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That morning Yasha Mazur, or the Magician of Lublin
as he was known everywhere but in his home town,
awoke early. He always spent a day or two in bed after
returning from a trip; his weariness required the indul-
gence of continual sleep. His wife, Esther, would bring
him cookies, milk, a dish of groats. He would eat and
doze off again. The parrot shricked; Yoktan, the mon-
key, chattered; the canaries whistled and trilled, but
Yasha, disregarding them, merely reminded Esther to
water the horses. He need not have bothered with such
instructions; she always remembered to draw water
from the well for Kara and Shiva, their brace of gray

mares, or, as Yasha had nicknamed them, Dust and
Ashes.

Yasha, although a magician, was considered rich; he
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¢ .. Tbhe Magician of Lublin

owned a house and, with it, barns, silos, stables, a hay
loft, a courtyard having two apple trees, even a garden
where Esther grew her own vegetables. He lacked only
children. Esther could not conccive. In every other way
she was a good wife; she knew how to knit, scw a wed-
ding gown, bake gingerbread and tarts, tear out the pip
of a chicken, apply a cupping-glass or lccchcs,‘ cven
bleed a patient. In her younger days shc. had tried all
sorts of remedies for barrenness, but now it was too late
—she was nearly forty. ]

Like every other magician, Yasha was held in small
esteém by the community. He wore no beard and went
to synagogue only on Rosh I'lashoqal\ and Yom K!ppur;
that is, if he happened to be in Lublin at the time. ‘]',sthcr,
on the other hand, wore the customary kerchicf and
kept a Kosher kitchen; she observed tlu.: Sabbath and.:\ll
the laws. Yasha spent his Sabbath tatking and smoking
cigarcttes among musicians. To the earnest moralists
who attempted to get him to mend his ways, he would
always answer: “When were you in heaven, and what
did God look like?”

It was risky to debate with him since he was no fool,
knew how to read Russian and Polish, and was cven
well-informed on Jewish matters. A reckless man! To
win a bet, he had once spent a whole night in fhc ceme-
tery. Ie could walk 2 tightrope, sk'ate on a wire, ch_mb
walls, open any lock. Abraham Leibush, the locksmith,
had wagered five rubles he could make a lock that Yasha
could not open. e had worked over it for months, aq(l
Yasha had picked it with a slmcmnk'cr's awl. ln' Lublin
they said that if Yasha had chosen crime, no onc’s house
would be safe.

His two days of lounging in bed were over, and that
morning Yasha rose with the sun. He was a short man,
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broad-shouldered and lean-hipped; he had unruly flaxen
hair and watery blue eyes, thin lips, a narrow chin and
a short Slavic nose. His right cyc was somewhat larger
than his left, and because of this he always scemed to be
blinking with insolent mockery. He was now forty but
looked ten years younger. His toes were almost as long
and tensile as his fingers, and with a pen in them he could
sign his name with a flourish. He could also shell peas
with them. He could flex his body in any direction—it
was said that he had malleable bones and fluid joints. He
rarely performed in Lublin but the few who had seen
his act acclaimed his talents. He could walk on his hands,
eat fire, swallow swords, turn somersaults like a monkey.
No one could duplicate his skill. He would be im-
prisoned in a2 room at night with the lock clamped on
the outside of the door, and the next morning he would
be scen nonchalantly strolling through the market place,
while on the outside of the door the lock remained un-
opencd. He could manage this cven with his hands and
feet chained. Some maintained that he practiced black
magic and owned a cap which made him invisible, ca-
pable of squeezing through cracks in the wall; others
said that he was merely a master of illusion.

Now he got out of bed without pouring water over
his hands as he should have done, nor did he say his morn-
ing prayers. He put on green trousers, red house slip-
pers, and a black velvet vest decorated with silver se-
quins. Whilc dressing, he capered and clowned like a
schoolboy, whistled at the the canarics, addressed Yok-
tan, the monkey; spoke to Haman, the dog, and to Mez-
totze, the cat. This was only part of the menageric he
kept. In the courtyard were a peacock and peahen, a
pair of turkeys, a flock of rabbits, cven a snake which
had to be fed a live mousc every other day.
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6§ .'. The Magician of Lublin

Ic was 2 warm morning, just before Pentecost. Green
shoots had already appeared in Esther’s garden. Yasha
opened the stable door and entered. He inhaled deeply
the odor of horse-droppings and petted the mares. Then
he curry-combed them and fed the other animals. Some-
times he returned from a trip to find one of his pets
gone, but this time there had been no deaths. )

He was in good spirits and he strolled about his prop-
erty aimlessly. The grass in the courtyard was green,
and a host of flowers grew there: yellow, white, speck-
led buds, and tufted blossoms that dispersed with every
breeie. Brush and thistle reached almost to the roof of
the outhouse. Butterflies fluttered this way and that, and
beces buzzed from fAlower to flower. Every leaf and stalk
had its inhabitant: a2 worm, a bug, a gnat, creaturcs
barely discernible to the naked eye. As always, Yasha
marveled at them. Where did they come from? How
did they exist> What did they do in the night? They died
in winter but, with summer, the swarms came again.

How did that happen? When he was in the tavern, Yasha
played the atheist but, actually, he believed in God.
God’s hand was evident everywhere. Each fruit blos-
som, pebble, and grain of sand proclaimed Him. The
leaves of the apple trees were wet with dew and spar-
kled like little candles in the morning light. His house
was near the edge of the city and he could see great
fields of wheat which werc green now but in six wecks
would be golden-yellow, rcady for the harvest. Who
created all this? Yasha would ask himself. Was it the
sun? If so, then perhaps the sun was God. Yasha had
read in some holy book that Abraham had worshiped
the sun before accepting the existence of Jehovah.

No, he was not illiterate. His father had been a learned
man, and Yasha had even studied the Talmud as a boy.
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A.fter his father’s death, he had been advised to continue
his education, but instead had joined a traveling circus.
He was half Jew, half Gentile—ncither Jew nor Gen-
tile. He had worked out his own religion. There was a
Frgator, but He revealed Himself to no one, gave no
indications of what was permitted or forbidden. Those
who spoke in His name were liars.

2

Yasha amused himself in the courtyard and Esther pre-
pared his breakfast: a2 hard roll with butter and cot-
tage cheese, scallions, radishes, a cucumber, and coffez
which she had ground herself and which she brewed
with milk. Esther was small and dark, had a youthful
face, a straight nose, black eyes in which both joy and
sorrow were reflected. There were even times when
those eyes would sparkle mischievously. When she
smiled her upper lip turned up playfully, revealing small
teeth, and her cheeks dimpled. Since she was childless,
she associated with the girls rather than with other mar-
ried women. She employed two seamstresses with whom
she was always joking, but it was said that when alone
she wept. God had sealed her womb, s it is written in
the Pentateuch, and it was rumored that she spent much
of what she earned on quacks and miracle workers,
Once she had cried out that she cven envied those
mothers whose children lay.in the cemetcry.

_Now she served Yasha his breakfast. She sat opposite
him on the bench and studied him—wryly, appraisingly,
curiously. She never bothered him until he had had time
to recover from his trip, but this morning she saw from
his face that his period of recuperation was over. His
being away so much had had its effect upon their rela-

tionship; they did not have the in
couples. Esther’s small tal
with a casual acquaintance

2 intimacy of long-married
k might have been exchanged
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“Well, what’s new out in the great big world?”

“It’s the same old world.”

“And how about your magic?”

“It’s the same old magic.”

“What about the girls? Have there been any changes
there?”

“What girls? There aren’t any.”

“No, no. Of course not. 1 just wish I had twenty
silver picces for every girl you've had.”

“What would you do with such a vast amount of
money?” he asked, winking at her. Then he returned to
his food, chewing as he stared off into the distance be-
yond her. Her suspicions never left her, but he admitted
to nothing, reassuring her after cach trip that he be-
lieved in only one God and onc wife.

“Those who run around with women don’t walk tight
ropes. They find it hard enough to creep around on the
ground. You know that as well as I do,” he argued.

“Just how could I know it?” she asked. “When you're
on the road I don’t stand at the foot of your bed.”

And the smile that she gave him was a mixeure of af-
fection and resentment. He could not be watched over
like other husbands—he spent more time on the road
than at homne, met all sorts of women, wandered further
than a gypsy. Yes, he was as free as the wind, but, thank
God, he always returned to her and always with some
giftin his hand. The cagerncss with which he kissed and
embraced her suggested that he had been living the life
of a saint during his absence, but what could a merc

woman know of the male appetite? Often Esther re-
gretted that she had married a magician and not some
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tailor or cobbler who sat at home all day and was con-
stantly in view. But her love for Yasha persisted. He
was both son and husband to her. Every day that she
spent with him was a holiday.

Esther continued to study him as he ate. Somchow he
did things differently from the usual run of people.
While he was cating, he would suddenly pause as if In
deep thought, and then begin chewing again. Another of
his odd habits was to dally with a picce of thread, idly
tying knots in it, but so skillfully rhar an cqual space
would remain between each knot. Fsther would gaze
often into his cyes trying to penetrate cheir artifice,
but his impassivity always defeated her. He concealed
much, scldom spoke in carncest, always hid his vexations.
Even if he were ill, he would walk around burning with
fever, and Esther would be none the wiscr. Frequently
she questioned him about the performances which had
made him famous throughout Poland, but he cither dis-
missed her questions with a curt reply or evaded them
with a joke. One moment he would be on the most inti-
matc terms with her, and the next he would be cqually
remote, and she never grew tired of wondcring about
cach move he made, each word, cach gesture. Even
when he was in one of his exuberant moods and babbled
like a schoolboy, everything he said had meaning. Oc-
casionally, it was only after he had lefr and was once
more on the road, that Esther would understand what
he had said.

They had been married twenty ycars, but he was still
as playful with her as he had been on the first days after
their wedding. He would tug at her kerchicf, tweak her
nose, call her ridiculous nicknames such as Jerambola,
Pussyball, Goose Gizzard—musician’s jargon, she knew.
Days, he was one thing, and nights another. One mo-
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10 .. The Magician of Lublin

ment he crowed elatedly like 2 rooster, squealed like
a pig, whinnied like a horse, and the next was inexpli-
cably melancholy. At home he spent most of his time in
his room, occupied with his equipment: locks, chains,
rops, files, rongs, all sorts of odds and ends. Those who
had witnessed his stunts spoke of the ease with which
they were performed, but Esther had witnessed the days
and nights spent perfecting his paraphernalia. She had
scen him train a crow to speak like a man; watched
him teach Yoktan, the monkey, to smoke a pipe. She
dreaded his overworking or being bitten by onc of
the animals, or falling from the tightrope. To Esther he
was all sorcery. Even at night, in bed, she would hear
him clicking his tongue or snapping his toes. His eyes
were those of a cat; he could see in the dark; he knew
how to locate missing articles; he was even able to read
her thoughts. Once she had had a quarrel with one of
the scamstresses and Yasha, coming in late that nigh,
had scarcely spoken to her before divining that she had
had an argument that day. Another time she had lost
her wedding ring and searched everywhere for it before
she had told him of the loss. Fle had taken her by the
hand and had led her to the water barrel where the ring
lay at the bottom. She had long since come to the con-
clusion that she would never be able to understand all
his complexities. He possessed hidden powers; he had
more secrets than the blessed Rosh Hashonah pomegran-
ate has seeds.

3

It was midday and Bella's tavern was almost deserted.
Bella was dozing in a back room and the bar was tended
by her small assistant, Zipporah, Fresh sawdust had been

sprinkled on the floor, and roast goose, jellied calf’s fout,
chopped herring, egg cookies, pretzels, had been laid
out on the counter. Yasha sat at a table with Schmul the
Musician. Schmul was a large man with bushy black
hair, black cyes, sideburns, and a thin mustache, He
was dressed in the Russian manner: a satin blouse, tas-
scled belt, and high boots. For several ycars Schmul had
worked for a Zhitomir nobleman, but having become in-
volved with the wife of his patron’s steward, had had to
flce. Considered Lublin’s most accomplished violinist, he
always performed at the more exclusive weddings. This,
however, was the period between Passover and Pente-
cost, a time of no weddings. Schmul had a mug of beer
before him; he leaned againse the wall, onc cye screwed
up, the other contemplating the beverage, as if debating
whether to drink or not. On the table was a roll and on
the roll a large golden-green fly, which also seemed un-
able to come to a decision: Should it fly off or not?

Yasha had not yet tasted his beer. He seemed en-
tranced by the foam. One by one the bubbles in the
brimming glass disintegrated until it was only three-
quarters full. Yasha murmured, “Swindle, swindle, bub-
ble, bubble.” Schmul had just been bragging about one
of his amorous adventures, and now at the end of one
story and before the beginning of another, the men sat
silently thoughtful. Yasha enjoyed listening to Schmul’s
storics; he could have replicd in kind had he wished, but
with the pleasure evoked by Schmul’s story, came an
inncr gnawing, an ominous feeling of doubt. Let’s as-
sume he's telling the truth, Yasha thoughe, then who is
deceiving whom? Aloud he said, “It doesn’t sound like
much of a triumph to me. You captured a soldier who
wanted to surrender.”

“Well, you've got to catch them at the right moment.
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12 .. The Magician of Lublin

In Lublin it’s not as easy as you think. You sce some
girl. She wants you, you want her—the problem is how
can the cat climb the fence? Let's say you're at a wed-
ding; when it’s over she goes home with her husband
and you don’t even know where she lives. And even if
you do know, what good is it? There's her mother,
her mother-in-law, her sisters, and her sisters-in-law.
You don’t have such problems, Yasha. Once you're on
the other side of the city gate, the world is yours.”

“All right, come along with me.”

“You'd take me?”

“I'll do more than thae, I'll pay your expenses.”

“Yes, and what would Yentcl say? When a man has
children, he's not free any more. You won't believe me,
but I'd miss the kids. I leave town for a few days and
I'm half crazy. Can you understand that?”

“I? Tundgrstand everything.”

“Despite yourself, you get involved. It’s as if you
took a rope and tied yourself with it.”

“What would you do if your wife carried on like the
one you were telling me about?”

Schmul’s face suddenly became serious. “Belicve me,
I'd strangle her,” and he lifted the mug to his lips and
drained its contents.

Well, he’s no different from anyonc clse, Yasha
thought as he sipped his beer. It's what we're all afeer.
But how do you manage it?

For quite some time now Yasha had been involved
in this very dilemma. It disturbed him day and night. Of
course he had always been a soul-searcher, pronc to
fantasy and strange conjecture, but since the advent
of Emilia, his mind was never quict. He had evolved
into 2 regular philosopher. Now instead of swallowing

his beer, he rolled the bitterness around on his tonguc,
gums, and palate. In the past he had sowed cvery variety
of wild oats, had tangled and disentangled himself on
nwincrous occasions, but in some final sensc his marriage
had remained sacred to him. He had never concealed
that hie had a wifc and he had always made it clear that
hc. would do nothing that would jeopardize this relation-
ship. But Emilia demanded that he sacrifice everything:
his home, his religion—nor were these all that were re-
quired. Somchow or other he must raisc a vast amount
of moncy. But how could he accomplish that honestly?

No, I must end the thing, he told himself, and the
sooncr the beteer.,

§chmul twirled his mustache and moistened it with
saliva to get the ends nicely pointed. “How's Magda>”
he asked.

Yasha woke from his reverie, “How should she be?
She’s just the same.”

*Her mother still living?”

‘(ch.ll

“Have you taught the girl anything>”

“Some things.”

“What, for instance?”

“She can spin a barrel with her feet and do somer-
saults.”

“Is thac all>”

“That's ir.”

“Somconc showed me 2 newspaper from Warsaw and
there was 2 great to-do about you in it. What a fuss!
Thcy say you're as good as Napoleon the Third’s magi-
cian. What sleight of hand, ch, Yasha? You really are a
master of deception,”

Schmul's words jarred him; Yasha did not like to dis-

cuss his magic, and for a2 moment he disputed with him-
sclf, finally deciding: I won't answer at all. But aloud he
said, “I don't deceive anyone.”

“No, of course not. You really swallow the sword.”

“Of course 1 do.”

“Go tell that to your grandma.”

“You big simpleton, how can anyone deceive the
eye? You happen to hear the word ‘deception’ and you
keep repeating it like a parrot. Do you have any idea
what the word means? Look, the sword does go down
the throat and not into the vest pocker.”

i
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“The blade goes into your throat?”

“First the throat, and then the stomach.”

“And you stay alive?”

“I have so far.” ) .,

“Oh Yasha, please don’t expect me to belicve that!

“Who gives a damn what you believe?” Yasha said,
suddenly becoming weary. Schmul was nothing but a
loud-mouthed fool who could not think for himself.
They sec with their own eyes but they don’t believe,
Yasha thought. As for Schmul's wife, Yer}tel, he kne}v
something about her that would have driven that big
blockhead insane. Well, everyone has something that he
keeps to himself. Each person has his secrets. If the world
had ever been informed of what went on inside of him,
he, Yasha, would have long ago been comimitted to 2
madhouse,

4

The dusk descended. Beyond the city there was stlll some
light, buc among the narrow strects and high buildings it
was already dark. In the shops, oil lamps and candles
were lit. Bearded Jews, dressed in long cloaks and wear-~

ing wide boots, moved through the streets on their
way to evening prayers. A new moon arose, the moon of
the month of Sivan. There were still puddles in the
streets, vestiges of the spring rains, cven though the sun
had been blazing down on the city all day. Here and
there, scwers had flooded over with rank water; the
air smelled of horse and cow dung and milk fresh from
the udder. Smoke came from the chimneys; house-
wives were busy preparing the evening meal: groats
with soup, groats with stew, groats with mushrooms.
Yasha said goodbye to Schmul and started for home.
The world beyond Lublin was in turmoil. Every day
the Polish newspapers screamed war, revolution, crisis.
Jews everywhere were being driven from their villages.
Many were emigrating to America. But here in Lublin
one felt only the stability of a long-established commu-
nity. Some of the town’s synagogues had been built as
long ago as the time of Chmelnicki. Rabbis were
buried in the cemetery, as well as authors of commen-
taries, legists, and saints, each under his tombstone or
chapel. Old customs prevailed here: the women con-
ducted business and the men studied the Torah.

Pentecost was still several days off, but the cheder
boys had already decorated the windows with numerous
designs and cutouts; there were also birds moulded out
of dough and eggshells, and leaves and branches had
been brought in from the countryside in honor of the
holiday, the day on which the Torah had been given
on Mount Sinai.

