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THE PENKNIFE
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Listen, Jewish children, I'm going to tell you a story about a
penknife. It’s not a concocted tale, but a real one that actually
happened to me. I never wanted anything as much as a pen-
knife. There was no treasure in the world I wanted as badly
as a knife to call my very own. I'd keep the knife in my pocket,
take it out whenever I wished, and cut anything I wanted. And
I'd tell my friends all about it. I had just begun to go to Yosl's
kheder (he taught the youngest children), and I already had a
knife. Well, it was almost a knife. I had actually made it my-
self. Plucked a goose feather from a feather duster, cut off
one end, flattened the other, and pretended it was a knife that
could cut.

“What sort of feather is this, the devil take it? What sort of
business is this running around with feathers?” asked my fa-
ther, a sickly man with a yellow, wizened face. “There’s a
fine how-do-you-do! Feathersl What nonsensel” And he fell
into a fit of coughing.

“What do you care what the boy plays with?” said Mama, a
short woman who wore a silk kerchief. “The man gets excited
for nothing, a plague upon my enemies.”

Later, when I moved up to the study of the Pentateuch
with commentaries, I almost had a real knife, which I also
made myself. I found a piece of steel in my mother’s crinoline
and ingeniously set it into a piece of wood. I diligently sharp-
ened the steel on a pot—and, naturally, cut all my fingers.

“Just look at him. See how he’s bloodied his fingers, your

pride and joy,” Father shouted, grabbing me so forcefully that
my bones rattled. “What a child!”

“A thunder strike mel” said Mama. She took the knife
away and threw it into the oven, paying no heed to my tears.
Now there’ll be an end to it, woe unto me.”

Nevertheless, I soon got myself another knife, this time a
real honest-to-goodness knife. The wooden handle was round
and potbellied; it looked like a barrel and had a bent blade
that opened and closed. Want to know how I got it? I scraped
up the capital by saving my breakfast money and bought the
knife from Shlomo for ten kopecks—seven kopecks cash, three
on credit.

How I loved that knife! How I adored it! I came home from
school dead tired, hungry, sleepy, and beaten up. (You see, I
had just begun studying with the Talmud teacher, Motti the
Angel of Death. . . . We were on the chapter “An Ox That
Gored a Cow.” And since one animal bumped into another,
naturally I had to get whacked.) First, I removed the little
knife from under the black cupboard where I had hidden
it. (I couldn’t take it to school, and I didn’t dare let anyone
know that I had a knife at home.) After that, I smoothed and
slit a piece of paper in two and sliced a straw in half. Then I
cut my piece of bread into tiny pieces, speared them with the
tip of my blade, and finally transferred the bread to my
mouth.

Later, before going to sleep, I cleaned the knife, scoured
and polished it, took the whetstone I had found in the attic,
spiton it, and quietly set to work sharpening the blade.

Father, a skullcap on his head, was bent over a sacred text,
studying and coughing, coughing and studying. Mother was
in the kitchen, busy with the khalle. But I did not stop sharp-
ening my little knife for an instant.

Suddenly Father jumped up, as though from sleep.

“Who's squeaking over there? What's going on? What are
you doing, you apostate?”

He approached, bent over my whetstone, grabbed me by
the ear, and fell into a fit of coughing.

“What is this? Knives?” Father coughed, taking the knife
and the whetstone away from me. “What a young lout! Too
lazy to pick up a book and study, hah?” )

I began to wail. Father helped things along .thh a few
smacks, and Mama, her sleeves rolled up, dashed in from the

kitchen crying:
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“Stop itl What's going on? Why are you hitting him? For
goodness’ sake, what have you got against the child? Oh, woe is
mel”

“Knives,” Father shouted and coughed. “A snip of a child.
« « . Whatalout. . . . Can't you pick up a book? . . . You're
eight years old already. . . . I'll give you knives, you empty-
headed scamp. . . . Knivesall of a sudden!”

God Almighty, what did he have against my little knife?
How had the little thing sinned against him? Why was he so
angry?

My father, I remember, was almost constantly ill, always
pale and yellow, and in a perpetual rage at the world. He
blazed with anger at the most trivial thing and was ready to

“trample me. Luckily Mama kept a wary eye and saved me in

the nick of time.

