blidaru and I’m going to talk to him.’

			*

			I can’t re-create the scene. I’m
				powerless to remember it all now. It was brusque. Just two or three words and a puzzled
				glance.

			Ghiţă was leaving the secretariat. I
				went up and spoke to him. I don’t know what I said. I swear I don’t, and that this
				isn’t a ruse to spare myself one more moment of self-disgust.

			He interrupted me.

			‘Young man, what do you want?’

			‘Professor, they threw me out and
				…’

			‘Well, and what do you want me to do about
				it?’

			He walked off without waiting for a reply.

			I should run for hours through the streets, or
				chop up a wagonload of barrels with a hatchet, to collapse in my bed in the evening and sleep
				and forget.

			*

			Third night playing poker. We played in the
				library, around a candle, until three or four in the morning.

			Yesterday I won 216 lei and then treated everyone
				to some girls, where we went in two at a time.

			Ionel Bercovici kissed me. ‘Hey, and we all
				thought you were stuck up.’

			A disgusting dive. That vinegary white wine is
				really pretty awful. The first few glasses make you wince. Then in the end it works.

			It goes on until late in the night. At The Cross,
				at Mizzi’s, that whore from Cernăuţi, who for an extra 10 lei will do
				anything.

			We walked between bayonets all day. There was a
				small group of us downstairs, at the secretary’s office, when compact bands arrived from
				the faculty of medicine. We were surrounded on all sides and only got out between a line of
				police two-deep. They escorted us through the streets like that, closely followed. We changed
				direction several times, hurried on, ducking into courtyards in the hope of shaking them off.
				Until nightfall. Until now.

			If it weren’t for the consolation of the
				bitter-tasting nights of gambling, the dizzy pleasure of poker, what would life be?

			Then there’s another matter. The
				voluptuousness of being dirty, your secret pride in letting yourself go. Today you give up
				brushing off your hat, tomorrow you don’t change your shirt, the day after you don’t
				repair your worn-out heels. To sink down deeply, irrevocably in filth and to love it for its
				dirtiness, for its familiar smell, for its dry crusts of bread, for the intimate warmth of
				humiliation. And to know that you are once and for all rudderless, that control slipped from
				your hands one morning when you didn’t change your collar, because you couldn’t be
				bothered.

			Haven’t they always told us we’re a
				dirty people? Maybe it’s true. Perhaps our mysticism, our asceticism, our piety is just
				that – dirtiness. A way of getting down on your knees, a form of slow, voluptuous
				self-mutilation, ever further from the white star of purity.

			*

			This morning, in the yard of the dormitory
				blocks, Marga Stern said to me, awkwardly, as if the news had nothing to do with me:

			‘Look, spring is on its way.’
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			I fled. Two weeks ago, on a day when I told myself
				I had to choose between being the fourth hand at poker or living. I fled, and I’m glad,
				because it was hard.

			It’s a small room. A garret. But it’s
				mine. A chair, a table, a bed. Four white walls and a high window, through which the tops of the
				trees in Cişmigiu Park can be seen.

			The formula is simple and I wonder why I
				didn’t discover it earlier.

			Two thousand lei per month: 1,000 for the room,
				300 lei for thirty loaves of bread, 300 lei for thirty litres of milk, 400 lei remainder.

			I’m going to write to Mama asking her to
				embroider a handkerchief with the motto I’ve discovered: LIFE IS SIMPLE!

			Fourteen days on my own. I’d like to know
				exactly how many people in this city, in the wide world, are freer than me.

			I found a superb Montaigne for 60 lei in a
				second-hand bookshop, from 1760, with fine matt paper and amazing footnotes. Impassioned. The
				more impassioned he is, the more of a libertine, sceptic and artist he is. Me? I’m just
				tortured.

			What a break. And I never, ever guessed, fool
				that I am, that such a holiday were possible.

			I’ve put up a big map of Europe on the
				wall facing the bed. I need a globe but I haven’t enough money.

			Maybe it’s childish, but I need to draw
				upon the symbolism of this map and to read off the cities and countries on it. It’s a
				daily reminder of the world’s existence. And that every kind of escape is possible.

			*

			It was beautiful just now in Cişmigiu, with
				that white metallic sun, the water green with vegetation, the still leafless trees, naked like a
				herd of adolescents drafted into the army.

			People are so ugly in their out-of-season coats,
				their hats worn out from winter, with their sun-scared smiles and heavy, trudging steps. I
				watched how they passed and pitied them their graceless lack of awareness.

			*

			A young, smartly dressed girl stopped on the
				boulevard in front of the window of a fruit shop. I said the first nonsense that entered my
				head. She laughed and agreed to walk with me.

			She didn’t ask where I was taking her. She
				ascended the stairs, and undressed readily once the door was closed. A small body, pleasant
				rather than beautiful, very young. We made love in the middle of the day, the window open, both
				of us naked. The girl cried from pleasure and afterwards walked through my bedroom with my
				clothes over her shoulders, curious, looking through the papers on the desk, opening books,
				closing them loudly.

			‘Will you come here again?’

			‘I will.’

			She didn’t ask me for anything. I forgot to
				ask her name.

			The pleasure of being naked. Feeling yourself
				recovering your animal poise, to feel it concretely and bodily, hearing the sure surge of your
				blood, knowing the voluptuousness of lifting an arm and letting it fall, having a sure sense of
				your solitary physical life.

			This should be inscribed in the eulogy of
				love.

			*

			A curious meeting with Ştefan D.
				Pârlea. It was he who stopped me. I wouldn’t have dared, though I retain a dram of
				affection for him since high school, without really knowing why.

			A bony, hard, scowling fellow, with a mighty
				handshake, the eyes of a vulture, a virile ugliness that is almost a form of beauty.

			‘Hey, look, the sun is shining
				…’

			We wandered about together, through various
				neighbourhoods, finding it odd not to come across our old familiar Danube. He told me what was
				going on at Blidaru’s course, which he too discovered some time ago.

			We talked a lot, about a thousand things, about
				books, memories, women. We stopped at a bakery, past the end of the bridge, to buy sesame
				pretzels. We ate in the street though people looked at us.

			‘You know, Pârlea, we could be
				friends, if we weren’t divided by so much nonsense.’

			‘No. You’re wrong. The pair of us
				can’t be friends. Not now or ever. Don’t you get the smell of the land off
				me?’

			There was something absurd and terrible in his
				eyes.

			Don’t you get the smell of the land off
				me? Yes, indeed I get it. And I envy you for it.

			I have an immense
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