Yasha paused at one of the prayerhouses and glanced
in. The worshipers were chanting the evening services.
He hcard a tranquil buzz; they were saying the Eighteen
Benedictions. Pious Jews who served their Creator the
year round beat their breasts, crying: “We have sinned”;

“We have transgressed.” Some raised their hands, others
their eyes—heavenward,

A gabardined old man with a high crowned hat over
two skullcaps, one behind the other, wgged at his
white beard and moaned softly. Shadows danced on the
walls to the flickering of the one memorial candle in
the menorah. For a moment, Yasha lingered ac the open
door inhaling the mixture of wax, tallow, and something
musty—something which he remembered from child-
hood. Jews—an entire community of them—spoke to 2
God no one saw. Although plagues, famines, poverty,
and pogroms were His gifts to' them, they deemed
Him merciful and compassionate, and proclaimed them-
sclves His chosen people. Yasha often cavied their un-
swerving faith.
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He stood there for a moment before continuing. The
strectlamps were lit but it made little difference. They
scarcely illumined their own darkness. Since there were
no customers in sight, it was hard to understand why the
shops remained open. Kerchicfs on their shaven skulls,
the shopwomen sat darning their men’s socks or sewing
litle aprons and undershitts for their grandchildren.
Yasha knew them all. Married at fourteen or fifteen, they
had become grandmothers in their thirtics. Old age, pre-
maturely invited, had puckered their faces, stolen their
tecth, and left them benign and affectionate.

Though Yasha, like his father and grandfather, had
been born here, he remained a stranger—not simply be-
causc he had cast off his Jewishness but because he was
always a stranger, here and in Warsaw, amongst Jews as
well as Gentiles. They were all settled, domesticated—
while he kept moving. They had children and grandchil-
dren; there were none for him. They had their God, their
saints, their leaders—he had only doubt. Dcath meant

Paradise to them, but to him only dread. What came
after lifc? Was there such a thing as a soul? And what
happened to it after it left the body? Since carly child-
hood he had listened to tales of dybbuks, ghosts, were-
wolves, and hobgoblins. He, himself, had experienced
cvents uncxplained by natural law, but what did it all
mean? He beecame increasingly confused and with-
drawn. Within him, forces raged; passions reduced him
to terror.

In the darkness as he walked, Fmilia's face loomed
before him: narrow, olive-skinned, with black Jewish
cyes, a Slavic turned-up nose, dimpled checks, a high
forehead, the hair combed straight back, a dark furz,
shadowing the upper lip. She smiled, shy and lustful at
once, and eyed him with an inquisitiveness both worldly
and sisterly. Ile wanted to put out his hand to touch her.
Was his imagination so vivid, or was this truly a vision?
Her image moved backwards like a holy placard in a
religious procession. He saw details of her coiffure, the
lace around her neck, the carrings in her ears. He
yearned to call her by name. Nonc of his past affairs
could compare with this onc. Asleep and awake, he
hungered for her. Now that fatigue had left him he
could scarcely wait for the Pentccost to pass so that
he could be with her in Warsaw again. He had not as-
suaged his passion through Esther, though he had tried.

Someone jostled him. It was Haskell, the water bearer,
with two buckets of water on his yoke. He scemcd to
have sprung out of the carth. The red beard picked up
glints of light from somewhcre.

“Haskell, is it you?”

“Who clse?”

“Isn'c it late to carry water?”

“I need money for the holidays.”

Yasha rummaged in his pocket, found a twenty-gro-
schen piece. “Here, Haskell.” ’

Haskell bristled. “What's this? I don't take alms.”

“It’s not alms, it’s for your boy to buy himself a
butter-cookie.”

“All righe, I'll take it—and thanks.”

And Haskell’s dirty fingers intertwined for 2 moment
with Yasha'’s.
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Yasha came to his house and looked into the window.
The seamstresses were working on a trousseau for a
bride. The thimbled fingers sewed swiftly. In the lamp-
light, a seamstress’ red hair seemed aflame. Esther
bustled around the stove, adding pine twigs to the tri-
pod on which the supper was cooking. A trough of
dough in the center of the room was covered with rags
and a cushion; Esther was about to bake a batch of
butter-cookies from it for the Pentecost. Can I leave her?
Yasha thought. During all these years she’s been my
only support. Were it not for her devotion, I would
have long since drifted like a leaf in 2 windstorm. . . .

He did not go immediately into his rooms, but walked
down the corridor into the courtyard to look in on the
mares. The courtyard was like a patch of country in
the midsc of a city. The grass was dewy, the apples
green and raw, but already fragrant. The sky here
scemed lower, more dense with stars. As Yasha watked
into the courtyard, a star somewhere in space detached
itself and plummeted, trailing a fiecry wake. The air
smelled half-sweet, half-acrid, alive with rustlings, fer-
ment, and crickets’ chirping—which, cvery once in a
while became a loud ringing. Field mice scurried about.
Moles had burrowed humps in the ground, birds’ nests
were in the branches of trees, in the barn, and the roof-
caves. Chickens dozed in the hayloft. Each night the

fowl bickered quietly over the disputed porch-space.
Yasha breathed decply. Strange, that every star was
larger than the carch, and millions of miles beyond it.
If one were to dig a ditch thousands of miles deep into
the carth, one would come up in America. . . . He
opened the stable-door. The horses loomed mysteri-
ously, shrouded in the darkness. The pupil-filled cyes
were flecked with gold or fire. Yasha recalled what his
father—blessed be his memory—had rtold him: that
animals could sce the forces of evil. Kara swished her
til and pawed the earth. A gripping animal devotion
exuded from the mare to her master.

5

All the temples, prayerhouses and Hasidic assembly
rooms were jam-packed for the Pentecost. Even Esther
put on the hat she had made for her wedding, took her
gold-engraved prayer book and headed for the women’s
synagogue. But Yasha remained at home. Since God did
not answer, why address Him? He began to read a thick
Polish book on the Laws of Nature that he had bought
in Warsaw. Everything was explained therein: the law of
gravity, how each magnet had a north and a south pole,
how likes repelled and opposites attracted. It was all
here: why a ship floated, how a hydraulic press operated,
how a lightming rod drew the lightning, how stcam
moved a locomotive. This information was as vital to
Yasha professionally as it was interesting. He had been
waiking the tightrope for ycars without knowing that
he had stayed up only because he managed to balance the
center of his gravity directly over the rope. But after
he had finished this illuminating book, many questions
remained unanswered, Why did the ground puil the rock

to it> What, actually, was gravity? And why did 2
magnet ateract iron but not copper? What was electric-
ity? And from where had it all come: the sky, the
carth, the sun, the moon, the stars? The book men-
tioned Kant's and Laplace’s theory of the solar system,
but somehow it did not ring true. Emilia had presented
Yasha with a volume on the Christian religion written
hy a professor of theology, but the story of the immacu-
late conception and the explanation of the trinity—the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost—seemed to Yasha
even ‘more unbelievable than the miracles which the
1 assidim ateributed to their rabbis. How can she belicve
this? he asked himself. No, she only pretends. They all
pretend. ‘I'he whole world acts out a farce because
everyone is ashamed to say: 1do not know.
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Hc paced back and forth, His thoughts were always
stimulated when he was alonc in the house, while others
were at temple. How had it come about? His father had
been a pious Jew, an impccunious hardware-dealer. Tis
mother had died when Yasha was seven and the father
had not remarried; the boy had had to raise himself. He
would go to cheder onc day, skip the next threc days.
An abundance of locks and keys were to be found in his
father’s store and Yasha had been curious about them.
He would fumble and fuss with 2 lock until it opened
without a key. When magicians came to Lublin from
Warsaw and other big cities, Yasha would follow them
from strect to strect, observing their tricks, and later he
would attempt to duplicate them. If he saw somconc
do a card trick, he would play around with a deck of
cards until he mastered it. He watched an acrobat walk
the tightrope and went home promptly to try it. After
falling, he would mount again. He scampered over r(.)of-
tops, swam in deep water, leaped from balconies (into

straw discarded from mattresses before Passover), but
somehow nothing harmed him. He cheated in his pray-
ers and descerated the Sabbath, but continued to belicve
that a guardian angel watched and protected him from
danger. Despite his reputation as an unbeliever, rascal,
and savage, a respectable girl, Esther, had fallen in love
with him. He roamed about with a circus, a bear trainer,
even with a Polish wandering troupe which performed
in firchouses, but Esther waited for him patiently, for-
giving all his peccadillocs. Tr was because of her that he
had his home, his estatc. The knowledge that Esther
awaited him had fired him with the ambition to raisc
his station, to aspirc to the Warsaw circus, and the sum-
mer theaters, to become famous throughout Poland. He
was no strect performer now, who drags about with an
accordion and a monkey—he was an artist. The news-
papers hailed him, called him a master, a great talent;
noblemen and grand dames came backstage to greet
him. Everyone said that had he lived in Western Europe,
he would be world famous by now.

The years had passed but he could not say where. At
times he felt as if he were still a boy, at other times he
scemed a hundred years old. He had taught himself
Polish, Russian, grammar, and arithmetic; he had read
textbooks on algebra, physics, geography, chemistry,
and history. His mind was crammed with facts, dates,
information. He remembered cverything, forgot noth-
ing. Onc glance determined a person’s character for
him. Someone need only open his mouth and Yasha
would know what was about to be said. He could
read while blindfolded, was expert at mesmerism, mag-
netism, and hypnotism. But what was happening be-
tween Emilia—a high-born professor’s widow—and him-
sclf, was somcthing diffcrent. It was not he who had

magnetized her, but the other way around. Although
they were miles apart, she never lefe him. He felt her
gaze, heard her voice, inhaled her aroma. He was tense
as though walking the tightrope. As soon as he went
to sleep, she would come to him—in spirit, but vibrantly
alive, whispering sweet nothings, kissing, embracing,
showering him with affection and, strangely enough,
her daughter, Halina, would be there too.

The door opened and Esther came in, prayer-book in
one hand, the train of her sillien gown, with the tucks
and stripcs, in the other. Her feathered hat reminded
Yasha of the first Saturday after the wedding, when
Isther, the bride, had been led to the temple. Her cyces
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sparkled with joy now—the high spirits of one who
has shared ceremonies with others.

“Happy holiday!”

“Happy holiday to you, Esther!”

He embraced her and she blushed like a bride. The
long periods of separation had preserved in them the
cagerness of newlyweds.

*What's new at the temple?”

“The men’s or the women's?”

“The women's.”

Esther laughed.

“Women are women. A little praying and a little
gossip. You should have heard the hymn of Acdamuth.
It was glorious. Compare it to your finest opera!”

She immediately began to prepare the holiday meal.
No matter what Yasha chose to be, she was determined
to have a good Jewish home like the others. She placed a
carafe of wine, a benediction winecup, twin jars of
salt and honey, a Sabbath loaf, and 2 pearl-handled
breadknife, on the table. Yasha said a benediction over
the wine. It was one thing he dared not refuse her. They

were alone, and this always reminded Esther of her
infecundity. Children would have made all the dif-
ference. She smiled sadly and wiped away a tear with
the edge of an embroidered apron. She served the fish,
the noodles with milk, the kreplach with cheese and
cinnamon, the dessert of stewed prunes, butter-cake, and
coffec. Yasha was always home for the holidays; it was
the only time they were together. Esther looked at
her husband as she ate. Who was he? Why did she love
him? She knew he led a wicked lifc. She did not reveal
all she knew; only God knew how far he had fallen.
But she could hold no grudges against him. Everyone
villified him and pitied her, but she preferred him above
any man, no matter how exalted—cven a rabbi.

After the meal, the couple retired to their bedroom.
Man and wife don’t usually lic together in the daytime,
but when he went outside to close the shutters, she did
not protest. As soon as he put his arm around her she
was aroused, like an adolescent—since a woman who
has not been pregnant, remains virginal forever.

X
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The Pentecost was over. Yasha again prepared to go on
the road. During his last night home, he said things
that frightened Esther.

“How would you feel if I never returned?” he asked
her. “What would you do if I died on the road?”

Esther silenced him with her hand over his mouth,
and begged him never to speak like that, but he per-
sisted. “Such things do happen, you know. Only re-
cently I climbed the tower of a city hall; I could easily
have slipped right there and then.” He also mentioned
his will and admonished her not to mourn him for too
long a period, should he pass away. Then he showed
her a hiding place where he had secreted a few hun-
dred rubles in golden ducats. When Esther protested
that he was ruining the last few hours they had before

their next meeting on the Days of Awe, he countered:
“Well, suppose I'd fallen in love with someone else and
were going to leave you. What would you say to that?”
“What? Have you fallen in love with someone else?”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“You'd betrer tell me the truth.”
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He kissed her and vowed cternal Jove. These scenes
between them were not ncw. He liked to teasc her
with all sorts of contingencies and vex her with puz-
zling questions. How long would she wait for him if he
were imprisoned? Or if he went to America? Or if he
contracted consumption and werc confined to a sani-
tarinm? Fsther always offered the same reply: She could
love no onc clse; without him, her lifc would end. But
he often resorted to this kind of intcrrogation. He now
demanded, “What would happen if [ became an ascetic
and, to repent, had myself bricked into a cell without a
door like that saint in Lithuania? Would you remain truc
to me? Would you give me food through a slit in the
wall?”

Esther said, “It’s not necessary to seal one's self in 2
cell to repent.”

“I¢ all depends on what sort of passion one is trying
to control,” he answered.

“I'hen | would seal mysclf in wich you,” she said.

It ali ended with fresh caresses, endearments, and pro-
testations of undying love. When Esther later fell asleep,
she suffered a terrifying nightmare and on the following
day fasted until noon. She quictly uttered a prayer
which she'd found in a prayer-book: “God Almighty, 1
am Yours and my dreams arc Yours. . . ."” She also
dropped six groschen into the alms box of Reb Mayer,
The Miracle Worker. She asked Yasha to give his holy
promisc never again to torment her with such idle talk,

since, what could a person know of the future?>—Lvery-
thing was ordained in Heaven.

"The holidays were over. Yasha hitched up the wagon
and prepared to leave on his journey. He took along the
monkey, the crow, and the parrot. Fsther cried so much
that her eyes swelled. One side of her head ached, 2
weight seemed to press against her left breast. She was
not a drinker, but for the first days after his departure she
always sipped cherry-brandy to uplift her spirit. The
seamstresses suffered from her gricf; she found faule with
every stitch. Strangely enough, the girls sulked as well
after Yasha lefe—he was that “lucky.”

ile went on a Saturday night. Esther accompanicd
him all the way to the highway with his wagon. She
would have gone further, but he playfully drove her
back with his whip. He did not want her walking back
so far alone in the dark. He kissed her for the last time
and lefe her standing there—tearful and with arms
outstretched. For years they had parted this way but the
leave-taking seemed more difficult now than ever.

He clicked his tongue and the horses broke into a tror.
The night was mild, a three-quarter moon hung in the
sky. Yasha’s eyes misted; after a while he gave the
horses free rein. The moon rode with him. In the glori-
ously moonlit fields, the tips of the green wheat gleamed
bright and silvery. He could distinguish every scarc-
crow, cvery path, every cornflower along the road. The
dew descended like flour from a heavenly sieve. There
was a scething in the ficlds, as if unscen grains poured
into an unseen mill. Even the horses occasionally turned
their heads. One could almost hear the roots sucking
the earth, the stalks growing, the underground streams
trickling. Occasionally a shadow, as of a mythical bird,
crossed the fields. At times a droning became audible,

neither human nor animal, but as if a monster hovered
somewhere in space. Yasha breathed decply and fingered
his pistol, which he carried as protection against high-
waymen. lj-lc was on the road to Piask. There, outside
of town, lived Magda's mother, the widow of a black-
smith. In Piask itsclf, he numbered among his acquaint-
ances notorious thicves, as well as onc Zcftel, 2 deserted
wife, with whom he was having an affair.




¥ 00 M bOYRD X — vyop "1 10PEMWIOMK PR Thea

DI YO o ,0ov) avTebaee X IR 0T 1prwpan
OXNXD Do DYTR LR Sy WOXIFD K LROTIX WY ¥ nx
DD N R W by px ap DIMNRWPR Py LTBTYL §7 WoKD
DT O . XOTDIK ova janmn DY PR oRN ,rm:t;vbw ®
10 pr wows ¥ X vYhoe Sawoorn O 1xnxn vprows
PO¥ ME PR xTagp apam ¥ 13WOTY LW PR BYTR Ay
¥ RO T movsx by o WOOYAMK oxw 1ynva »
A 0EphyUIND vaRmwa g WINSYOTID T v pagwom vpbee
XN WOEPYLT 21 bR W ot o *T e Sovp x t;w'mp
LR PR YT e e oo DB LXMW 1 bra yewm pr g

«DOIT & M 1YSpmpam,

D 2T M Son vppm ag EIRPWT ,:m::v:,:u: l::: ;:l“"’
N0 WYD 1My ey by PRD 39 1 punuys by
TV PK vDRD oo WL exveep & AN XD SoROWP PR Yo

% W N0 T WT PR Loagr W TIX TOP0UP 111 IRLY
TT LT WOUN 0 ¥ ARy Tn oppRIoNR Map " bgn
SUYIME Y1W3 ¥ AR xoivny WPIRP WT DPYWLYIONR
Y1 RT P93 DYT LYBTYMR DR ¥ oMy WPNWTI R VD (Y
DET 99 01 WpnanR W % pynk vl o¥n v nvdw m
DX W .TDIT NINTT N0 030X DhWRha & g povwy Lan why
DYID CXN WHIPMD 129 opoeya shayby DI LRI T
D D1 T 0XTX 1 en qobkuTya ook ovap Ny
VIDYID 3% DX PR WD VT X ks LEN W IR oYyt
DOXOPYIIX LEWI Y¥n 1K 1MDR DR W .o 1IR1 0TI DR 1OEN
UPIWIFL DT RN DXA LYW WIK L. WOXIWD IR WOIRL W 3
OENLY  VOWNLIWD IWIKOTIA VT OMICWA T avy o ™
TRAWAR T AT “OVPINNE, YT WWTIE WT 18 VINN v
WD YED IR 1a%A ogn va o TUPLNMDPOT W b bpYp

~DTWWIBE MY ypIrr oxT Sum whie

VPLIMY IIEDIE DIM RTRY X LIWA T JART 0p0IAl Y

IDRYT UKV LTI WOIL PR WS WIVE WA PR LIS
ST R sm vy pme 1K) MIndR T XpoINIT Ko aTIYY
TERY ¥ M LDYPIND WA YOOM YT %1 0 ¥ o pvma UK
DI NOWT LRA LVHLYD VT DRN LD X L XY wprtnTh
DIPORD ¥ DINDYIOMN I PK JOVIVA 1K — pmphwy o7 vIIMIBY
0 W) 1T R avvt oy v exa NoysaTby
TH DD MR R IPNEY TR UWP T T e ox1 wa L (rone
oK S omares § o v Yuny vER o1 oxoTog DyILYIRbY
TP DXAVI D¥A T LWHUYY mm peR T Swp IV DI
0% ¥PT vy pw S bp g AR 100 bona LS vy

LD DR L™ I PR PP WOLWONR W WIR M ymba
ayna w7 0o W P LY W W WKWK X T
UM™MI3 ANTD IYNYA VIVT ODYIE YT .UM X M DYIWVEVIONIN BRI
M PR O W3S wpwe v AT/ 120 PR
DEWTVICNR PI DWYIIN 12870 PR TWOD o LPRDYIS PAT &
PR DR LbER T FPIRWP LEINY ROYATTOY bEA DD qvhaya
¥ PR WD PYRD T apybe ¥ DWBTYRR T WD
(0% T X bYW b wovawTY JUXMTIWD ¥ DX VIvanayy