They threw my little penknife so far I couldn’t even find
it after an intensive eight-day search. I sincerely mourned my
misshapen knife, my good little knife. How dark and bitter
was my lot in kheder! I came home day after day with swollen
cheeks, with red ears mercilessly tweaked by the hands of
Motti the Angel of Death—all because an ox bumped into a
cow. To whom could I turn? I was as lonely as an orphan with-
out my misshapen knife. Absolutely no one was aware that I
wept silently in bed after I came home from kheder. I had a
quiet cry, dried my eyes, fell asleep, and returned to kheder
the following morning to resume studying about the ox that
gored the cow. Once again I'd catch the blows doled out by
Motti the Angel of Death, and face Father’s anger, his cough,
and his curses. I had no moment of leisure, saw neither pleas-
ant mien nor smiles. No one ever smiled at me. I was lonely

. and forlorn. All alone in the entire world.

A year, perhaps a year and a half, passed. I almost forgot that
misshapen little penknife. But as it turned out, I was des-
tined to be plagued by knives throughout my childhood. As
ill luck would have it, another little penknife came into my
life. It was brand-new. So help me, a beauty! There was noth-
ing like it. It had a white bone handle, two expensive, razor-
sharp steel blades, and it came in a brass case studded with
red brass tacks. I tell you, it was out of this world. The best on
the market.

How did I get hold of such an expensive penknife, an item
which I couldn’t possibly afford? Well, it’s a long, sad, but in-
teresting story. So listen carefully, please.

We had a lodger, a German Jew. A contractor named Hertz
Hertzenhertz. Can you imagine my opinion of him if he mum-
bled Yiddish, but was bareheaded, beardless and without ear-
locks, and, sad to relate, even went about in a highly untradi-
tional, short gaberdine? How could I keep a straight face

" when this Jewish goy (or goyish Jew) spoke to me in his frac-
- tured Yiddish—a queer dialect that was more German than

Yiddish?

“Vell, my dear boy, what Tauro portion are vee reedink
zis veek in shul?”

1 giggled and hid my face in my hands.

“Tell me, tell me, my dear boy, vat ve’re reedink von ze
Tauro.”

I exploded with laughter and ran away.

A year later, however, I was already familiar with our Jew-
ish German and liked him very much. It no longer bothered
me that Hertz Hertzenhertz didn’t say his prayers and ate with-
out ritually washing his hands. At first I couldn’t understand
why he was not struck down. How come God permitted him to
live? Why didn’t he choke while eating? Why didn’t his hair

fall out? My rebbi, Motti the Angel of Death, told me himself .
that this Jewish German was a transmigrated soul, a Jew who
had become a German and who might later reappear as a !
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wolf, a cow, a horse, or even a duck. A duck? That would really
be something, I thought, pitying the poor German. Still, one
thing puzzled me. Why did Father, who was an honest, God-
fearing man, always seat him at the head of the table, and why
did all others who visited us also treat him with utmost re-
spect?

“How do you do, Reb Hertz Hertzenhertz?” they would say.
“A hearty welcome, Reb Hertz Hertzenhertz.”

O,
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Once I even asked Father about this, but he
away and said:

“Get along. It’s none of your business. Why are you roam-
ing around here, the devil take it? Are you too lazy to take a
book in hand?” And he fell into a fit of coughing.

Again a book? God Almighty! I, too, wanted to be part of
things. I, too, wanted to hear what Herr Hertzenhertz was talk-
ing about.

I stole into a corner of the living room, listened to Hertz
Hertzenhertz laughing loudly, and watched him smoking his
thick, black, aromatic cigars. Suddenly Father came over to
me and smacked me.

“You here again, you empty-headed simpleton? What’s go-
ing to become of you, you heathen? God Almighty, what's go-
ing to become of you?” And he fell into a fit of coughing.

But Hertz Hertzenhertz stood up for me. “Oh, leaf him
alone. Let ze boy be.”

But to no avail. Father chased me out anyway. I picked up
a book, but had no desire to read it. What to do? . . . I wan-
dered from room to room till I came to the nicest one of all—

pushed me

" the one where Herr Hertz Hertzenhertz slept. Oh, how bright

and cheerful was his room! The lamps glowed, and the mir-
rors sparkled. A big silver inkwell and several fine pens were
on the tables, as well as several knicknacks—and a penknife.
And what a beauty! If only I had such a knife. How happy I
would be. What things I would carve. Yes, it must be put to the
test. Was it sharp? Yes, it cut a hair. Sliced it right in two. Boy,

In no time the knife was in my hand. I locked from side to

side and slipped the knife into my pocket for a moment. . . .

My hand trembled. . . . My heart beat so loudly that I could
hear it going tick-tick-tick. I heard someone coming, a pair of
boots creaking. It was Hertz Hertzenhertz. What should I do?
I'd better keep the knife in my pocket now. I'd put it back
later. Now I had to leave the room and run away.