DVN DYBY .12°0 DN M) BEM PR'D X .. D 1D 7 wWrN —
~117°0%0 LYN oyay IS Wy vows

~ 1OVIIRINT OB MK W WA 2w 108p by oy —
IDWAY TE ¥NIRD LY

*T DPRDYAMR DIOVXEI PW DR 1 R vagbDY) PR XDRn
PR XN DD ¥ OXDK — D™ PIvEED b bYowoy & rr P
AP DPIWFIMN LEA T WaAR WPpMIENX YoIb 07 RN
¥ M WD 139 oen TR wn v Jenp DIXDYY DR T ym
PR — .3 nxoov ook Spw 2oPMImhp xox W
T DT 1K WDORD DROYITIDY PR T 1% 23790 12 1w
%01 & 1381 ogn 1% wowp S e ¥ v v
1XVRY IV Y Y00 Jobgn M M wavew ¥ bYWLUYIOTYE
T VI X QR LIV WK W) & Ma m MY WTE 1T
TIPR3 VIMA T TORPUOR 1D WA T T R TIa NV PR 179
WrWOYda o ooy DT ¥TI¥D M 8 D M oy — WhHYDp
VIETT T unEn¥ X LR ¥R L§n jeors PR .0u5 oMK
EN VIVIORIMD LW VIDAWD ¥, VIVORSTYAIKR 138 2 ) S W
PIVAVIOW TH LODYT MT LA 1 b ybImuoaR px by
LIWHRIONX T2 W3 IR LbEoys PTTORA T LWPYD TR b
N '78!"1[('2"." WT YN o) wr M R DIPYI DX ravy 1'58
PNE SRWT PR 1R 10 Woxwe o 1YOYIPBRAR JoRYTND
TWBDYT v pwwa v LT ¥R LWBYYPDINY

Soon the smithy, a sooty structure, its crooked roof
torn apart like an abandoned nest, its walls askew, its
window a hole, materialized. Once, Adam Zbarski,
Magda’s father, had forged axes and plough-shares here.
The son of a nobleman ruined by the uprising in 1831,
he had sent Magda to a school in Lublin and had later
perished during an epidemic. For eight years Magda had
been Yasha's assistant. Since she was an acrobat, she
had short hair and wore a leotard during the perform-
ances, where she turned somersaults, spun a barrel on
her feet and handed Yasha his juggling paraphernalia. In
the Old City of Warsaw they shared the same apartment.
She was registered with the municipal authoritics as his
maid,

The horses must have recognized the smithy for
they went faster. Now they moved through buckwheat
and potato fields, past a roadside shrine where the Vir-
gin Mary held the Christ child in her arms. In the moon-
light che statuc appeared strangely alive. On a hill
further on, the Cacholic cemctery stood, surrounded
by a Jow fence. Yasha focused his eyes. Here lay the
ones who rested eternally. In cemerteries, he always
sought omens of life after death. He had heard all
kinds of stories of little flames which flickered berween
the graves—as well as of shades and phantoms. It was
said of Yasha's own grandfather that he had revealed

himself to his children and even to strangers weeks and
months after his death. It was even said that he once
rapped on his daughter’s window. But Yasha could
see nothing now. The birch trees, leaning together,
looked petrified. Although there was no wind, their
leaves rustled as if self-stirred. The tombstones gazed
at cach other with the silence of beings who had had
their final say.

2

“The Zbarskis had been expecting Yasha; ncither mother
nor daughter had retired for the night. Flzbieta Zbarski,
the smith’s widow, was a stout woman, built like a hay-
stack. Her white hair was pinned up in back and her
face was gentle despite her size. She sat playing pa-
tience, Although she could neither read nor write, hav-
ing been orphaned ar an ecarly age, her knowledge of
cards indicated irrevocably an aristocratic descent. Once,
she muse have been beautiful since even now her fea-
tures were regular: her nose well cur and slightly
turned up, her mouth thin and shapely, without a tooth
missing, her eyes bright. But she had a broad double-
chin, underhung with a goiter which extended nearly
to the breast; her bosom jutted out like a balcony; her
arms were uncommonly thick and weighty; her torso
like a sack stuffed with flesh of which little mounds
burst out here and there. She had bad feet and had to
use a cane, even around the house. The deck of playing
cards was soiled and wrinkled. She mumbled to hersclf,
“Again the ace of spades! It's a bad sign. Something is
going to happen, children, something is going to hap-
pen! oL

_“What's going to happen, Mother? Don’t be so super-
stitious!” Magda cried out,

Magda had already packed her possessions in a chest
with bmss.hoops—a present from Yasha. She was in her
late rwenties bue appeared younger; audiences thoughe
her no more chan eighteen. Slight, swarthy, flat-chested
bare!y skin-and-bones, it was hard to believe she was.
Elzbicta’s child. Her eyes were grayish-green, her nose
snub, her lips full and pouting as if ready to be kissed
or like those of a child about to cry. Her neck was Iong’
and thin, her hair ash-colored, the high checkbones
roscola-red. Her skin was pimply; at boarding school
she Im.d been nicknamed cthe Frog. She had been a
surly, introspective schoolgirl with a furtive air, given
to preposterous antics. Even then she had already
proved unusually agile. She could scurry up a tree
master the latest dance, and, after lights-out, leave tht;
dormitory by way of the window and later return the
same way. Magda still spoke of the boarding-school as a
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hell hole. lncp.t at her studics, she had heen taunted by
her schoolmates because her father had been a smich;
cven her teachers had been hostile. Scveral times she
had tricd to run away, quarreled frequently with other
students, and, once, after punishment, had spat in a nun's
face. When her father died, Magda left the school with-
out a diploma. Svon afterwards, Yasha hired her as his
assistant.

When Magda was younger it had been said that a
man in her life would drive the rash out, since it was
obviously duc to virginal frustration; but she had been
Yasha's mistress for years and her skin was as bad
as cver, Magda made no sceret of the rclationship with
her master, Each time that Yasha spent the night at the

Zbarski's, she slept with him in the wide bed in the al-
cove, and in the morning her mother cven brought the
bedded couple tea with milk. Elzbicta called Yasha
“my son.” In the past, Bolck, Magda’s younger brother,
furious at Yasha, had sworn revenge, but cventually
cven Bolek became accustomed to the situation. Yasha
supported the family, gave Bolek money for his carous-
ing and his gambling at cards and dominocs. Fach time
the drunken Bolek threatened to avenge himself upon
this damned Jew who had disgraced the name of Zbar-
* ski, Elzbicta would beat her head with her fists and
Magda would say, “You touch a hair of his head and
both of us will die! You'll come with me to the grave. |
swear it on Father’s memory. . . "
And she’d rear back and hiss and spic like a cat at a
dog.
The family had sunk low. Magda tramped about with
a magician. Bolek drove for the Piask thieves. They
sent him with their loot to those who received stolen
goods and he often slept among cut-throats. Elzbieta,
on the other hand, had become a glutton. She was so
huge she could barely get through the doorway. From
carly dawn to the last “Holy Father” before retiring,
she nibbled at various delicacies: sausages with sauer-
kraut, cakes baked in lard, eggs fricd with onions and
fat drippings, or fritters filled with meat or groats. Her
legs had become so heavy that she no longer went to
church, cven on Sundays. She would lament to her
children, *“We arc forsaken, forsaken! Since your father,
may his soul find peacc in Heaven, passed away, we're
nothing but dirt. . . . No ane carcsabout us. . . "
The neighbors said that Elzbieta had sacrificed
Magda because of Bolck. Elzbicta adored him blindly,
indulged his every whim, justified all his excesses, sur-

rendered to him her last groschen. Although she no
longer wene to church, she still prayed to Jesus, lit
candles to the saints, and genuflected” before the holy
images, mouthing the prayers from memory. Elzbieta
was possessed by once fear—that somcthing would hap-
pen to their benefactor, Yasha; that he might, God for-
bid, losc interest in Magda. The family owed its existence
to his generosity. She, Elzbicta, was like a broken
shard with her arthritic limbs, pain-wracked spine, the
varicose veins in her legs, and the lump in her breast
grown hard as a pebble—a constant worry to her lest
it spread as had her mother’s, may she rest in Para-
disc. . . .

Bolek had gone to Piask in the morning and no onc
could say whether he would spend the night with
that rabble, as Elzbieta had branded the band of thieves.
He also had a sweetheart in town. Thus, Elzbieta was
expecting cither Yasha or Bolek that night, and the
game of Patience served not only to predict the future,
but to tell her which of the two would arrive first—
and at what time. Each card significd something to
h.cr. And, whenever the deck was shufled, the same
king, queen, or jack would take on another expression.
The printed portraits were alive to her, knowing and
mystcrious. When she heard her dog, Burek, bark, and
the wagon whecls rasp, she crossed herself gratefully.
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Blessed be Jesus, he was here, her precious boy from
Lublin, her benefactor. She knew thar he had a wife
in Lublin, and associated with that gang of rogues in
Piask, but she would not permit herself to dwell upon
this—to what avail? One had to take what one could
get. She was an impoverished widow, her children were
orphans, and—how could one fathom the ways of a
man? It was stll better than sending her daughrer to

toil in the factories where she’d cough out her lungs,
or to a brothel. Each time that Yasha's wagon ap-
proached, Elzbieta felt the same sensation—the forces of
evil had conspired to engulf her but she had vanquished
them with her prayers and supplications to the Saviour.
She clapped her hands and looked triumphantly at
Magda, but her daughter, proud as ever, remained im-
passive, although her mother well knew that she was
inwardly delighted. Yasha was both lover and father to
the girl. Who else would bother with such a dried-up

“snip, thin as a twig, and with a bosom so flar?

Elzbieta began to sigh, pant, and scrape her chair
backwards, in an effort to raise herself. Magda hesitated
a litde while longer, then dashed outside and ran to
Yasha with open arms: “Darling! . . .»

He dismounted, kissed and embraced her. Her skin
felt almost feverish. Burek had been fawning upon
the visitor from the beginning. The parrot scolded from
her cage, the monkey screeched, the crow cawed and
spoke. Elzbieta waited for Yasha to finish with her
daughter before she appeared on the threshold. She
stood there—large and ungainly as a snowman, waiting
paticntly for him to come and kiss her hand like a gentle-
man. Every time he came, she would embrace him,
kiss his forehead, and offer the same greeting: “A guest
in the house—God in the house. . . .”

And then she would weep and dab at her eycs with
her apron.

3

Elzbicta looked forward to Yasha's visits not only for
her daughter’s sake, but for her own as well, He always

brought her something from Lublin: some delicatessen,
liver, halvah, or store-bought pastry. But even more
than the delicacies, she longed for somcone with whom
to converse. Bolek refused to listen despite her sacrifices
and scrvitude. As soon as she began a story he would
interrupt brutally, “That’s right, Mama, keep lying,
keep lying.”

And ac his impudence the words would choke in
Elzbieta’s throat. She would begin to cough and turn
apoplectically red. Gasping, hiccuping, she had to allow
this same foul brute of a Bolek to ferch water and pound
her nape and back in order to subdue the lump in her
throat.

Magda, on the other hand, scarcely spoke. One could
address her for three hours, relating the most unusual
events, and she would not cven blink an cyc. Only
Yasha, the Jew, the magician, would draw Elzbiera
out, encourage her to express herself, treat her as a
mother-in-law should be treated, not as a hated mother-
in-law, but as one beloved. He, the poor boy, had him-
self been orphaned at an early age and Elzbicta was like
a mother to him. She secretly felt thar Magda owed it to
her thar Yasha had remained with them these many
years. She, Elzbieta, cooked his favorite dishes for him,
offercd him all sorts of practical advice, warned him to
beware of enemies, even interprered his dreams. She
had presented him with a miniature clephant, an heir-
loom from her grandmother's estate, which he wore
under his lapel whenever he walked the tightrope or
performed any other of his dangerous stunes.

Although when he arrived he insisted he was not
hungry, Llzbicta always had a meal ready for him.
Everything had been preparcd beforchand: ‘the freshly
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laundcred tablecloth, the kindling wood for the stove,
the porcelain cup from which he drank, the blu.c-Pat-
terned platter from which he ate. Nothing was missing,
not cven the table napkin. Elzbicta was considered
an cxcellent housckeeper. 1ler husband might have l)c.cn
a blacksmith but her grandfathcr. the Squire Crapin-
ski, had owned an estate of four hundred peasants, and
had hunted with the noble Radziwills.

Flzbicta had already eaten supper but Yasha's arrival
rekindled her appetite. After the first warm cxcl.lz\ngcs,
Yasha and Magda retired to the alcove and l',lzl'ncm
oceupicd herself preparing the mecal. THer weariness
vanished miraculously; her legs, which usually felt
leaden at night, scemed to have had their nwnbness
cxorcised by an amulet. In no time she had the fire
started in the stove, she cooked and fried with an as-
tonishing agility. She sighed pleasurably. Was it any
wonder Magda adored him? e even breathed new life
into her, Elzbiera.

The events followed their usual pattern. He assured
her that he was not hungry, but the food was already
before him, its aroma permeating cvery corner of
the room. She had prepared blintzes with cherries and
cheese, slurinklcd with sugar and cinnamon, A boulde of
chcrry-brandy stood on the table as well as the sweet
liquor Yasha had brought from Warsaw during a previ-
ous visit. As soon as Yasha tasted the food, he imme-
diatcly requested more. Magda, who had a shrunken
stomach and also suffered from constipation, suddenly
developed a healthy appetite. The dog, tail wagging,
hovered at Yasha's knce. After the coffec and the lard-
cookics, Flzbicta began to reminisce: of how devoted her
late husband had been to her, how he had carricd her

around in his arms, how once the Czar’s carriage had
stopped before the smithy to replace a lost horseshoe
and the Crar, himself, had gonc into their house while
waiting, and she, Elzbicta, had given him a drink of
vodka. Her greatest adventure had been during the time
of the uprising of 1863 when she had given refuge to
condemned rebels and had warned the Polish troops
of the approaching Cossacks. Eloquently, tearfully, she
had saved a noblewoman from being lashed by Russian
soldicrs. Magda had been only a child then bue Elzbicra
turned to her for confirmation. “Don’t you remember,
Magda? You sat on the general’s lap, he was wearing the
trouscrs with the red stripes and you sat there and played
with his medals. You don't remember? Ah, children . . .
they have heads like cabbages. . . . Eat, darling boy,
take another blineze. It won'’t hurt you. My grandma,
may she intercede for us in hcaven, used to say, ‘The
intestine is endless.” "

One story led to another. Flzbicta had suffered all
sorts of illnesses. She had had a breast cut open and sewn
up again with a necdle. She lowered her blouse to show
the scar. Once she’d been at the point of death—the
priest had given her extreme unction and they had meas-
ured ner for a coffin. She lay as if dead and saw angels,
ghosts, and visions. Suddenly her dead father appearcd
and drove away all the phantoms, shouting, “My daugh-
ter has small children. She must not dic! . . ." and in that
moment she had begun to sweat drops of perspiration
large as sugar beans.

The clock with the wooden weights indicated mid-
night already, but Elzbicta was only warming up.
She still had dozens of stories waiting. Yasha listcned
courtcously, asked the proper questions, nodded at rc-

quired intervals. The miracles and omens she described
sounded oddly similar to those told by the Jews in
Lublin. Magda began yawning and blushing.

“Last time, Mama, you told the same story catircly
differenty.”

*What are you saying, child? IHow dare you? You
disgrace me before my precious boy. Yes, your mother
isa humbyle widow without money, without honor, but
a liar—ncever!”

“You forget, Mother.”

“l forget nothing. My wholc life stands before mv
cycs like a tapestry.”
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) . And she began telling a new ule
of a terrible frost. The winter had begun so early that
year that the Jews had been unable to use the booths
during the Feast of the Tabernacles. The winds had
blown away the thatch. The raging torrents had de-
stroyed the sluice-gates in the mill, pierced the dam,
and inundated half a village. Afcerwards, such decp
fnowdrifts had formed that people had sunk in them as
if in swamps and their bodies were not recovered until
the following spring. Starving wolves had deserted the
forests to invade che villages and snatch babies out of
cribs. So severe had the frosts been that the oaks had
burst. Just then, Bolck swaggered in, a young man of
mediwn heighr, husky, with a red pock-marked face,
pale blue eyes, yellow hair, and a snub nose with nos-
wils wide as a bulldog’s. He wore an embroidered
waistcoat, jodhpurs, high boots, and a hae with a feather
—the picture of a huntsman! A cigarct drooped from
the corner of his mouth. He came whistling, and
stumbled on the threshold like a drunkard. When he
spied Yasha, he laughed—then promptly grew serious,
cven grim.

“Well, well—so you are here.”

“Kiss each other, brothers-in-law!” Elzbieta trilled.
“You are kin, after all . . . As long as Yasha is with
Magda, he is like your brother, Bolek—even closer,
closer.”

“Stop it, Mama!”

“What am 1 asking, after all? Only for peace. The
priest once preached that peace was like the dew that
falls from heaven and satiates the ficlds. It was the time
the Bishop from Czestochow came to us. I remember as
if it were today—he wore a red skullcap.”

And Llzbieta could say no morc. Her tears had begun
to flow again.

4

Yasha was anxious to stare for Warsaw, but he was
compelled to linger a day or two. After a while he re-
tired for the night in the wide bed in the alcove.
Elzbicta had stuffed fresh straw into the mattress and
covered the pillow and comforter with fresh linen.
Magda did not come to him immediately. She first
washed and combed her hair. Her mother helped soap
her down, and afterwards dressed her in a long night-
gown with lace at the hem and bosom. Yasha lay quietly,
amazed at his own behavior. “It’s all because I'm so
bored,” he said to himself. He listencd intently. Mother
and daughter were bickering aver something. Flzbicta
liked to offer Magda advice before she went 10 bed. She
also tricd to make her daughter tic a lavender sachet
on her person. Bolek snored, stretched out on the bench-
bed. Funny, but he, Yasha, lived his whole life as if
walking the tightrope, merely inches from disaster. One
falsc move on his part, and Bolck would surcly plunge
a knife into his heart.

Yasha dozed off and dreamt that he was flying. He
rose above the ground and soared, soared. He wondered
why he had not tried it before—it was so easy, so ¢asy.
He dreame chis almost every nighe, and each time awoke
with the sensation that a distorted kind of reality had
been revealed to him. Often he wondered if it had
been a dream or simply a train of thoughe. For years
now he had been fascinated by the idea of putting on 2
pair of wings and flying. If a bird could do it, why
not man? ‘The wings would have to be large enough and
made of a strong silk like the kind used in balloons.
They should be sewn onto ribs and should be able to
fold and unfold like an umbrella. And if the wings were
not enough, a sort of web, like a bat’s, could be attached
berween the legs to assist buoyancy. Man was heavier
than‘a bird, but eagles and hawks were not cxactly
light either, and they could cven lift a lamb and fly
away with it. Whatever time Yasha could spare from
thoughts of Emilia, he dedicated to this problem. Ie
had drawers full of plans and diagrams, bales of clippings
from newspapers and magazines. Of course, many o
those who'd tried to fly had been killed, but it was a
fact that they had flown, if only temporarily. Simply
let the material be strong enough, the ribs elastic, the
man agile, light, and sprightly, and the deed must
be accomplished. What a scnsation it would cause
throughout the world if he, Yasha, flew over the roof-
tops of Warsaw or beteer still—Rome, Paris, or Lon-
don.
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He apparently dozed off again, for when Magda got
into bed he woke with a start although he had been lying
there with his eyes open. She brought with her the
odor of camomile. She was, and always had been, shy.

She came to him like a timid virgin, smiled as if apolo-
gizing. She lay down next to him—bony, icy, in a night-
gown too spacious, her hair still damp from combing.
He ran his hand down her cmaciated ribs.

“What's the matter with you? Don’t you cat?”

“Yes, I eat.”

“Jt would be casy for you to fly. You weigh about
as much as a goose.”

Once they were on the road they grew quite famil-
iar, but now after the long absence—the weeks he'd
spent away from her with his wifc, listher—they had
grown apart and had to reacquaint themselves. It was
like a wedding nighe. She lay with her back to him and
he had to court her silently to make her turn to him. She
still fele ashamed before her mother and hrother. When
he made too loud a sound she placed her palm over his
mouth to silence him. He embraced her and she flut-
tered like a pullet in his arms. She whispered to him so
quietly he could barely hear her. Why had he stayed
away so long? She had certainly fcared he would never
come again. Mother went around talking a blue streak,
complaining . . . worrying about his abandoning her,
Magda. Bolek was in with that pack of thicves. It was
a disgrace, a disgrace. He might be thrown in jail. And
he drank too much. Got drunk and went around look-
ing for trouble. And what had Yasha been doing in
Lublin all those wecks? 'l;hc days had gone slowly like
molasscs.

It was astonishing that this shy girl could grow so
passionate, as if bewitched. She showered Yasha with
kisses, surrendered herself to him in all the ways he
had taught her—but in silence, afraid that her brother
or mother might waken. It was like a sccret rite they

performed before a night spirit. Although she had been
taught a flawless Polish at the school, she now babbled
in a rustic gibberish which he could scarcely understand;
uttered words—strange, stilted, inherited from genera-
tions of peasants,

He said, “If by chance | should leave you, remember
that I'll come back. Be true to me.”

“Yes, beloved, until death!”

“I'll put wings on you, make you fly.”

“Yes,my Lord . .. I'm flying now.”

5

It was market day in Piask. Bolck had gone to Lublin
right after breakfast, Yasha started out by foot to Piask,
cliiming that he had to make some purchases in the
stores. [lzbieta tried to deter him, desiring his presence
at lunchtime, but Magda stopped her with a shake of
the head. She never interfered with him. He kissed
her and she said, humbly, “Don’t forget the way home.”

The market had opened at daybreak but late-arriving
peasants were still walking down the road. Onc led a
scrawny cow ready for the slaghter, another a hog,
or a goat. Women with wooden frames under their
headkerchicfs—signifying married status—carried their
warces in bowls, pitchers, and baskets covered with linen
cloths. They laughed and called out to Yasha. They
remembered his touring the villages with his act ycears
ago. A wagon appeared and, in it, a peasant bride and
groom and a band of musicians. The team was decorated
with green twigs and garlands of flowers. Musicians,
sawing small fiddles, chanted a long drawn-our melody.
From a wagon of peasant girls jammed together like
geese rose a song vowing revenge upon men:
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Black am 1, ob black.

Pl blacken myself some more

I'll be the blackest thing, dear lad,
That ever mnade you care.

White am 1, ob white.

il wbhiten myself some more
When you look at me, dear boy,
You'll long, but 1 won't care.

Zefeel, the deserted wife, lived on a hill behind the
staughterhouses. Her husband, Leibush Lekach, had,
some time ago, escaped from the Yanov prison and
his present whereabouts were unknown. Some said that
he had fled to America, others thoughe he was some-
where decp in the wilds of Russia. For many months
there had been no word from him. The thicves, who had
their own brotherhood—with elders and by-laws—
gave Zcftel two gulden every week as they usually did
when the man of the house was in prison; but it was be-
coming apparent that Leibush had vanished perma-
nently. The couple had been childless. Zefrel, who was
not a local girl, came from somewhere on the other side
of the Vistula. Usually, the wives of imprisoned thieves
conducted themselves honorably, bur Zeftel was con-
sidered suspect. She wore jewelry cven on weekdays,
kept her head uncovered, and cooked on the Sabbath.
Any day now her allowange would be cur off,

Yasha was aware of all this, but he had involved him-
self with the woman, ncvertheless; he came to her
through back-alleys and gave her threc-ruble bills. He
now carried a present for her from Warsaw—a coral
necklace. It was madness. He had a wife, he had Magda,
he was wildly infatuated wich Emilia,—what was he

looking for on top of this dung-hcap? Lle had repeatedly

decided to break off, but whenever he came to Piask
he was again drawn to her. He now ran towards her
house with the fear and anticipation of a schoolboy
about to go to bed with his first woman. He approached
her house not by Lublin Street but through the back
way. Although it was past Pentecost, the ground here
was still slimy and soggy, but Zeftel's house was clean
inside, with curcains, a lamp with a paper-fringed shade,
a cushion on the bed, the floor freshly scrubbed and
sprinkled with sand as if on Friday night for the bene-
diction of the candles. Zeftel was standing in the cen-
ter of the room—a young-looking, curly-haired woman
with cyes black as a gypsy's, a beauty patch on her left
cheek and a string of glass beads around her neck. She
smiled cunningly at him, revealing her white tecth,
and spoke in her other-side-of-the-Vistula dialect, “I
thought you surely weren’t coming!”

“I come when I 'say I will,” Yasha replied sternly.

“An unexpected guest!”

It was all humiliating to him, the kissing, the offering
of the present, the waiting while she fetched the coffee
with chicory, but just as the thieves had to steal money
—he had to steal love. She bolted the door to avoid
interruptions, and stuffed paper into the keyhole. She
was as much disposed to dawdle as he was to hurry. He
kept looking meaningfully at the bed, but she drew the
calico cureain, indicating that it was not yet time.

“What's going on in the world?” she asked.

“I don’t know myself.”

“Who would know if you don’t> We're stuck here
but you roam about as free as a bird.”

She sat down near him, her round knee against his.
She arranged her skirt so that he could see the tops of
her black stockings and her red garters.
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“I scc you so seldom,” shc complained, “that 1 forget
from one time to the nexe.”

“Have you heard anything from your husband?”

“Gone—like a stone in the sea.” And she smiled—
humbly, arrogantly, deceitfully.

I1e had to hear her out since a woman who is loqua-
cious is passionatcly so. Even as she complained, the
words shot out—smooth and round, like peas from a
peashooter. What did the future hold for her here in
Piask? Lcibush would never return. The other side of
the occan might as well be the other world. She was
practically a widow already. They doled out the two
gulden a week to her, but for how long would this
continue? Their treasury was bare. Half the brother-
hood was behind bars. And what could she buy with
this chicken fced? Water for groats. She was in debt
to cverybody. She didn’t have a thing to wear. All
the women were her enemics. They gossiped about her
constantly and her ears were forever burning. While it
was still summer she could bear it, but as soon as the
rains came she would go out of her mind. And while
Zefrel spoke of doom, she continued to trific with the
loop of her necklace. A dimple suddenly appeared in her
right check.

“Oh, Yashale, take me with you.”

“You know I can't.”

“Why not? You have a team and wagon.”

“What would Magda say? What would your neigh-
bors say?”

“They say it anyhow. Whatever that Polack of yours
can do, I can do as well. Maybe even a lictle better.”

“Can you turn a somersault?”

“If I can't, I'll learn.”

It was all idle chatter. She was too stout to become

an acrobat. Her legs were too short, her hips too broad,
her bosom too protuberant.

She could never be anything but a servant—and onc
other thing, Yasha thought. Although he, Yasha, surcly
did not love her, he grew momentarily jealous, How
did she behave all the weeks he was on the road? Well,
this is the last time I'll come here, he thought. 1t’s only
because I'm so bored and I want to forget for a littic
while—Ne justified his conduct to himsclf. Like a drunk-
ard who drowns his sorrow in alcohol, he thoughe. Tlc
could never understand how other people managed to
live in one place and spend their entire lives with one
woman without becoming melancholy. e, Yasha, was
forever at the point of depression. He suddenly drew
three silver rubles and with childish gravity placed them
upon her leg beneath the dress—one near the knee,
the other a trifle higher, the third upon her thigh.
Zeftel watched him with a curious smile.

*“This won't help.”

“It certainly won’t hurt any.”

He addressed her crudely—at her own level. Tt was
onc of his attributes to adjust to any character. It was
a uscful factor when applied to the art of magnectism.
Deliberately, Zeftel collected the coins and deposited
them in a mortar on the dresser.

“Well, thanks anyhow.”

“I'min a hurry.”

“What'’s the rush? I've missed you. For weceks I don'c
hear a word from you. How have you been, Yashale?
We are good friends, too, after all.”

“Yes, yes . . "

“Why the wool-gathering? I know—it must be a new
girl! Tell me, Yashale, tell me. I'm not the jealous type.
I know what's going on. But to you women arc like

flowers to a bee. Always a new one. A sniff here, a lick
there and ‘whist!’—you buzz away. How [ envy you!
It would be worth surrendering my last pair of drawers
to be a man!”
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“Yes, there is a new one,” Yasha said. He needed to talk
ta someone. With Zeftel, he felt as uninhibited as with
himsclf. He feared neither her jealousy nor her wrath.
She yiclded to him as a peasant girl to a squire. FHer cyes
began to sparkle. She smiled the bitter smile of those
who are wronged and take pleasure in this,

“Didn’c I know it? Who is she?”

“A professor’s widow.”

“Widow, eh? Well, well.”

“Well nothing.”

“Are you in love with her?”

“Yes, a lietle.” -

“If a man says ‘a litle,’ he means a whole lot. What
is she—young? Pretty?”

“Not so young. She has a daughter of fourteen.”

“Which one is it you love, the mother or the daugh-
ter?”

“Both.”

Zeftel’s throac moved, as if she had swallowed some-
thing. “You can’t have both, brother.”

“For the present, I'll be satisficd with the mother.”

“What's a professor like—a doctor?”

“Ile used to teach mathematics at the university.”

“What's mathematics?”

“Figuring.”

She thought it over for a2 moment. “I knew it, I
just knew it. Me, you can’t fool. One look at a man and

I can tell everything. What do you want to do, marry
her?”

“But I have a wife already.”

“What can a wife mean to you? How did you meet
her?”

“She 'was at the theater and someone introduced us.
No, I was mind-reading and I told her that she was 2
widow and the rest of it.”

“How did you know that?”

“That’s my secret.”

“Well, what else?”

“She fell in love with me. She wants to leave every-
thing behind and go abroad with me.”

“Just like that?”

*“She wants to marry me.”

(CA ch?,)

“She wants me to converta little. . . .

“Just a little, eh?—Why do you have to leave the
country?”

Yasha’s face grew suddenly grim. “What do I have
here? For twenty-five years I've been doing my act and
I'm still a pauper. How much longer can I keep walking
the tightrope? Ten years at the most. Everyone praises
me buc nobody wants to pay. In other countries they
appreciate somebody like me., There a fellow who
knows only a handful of tricks is rich and famous. He
performs before royalty, travels about in a fancy car-
riage. I'd be treated differently even here, in Poland, if
my name became famous in Western Europe. Do
you understand what I'm saying to you? Here, they
imitate everything from abroad. An opera singer can
screcch like an owl, but if he has sung in Iraly, everyone
shouts: ‘Bravo!"”

“Yes, but you'd have to convert.”

“What of it? You cross yourself and they sprinkle
you with water. How do I know which God is the right
one? No one’s been up to Heaven. 1 don’t pray any-
how.”

“Once you’re 2 Catholic, you'll pray, all right.”

“Abroad, no one pays any attention to it. I'm a magi-
cian, not a priest. —You know, there is a new fad now.
The lights are put out and you call up the spirits of
the dead. You sit around 2 table with your hands on
top of it and the table rises. All the newspapers are full
of it.”

”
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“Real spirits?"” '

“Don’t be ridiculous. The medium docs it all. He
sticks out his foot and raiscs the table. [le (;licl(s his
big toc and that means the spirits arc sending mes-
sages. The wealthiest people atrend ihese scances, espe-
cially the women. Let's say someonc's son dics and they
wish to communicate with him. They give the medium
moncy and he produces the son’s ghost.”

Zeftel's cyes grew big. “Really?”

“Silly.”

“Maybe it’s black magic?”

“They don't know any black magic.”

“I was told there is a man in Lublin who can show the
dead in a black mirror. They say I could see Leibush
there.” . '

“Then why don't you go? They'll show you a picture
and tell you it's Leibush,” .

“Well, they do show you something.” ‘

“Idiotic,” Yasha said, amazed that he should be dis-
cussing such matters with someone llkF Zcftel. “I can
show you whomever you like in the mirror, even your
grandmother.”

“There is no God, is that it?”

“Of course there is, but no one has spoken with Him,
How could God speak? If FHe spoke in Yiddish, the
Christians wouldn't understand; if He spoke French,
the English would complain. The Torah claims that
He spoke in Hebrew bur 1 wasn't there to hear it. As for
spirits, they also exist, hut no magician can conjure them
up.”

“And what of the sou)? Oh, I'm afraid.”

“Afraid of whae?”

“At night I lic down and I can’t closc my eyes:
All the dead parade before me. 1 see how they put
Mama into the grave, All white sheis . . . Why do we
live anyhow? I miss you so much, Yashale! I don't wane
to be offering advice, but thac gentile will drag you
down to hell.”

Yasha bristled. “Why should she? She loves me.”

“It's no good. You can do anything you like but you
must remain 2 Jew. What will become of your wife?”

“What would she do if I were to die? The husband
dics and four wecks later the woman rushes to stand un-
der the wedding canopy again. Zcftel, [ can be frank
with you. There are no secrets between us. T wane to
have another fling.”

“What aboue me?”

“If I become rich, I'll not forget you cither.”

“No, you'll forget. The minute you step over the
threshold, yow'll have forgotten already. Don't think
that I'm jealous, When 1 firse knew you, 1 tingled. 1
would have washed your feee and drunk the bathwater.
But when [ knew you beteer, T told myself, ‘Zeftel, it's
a wastc—all this trembling.’ I'm not an cducated woman
and don't know much, but I've got a head on my shoul-
ders. I do a lot of thinking and T get all kinds of ideas.
When the wind whistles through the chimney 1 get

very moody. You won't believe me, Yashale, but re-
cently I even thought of suicide.”

“Why that of all things?”

“Just because I was tired and there was a rope nearby,
I'saw 2 hook on the beam. This very hook by the lamp.
I climbed up on the footstool and it fit ro a hair. Then |
began o laugh.”

“Why?"

“For no reason at all. You yank cthe rope and it’s al]
over . . . Yashale, take me to Warsaw.”

“What about the furniturc?”

“I'N sell cverything, Let somcbody gee a bargain,”

“Whac will you do in Warsaw?”

“Don't worry, 1 won't sponge off you, 1 go off
like thae beggar-woman in the story. I'll stop ar some
door and say, ‘Here 1 stay.’ One can do laundry and
carry baskets anywhere.”
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Yasha had planned to be back at Elzbieta’s for supper,
but Zeftel would not hear of it. She prepared a favorite
dish for him: wide noodles with cheese and cinnamon.
As soon as Zeftel unbolted the door and drew the cur-
tains, visitors began to arrive. The women came in to
show off the bargains which they had found in the mar-
ker, and the presents that their men had given them.
The older amongst them wore battered slippers, shape-
less dresses, soiled head-kerchiefs. They grinned at Yasha
with their toothless mouths and coquettishly displayed
their own ugliness. The young matrons, in honor of
the guest, had dressed up and had covered themselves
with trinkets. Although Zeftel supposedly kept their re-
lationship secret, she proudly showed each braggart
the string of coral that Yasha had given her. Some

of the women tried it on, smirked, winked knowingly.
Licentiousness was not the fashion on the hill. The wives
of thieves serving in prison remained true for years un-
til their husbands were releascd. But Zeftel was an out-
sider—lower than a gypsy. Besides, she was a deserted
wife. And Yasha, the magician, had the repuration of
being a libertine. The women bobbed their heads, whis-
pered, cast shecp’s-eyes at Yasha. His magical powers
were well known here. The thicves often claimed that if
he joined the brotherhood, his path would be strewn
with gold. It was the general opinion on the hill that
it was even better to be the wife of a thief than of
someone like Yasha, who traveled around with a gentile
girl, came home only on holidays and gave his wife
nothing but shame and disgrace.

Afrer a while, the men, too, began to drift in. Chaim-
Leib, short, broad-shouldered, with a yellow beard, face,
and cyes, came in to cadge a Warsaw cigaret. Yasha
gave him the whole pack. Zeftel put a bortle of spirits
and a platter of onion rolls before Chaim-Leib. He was
one of the old guard but already worn out, useless. He
had served time in every prison. His ribs had been staved
in. A brother of his, Baruch Klotz, a horse-thief, had
been boiled alive by peasants. Chaim-Leib thoughtfully
puffed on the Warsaw cigaret, drank a tumblerful of
vodka, and asked, “What’s happening in Warsaw? How
is the old Pawiak prison?”

Blind Mechl, a tall, heavy-set individual with the
shoulders of a giant, a straight nape, a scar on the fore-
head, and a torn eye-socket, had brought along a paper-
wrapped package. Yasha knew already what it con-
tained: a padlock for him to open. Mechl, himself, was
an expert at lock-breaking. He always carried 2 jimmy
and before taking up burglary as a trade, he had been a

journeyman locksmith, For years Mechl had been try-
ing to construct a lock that Yasha would not be able to
pry. Ile now sat shyly at the table, waiting patiently for
the conversation to come around to locks. Until now
he had failed with Yasha for no matter how intricate and
artful the lock, Yasha had always managed to spring it
within minutes, frequently employing nothing more
than a nail or a hairpin. But Mechl would not give up:
he kept betting he would construct 2 “peter” the like of
which the angel Gabriel couldn’t “jimmy.” Every time
Mcchl visited Lublin he held consultations with the
locksmith, Abraham Leibush, as well as with any num-
ber of hlacksmiths and mechanics. Mechl’s room was set
up like a rool-shop, with hanimers, filcs, metal saws, all
sorts of bars, hooks, drills, pliers, and soldering irons,
His wife, Black Bella, claimed Mechl's interest in tools
had grown into an obsession. Yasha greeted him with
a smile and a winlk. Just as Mechl was sure that this
time Yasha would fail, so Yasha was convinced that
through some inexplicable power he would, with a twist
icre and a turn there, open the mechanism as if by magic.
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I".vclmmlly, they were all there: Mendcle l(:usl;k(-,
Yoscle Deitch, Lazerel Kratzmich. Their current leader
was onc Berish Visoker, a tiny fellow with shifty cyes,
a pointed, bald head, sharp nose and chin, and l;)m:
arms like an ape. Berish Visoker, like Zeftel, came from
Greater Poland. He dressed foppishly, with his colored
trousers, yellow shocs, velvet vests, and embroidered
shirts. A hat with a feather in it was always on his head.
lisp.cci:llly high heels on his boots added to his stature,
Berish was so skillful thac he could steal a wacch from
a pickpocket. Ile knew Russian, Polish, and German,
and was on good terms with the authoritics, was, in
fact, less thicf than grafter and intermediary. Years

ago he had served a prison term, not for theft but for
having cheated a nobleman ar a card game known as
“Little Chain.” Berish Visoker was as sharp at cards
as Blind Mechl was at locks. But he was no mateh for
Yasha. Yasha always showed Berish new tricks that
baffled him. Fven now he had several packs of cards
in his pocket, both marked and unmarked. Berish was
notoriously restless. He could not stay in a chair.
While everyone else sat around the table, he wriggled
like a caged animal, or a wolf trying to bite his own
tail. Tle cocked his head and spoke out of the side of
his mouth. “When will you become one of us, ch?”
he asked Yasha in his nasal tones. “Clasp my hand and
join the brotherhood.”