I could not eat supper. Mama touched my forehead. Father
looked sternly at me and sent me to bed. . . . Sleep? Do you
think I could close my eyes? For all intents and purposes I was
dead. What was I to do with the knife? How could I put it
back?

“Come here, my precious little gem,” my father said the next
morning. “Have you seen the knife around?”

At first I was petrified. I fancied that he knew, that they all

knew. . . . And I almost blurted out— Huh? The knife?
Here it is. . . . But I choked up and with a trembling voice
answered:

“Wha . . . what knife?”

“Wha . . . what knife?” Father mimicked. “Wha . . . what
knifel The golden knife] Qur lodger’s knife. You lout, you
scoundrell” And he fell into a fit of coughing.

“Why are you picking on the child?” Mama intervened.
“The child doesn’t know a blessed thing about it, and you keep
harping away, knife, knife, knife,”

“Knife, knife. What do you mean he doesn’t know?"” Father
raged. “All morning long he’s been listening to us yelling,
knife, knife, knife. The entire house is being turned upside
down for that knife, and he asks, ‘Wha . . . what knife? Get
along, move on, go wash up, you empty-headed lout, you
heathen.” And he fell into a fit of coughing.

Thank God they didn’t search me. But what next? The knife
had to be hidden in a safe spot. Where could I hide it? Oh, yes!
In the attic. I pulled the knife out of my pocket and slipped
it into my boot. I ate without knowing what I was eating. In
fact, I was choking.

“What are you rushing for, the devil take itp” Father asked.,

“T'm rushing off to kheder,” I answered and felt my face be-
coming red as fire,

“Suddenly a scholar! What do
grumbled, furious at me,

I barely managed to finish eating and say grace.

“Well, how come you're not going to kheder, my little
saint?” Father asked.

“What are you chasing him for?” Mama said.
sit for a while,”

A minute later 1 was up in the attic. The white penknife,
Placed in some dark corner, lay there and said nothing.

“Why are you clambering around up in the attic?” Father
yelled. “You lout! You're almost Bar Mizvah, you bathhouse
dunderhead!” And he fell into a fit of coughing.
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you say to our new saint?”’ he

“Let the child




e
PYIW KD DIK LYWW SRE 1K DX TR WELY — ...0yBY KT PR —
?"0YBY” PN K KD DXT PK DX 27DYBY” LO™T DXN 2DVEY —
..KIM) YUOK X ...K ..K ..7BDD K ..K —
AP BRIK WP WINK DY 1T LK 20yTa [BNK 2RI K PR —
LVIYITYIP AWITK 171275370 1T, WAyOwonT 1T, IR 1T MY 1w voym
AT PR DX, DXT I UK DY "1, DY DILKL DYT MIK U W 73 UK DY 1K)
TV LIMP LIVIT TR WNKD ? KoWp K .5W0yn DX [yn brEya WnKY K11
AIKTYN .2 TMWIRD DYIWTYS M1 IYIK,IYAWITONK DY) DYTNA (59K n™IK
PPROTMK PR .IDIK WOV K OMK JUKVWRD 1K [VRVIOKIK [UIKT NS DK
TR W DO AV IK, DMK M LI MK DIVKD DYNE PIp Ty iy [rK
IR DI TR W AKT PR .. 530V DK DYT A1 BKD K J0 W v1o UXTVX
OPYOWYITIIK DIXT YT 72 523 K PX,TW WT PR 2 M — BIK W™D KOy
AT DYND [VINPYI ... 170 K IKS, MIVW UM DIRWIKS LIV [A7K 18 PIK
ZwoYn oRT DMK YprOXTIKE TR DY) TR O PR DR TORA PR
BYT W PR AV, DYT PP YON0WIK b3y 198K LNY 1D KT TR X
WTBYI DILKY
T A2V 5YA 1T IMKT ) PIw 00T DKM RS 2UIKT YV o m
IVITYi~yop 1y B yoRTITRT
LARZW TIX 1 LY 127 YT e ST LART IR M LT VLKL WT 55 K
DYND DIp TR NYWA AR TR DKM JINYInxE yay PYp yux5a oxT rx m
MTI9WoYn [7n vn — 130 1any [y T, 1WT0 1) v M YT PR TR
LM DIWLIIRD,OMIDT LM DEWRYIDIK — [ MK — AR VIt IVaIKRD
107D YOI L Yo v L pyaw b Inw TN

(1

T LPYRW TN ORT W ZP DXNLY UM 1M T, LYY T T Javown

JTI37 T MIRE 1y (KT b8 pyakms YPTLW IR [YPRIP DYAKWT
DITMKA IR LI VIR P uoKKa|ma% prya yorm = IrowInK o1 15m
VTR MR DTOW IR — DAYNIW X DAVIW T ,PT DIRT T
OPTNTOL O K UM, LYPKI APKT, LRYKD K PX 18 TEMIK 1Y T LYYT YUK
DPIP T T AT 72 Y DIRW WIVTIK T UM TIK DYNA PR IR UK DOK
20 IR 332 YT YK B8 DKT WOWT TIK S0 JOIWDwyIoNK (5K
DKL JAKTIRI LI WY DT LIK DYT 7K LPNG DY 1Y . 0IWabTIKE
HOM WAMDW X ORI Y PN IR T D10 DK IWLIIK DRI B 83 DO Ay
PUKIYY PR UIKN DRI 20IKTYA Y LOXN DKM
2WOYR ORI 171 15IKMIRE 1 bOK JJYIRIT PR M PR DOKID KR
K2 VOTIMIT IR OYTHMIK DOYT 1T DWW K ,0IWDYA K 07 K DYIX XK AR
...1VDRD ,YUKD MK U7
TR PN VAR — ZIWLRPTRP K ML JNK T M gMK wovakoa orn —
TTUOIKP 2 AT HYATLRLW K M, LIVIT T LINIYABNNY WY DRI — YUK
7MVD WM VYT YIWTIRMP PR PIOUBK LW LYAIK P W W
TTANK ORT ANWHTINMIM K YK WOKIY [N U ORI LYBIWIKE
'YITVITTYIp L Jynp v
1VIIP LI ATAMR SRT TIWHTTINM K, ]IV 0 1WDOKT DYBIWIKE | DAKT W 1K
J770 X R DKT,RITTK ; DY 'R PIKDW MK L PR W IK MK K PR DKT —
KTK 'K DISYISMX U2 171 VT 19 [Kp : YPXU DRI PIK . 0an5yasmx 1K 9y 1K
DK LAV DY [IK WINTKA [TY7 LY DY VT, UIRIWOI WIYwTim iy
WBIINYYIONK IWWNE W3 W MR U5 T 57K DR T OMR DMK
YIWIW5p T YRR T VLKL YT 0T PR OCTIYR [VIvT YOR V5K > uets
YT W WT YOYTIRT PR 17BW 1K wSTmow yambp 191 oxn AV
DR Y2RY7 K DIYI™ 50 K IR O V2K DMK K T 0T yymavayi
APIBK M 1B W LIKD DXT L.UIKYD [IK TR K BRI 5TY wiwumT K i
T V5K T 5YM TR LR VIR M 15 WAK RS TR 0 D20 VUKD T DKM
18,1 PR OXOW TK) DMK G PR (ERIDNIK DOXNAYT T PR Sy 1aKSw
TN SYN PR (0T WYPYIW YT T PR 30w PR DYAKN T W IR, LINKE
~19woYn K ybeewak ek w
IR MK PR PR AT VRIOKIKD DMK K DK Y0w KW .vBKSw 01y A
PICDIKITT DMK T PR DMK P PR VAR LYRP K M 50w PR B oK
MDA QYIVIY Y PR TP WHVNRKE MW Wl R v 1 Sow
IIX JUIXT NS DMK DRT PR KM VIOKNKD JAKMKI u1S Syoyn DK
KM TOKIM M LYwOwIYa oy byaxDy oy IR YT M DK DIKILKA
WDKK T DRI M T — YrWT PIK UK [ANK 7T 41K A PR .LIKS™MI
T PITIY DMK P YT PR 2 IR MK P BPip DRI L5 0Yn o iR
TAKITR VPP T — STy e YIwoyn oxT Syuwxs P 2RI M vpp
++JYMIVA ORT AT PR M PR 70PN K K PR DXT DXN L 0MYA borm
TOYINYI DKT ART X ...2 [ynuw
YPMKT DKT M Unip 0 PR SIWBYn bt v ps S yoway o
AN K DRT O IRT P R 2DYINYI JYPIKTYA T IR UK YOy Opyaw
YOI UM MMATTTTNAWY T PR AW DPOW TR YT PR 23N K s
' SAIVAlIN
favan x5
X TXD IREIYT 1M yn LY DKM [DYANYA IR PR 7K NVAYIAN L1 DOSKT
- DYV DRI T ORI LIKT T, DIKT ™ [PRITDK 799 DYN Y1 ™91 1K 2 09

“I'm looking for something,” I replied and almost kecled
over out of sheer fright. ’

“Something? What something? What sort of something are
you looking for?”’ '

“A b-b-book . . . an old T-T-Talmud.”