“And rot in jail>”

“Keep your wits about you and you skim the cream
right off the top.”

“Well, you can’t be too smare,” called out Blind
Mcchi. “Anybady can get caught.”

“All you have to know is how the wind is blowing,”
Berish Visoker shot back.

Yasha knew well that he must not linger. Elzbicta
would be bursting with impatience for him to return.
Magda, also, expected him, Bolck despised him, and
only sought an excuse such as this to destroy  him.
But Yasha couldn’t just walk our. Ile had known these
people since childhood. They had seen his progress
from a bear-trainer’s assistant to a star in the Polish
theater. The men clapped him on the back, the women
flirted with him., They all admired him as a master. e
doled our cigars, cigarets. There were also several
former sweethearts of his in the crowd, whe, although
respectably married now and mothers, looked at him
coquettishly, grinning reminiscemtly. Although he had

at first been discreer with Zeftel, she herself had re-
vealed their relationship. For such a trollop, a lover was
something to advertise.

At first, they gossiped about current cvents. Whae
was new in the world? When would war start with
Turkey again? And what did those rebels want, who
threw bombs, tried to assassinate the Crar, and called
strikes against the railroads> What was new in Pales-
tinc> Who were these heretics who built colonies in
the dried-out swamps? Yasha cxplained everything. He
read all the Warsaw newspapers as well as the Is-
raclita. Tle cven glanced ar the Iebrew gazette al-
though he did not understand the modern cxpressions.
Here in Piask the citizens squatted like toads on a tree-
stump, but out in the world things were happening
fast. Prussia had become a powerful nation. The French
had annexed parts of Africa—where the black people
lived. In England, ships that could cross the acean in ten
days were being buile. In America, trains ran right over
the rooftops and a building thirty storics high had been
crected. Even Warsaw grew larger and more beautiful
cach year. The wooden sidewalks had been torn up,
inside-plumbing installed; Jewish children were per-
mitted to ateend the gymnasia and go abroad to study
at foreign universitics.
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The thieves listened, scracching their heads. The
women, their faces flushed, traded glances. Yasha told
them of the Black Hand Socicty in America. He re-
lated how they sent a note signed with a black hand to
a millionaire: Send this many dollars or you'll ger a
bullet in your head. Even if the millionaire had a thou-

sand bodyguards, if he didn’t pay the ransom he was
murdered.

Berish Visoker suddenly interrupted, “It can be done
here, too.”

“And who will get the letter, Treitel the Water-
carrier?” :

The thieves laughed loudly and relit cheir burnt-
out cigarets.

2

Blind Mecchl could not wait. He said, “Yasha, I want to
tell you something.”

Yasha winked. “I know, [ know, show me the bar-
gain.”

Mechl unwrapped the paper slowly, revealing a huge
lock, complete with clamps and appendages. Yasha in-
stantly grew light-hearted. He began to examine the
lock with the crossed eyes and comical mien of be-
wilderment and mockery which had always brought
laughter from a tavern full of peasants as well as from
the audience of the Warsaw summer theater, Alhambra,
In one second he had become transformed. He hissed,
wriggled his nose, even artfully waggled his ears. The
women giggled.

“Where did you dig up this contraption?”

“Better show what you can do,” Blind Mechl said, half
in anger.

“God, Himself, couldn’t open such a scaled chamber-
pot,” Yasha jested. “Once you put a peter like this to-
gether, it is finished. But if you blindfold me, I'll jimmy
it open with my eyes shut. Maybe you'd like to bet on
ir, ch? Suppose I put up ten rubles to your one.”

“Done.”

“Put your money where your mouth is,” Chaim-Leib
shouted.

“We don’t need money. I trust him.”

“Children, blindfold me!” Yasha said, “but do it so |
can'tsee a thing.”

“I'll blindfold you with my apron,” said Smalt Malka,
a woman with red hair tied up in back by a kerchief.
Her husband was serving time in the Yanov peniten-
tiary. She undid the apron from her waist and, standing
behind Yasha, bound his eyes. Meanwhile, she rtickled
him berween the ears with her forefinger. Yasha re-
mained silent,

*“What have they put into the mechanism?” he won-
dered. Although confident as ever, he conceded the
possibility of failure. A locksmith had once made a lock
for him that no key or jimmy could open. Everything
inside had been welded together. Malka folded che al-
paca apron several times and knotted it firmly, power-
fully, despite her small hands; but, as usual, berween
the eye and the bridge of the nose there was a space
through which he could see. Yasha, nevertheless, did not
need to see. He drew from his pocket a thick piece of
wire with a sharp point. This was his skeleton key for
all locks. He displayed it to the group before turning to
the lock. Now he tapped the lock from outside like a
doctor tapping his patient with a stethoscope. Still blind-
folded, he located the keyhole and inserted the point of
the wirc. Once within, he worked the wire so thar it kepe
penctrating deeper, reaching to the lock’s entrails. For a
while he probed and burrowed. He marveled at his own
competence. That piece of wire revealed all the secrets,
all the wiles that the Lublin experts had incorporated
into the lock. Complex as it scemed, it was as childishly
simple as the riddles schoolboys ask each other in
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cheder. If you guessed one, you guessed them all. Yasl}a
could have opened the lock immediately, but he did
not wish to shame Blind Mcchl. He decided to act out 2
little scenc. .

“Say, this is 2 hard nut to crack!” he grumbled. “What
sort of beehive have they braided in there? So many
teeth and hooks, a regular machine!” He strained,
pushed the wire. He raised his shoulders as if to signif)f,
“I don't have the faintest idea of what's inside this
thing!” The crowd grew so quict that the only sound
was Chaim-Leib snorting through his broken, polyp-
filled nosc. Scveral of the women began to whisper and
giggle, a sign of tension. Now Yasha made the same
remark he had made at numerous performances, “A lock
is like 2 woman. Sooner or later it must surrender.”

Laughter broke out amongst the women.

“All women aren’t the same.”

“It’s a2 matter of patience.”

“Don't be so sure of yourself,” Blind Mechl said in
anticipation. '

“Stop rushing me, Mechl. You've been fussing with
this thing for half a year. You've put cverything into
it. After all, I'm not Moses.”

“It doesn’t give, eh?”

“It'll give, it'll give. You only nced to squeeze the
bellybutton.”

And at that moment, the lock sprang open. Laugh-
ter, applause, and a general din followed.

“Malka, unric me,” Yasha said.

And with trembling fingers Malka untied the apron.
The lock lay on the table as if imporent and disgraced.
Everyone's cyes were merry, but Blind Mcchl’s single
eye remained grimly carnest.

“You'rc a warlock or my namc isn't Mcchl!”

“Sure, I took up black magic in Babylon. I can turn
you and Malka here into rabbits.”

“Why pick on me? My husband nceds a wife, not a
rabbit.”

“Why not a rabbit? You could jump inco his cell
through che bars.”

Yasha felt ashamed, sitting amongst this unsavory
band. If Emilia only knew with whom he associated!
She considered him a genius, an exalted artist. They dis-
cussed religion, philosophy, the immorulity of the soul,
He quoted the wise sayings of the Talmud to her. They
spoke of Copernicus, Galileo—and here he was with
the thicves of Piask. But that's how he was. There was
ahways another role for him to play. He was a maze of
personalitics—religious and  heretical, good and cvil,
false and sincere. He could love many women at once.
Here he was, ready to renounce his religion, yet—
when he found a torn page from a holy book he al-
ways picked it up and put it to his lips. Everyone was
like a lock, each with his own key. Only onc such as
he, Yasha, could unlock all souls.

“Well, here is your money!”

And Blind Mechl produced a silver ruble from a
decp purse. For 2 moment Yasha considered refusing the
ruble, but he realized that this would have been a mortal
insult to Mecchl, especially now that the band's treasury
was so depleted. The Lrotherhood had a high regard for
honor, He could get knifed for refusing. Yasha took the
proficred ruble, weighing it in his palm,

“An easy profit.”

“Every one of your fingertips should be kissed!”
boomed Blind Mechl in the deep voice of a giant. It
scemed as if his voice emanated from his thick belly.

“It’s a gift from God,” Small Malka said. Zeftel's cyes

glistened with triumph, her checks grew red. Her lips
mutely suggested kisses and endearments. Yasha knew
he was idolized by all here, both men and women. He
was the shining beacon to the citizens of Piask. Chaim-
Leib’s face scemed yellow as the brass of the samovar
Zeftel had placed upon the tablec.

“If you became one of us, the world would be yours.”
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“I'still believe in the Eighth Commandment.”

“Listen to him! He thinks he’s a saine!” Berish
Visoker sprayed his words, “Fveryone steals. What did
the Prussians do some time ago? ‘Fore a hunk our of
France, then demanded 2 billion marks besides, They
held France by the windpipe. Isn’t that stealing?”

“War is war,” Chaim-Leib said,

“Whoever can, grabs. That’s the way it's always
been. The little goniff gets the noose, the big goniff the
facgoose . . . How about a game of cards>”

“You want to Play?” Yasha asked, teasingly.

“Did you bring some new hocus-pocus from War.

saw?” Berish Visoker asked. “Ler’s see you do your
stuff!”

“Is this a theater?”

And Yasha took the deck of cards from Berish Viso.
ker. He began to shuffle them very fast. The cards flew
Into the air, leaped kike fish jn 2 net. Suddenly

Yasha did something with his hand and the cards fanned
out like an accordion,

- .
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1

It was restful to be ulene with Magda in the wagon
again. The summer was in full bloom. The fields grew
golden, fruit ripencd in the orchards. Intoxicating
carth aromas induced lassitude and an ethereal calm,
“Oh, God Almighty, You are the magician, not I'”
Yasha whispered. “To bring out plants, flowers and
colors from a bit of black soil!”

But how had it all come about> How did the stalks
of rye know about bearing grain? And how did the
wheat know about reproducing itself? No—they didn't
know. They did it instinctively. But someone must
know. Yasha sat in the driver’s seac with Magda and
gave the horses free rein. They knew the road by now.
All sorts of creatures crossed their path: a field mouse,
a squirrel, even a rortoise. Unseen birds sang and

trilled. In a forest clearing Yasha spied a flock of gray
birds. They were lined up as if about to hold an assem-
bly.

Magda cuddled next to him, silenly. It seemed as if
her peasant’s eyes saw things a city dweller could not
sce. Yasha was preoccupied also. Towards evening,
when the sun set and the wagon trundled along a
forest road, he clearly perceived Emilia's face. Like the
moon over the pine trees, it moved backwards. The
black eyes smiled, the lips moved continuously. He pue
his arm around Magda and she laid her head on his
shoulder, but he was not with her, He was asleep and
awake at the same time. He tried to will a sort of de.
cision, but none would come. His fancy grew vivid,
and he dreamed this was not a wagon but a train to
Iaaly, in which he rode with Emilia and Halina, He could
almost hear the locomotive whistle. Outside the win-
dow, cypress trees, palms, mountains, castles, vineyards,
orchards of orange and olive trees passed. Everything
secmed different: the peasants, their women, the houses,
the haystacks. Where have I scen such things? Yasha
wondered. In paintings? In the opera? It's as if I'd al-
ready experienced all this in an earlier existence,
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Customarily he made two stopovers on his trip but
he decided now to ride ahcad and arrive in Warsaw in
the morning. Highwaymen supposedly lurked along
the road, but Yasha kept a pistol in his pocket. Riding,
he imagined himsclf performing at Furopean theaters.
Ladics in boxes fixed their lorgnettes upon him. Am-
bassadors, barons, and generals came backstage to pay
respects. Now, with a pair of artificial wings he flew
over the capitals of the world. Multitudes of people ran
through the streets, pointing, shouting and, as he flew,
he reccived messages by carrier pigcon—invitations from

rulers, princes, cardinals. In his estate in the south of
Italy, Emilia and Halina waited for him. He, Yasha, was
no longer a magician, but a divine hypnotist who could
control armies, heal the sick, flush criminals, locate
buricd treasures, and raisc sunken ships from the ocean
depths. He, Yasha, had become the emperor of the entire
world. He ridiculed his fancies but could not banish
them. Like locusts they fell upon him: daydreams of
harem girls, slaves; tricks that were beyond nature;
magic potions, charms, and incantations that unfolded
all sccrets and bestowed infinite powers. In his imagina-
tion he even led the Jews out of exile, gave them back
the land of Isracl, rebuile the temple of Jerusalem. e
suddenly began to crack his whip as if to dispel the de-
mons which had invaded his thoughts. He needed a
clear head now more than cver. e had prepared a
serics of new and dangerous stunts for his repertoire.
One of these involved performing a somersaule on the
tightrope, a stunt as yet unattempted by any other per-
former. The important thing was to make up his mind
about Emilia. Was he truly prepared to forsake Fsther
and go to laly with Emilia> Could he treat Esther so
cruclly after her many years of devotion and loyalty?
And was he, Yasha, reconciled to converting, becoming
a Christian? He had given Emilia his solemn promiise,
sworn an oath—but was he ready to honor it? And an-
other thing: he could not carry out his plans with Emilia
without a large sum of money, at least fiftcen thousand
rubles. For months now he had been toying with the
possibilities of a robbery, but was he indeed capable of
becoming a thief? Just recentdy he had told Chaim-
Leib that the Eighth Commandiment was holy to him. He,
Yasha, had 3lways prided himself on his honesty. And
what would Emilia’s reaction be if she knew what he in-

tended? What would Esther say? Yes, and his mother
and father in the other world> After all, he believed in
immortality. A while back, his mother had even saved
his life. He had heard her voice caution him, “Move
back, Son, move back!” and minutes later a heavy
chandelier fell where he had been standing. It would
surcly have crushed him had he not heeded his dead
mother’s warning.

He had put off his decision until now. But he could
not delay any longer. Emilia was waiting for him ro
make up his mind. He also had to decide what to do
about Wolsky, his impresario who handled all of his en-
gagements. This same Wolsky had clevated him, Yasha,
from poverty, had advanced his career. He, Yasha,
could not repay Wolsky with cvil. As strong as Yasha's
love was for Emilia, just as full was it of temprations.

He had to decide this very night, choose between his
religion and the cross, between Esther and Emilia, be-
tween honesty and crime (a single crime for which, with
God’s help, he would later make restitution). But his
mind would resolve nothing. Instead of attacking the
main problem, it dallied, went off on tangents, became
frivolous. He could have been the father of grown chil-
dren by this time, yet he remained the schoolboy who
had played with hig father's locks and keys and trailed
the magicians through the strects of Lublin. He could
not cven be sure of the extent of his love for Emilia, de-
cide whether the fecling he had was really what s
known as love. \Would he be able to remmain true to her?

Already the devil tempted him with all sorts of specula-
tions about Halina, how she would grow up, become
enamored of him, become her mother’s rival for his af-
fections.

I's truc, 1 amr depraved, he thought. Whae was it
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Father called me? A scoundrel. Lately, his father had
appeared in his dreams every night. Just as Yasha closed
his eyes, he would see his father. The older man would
moralize, warn him, counse] him.

“What are you thinking of?” Magda asked.

“Oh, nothing.”

“Is it true that Zeftel the Thief is coming to Warsaw?”

Yasha stirred. “Who said that?”

“Bolek.”

“Why didn’t you say anything about it until now?”

“I keep quict about a great many things.”

“She is coming but what’s that have to do with me?
Ier husband’s left her and she’s starving. She's looking
fur work as a maid or cook.”

“You go to bed with her.”

“No.”

“You have a girl in Warsaw too.”

“You're babbling.”

“A widow by the name of Emilia, That's whom
you're in such a hurry to see.”

Yasha was dumfounded. How could she have learned
about Emilia? Had he said something? Yes, he had. He
always had to boast, it was his nature, He had even
confessed it to Zeftel,

Ile hesitated 2 moment. “It is no concern of yours,
Magda. My love for you won't change.”

**She wants to go off to Italy with you.” :

“Never mind what she wants. [ could as easily for-
get you as my mother.”

He did not know himself if he were telling the truth
or lying. Magda remained silent. Once again she laid her
head on his shoulder,

2

In the middle of the night it suddenly grew warm as if 2
nocturnal sun had begun to shine. The moon was over-
cast. ‘The sky writhed with clouds. All at once thunder
and lightning began. In a flash of light the fields were
illumined as far as the horizon. The stalks of wheat
bowed and the rain struck like a deluge. Before Yasha
could collect his thoughts the sheets of water began to
flail the wagon like a hailstorm, The tarpaulin tore loose
from the frame. The monkey choked off a terrified
scream. In less than a minuce the highway was mired.
Magda clung to Yasha like a dumb creacure. Yasha be-
gan to lash the horses. The village of Makov was nearby
and they would be able to find shelter there.

It was a miracle that the wheels did not leave the
road. The horses waded in water nearly up to their
posterns. Somchow or other, the wagon rolled into
Makov, but he knew of no inn or public house in town.
Yasha drove into a synagogue courtyard. The rain
ceased and the sky began to clear. Clouds drifted west-
ward, their edges glowing in the rising sun like cinders
after a fire. The puddles and gutters ran red as blood.
Yasha lefe the team and wagon in the courtyard and he
and Magda walked into the study-house to dry off. It
was not right for him to escort a gentile into a house of
worship, but it was a mateer of life or death now. She
had already begun to cough and sneeze. :

Outside, day was breaking, but in the prayer-house it
was still night. A memorial candle flickered in the men-
oral at the prayer stand. At a lectern sat an old man re-
citing from a thick prayer-book. Yasha obscrved that
the old man's head was sprinkled with ash. “What is he

doing?” Yasha wondered. “Haye | already forgotten so
much of my heritage?” Yasha nodded to the old man
and he nodded back and Placed his finger upon his lips
to signify chat he must nor, at this time, speak. Magda
sat down on a bench near the stave and Yasha turned to

her. There was nothing with which they could wipe
themselves,
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They would just have to wait until every-
thing dried of its own accord. It was warm here. Mag-
da’s face glowed in the murk like a pale stain. A puddle
had collected bencath her body. Stealthily, Yasha kisscd
her on ¢he forchead. He looked at the reading-desk with
the four pillars, the Holy Ark, the cantor’s lectern, the
shelves of sacred books. Standing there soaking wer,
dripping water and sweat, he tried, by the light of the
memorial candle, to read the tablet on the cornice of the
Holy Ark supported by the gilded lions: “I am the Lord
. . . Thou shalt have no other gods . . . Honor thy
father and mother . . . Thou shalt not commit adul-
tery . . . Thou shale not kill . . . Thou shalt not steal
. . . Thou shalt not cover . . .” Now it was dark and
all of a sudden the prayer-house was suffused with a
purple glow as if from: a heavenly lamp. Suddenly, Yasha
recalled what the old man was doing: he was still recit-
ing the midnight service. Lamenting the destruction of
the temple!