“What T-T-Talmud? In the attic? You rascall Come down,
and you'll get what you deserve. You simpleton! You block-
head! You oafl”

But I was more concerned about their finding the knife than
about Father’s anger. One could never tell. Perhaps this would
be the day they'd choose to go up to the attic to hang up laun-
dry or paint the rafters. I would have to remove the knife from
the attic to a better hiding place. . . . I walked about in per-
petual fright. Each one of my father’s glances showed me that
he already knew, that he would soon accuse me of taking our
boarder’s penknife. Then I thought of a perfect spot for it.
An excellent spot. Where? In the ground. I stuck it into a little
pit by the wall and, as a marker, covered it with straw. When
I came home from kheder, 1 immediately slipped out to the
courtyard, slowly removed the knife, and scarcely had my fill
of looking at it when I heard my father’s uproar:

“Where in heaven’s name are you? How come you’re not
saying your evening prayers, you common clunk, you low-
down tramp?” And he fell into a fit of coughing,.

But my father’s continuous persecution and the rebbi’s mur-
derous smacks and whacks could not be compared to the joy I
had upon coming home from kheder and seeing my only be-
loved friend, my precious knife. But, ah, me, that joy was
mixed with pain and embittered with melancholy, fright, and
loads of terror.
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Summer. The sun set, the air cooled somewhat, and the grass
smelled sweet. Frogs croaked, and puffs of rainless clouds flew
past the moon, seeking to swallow it. The silvery moon played
hide-and-seek; it seemed to float on and on, yet remained in
one place. Father sat down in the grass, half-naked, wearing
only his morning gown and his ritual fringes. He held one
hand to his chest, raked the ground with the other, looked at
the starry sky, and coughed. His face was deathly white as he
gazed at the moon. He sat on the very spot where the knife lay
buried but knew nothing of it. Oh, if he had only known!
What would he have said? What would my punishment have
been?

Aha, I thought, you threw away my bent knife, so now I've
got a better one. You're sitting on it and don’t even know it.
Oh, Father, Fatherl|

“Why are your eyes glittering at me like a cat’s?”” my father
said suddenly. “How come you're sitting there with your hands
folded like a rich merchant? Can’t find something to keep you
busy? Isn't it time for you to say, ‘Hear O Israel’? May you
not go to the blazes, you young lout! May a strange death not
befall you.” And he fell into a fit of coughing.

When Father said, “May you not go to the blazes, may a
strange death not befall you,” that was a sign that he was not
very angry. On the contrary, it showed he was in a good mood.
And indeed he was. One had to be in a good mood on such a
lovely summer night when everyone was lured out into the de-
lightfully fresh air. Everyone without exception was outside
—Tather, Mama, even the younger children, who played in
the sand, looking for small stones. Herr Hertzenhertz also

wandered bareheaded about the courtyard. He smoked a
cigar, sang a German song, looked at me, and laughed. He was
laughing at me, apparently, because my father had picked
on me. But I laughed at them all. Soon they all would go to
sleep, and I'd slip out of the house into the courtyard—that’s
where I slept, for the heat inside was unbearable. Then I'd
amuse myself and take my delight in my little knife.

Everyone was now asleep. Absolute silence. I got down on
all fours and, quiet as a cat, stole out into the courtyard. The
night was still, the air delicious. I carefully crept to the spot
where the knife was buried. I dug it up slowly and examined
it by the light of the moon. It shone, glistened like gold,
sparkled like a diamond. I looked up and saw the moon eyeing
me and my knife. What was it staring at? I turned around; it
kept on following me. I hid the knife in my shirt. The moon’s
gaze was still on me. It surely realized what sort of knife it was
and where I had taken it from. . . . Taken? Stolen is a better
word!

For the first time since I had the knife, the terrible thought—
stolen—entered my mind. In other words, I was a thief. In plain
and simple terms—a thief. The Torah, the Ten Command-
ments, declared in capital letters:

“THOU SHALT NOT STEAL.” )

Which was precisely what I had done. What would they do
to me in Gehenna for this deed? Ah, mel They would chop off

&
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the hand I'd stolen with. They'd beat me with iron rods. I'd be
sizzled on a hot frying pan. I'd burn forever. . . . Yes, I had to
return the knife. I had to return it to its place. I must not keep
astolen knife. Tomorrow I would return it.

With these thoughts in mind, I placed the knife next to my
breast. And I felt that it singed; it burned me. Yes, I would re-

. bury it in its hiding place until tomorrow. The moon still gazed

down at me. What was it staring at? It saw; it was a witness. . . .
I crawled slowly back to the house and into my bed and tried

" to sleep. But I could not. I tossed and turned from one side to

another. At dawn I finally dozed off and dreamed of knives, iron
rods, and the moon. I awoke early, prayed with great devotion,

' gulped a quick breakfast, and went straieht to kheder.

“What's the big rush to kheder?” Father yelled after me.
“What's chasing you? You won't lose much Torah by coming a
bit later. Better say the grace properly, and don’t skip anything.
You still have plenty of time to be irresponsible, you r}lfﬁan,
you renegade, you heathen.” And he fell into a fit of coughing.
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“How come so late? Well, ook here,” the rebbi scolded me. He
pointed at my friend Berl the Redhead, who stood in a corner
with bowed head. “You see, you scoundrel. Know that from this
day on he will no longer be known as Berl the Redhead, the
name he’s had to this day. No, sir. Now he’ll have a far finer
name. From now on he’ll be called Berl the Thief. So shout it
out, my lads: Berl is a thi-ief! Berl isa thi-iefl”

The rebbi intoned these words in singsong pattern, and all
the children chorused: «

“Berl is a thi-ief. Berl is a thi-ief.”

I stood there petrified; a cold wave surged over me. I didn’t
know what it all meant.

“Why the tight lips, you heathen?” the rebbi turned to me
with an unexpected whack. “How come you're so quiet, you
pagan? Don’t you hear them all singing? Sing along with all the
rest: Berl is a thi-ief. Berl is a thi-iefl”

My hands and feet shook. My teeth chattered. But I sang
along:

“Berl is a thi-ief. Berl is a thi-iefl”

“Louder, heathen!” the rebbi spurred me on. “Louder,
louder!”

Along with the entire chorus, I caterwauled: “Berl is a thi-
ief. Berl is a thi-iefl”

“Shhh!” the rebbi cried suddenly, banging the table. “Pipe
downl Now the trial’s going to begin.” And he chanted in Tal-
mudic singsong, “Oho, Berl the Thief, come over here, my lad,
and make it snap-py. Tell me, my boy, wha-at’s your na-ame?”

“Berl.”

“Berl wha-at?” the rebbi sang

“Berl . . . Berl . . . the . . . Thiefl”

“That’s the spirit, my dear lad, now you're a lovely lit-tle
bo-oy. And now Berele,” the rebbi continued chanting, “live
and be we-ell, and have vigor of body. Now if you please, take
off all your garments. That's the way. Snap it up. Quicker. I
beg you, just a little bit quicker. That’s it, Berishke, my dar-
ling.”

Berl stood there as naked as the day he was born. All the
blood had drained out of his face. He did not move. His eyes
were lowered. He looked like a dead man. A corpse.

The rebbi, still chanting, called one of the older students:

“Come now, Big Hershele, move to this side of the table,
and make it snappy. That’s it. Let’s hear the story from begin-
ning to end. Tell us how our Berl became a thief. Now listen
carefully, my lads.”

Big Hershele began to tell the story. Berl had got hold of
the charity box named after Rebbi Meir the Miracle Worker,
into which his mother dropped a kopeck or two every Friday
evening before lighting the candles. Berl got hold of the locked
charity box and with a tar-tipped straw drew out every last
kopeck in the box. Then his mother, Zlate the Hoarse, caught
on, opened the charity box, found the tar-tipped straw, and
straight off snitched to the rebbi. Right after the rebbi’'s whip-
ping, Berl admitted that for the past year he had been swiping

- kopecks out of the charity box and buying himself two honey-

cakes and figs every Sunday . . . and so on and so forth.

©
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“And now, children, pronounce judgment. You know what to
do. It's not the first time we're doing this. Let each one declare
what punishment should be meted out to a thief who steals ko-
pecks from a charity box with a tar-tipped straw. Little Her-
shele, you begin.”

The rebbi cocked his head, closed one eye,
right ear. Little Hershele answered loudly:

“A thief who steals kopecks from a charity box should be
whipped till the blood begins to flow.”

“Moshe, what do you say?”

“This is what should be done,” said Moshe plaintively, “to a
thief who steals money from a charity box. He should be
stretched out on the ground. Two boys should sit on his hands,

and cupped his

two on his feet, and two should beat him with well-salted rodsi.r’r' '

“What do you say, Kopele?” :

Kopele wiped his nose and squeaked out his judgment:

“A thief who swipes kopecks from a charity box should have
all the kids come up to him and sing right into his face loud
and clear: You're a crook, you're a crook, you're a big fat
crook.”