Soon, other Jews began to arrive, mostly older men,
bent, with gray beards and feer thae could barely scrape
along. God in llcaven, how long was it since he, Yasha,
had been in a holy temple? Everything scemed new to
him: the way the Jews recited the introductory prayers,
how they donned the prayer-shawls, kissed the fringed
garment, wound the phylacterics, unrolled the thongs.
It was all strangely forcign to him, yet familiar. Magda
had gone back to the wagon as if fearful of all this in-

tense Jewishness. He, Yasha, chose to remain a moment
longer. He was part of this community. Its roots were
his roots. He bore its mark upon his flesh, He under-
stood the prayers. One old man said: “God, my soul.”
A sccond slowly told the story of how God had tested
Abraham, commanded him to offer his son Isaac as a
sacrifice. A third intoned: “What are we? What is our
life? What is our picty? All the mighty men are as
naught before Thee, the men of renown as though they
have not been, for most of their works are void, and the
days of their lives are vanity before Thee.” He recited it
all in a lamenting chant and looking all the while at him,
Yasha, as if aware of what went on in his mind. Yasha
breached decply. He smelled tallow, wax, and something
clsc, a blend of putrefaction and spirits of hartshorn, as
during the Days of Atonement, when he had been but a
lad. A small man with a red beard came up to Yasha.

“You want to pray?” he asked. “I'll fetch you phylac-
terics and a prayer shawl.”

*“Thank you, but my wagon is waiting.

*The wagon won't run away.”

Yasha gave the man a kopek. On his way out he kissed
the mezuzab. In the ante-chamber he saw a barrel filled
with pages torn from holy books. I1e rummaged through
the barrel and came up with a torn book. An exalted
scent arose from the tattered leaves as if, lying there in
the barrel, they had continucd being read by themselves.

After a while Yasha located an inn. He and Magda
had to put on some dry clothes; he kad to repair the
wagon, grease the axles, rest the team. They had to cat
breakfast and catch a few hours sleep. Since he was
travcling with a gentile, Yasha spoke Polish to the inn-
kecper, posing as a Pole himsclf. Fie and Magda sat down
at a long, bare table and a Jewess in a head-kerchicf,

with red eyes and 2 hairy, pointed chin, served them
black bread, cottage cheese, and coffee with chicory.
She looked at the prayer-book which Yasha had tucked
into his pocket and said, “Where did you get that, Sir?”

Yasha stirred. O, | picked it up near your temple.
Whatisit? A holy book?”

“Let me have it, Sir. You wouldn’t understand it any-
way. To us, it is sacred.”

“I want to look it over.”

“How can you? It’s in Hebrew.”

“I have a friend, a priest. He knows [Hebrew.”

*“T'he book is torn. Give it to me, Sir!”

“Lay off—," her husband growled from a distance in
Yiddish.

“I don’t want him walking around with a Jewish
book,” she replied aggressively.
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“What's written here?” Yasha asked. “How to swindle
Christians?”

“We swindle nobedy, Sir, neither Jews nor Chris-
tians. We earn our bread honestly.”

A side door opened and a boy walked in, wearing a
lint-covered cap and an unbuttoned dressing-gown from
under which showed a fringed garment. He had a nar-
row face and two wide side-locks like skeins of flax. He
had apparently just gotten up as his eyes were still heavy
with sleep.

“Grandma, give me milk and water,” he said.

“Did you make your ablutions?”

“Yes, 1 did.”

“Did you say your ‘I thank Thee’?”

“Yes, 1 did.”

And he wiped his nose on his sleeve.

Yasha continued cating and looked at the boy. “Can I
forsake all this>” he asked himself. “This is mine after

all, mine . . . Once I looked exactly like that boy.” A.
strange urge came over him to examine as quickly as
possible the writing in the torn prayer book. A wave of
affection drew him to this grandmother who rose each
day with the sun and cooked and baked, swept the house,
and served the guests. An almsbox hung on the door-
post. Here she deposited any spare groschen she could
scrape together, to help the Jews who wished to go to-
the Holy Land to dic. The atmosphere in this house was
alive with Sabbath, holidays, the anticipation of the Mes-
siah, and of the world to come. As the old woman
hustled about, she whispered through her whitish lips
and nodded her head as if aware of a truth known only
to those not deceived by the vanity of worldly things.

3

The arrival in Warsaw was always an cvent for Yasha.
This was where his income came from. It was here that
his impresario lived, Miechislaw Wolsky. Posters already
plastered on the walls read: “On July first, the summer
theater, Alhambra, presents the distinguished circus per-
former and hypnotist, Yasha Mazur, with a new reper-
toire of tricks that will astound the estecmed public.”
Yasha had an apartment here on Freta Street near the
Avenue Dluga, Even the mares, Kara and Shiva—Dust
and Ashes—revived when they approached Warsaw. It
was no longer nccessary to urge them on. As soon as the
wagon crossed the Praga Bridge it lost irself in the con-
gestion of houses, palaces, omnibuscs, carriages, drosh-
kies, shops, cafés. The air smelled of fresh baking, coffee,
horse manure, smoke from trains and factories. In front
of the castle occupied by the Russian governor-general
a military band performed. It must have been some sort

of holiday, since every balcony flew Russian flags. The
women already wore wide-brimmed straw hats deco-
rated with artificial fruits and flowers. Carefree young
men in straw hats and light-colored suits strolled abour,
twirling their canes. Through the tumule the locomotives
whistled and hissed; the railroad couplings clanged.
Trains for Petersburg, Moscow, Vienna, Berlin, Vladi-
vostok lefc from here. After the sobering period fol-
lowing the uprising of 1863, Poland had entered an
age of industrial reform. Lodz had expanded with
American haste. In Warsaw, wooden sidewalks were
ripped up, interior plumbing installed, rails for horse
trolleys laid, tall buildings erected, as well as entire
courtyards and markets. The theaters offered 2 new
season of drama, comedy, operas, and concerts. Promi-
nent actors and actresses arrived from Paris, Petersburg,
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Rome, and cven distant America. The bookstores fea-
rured newly published novels, as well as scientific works,
encyclopedias, lexicons, and dictionaries. Yasha breathed
deeply. The journey had been wearying but the city ex-
hilarated him. If it’s this stimulating here, how much
more must it be abroad, he mused. He wanted to run
immediately to Emilia but checked himscif. He could
not very well come sleepy, unshaven, disheveled. Also,
he had first to see Micchislaw Wolsky. Yasha had sent
him a telegram while still in Lublin.

Yasha had not been in Warsaw recently. He had been
touring the provinces, While on the road, he always
worricd that his apartment would be burglarized. He
kept his library there, his antiqucs, and his collection of
billboards, newspaper clippings, and reviews. But, God
be praised, the door was still securely locked by two
hcavy Jocks and everything within was in order. Layers
of dust were everywhere and the air smelled musty.

Magda immediately began to tidy up. Wolsky camc
in a droshky—a Jewish-looking gentilc with black
cyes, a beaked nose, a high forchead. His artist’s cravat
perched crookedly on his shirtfront. Yasha reccived
from him numerous offers to perform in Russian and
Polish citics. Twirling his black mustache, Wolsky spoke
with the fervor of those who depend upon the fame of
others for their livelihood. He had even prepared 2
schedule for Yasha to follow after his summer engage-
ment at the Alhambra had ended. But Yasha realized
that Wolsky’s bombast was unnccessary. Only the
provinces wanted him. No offers had come from Mos-
cow, Kicv, or Petersburg. His carnings in the provinces
were negligible. Even in Warsaw, nothing had changed.
The proprictor of the Alhambra had consistently refused
to increase Yasha's wage. Praisc enough they gave him,
but the clowns from abroad were paid more. It was
somewhat of a mystery—this obstinacy of the theater-
owners. Wolsky's arguments and contentions were use-
less. Yasha was always among the last to be paid. Emilia
was right. As long as he remained in Poland they would
treat him like a third-rate performer.

After Wolsky had gone, Yasha lay down in the bed-
room. The janitor would tend to the horses, Magda
would see that the other animals were fed and watered.
All three, the parrot, crow, and monkey were quar-
tered in one room. Scrawny though Magda was, she
prompely began to scrub the floor. From gencrations of
peasants she had inherited her strength, along with her
scrvility. Yasha dozed off, awoke, dozed off again. The
house was an old one. In the unpaved courtyard below,
geese cackled, ducks quacked, roosters crowed, just as in
the country. Through the open window, breezes from
the Vistula and the Praga forest wafted in. Downstairs,

a beggar scratched out a tune on a street-organ and sang
an old Warsaw melody. Yasha would have thrown him a
coin if his limbs had not felt so numb. Ilc was dreaming
and thinking at once. Again to drag himsclf through the
boggy hinterlands? Again to perform in firc-stations?
No, he'd had enough of it! His thoughts whirled to the
rhythm of the strect-organ. He must go away, away,
abandon everything. At whatever cost, he must tear
himself free of this swamp. If not, someday he, Yasha,
would also wander about with a strect-organ.

It had just been morning and now it was dusk. Magda
broughe him a dish of new potatocs with sour milk and
parsley. e ate in bed and again placed his head on the
pillow. When he opened his cycs oncc more, it was
nighttime. The bedroom was dark, but it could not
have been too late, since he could still detect the sound
of a cobbler driving tacks into a shoc. No onc in the
ncighborhood had installed gas lamps yet. By the light
of naphtha lamps, houscwives mended, washed dishes,
darned, sewed patches. A drunk argued with his wife
whilc his dog barked at him.
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Yasha called to Magda but she had apparently gone
out. Only the crow, whom Yasha had taught to speak:
like a human, answered him. Every time that Yasha re-
turned to Warsaw it was with the anticipation of fa-
vorable tidings, but the fates, which are so frequently
generous to all sorts of diletrantes and amateurs, were.
severely sparing with him, Yasha, They never permitted
him o ger the best of any bargain. On the contrary,
everyone took advantage of him. Yasha knew that it was
all because of his attitude. He felt inferior and, sensing
this, others exploited him. Having surrounded himself
with a Jow class of people, his reward was to be treated
like one of them. Emilia was the only miracle in his life,

his only hope of salvation from the pit he had dug for
himself.

Their introduction had been shrouded in mystery. He
had not at first caught her name. He had begun to
think of her, had been unable to forget her. His thoughts
had rushed on of their own accord. He became inex-
plicably aware that she was thinking of him as much
as he was of her; that she also yearned for and desired
him. Through the streets of Warsaw he had roamed like
a somnambulist, secking her in coach-windows, shops,
cafés, theater lobbics. On the Marshalkowsks Boule-
vard he had looked for her, on the Nowy Swiat, on the
paths of the Saxony Gardens. He stationed himself by a
pillar in the Theater Squarc and waited. One evening,
convinced of finding her, he had gone out. He walked
the length of the Marshalkowska Boulevard. When he
approached a shop-window, there she was, waiting, as
if they had previously arranged a rendezvous—-tressed

~in a fur collar and muff, her black eyes focused directly
-upon him. He moved closer and she smiled, knowingly
‘and enigmatically. He bowed to her and she proffered
“her hand. And while all this was happening, she blurted,
“What an odd coincidence!” -

But later she admitted actually having been waiting
for him there. She had had a premonition that he had
heard her summon him.

- 4

The affluent houscholders had already installed tele-
phones, but Emilia could not yet afford such a luxury.
“Emilia and her daughter, Halina, existed on a meager
pension. All that remained from the days when the pro-
fessor had been alive was the apartment and an old

maid-servant, Yadwiga, who for years now had drawn
1no wages.

Yasha awoke early. He shaved. The apartment con-
tained a wooden tub and Magda filled it with kettles of
water. She lathered Yasha with scented soap and mas-
saged him. And as she did she observed slyly, “When
one visits a noblewoman, one must smell sweet.”

“I'm noe visiting any noblewoman, Magda.”

“Oh, sure, sure, your Magda is a fool but she can put
two and two together.”

During breakfast, Yasha'’s mood suddenly brightened.
He spoke only of testing his theory of flight, and the
svoner the atccempt was made the bereer. He would also
fit her, Magda, with a set of wings. They would soar to-
gether like a goose and gander and become as world
famous as Montgolfier had been over a hundred years
ago. He embraced Magda, kissed her, and assured her
that no macter what happened to him he would never
forsake her. “Perhaps you may have to be alone for a
time while I go abroad but, don’t worry, | will send for
you. I ask only one thing—trust me.” And as he spoke,
he looked into her eyes. He smoothed her hair and
rubbed her temples. He had such power over her that he
could put her to sleep in a minute. In the midst of a heat
wave, he could tell her that she was cold and immedi-

ately she would begin to shiver. During a frost, he
could convince her that she was overhcated and her
body would flush and perspire. He could prick her
with a needle and draw no blood. He had performed in-
numerable experiments upon her. But he had also
evolved a system of mesmerism while she was awake. He
would tell her something and it would stick in her
brain. He would give her commands weeks and months
in advance and she would carry them out later with un-

N/
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canny promptness. He had alrcady hegun to preparc
her for the time when he would go away with Emilia.
Magda heard him out, smiled tacitly with peasant slyness.
She understood all his wiles but at the same time ac-
quicsced, neither capable nor desirous of opposition.
At times her mien and grimaces reminded him of the
parrot, the monkey, or the crow.

After breakfast, he put on a light suit, kid-lcather
boots, a hard hat, and tied a black silk tic over his col-
lar. Kissing Magda, he left without a word. He flagged
a droshky. Emilia lived on Krolcvska Street, opposite
the Saxony Gardens. On the way, he ordered the coach-
man to stop at a florist’s where he bought a bouquet of
roscs. At another shop he purchased a bottle of winc, a
pound of sturgeon, a tin of sardincs. Fmilia often ob-
served jocularly that he came as laden down with pres-
ents as Santa Claus on Christmas Lve, but it was al-
ready a tradition with him. He knew it for 3 fact—the
mother and daughter had barely cnough for necessitics.
And besides, Halina had weak lungs. It was because of
this that her mother wanted to go to southern ltaly.
Halina had Icft the boarding-school because money for
her tuition had run out. Emilia, hersclf, scwed and re-
versed all their dresses, since there was no money left
for tailors and scamstresses. In the droshky, holding the
packages firmly to keep them from sliding, Yasha looked
out at the city which was both strange to him, yet
familiar. At onc time Warsaw had scemed an unattain-
able dream. Morc than anything, he had wished to sce
his name in print in a Warsaw ncwspaper or on a
theatrical poster. But now he was already trying to free
himself of this city which, despite its cosmopolitan pre-
tenses, remained provincial, Only now was it beginning
to expand. The droshky rolled berween piles of bricks,

heaps of sand, mounds of lime. The air, on this Junc
day, smelled of lilac, paint, raw carth, and gutter slops.
Gangs of laborers tore the entrails from the streets, dug
into the foundations.

On Krolevska Street, the air was clearer, The trees in
Saxony Gardens were shedding their last blossoms.
Through the fence one could sce flower beds, hothouses
filled with exotic plants, and a café where young couples
ate their second breakfast under the open sky. This was
also the scason of lotterics, the rafiling of prizes for
worthy causcs. Nursemaids and governesses wheeled in-
fants in baby carriages. Boys in sailor suits rolled their
hoops along with small sticks. With colored shovels, tiny
girls dressed like fashionable ladies burrowed in sand-
piles, digging among pebbles. Others danced in circles.
There was a summer theater in the park, too, but Yasha
had never performed inic. He had been barred for being
a Jew. He paid a higher penalty for his Jewishness than
those pious individuals with their beards and sidelocks.
In other parts of Furope these restrictions were no
longer honored, Emilia had told him. There, an artist
was judged simply by his talent.

“Well, we'll sce, we'll see,” he mumbled to himsclf.
“As fate decrecs, so shall it be.”

No matter how bold Yasha was when walking the
tightrope or mind-reading in the theater, he always lost
confidence whenever he came to Fmilia's. 1le was un-
sure of his appearance, whether his conduct was ¢x-
cmplary cnough for a cosmopolite, whether he'd crred
in his grammar or etiquette. Was he, perhaps, calling too
carly in the day? What would he do should he not find
Emilia ac home? Should he leave the bouquet and the
presents, or the flowers only? Don't be so frightencd,
Yashale, he counseled himsclf. Nobody is going to eat

you, after all . . . she’s mad about you, that wench.
Fever consumes her. She can hardly wait for you. He
puckered his lips and whistled. If he wanted to nerform
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at royal courts he must not be intimidated by an im-
poverished widow. Who could rell? Perhaps even count-
esscs and princesses would scek his atrentions? Women
were women, whether in Piask or Paris. . . .

He paid off the coachman, passed through the gate,
climbed the marble stairs, and rang the doorbell. Yad-
wiga opened it promptly—a gray little woman in a
white apron and bonner, her face wrinkled as a fig. FHe
asked for Mrs. Chrabotzky. \Was she home? Yadwiga
nadded affirmatively, smiled knowingly, took the flow-
ers, the packages, his cane and hat. She opened the door
into the drawing-room. The last time he was here had
been during a cold spell. Emilia had been sick, her neck
enveloped. Now the room was summery. Shafts of sun-
light filtered through the curtains, highlighted the rug
and the parquet, danced off the vases, the picture
frames, the keys of the pianoforte. The rubber-plant in
the bucket had sprouted new lcaves. On the divan lay
a length of material which Emilia was apparently in the
process of embroidering, a needle stuck in the cloth.
Yasha began to pace to and fro. What a far cry this was
from Leibush Lekach’s Zefrel! —Srill, it was really all the
same.