Everyone burst out laughing. The rebbi put his thumb under
his throat like a cantor and summoned me with the traditional
melody used to call a groom to the Torah.

“Step forth now, bridegroom Reb Sholom ben Reb Nakhum,
to chant the Maftir. Tell me, Sholomke, my pet, what punish-
ment do you suggest for a thief who takes kopecks out of a char-
ity box?”

I wanted to reply, but my tongue did not obey me. I shivered
as though in a fever. I felt as though I were being strangled. A
cold sweat covered me from head to toe. My ears rang. I no
longer saw the rebbi, my friends, or the stark-naked Berl the
Thief. I only saw knives—an endless array of white, open,
multibladed knives. The moon hung suspended by the door.
It smiled and gazed at me as though it were human. My head
spun. Everything was revolving—the kheder, my friends, the
table, the books, the moon suspended on the door, all the knives.
My legs were being cut away beneath me. Soon I'd keel over.
But with effort I braced myself to keep from falling.

At night I came home. My face burned, my cheeks flamed,
and my ears buzzed. I couldn’t make out what people were say-
ing to me. Father said something. He was angry and wanted to
slap me. Mama stood up for me. Spread her apron like a hen
taking her chicks under her wings. I didn’t hear a thing. I
didn’t want to hear. I just wanted night to fall quickly so I could

make an end of the penknife. What should I do with it? Con-.

fess and return it? Then I'd end up like Berele. Return it se-
cretly? What if they caught me? The solution was to throw it
away and be rid of it. Where could I throw it so they'd never
find it? The roof? They'd hear a bang. The garden? They'd
find it. Aha. I had an idea. I knew where to throw it. Into the

water. I swear, that was a great ideal Into the water. Into the

_well. Right here in our courtyard.

The idea pleased me so much I decided I wasn’t going to de-
liberate too long. I grabbed the penknife and dashed to the
well. I wasn’t holding a knife, I imagined, but something hide-
ous and despicable that I wanted to get rid of—and the quicker,
the better. Still, I regretted losing the knife—it was so expen-
sive. I stood for a minute lost in thought. I fancied I was hold-
ing a living thing, and my heart grieved. After all, it had cost
me so much effort; it was like destroying a living creature. But
I plucked up my courage and let it slip out of my fingers. Plop!
The water splashed and then fell silent. Good-bye knifel I
stood for a while at the well, listening. Not a sound. Thank
God. Finally had got rid of it. Nonetheless, my heart felt heavy.
1t hurt me. After all, there was nothing like that knife.

I went back to bed and saw the moon gazing at me. I fancied
it had seen my every move. I heard a distant voice saying, “But
you're still a thief. . . . Catch him . . . beat him . . . he’s a
thief . . . a thi-efl”

I slipped back into the house and lay down to sleep. I dreamt
I was running, floating, flying in the air with the knife. The
moon noticed me and said, “Catch him. Beat him. He’s a thief.
A thi-iefl”

6

A long, deep sleep. Oppressive dreams. A fire burned within
me. My head hummed. Everything was red as blood. Fiery rods
struck me. I wallowed in blood. Snakes and scorpions writhed
about me, mouths open, ready to swallow me. I heard a sharp
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blast near my ear—the shrill retorts of a ram’s horn. Someone -

stood over me, chanting rhythmically: “Beat him. Beat him.
Beat him. He is a thi-iefl” I cried, “Help! Take the moon away
from me. Give the moon the knife. . . . What have you got
against Berele? He’s not to blame. It’s me who’s the thi-ief, the

thi-iefl”
The rest I don’t remember.
* % &

I opened one eye, then the other. . . . Where was I? Ap-
parently, on a bed. What was I doing here? Who was sitting on
a bench next to the bed? Obh, it’s you, Mama?

Mamal
She didn’t hear me.
Mama! . .. Mamal . .. Ma-maa. . . .

What did this mean? I was sure I was shouting. . . . Wait. I
listened. She was crying. Crying softly. I also saw Father’s yel-
low, sickly face. He was bent over a book. He said something
softly and coughed. He sighed and groaned. Apparently, I was
already dead. . . . Dead? But then I felt my eyes brightening.
My head felt better. So did the rest of my body. One ear buzzed,
then the other. . . . Zzzzing. I sneezed—haptshoo!

“God bless you. Long life to you. Many years of good health.
Mazel tov. Congratulations. Oh, dear God, thank you!”