The door opened and Emilia came in. Yasha opencd
his eyes wide and alnost whistled. Until now he had
seen her only in black. She had been in mourning for
the late professor, Stephan Chraborzky, and also for the
abortive uprising of 1863 and the martyrs who had been
tortured and had perished in Siberia. Fmilia read Scho-
penhaucer, was enamored of the poctry of Byron, Slo-
wacki, and Leopardi, and idolized the Polish mystics,

Norwid and Towianski. She even let Yasha know that
she was a Wolowsky on her mother’s side.and a great-
grandchild of the famous Frankist Elisha Shur. Yes,
Jewish blood flowed in her veins as it did in most Polish
nobility. Now she wore a light, café-au-laic gown. She'd
never seemed as beautiful as now: straight, supple, a
Polish beauty with high cheekbones, a Slavic nose, but
with black Jewish eyes full of wit and passion. Her hair
in back was upswept and circled by a wreathlike braid.
Her waist was narrow, her bosom high, she seemed a
full ten years younger than her actual middle-thirties.
Even the down on her upper lip favored her and con-
tributed a sorc of female boyishness. Her smile was shy,
yet wanton, They had already, in the past, kissed and
embraced like lovers. She often confessed that it required
all of her self-control to keep herself from complete sur-
render. But it was her wish to marry in church, to be-
gin their wedded life on a pure basis. He had already
promised that, to please her, he would convert to Christi-
anity.

“')I"I\:mk you for the flowers,” she said and extended
her hand, not small, but pale and delicate. He lifted it to
his lips and kissed it, holding it for 2 while within his
own. Scents of lilac and late spring surrounded them.

“When did you come?” she asked. “I expected you
yesterday.”

*“I was too tired.”

“Halina hasn’t stopped asking about you. There was
something about you yesterday in the Courier Warshaw-
ski”

“Yes, Wolsky showed it to me.”

“A somersaule on the tightrope?”

“ch."

“God in heaven, what people won't try,” she cried

with astonishment and regret. “Well, it's all a gift, 1

supposc. You're looking well!” She changed her tone.
“Lublin scems to agree with you.”

“I rest up there.”
“With afl the women?”
He did not answer. She said, “You haven’t even kissed

me yct.” And she opened her arms to him.
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They remained locked in their kiss as if it were a contest
to see who would take the first breath, Suddenly she tore
herself Joose. She always had to make him promise to
control himsclf. She had lived four years already with-
out a man, but it was better to suffer than to act pro-
miscuously. She always observed: God sces all. The
souls of the dead are ever present and behold the deeds
of their ncar oncs. Emilia had her own religious convic-
tions. The Catholic dogma was to her nothing more
than a set of rules. She had read the mystic writing of
Svedenborg, Jakob Boechme. With Yasha she often dis-
cussed clairvoyance, premonitions, mind-reading, and
communication with the spirits of the dead. After Ste-
phan Chrabotzky's death, she conducted scances for a
time in her salon, supposedly exchanging greetings with
Chrabowzky through table-tipping. Later, she realized
that the mediom, a woman, was a charlatan. The niysti-
= cism had through some strange fashion blended within
Emilia with skepticism and a quict sense of humor, She
ridiculed Yadwiga and the Egyptian book of dream in-
terpretations which the servant kept under her pillow
~yet she, Fmilia, believed in drcams hersclf. After
Chrabotzky's death, several of his colleagues proposed
marriage to her, but her dead husband had appeared be-

fore her in a dream and urged her to reject them. Once
he even materialized before her as she was walking up
the stairs at dusk. She revealed to Yasha that she loved
him because his character was so like Chrabotzky's and
that she had indications that Chrabowky approved the
match. She now took Yasha by both his wrists, guided
him to a chair and sat him down as onc would a2 mis-
chicvaus child.

“Sit. Wait,” she said.

“How long must [ wait?”

“Itall depends on you.”

She sae down facing him, in a chaise longue, Fer tear-
ing herself away from him had been for her a physical
cffort. She sat, momentarily flushed as if surprised at
her own lust.

They began to converse in the severed phrases of
intimates who have been parted and try to bind up the
broken threads. Halina had been ill two weceks ago. She,
Emilia, had also had the grippe. “I wrote you that, didn’t
I? Well, I've forgotten . . . Yes, everything is fine now
. . . Halina? Gone to the park to read. Very absorbed
in books now—but such trash! God, how bad litcrature
has become! Common, cheap . . . Wasn't this May a
cold ane? Snow, even . . . The theater? No, we went
nowhere. Aside from the fact that tickets are exorbitant,
the quality of the plays is so absurd . . . Everything
translated from the French, and poorly translated at that.
The cternal triangle . . . Bur wouldn’t you rather talk
about yourself? Where did you wander all these weeks?
When you leave cverything scems unreal. It all scems
like a dream to me. But when a letter comes, the world
is all right again. Well, and all of a sudden Halina comes
running in all excited—you've been mentioned in the
Courier . . . What? Some sort of a write-up, Halina is

convinced that anyonc whosc name is mentioned in the
newspapers is a demi-god, even if it is because the person
has been struck by an omnibus . . . And how are you?
You're looking well. You don't appear to have missed us.
What do 1 really know abour you? You always werc and
JYou still are, an cnigma. The more vou talk about your-
sclf, the fess I can figure you out. You have women all
over Poland. You drag yourself around in a covered
wagon like a gypsy. It’s really amusing. A person with
your talent and so unadvanced. Often | think that your
entire conduct is a joke on yourself and the world. , . .
Whnt's that> Ahout us 1 certainly couldn’t tell you a
thing. All our plans arc suspcmlc(f in the air. I'm afraid
that cverything will drag on like this uniil we're both
old and gray. . . ."

“.l’vc come to you now and we won't be separated
agan!” he said, amazed at his own words. Until just now
he had not yet made a decision.

“What's that2>—Well, that's what I've been waiting
for. This is what I've wanted to hear!”

3/

s

g




PWPRBR T1 LRA T LLOVD TIWI N VIR MR ST K
JMPIDMR T T LR TYRI PDEIB PR IVIFI T DRI W KR o'R 1D
DR MM LYNRP VIV LRE ST IXIWTE DIROR PETR K

MR 7 15En 1PDK DED ST INEP JIDRIVIOMR DRIV M MO M
DRI DRORIR WT T JMeubR oyt tmd Sarontyngp & mw
SR3 PR PO 1 by 1avhapa R RTR Je5R0 PR 10MYRMIKR T
JPIWDE R OIVOUYAR DR DRTO LLO0MDYI P IX Y bR Lnww
93K SN YT LYLNAYA M D MY IRT IPVIKT DVT LM LR W
I9NYI P DYN M IR TIXTIRD D DR TIINOR DD T DYN DXN
PROIR TXP'D ..2 PR VT O™ 1 Sansxp nvRa W PR Pk 105!
“ya SRn R UM DR W .DWDMIPEY M T W bR — t1apb vem
»2 R BOXYD DKM LIRDOYIR 1R M IOk v S 1wn
LYPIANK IR M AEY DN AT IV PR D WT Pk prbomag
J9NT I DR PR PR IOMR LUOR DD 10MIWIBNK T LR W
DIXPY TR DHEN LI APN ANTH TWI R VIV 0D T WA
AWIAR DD K LD VI W LLRIT R IR pOYTIRD D DTN 1awn
o1 1oRLENY PR W L2 0RY MR 1MKBR DIRPYY TR IND MR M
SJRDTRD YPOUDRY YT IR DPIDYA LTI DYT DXTIRD ,IWURIPD
SYIRe WhDoMRI YOR YT MR LT JENOPRI 1D WM
WINHT X JYYER 0T IR DPIRBTMIX JART OEN ,TYHRe OMIN3
YT WD YOPT YT PRI MIYOPRYD T LM PYIDT WRIRT W
JavD YPYTIFMA MY M VIRETVA JARA VT IMILT 1OMR STIM
OO IR IR DYV T LIRET ¥ DIREIYA WTh bbyouyiek ™
“DMIR 1EP Y'Y *T K1 ORN ,DIDY T DIRNYI ,LUPYNTAI LLPIPRI T
DIED RIX AT WITX LLOVDYI ¥ X UMM N PE AR M1 vy
RO Mm% M PR PR W LY BN WIAR WOIYOTII T 1D PaRD
Lo IR MR DAYAD RN N01E & N mbacorba thn w vama
WDWRIMDD VT PR

DR I3 LTUUAWD IDVIRT DYT TR0 IPKIWCWT M P LRI JTR
TP OR WA W OE PR DR OIRD DINRTH ¥ 01K YHR LOR IR
JYDDYINIVPR PR DR W DWHYINK T X 09y

M3 PYIRY ONT 1 LPYDTIRD YNEP LMIAWD T v R —
LD 1 M vabymro

o 1byn TH — .LAYIBEI TP DR — TR DD I DY O¥N —
RO 1D 1IDRILD

L9IKIDFIONY M R vya wrny

1931 T YT BhR0 —

9% R joRbreIR 1At —

M7 T PYR PR'D WAR SR DOMT ¥ 19WT 17 ) —

AN 1D M DI R PIT DOM 1T ey ) —

-TLIR T DRI MY LTLTIOMNT YT TR IEImbpyl Lyive
SapE ® DT IEM 1PRAVA PR P PHE IRTR DIRORIER 0T
YOIPYR DR LYEN ,OMR TT LYRIRI W IYRYN WD PRV N WD
PR XSMY LET PROOY IR LOMX I Jap DI WL W DX 1M
DR LRT M WIAR LK TNT DVDDRIMIYP N LR AR Pun P
X1 DIEO ¥ 12°YIVI PR W JOINRS VT WD ToIRMEIOIN THY T
STEYD PR LSIUD TR CPDYAMR TT DR JEYIVY PR W ARNTUK
pWYE) HTavp o7 LMY TYYIHRD TT LRI Wwa-Spivw oy PR
D15 10X YRIRTTT 1D OYHPIB YT IR 17X0YA WV 1 1pYoD
JIIWDWT T IAEA 1PV X M3 YIIW NP LYDRD ¥TWI PR 1Ihanm
DEN LYY I IR LMY TT BEYC BB B 1D ITWPR W
YPUFIR 1P ANDY PP 18 LTI DEn TP TT UYDRE KT 1
JVPIETYY YUWRSEVE 1P MY YOIEIY VP DR
'R 37 DRIV DET PYHY PAVL ORT LXBTYUR L¥I ¥R
LU0 JUYIVINR JWMp PIYD T D3P YOYM ¥y DRoY
TNT DTG DhBY DR XK TR LIBRIOVX DRI DR P
7 JUIRIWWR ULMILEA MO LTIV MO LRI W LTOTTP WD
Suph el ubYR J3RR Y T jte OV TPOIMT MR Ut
APIVDY PR MK DA 1P Y IRP vl 51 vamo 130w 1o

35

And her eyes grew moist. She turned her face aside
and he saw her in profile. Prescntly she rose to tell Yad-
wiga to serve the coffee. The woman had already
brewed it, unbidden. She had grfxund 1t.I!ersc!f_ in a cof-
fee-grinder according to old Polish tradition. The aroma
permeated the drawing-room. Yasha was lefc alone.
Well, cverything is fate, he mumbled to ‘lllllSC'f: llc wlas
scized by a tremor. With those few words to Emilia, he
had just about scaled his destiny. But what would be-
come of Esther now? And Magda?> And where would
he get the money he needed? And was he truly cap:xbllIc
of changing his religion? 1 cannot live without her! he
replied to himself. He was ﬁlled_suddcnly with the impa-
tience of a convict awaiting his release, every hour an

eternity. He stood up. Though his heart was heavy, his
feet felt uncommonly light. Right now I could turn not
one but three somersaults on the tightrope! How could
I have put it off this long? Yasha skipped to the win-
dow, turned aside the draperies, gazed out ac the luxuri-
ant chestnut trees in the Saxony Gardens, at all the
schoolboys, young' fops, governesses, and couples who
strolled along its paths. For example, that young fellow
with the flaxen hair and his girl in the straw hat with
the cherries! They strutred like two birds, stopped, took
another step, moved about in one spot, looked at each
other, sniffed onc another, played at the games only
lovers know. They scemed to be precipitating a tussle or
a kind of dance of the sexes. But what was it he saw in
her? And how blue the sky was today! Pale blue like the
curtain which hung in the temple during the Days of
Awe,

Yasha felc a pang of doubt at the comparison. Well,
God was God, whether you prayed to Him in the syna-
gogue or in church. Emilia came back. He walked
towards her.

“When she brews coffec she smells up the whole
house. It's the same when she cooks.”

“What will become of her?” he asked. “Will we take
her along with us to Jtaly?"”

Emilia pondered a moment.

“Are we at that stage already?”

“My mind is made up.”

“Well, we'll require a servant too. Buc it’s all idle
chacter.”

“No, Emilia, it’s just as if you were my wife already.”

6

The doorbell rang. Emilia excused herself and left Yasha
alonc once again. He remained still, as if he were in
hiding and afraid to reveal his presence to someone who
sought him. He had already compromised Emilia, bue
she still concealed him from her relatives, He had be-
come like one who sees but is himself invisible, FHe sat
there and stared at the furniture, at the rugs, The pendu-
lum in the grandfather clock swung slowly. Golden
flecks of sunlight glanced off the prisims of the chande-
lier, off the album bound in red velver. From a neigh-
bor’s housc, piano chords drifted. Ile had always ad-
mired the cleanliness of this aparument, the affluent
tidiness. Everything was placed where it belonged. There
wasn't a hint of dust anywhere. Those who lived here
never seemed to accumulate dire or anything else super-
fluous, no disagreeable odors, no disconcerting thoughts.

Yasha listened intently. Emilia had several distant rela-
tives living in town. They frequently dropped in unin-
vited. Yasha sometimes had had to leave through the
kitchen entrance. While he listened, he tried to evalu-
ate his situation. To realize his plans he would nced
moncey, at least fifteen thousand rubles. He could only
obtain that much money one way.
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_ But again, was he pre-
pared for such a step? Being intimate with many women
had transformed him into one who lived for the moment,
guided himself only by impulsc and inspiration. e
made plans but everything remained fluid. He spoke of
love, but he could not truthfully account to himsclf
what he meant by it, nor what Emilia understood it to
be. And during all his transgressions he had always
sensed the hand of Providence. Hidden forces propeiled

him always, even during his performances. But could he
expect God to lead him into theft and apostasy? Lis-
tening to the notes of the piano, he heard his own
thoughts simultancously. Before cvery action, a voice
within him usvally made itself audible, spoke clearly,
commanded sternly, proposcd all the details. But this
time he expericnced a sensc of anticipation. Something
clse was scheduled to occur, something was still to be
altered. In his notcbook he had a list of banks and ad-
dresses of wealthy people who kepe their money in metal
strongboxes, but he had not followed up these possibili-
tics. e had already managed to justify the decd he con-
templated, for hie had sworn a promisc to return cvery-
thing with interest, once he had won fame abroad, but
he had not yet been able to appeasc his conscience.
Fear, disgust, and sclf-contempt remained. He was de-
scended from people of honor. His grandfathers, on
both sides, were famous for their honesty. A great-
grandfather once trailed a merchant to Lenezno to pay
back a forgotten ten groschen . . .

The door opened and Halina appeared in the door-
way: fair, suddenly rall for her fourtcen years, with
blonde pigtails, light blue cyes, a straight nose, full lips
and the cransparent palencss of skin peculiar to those
afflicted with ancmia and weak lungs. She had grown
during the short time he had been away, and she scemed
ashamed of it. She Jooked at Yasha, pleased and confused
at once. Halina took after her father—she had the mind
of a scientist. She yearned to understand cverything:
cach trick that he, Yasha, performed, every word that
he spoke to her mother while she, Ialina, was present.
She was an avid reader, collected insects, could play
chess, write poetry. She was studying Iralian already
. . . For a moment she scemed to hesitate. Then she

charged at Yasha with a childish leap and fell into hus
anns.

“Uncle Yasha!™

She kissed him and let herself be kissed in return.

She promptly besicged him with questions. When had
he come? Fad he traveled by wagon this time too? Tlad
he scen any wild beasts in the forest? Flad he been
stopped by highwaymen? How was the monkey? The
crow? The parrot? How were the peacocks in his yard
at Lublin? And the snake? The turtle? Would he actually
perform a somersault on the wire as announced in the
newspapers? Was this possible? ad he missed them—
her and Mama? She scemed almose full grown, yet she
chattercd on like a child. But there was a sense of artifi-
cialiry as well as playfulness.

“You've shot up like a tree!™ Yasha said.

“Everyonc refers to my height!” she pouted with
childish reproof. “Just as if it were my fault. I lie in bed
and [ feel mysclf growing. An imp tugs at my feet. |
don’t want to grow at all. I should like to remain little
always. What shall I do, Uncle Yasha? Is there an excr-
cise to make one remain small> Tcll me, Uncle Yasha!”
and she kisscd his forchead.

So much love! So much love! Yasha mused. Aloud he
said, “Yes, there isa way.”

“Tlow?"”

“Wc'll pue you in the grandfather clock and lock the
door. You won’t be able to grow taller than the cabinet.”

ITalina perked up immediatcly.

“I1e has a solution for cverything! low quickly his
mind works! 1le doesn’t have to think at all! How ducs
your brain work, Uncle Yasha?”

“Why don't you take off the lid and look inside? It's
just like the mechanism of a clock.”
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“More clocks? That’s all you have on your mind to-
day—clocks. Are you working on a new trick with a
clock? Have you read the Courier? You're famous! All
Warsaw admires you. Why did you sty away so long,
Uncle Yasha? 1 was ill and I called for you cvery min-
ute. | dreamed abour you, too. Mama scolded me because
I talked so much about you. She is terribly jealous!”
Halina said, blushing at her own words. Just then, Em-
ilia walked in.

“So, your Uncle Yasha is here again. I can't rell you
how often she asked about you.”

“Don’t tell him, Mama, don't tell him. He will become
spoiled. He thinks thae because he is a great artist and we
are insignificanc little people he can lord it over us. God
is mightier than you, Uncle Yasha. He can perform even
finer tricks.”

Emilia quickly grew stern. “Do not take the Lord's
name in vain. It is no subjece for levity.”

“I'm not joking, Mother.”

“That’s the latest fashion: to bring God into cvery
senseless conversation.”

IHalina seemed lost in thought for 2 moment.

“Mama, I'm simply starved.”

llol‘?"

“Yes, if [ don't cat something in the next ten minutes,
I'll just dic.”

*Oh, how you carry on. Like a child of six. Tell Yad-
wiga to give you something to cat.”

“And you, Mama, aren’t you hungry?”

“No, I manage to survive from one meal to the
next.”

“Buc you hardly eat, Mama. A glass of cocoa means
breakfast to you. How about you, Uncle Yasha?”