“He actually sneezed. Thanks to the Almighty Lordl”

“We have a great God. The boy will be well, God willing.
Blessed be He, and blessed be His name.”

“Quick, let’s call Mintzie the shokhet’s wife, She’s an expert
at charms to ward off the evil eye.”

“Better call the doctor. The doctor.”

“The doctor? What for? Nonsense. There is a better doctor.
The Almighty is the best doctor in the world. God, blessed be
He, and blessed be His namel”

“Move on, folks. Please disperse a bit. It's awfully hot. For
God'’s sake, move on.”

“Well? I told you we should pour out a wax image* of him! So
who was right, hah?”

“Thank God. Praised be the Lord. O God, God, blessed be
He, and blessed be His name.”

People swarmed around me; they stared at me. Everyone ap-
proached and tapped my forehead. They said charms over me;
they whispered to me; they licked my forehead and spat; they
tended me. They poured hot soup into me and stuffed me with
spoonfuls of fruit preserves. Everyone hovered over me, caring
for me like the apple of their eye. They fed me broths and duck-

® A folk belief that pouring out a wax image of someone was beneficial—Tr.

lings like a baby; they did not leave me alone. Mama always
sat next to me and repeated the entire story. I had fallen to the
ground virtually lifeless, and they had to lift me up. I lay de-
lirious for two weeks, croaking like a frog, babbling continu-

LLTIRNYA prIVAYY vmo PE wnn ,‘7an ally about whippings and knives. . . . They thought that I was
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quitting this world, God forbid. Then suddenly I sneezed seven
times and returned from the dead to life.

“Now we know what sort of God we have, blessed be He, and
blessed be His name,” said Mama with tears in her eyes. “Now
we know that if we call to Him, He hears our sinful requests
and our guiltridden tears. . . . We shed plenty of tears, your
father and I, until finally God showed some pity. Almost lost
a child, God forbid. Almost lost a child on account of our great
sins. May we suffer what God intended for you. Who prompted
all this trouble? What was it all about? A boy, a thief, some

* Berele whom the rebbi beat up in kheder till he was bleeding.
When you came home from- kheder, you looked half-dead al-

. ready, may I suffer all your illsl What a murderer that rebbi is;

what a brute! May God get even with him, dear Lord! . . .
No, no, my child. If we live and be well, and you rise from your
sickbed, God willing, we'll get you another teacher, not such a
hangman, such a murderer like this Angel of Death, may his
name and memory be blotted out!”
This bit of news delighted me no end. I hugged Mama and
kissed her.
“Dear, dear Mama.”
Father approached slowly, touched my forehead with his cold
pale hands, and said softly, without a trace of anger:
“Oh, you'’ve given us quite a fright, you little rascal.” And he
. fell into a fit of coughing.
Even our beardless Jewish German, Herr Hertz Hertzen-
. hertz, bent over my bed with a cigar between his teeth, patted
* my cheek, and said in German:
~ “Gut, gut! You're helsy, you're shtrong and helsy now.”

Two weeks after T had recuperated, my father said:

“Well, my boy, now go to kheder, and pay no more mind to
knives or other such nonsense. . . . It’s high time you grew

@
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up. In three years, God willing, you'll be Bar Mizvah, may you
live to be a hundred and twenty.” And he fell into a fit of cough-
ing.

With these sweet words Father sent me to a new kheder, run
by Reb Khayim Koter. This was the first time that I had heard
such kind and gentle words from my usually irascible father.
In an instant I forgot all his persecutions, all his curses, all his
smacks—it was as though they had never happened. If not for
embarrassment, I would have hugged and kissed him; Still,
how can one possibly kiss one’s father?

Mama gave me a whole apple and two kopecks to take to
kheder, and the German, too, pinched my cheek and presented
me with two kopecks.

“Gut boy!” he said. “Eggzellent boy.”

I took a Talmud folio, kissed the mezuza, and went to kheder
like a newborn man, calm, clearheaded and pure of heart, spir-
itually refreshed, with honest and pious thoughts. The sun
greeted me with its warm rays. A light breeze blowing at my
earlocks sounded like a bird chirping. I felt as if I were up-
lifted, flying. I felt like running, dancing, leaping. Oh, how good
it was to be alive when one was honest, when one was neither
thief nor liar!

I pressed the Talmud folio close to my heart and ran eagerly
to kheder. 1 swore that I would never ever take anything that
wasn’t mine, that I would never ever steal, that I would never
ever deny anything, but would always be honest—absolutely
honest.

Curt Levimat, waas.  Shelom frlefdaam,
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