“I could cat an elephant.”
“Come on, then, let's eat him together.”
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Yasha sat down with mother and daughter and they all
ate their second breakfast, all the delicacies that Yasha
had brought: the sturgeon, the sardines, the swiss cheese.
Yadwiga brought coffee with cream. Halina ate with
gusto, praising and enjoying cvery mouthful. “How
good this smells! It melts in your mouth!” The crusts of
the freshly baked rolls crackled between her teeth, Em-
ilia chewed in a slow ladylike way. Yasha himself ate
with enjoyment. He looked forward to these snacks with
Emilia and Halina. With Esther, he had littde to talk
about. She knew nothing beside her houscwifely chores
and her sewing business. Here, the conversation camic
easily. It turned to hypnotism. Emilia had often warned
Yasha not to discuss this subjecet before Halina, bur he
could not very well avoid it. He was advertised in the
ncwspapers as 2 hypnotise, and Ialina was too clever
and curious to be dissuaded with a word. Besides, she
read adult books. Professor Chrabotzky had left an ex-
tensive library. His colleagues from the university and
former pupils senc Emilia textbooks and tear-sheets from
scientific journals. Halina examined everything. She was
familiar with Mesmer, his theories and his trials, had
read abour Charcoe and Janct, The Polish newspapers
printed articles about the hypnotist, Feldman, who had
caused a sensation in various Polish salons. He had even
been permitted to demonstrate his powers in hospitals
and private clinics. For the millionth time Halina asked
Yasha the same question: Llow could one person inject

his will into another? How was it possible for one person
to put another to sleep by looking at him? How could
someonc be made to shiver with cold in the hottest
weather, or in an overheated room?”

“I don’t know the answer myself,” Yasha said. “That’s
the honest truch.” v

“But you've done these things yourself.”

“Does the spider know how it spins its web?”

“Oh—now he compares himself to a spider! I hate
spiders, I despise them! You, Uncle Yasha, 1 adore.”

“You talk too much, Halina,” Emilia interrupted.
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“I want to know the truth.”

“Her father’s daughter. She only wants the truth.”

“For what other reason are we born, Mama? Why are
all the books written? All for truth, Mama, I have a
big favor to ask you.”

“I' know what it is beforchand—and the answer is 70"

“Mommy, I beg you on bended knees! Have pity.”

“No pity. No!”

What Halina wanted was her mother’s permission to
have Yasha demonstrate his hypnotism right then and
there. Halina was even cager to be hypnotized hersclf.
But Emilia repeatedly denicd her daughter’s request. One
did not trifle with such things. Emilia had read somewhere
of a hypnotist who had been unable to arousc his subject.
The victim had remained in a trance for days afterwards.

“Come to the theater, Halina, and then you'll sce
how it's done,” Yasha said.

“Fo tell the truth, I hesitate to tke her—such riff-
raff go there.”

“What must 1 do, Mother? Sit in the kitchen and
pluck chickens?”

“You're still a child.”

“Let him hypnotize you, then.”

“I don’t want any seances in my house!” LEmilia said,
sharply.

Yasha was silent. They are hypnotized anyway, he
thought. Love is based entircly on hypnotism. When |
saw her for the first time, 1 hypnotized her. That is why
she was waiting for me that night on Marshalkowska
Boulevard. They are all hypnotized: Fsther, Magda,
Zeftel. 1 possess a power, a tremendous power. But
what is it? And how far docs it extend? Would T be able
to hypnotize a bank dirccror into opening the vaule for
mce?

Tle, Yasha, had first heard the word, hypnotism, only
2 few years before, He had aucempted ic and had suc-
ceeded immediately. Tle had ordered his subject to sleep
and the man had fallen into a heavy slumber. Fe had
ordered a woman to undress and she had begun to take
off her clothes. FHe had told a girl that she would feel no
pain and though he had pricked her arm with a pin, she
had not cricd out, nor had there been any blood. Since
then Yasha had witnessed a number of demonstrations
by other hypnatists, several indeed by the famous Feld-
man, but whar this power was or how it worked, Yasha
could not understand. At times it scemed to him thae
both hypnatist and subject were indulging in somc
sort of high-jinks; but nevertheless it was no sham.
Perspiration cannot be simulated in cold weather nor a
flow of blood prevented when a ncedle is jabbed into
the flesh. Perhaps chis was what was once labeled black
magic.

*“Oh, Mommy, you'rc so stubborn!” Tlalina said,
munching a sardinc on a roll. “Tell me what sort of
power this is, Uncle Yasha, before 1 dic of curiosity!”

“It’s 2 force. What is clectricity?”

“Yes, what is clectricity?”

“No one knows. They flash signals here in Warsaw
and the electricity carries them in one second to Peters-
burg or Moscow. The signals go over ficlds, forests, go
hundreds of miles, all in one second. Now there is such
a thing as a tclephone! and onc can hear another’s voice
through the wires. The time will come when you'll be
able to talk from Warsaw to Paris just the way I'm talk-
ing to you now.”

“But how does it work? Ah, Mama, there is so much
to learn! Some people are so wisc! How did they be-
come so wise? But it's always men. Why don’t women
educate themselves?”

“In England there is a woman physician,” Yasha
said.

“Really? That's funny. I can’t help laughing!”

“What's so amusing?” Emilia asked. “Women are
people, too.”

“Of course. But a woman doctor! How does she
dress? Like George Sand?”

“What do you know about George Sand? I'll lock
you out of the library!”

|




PR Y YY3WLT 1Y PT 3 PR SWOW LR OV W —

ST 77¥5°2 ST WOMK TR 2RT OXN LPIDT MY T I w03 N

Y oYY MR IR X L2 W vy vhe vt ebTn

TK OYID WA ST PR TUIPDYYARD PR IR U0 Y vhe?

355D XPYKT LR — PANAM DI PINI PR VXD 0N WD T

oXY3 PIRNER PR T WDIWM YINMK YT 1D voYYEEA LIV
JPSEARNAEN T I T2 1IRRA D D IR P Wy

7 DX WIR YNITH VO —

T1ORDR LET — 1387 ANOA TIOR3 THIN D LIYWI PR T —
1P 1IRDPYNR M1 YO 1D JOXOTES TOR 13X VD - IDVWAR
hroK

-aE3 TEOLED ST LBEP OPT IMIVUVR FPMIAD X LEA wvea
PEA YWY XA T MY M OYEY DX BYY pY IR 0D 1T YD
VUBYTIRD ¥ VIVDYRARIMR IN JTVIVE PR T PR T LIRLYPIBAE
A8D DIYIWX TSN PTM YPURT ORI DLV DRUR 1D U5 ¥
-py YT YTR J3ER YEn YD WaR IPOEN R0 1K WD
DR PYBY HITIDR OEIYI SH b 7ox DR bEA W .JoNHA
DYM VT 1AW

LW PR TT A M Rrhen —

379 YVINP

AR YADYIE W WD RN TIE KT vavhe WY
PR QYMI R DOMYNE DRI W N e 573 OPXOEEYY 1IXD
X 3D DD OVXLEBYY T parbEIoR W LRT WWWBYT N
LIGIYIBE TT LR “XIINNADR, WOEED 1D AWPLIVR WT IRD
~ybpE LA ACINDFIDR T SPOTEN 00N X JRSE 1AM
Lwp #0RYED, [ IVDRFLTIVON WX IR O3 DYTIRWIWLNR VM
PONY3 oMY M3 TDRP DR JOVIED PRORIR N 2N w3 b
IX 1PROR3 DR PR SRIMTT K TR DALYV IX YNYP YIMWE
J9BT LTMI VO 1P OFT UYMW IR L 9ERIWD TV
-pR o1 LITIBYI PR AR WPIKT WT WO PRYSWT T vEa W
-pamR Sm 0PIV T KA P WAR LIPYPER IPPbyLRING 19w
LWTRI LOTIRD DRI DR PR TPROW 1IN W LIN2INE AR vwp
g3pMAK LEA W TATO WBK R IIKD T 0N W 2O Wl
-yzrpIPRI T AT OFT 1WA LT 1OMR LIVA y™a vh
Y3 P ODRI W CUIWDXID WIEINR WT PR vowyamR T WY
SYMIR DRAYY T LRD W Jewoaste e X R phYY™MINRD LY
QY PR TR DY N bR Y pRA W OV N PR W
Py OXT YR DW MR M W3R JRrbRA T LPIVAY) TPIDR LR
VIPOYYT R IR0 I YR YT oK bRA T taba3 RIX 1NON
oK UM VN YUK O DD LIXDYIMT bEA LUBREILY
A3 T IPT VYR 1PN OR 0TI TR PR IpYRAVIOTR
169 MM DE 1 XTIIMT IID VT 08N gon oyl bW O LD
oy1 bOMY) DX XWX OB PR UDRD BIX UM 1oREER TR W
“pMR IR JYPIYIP 1YDYI DY N JapbwadK byl OF BN T hDR
Twoayn M IFYNZ KD IR LYY DA 3oe v b M
1R ™1 YN ot b3 K WPITIYINT 1D 12OV I
by IYBK YIUR 1M 28D Ynp qayh 13 DEN 13 DRAVI LTI WD
MO IR IE TR T PO 0XT D aEneIRGn W PP

PO 18P W IR IIWT T DMIee XU Y ORAIRTIRD
oy .LYBKIVA DIDVINI W LXA T Wak 73X X MR PR TR
DYV RTIRD DRI DY 10 OvRE 19DPYA PR P DR YEn
Y 797 LIWAYIDMR bYRD LR P AWKD DY LM DR MR
1N O PR ObY3 IR LYY § M TR PEPYIMR DR
DB TR IR VI T YYD 3TN PIOMY YD OYRD
AvbavpyYa vo D NP IR YA T PR b¥n DRT TYAR IMIER
PR PR TR IR DMDTRE WpR P BRI OVOIR WI
PR OIDYRIVL TR DED T 003 T 10 ppYY WOTWINK WI
SR TR PR W DR WHID § 1IDRYNE BEE DITRT 1IRD 1K
PpIr™D T ND BED ¥ TYNUYIOE DR s pagn W N ThRem
1 bR o1 Y3 WM WT WK PWPPIWIR T DA W K
-aPICR BT WD WAND ¥ 1DR0OYS 0w ¥ PMATIBE DIV
JPYPTIEP 1980 2xn KIS PR WP 7 DI MR M ANR X YR
w rbagwr ;s whypRvw 7 prYD DX YNV WRKPWT KR
18 LIPIVAOMR DRVD 10°D 0T K Loyp DKT JWYEP MR ODYYR3
M opMp IMD W LYN OFIoTTR ¥ PRI S ey
D 1IN bYn o¥N KN PDLPA0MIE WE TR BB yoxyh
- LR ATR W I AN gmba 1 ? RoYawhy wnYIs W
LDYATIT 1 BYEN JETsD DIhyara

) “Don’t do it, Mommy. I love you, I love you ter-
ribly and you're so strict with me. What do I have be-
sides my books? The girls I know are all bores. Uncle
Yasha scldom comes to see us. He plays hide-and-seck
with us. I can lose myself in books. Why don’t the
two of you get married?” Halina blurted out suddenly,

amazed at her own words. She paled. Emilia blushed to
the roots of her hair.

“Are you mad, or what?”

“She is righc. We will be married soon,” Yasha inter-
rupted. “Everything’s been decided. All three of us are
going to Italy.”

Halina hung her head, shamefaced. She began to toy

with the tip of her braid as if to count the hairs. Emili

lowered her eyes. She sat there helpless, ashamed l'at;a
fied by Yasha's words. The girl chattered ceas;:lgssl \
bue chis time her foolish prattle had been helpful. He ha{l'

;us: then made it official. Emilia lifted her cyes
alina, go to your room!” .

kX
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Usually, Yasha began to rehearse two weeks before the
opening. Just this year when he had prepared a new and
difficult repertoire, he kept delaying the rehearsals from
day to day. The proprietor of the Alhambra had refused
to raisc Yasha's salary. Wolsky, the impresario, was
quietly negotiating with another summer theater, the
Palace. Often during the day, when Yasha sat in the
Café Lurs, sipping black coffec and leafing through a
magazine, he was seized by an odd premonition—a feel-
ing that he would not perform that scason. He feared
this portent and tricd to banish it from his mind, mollify
it, erase jt—but it kept returning. Would he grow sick?
Was he, God forbid, due to die? Or was it something
clse altogether? He placed his hands on his forehcad,
rubbed his scalp, his checkbones, enveloped himself in a

blind darkness. He had wound himself into too many
entanglements. He had driven himself into a dilemma.
He loved and desired Emilia. He even longed for Halina.
But how could he inflict such an outrage against Esther?
For so many ycars she had shown him a rare devotion.
She had stood beside him through all his difficulties,
helped him in cvery crisis; her tolerance was the kind
that the pious attribute only to God. How could he re-
pay her with a slap? She would not live through the
shock, Yasha knew—she would wither and flicker out
like a candle. More than once he had seen a person dic
of heartbreak simply because they no longer had any
reason to stay alive. Some of these people had not even
been sick when they dicd. Swiftly and without explana-
tions the Angel of Death performs his magic.

For some time now he had been trying to prepare
Magda for his departure. Buc she was jittery already.
Each time he rerurned from Emilia, Magda looked at
him wich mute reproach. She had almost ceased speaking
to him altogether and had withdrawn like a clam into her
shell. In bed, she was frigid, distant, silent. Summers past,
the pimples on her face would fade, but this year her
complexion was a mass of them. The rash had even
spread to her neck and the upper part of her breasts. She
had also begun to have accidents. Plates slipped from her
hands. Pots turned over on the hot stove, She had burned
her foot, pricked her finger, nearly lost an eye. In this
state, how could she be expected to perform somersaults,
hand him his clubs and balls to juggle, or spin the barrel
on her feer? Even if he, Yasha, managed to 'go on this sea-
son, he would probably have to ecngage a new assistant
at the last minute. Yes, and what of poor Elzbieta? The
news of his deserting Magda mighe kill her.
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There was a partial solution to the miserable situ-
ation: moncy. If he could give Esther ten thousand rubles
it would temper the blow somewhat. A cash scetlement
would certainly appease Magda and Flzbicta. In addition,
le needed a large sum for himself, Fmilia, and Halina,
Fler plan was to purchase a villa in southern ltaly where
the climate would benefit Flalina's lungs. He, Yasha,
would not be able to begin performing right away. He
would first have to learn the Janguage, engage an im-
presario, make contacs. He could not afford to scll his
services as cheaply there as he did here in Poland. e
would have to begin right at the top. Bue for all this
he needed a backlog of at least thirty thousand lire.
Emilia had confessed to him what, actually, he had al-
ready known. She owned nothing save a pile of dcbts
which she would have to make good before she could
leave town.

Ordinarily Yasha did not smoke. He had weaned
himsclf away from a pipe in the helief that it was bad
for the heart and cyes and that it interfered with his
sleeping. But now e began to smoke Russian cigarets.
He sucked on the tip of a cigarer, sipped black coffec
from a saucer, and scanned a magazine. The smoke stung
his nostrils, the coffce his palate; the magazine article
made no sense. Tt raved about some Parisian actress, one
Fifi, at whose fcct all France worshiped. The writer
implied chat Fifi was a former demimondaine. “Why
would all France glorify a tare®” Yasha wondered. “\WVas
this France? Was this the Western Furope of which
Emilia spoke with such awe? Was this the culture, the
art, the acstheticism that the journals wrote about
with such fervor? He threw aside the magazine, which
was immediately chimed by a whitc-mustached gentle-
man. Yasha extinguished his cigarct in the coffee dregs.

All his reflections and speeulations incvitably led to the
one conclusion: he must get his hands on a large sum of
money, if not legally, then by theft. Bur when should
he perform this crime? Where? How? Strange that al-
though he had been contemplacing this deed for months
now, he had never even entered a bank, nor familiarized
himself with banking procedurc; he had not even deter-
mined where the banks stored their money during clos-
ing hours, nor the type of safes or locks they employed.
He had procrastinated, procrastinated. Whenever he
passed a bank, he stepped quickly, averting his face. It
was one thing to open a lock on the stage or before the
Piask gang, another to steal into a building manned by
armed guards. For that, onc had to be a born thicf,

Yasha tapped his spoon against the saucer to summon
the waiter but the man either did not hear, or pretended
not to. The café was quite full. There were almost no
patrons who, like himself, were alonc. Most sat in groups,
circles, clusters; the men in morning coats, striped trou-
sers, wide cravats. Some wore pointed beards, some
spade beards; some had drooping mustaches, somne
mustaches that curled. The women wore wide-skirted
dresses, and wide-brimmed hats decorated with flowers,
fruits, pins, and feathers. The patriots whom the Rus-
sians had cxiled to Siberia in boxcars afrer the uprising
werce dying by the hundreds. They expired from scurvy,
consumption, beri-heri, but mainly from ennui and the
yearning for the motherland. Bur the patrons in the café
had apparently reconciled themselves to the Russian in-
vader. They talked, shouted, joked, and laughed. The
women fell giggling into cach other’s arms. Outside, a
hearse rolled by, but those within ignored it as if death
did not concern them. Whar were they jabbering about
with such fervor? Yasha wondered, \Why did their cyes
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gleam so? And that old fellow with the white wedge
beard and the mossy pouches under the eyes—why had
he pinned a rose in his lapel? He, Yasha, was to all ap-
pearances their equal, yet a barrier separated them. But
what was it? He never found a clear explanation. To-
gether with his ambition and lust for life, dwelt a sad-
ness, a sense of the vanity of everything, a guilt that
could neither be repaid nor forgotten. What was life’s
purpose if one did not know why one was born nor
why one died? What sense did all the fine words about
positivism, industrial reform, and progress make when it
was all cancelled our in the grave? For all his drive, he,
Yasha, was constantly on the brink of melancholy. As
soon as he lost his craving for new tricks and new loves,
doubxs attacked him like locusts. Had he been broughte
into the world simply to turn a few somersaults and
deceive a number of females? On the other hand, could
he, Yasha, revere a God whom someone had invented?
Could he, Yasha, sit like that Jew with ashes on his head
and bewail a temple which had been destroyed two thou-
sand years ago? And would he be able later to kneel and
cross himself before that Jesus of Nazareth who, alleg-
edly, had been born of the holy spirit and was no less a
personage than God’s only son?

The waiter was at the table.

“What docs the gentleman wish?”

“To pay,” Yasha said.

His words seemed ambiguous—as if he had intended
saying: To pay for my deceitful life.

2

In the first ace of the play, the husband inviced Adam
Povolsky to spend the summer with him ar his villa, but

Adam Povolsky made excuscs. He revealed a secret.
He had a swectheart, the young wife of an old noble-
man. But che husband was adamant. The sweetheart
could wait. He wanted Povolsky, in the course of the
vacation, to instruct his daughter on the pianoforte and
t give Fnglish lessons to his wife. (French had just
about gone out of fashion.)

In the second act, Adam Povolsky carricd on affairs
with both the mother and the daughter. To get rid of
the hushand, all three protagonists convinced him that
he was arthritic and that he must be off to Pischany to
take the mud baths,

In the third act the hushand discovered the deception,
“I did not have to go to Pischany to wallow in mud,” he
exclaimed; “I have a morass right here in my house!”
He called out Adam Povolsky but now the old noble-
man came, the cuckold spousc of Povolsky’s inamorata,
and he took Povolsky back to his estate. The play ended
with a lecture by the old nobleman to Adam Povolsky
on the dangers of amorous entanglements.

The farce was adapted from the French, Few plays
were put on in Warsaw during the summer but this
particular vehicle, Povolsky’s Dilenrma, drew audiences
cven in the hottest weather. The laughter began with the
rising of the curtain and did not ccase until the end of
the third act. The women muffled their giggles in hand-
kerchiefs while drying the tears caused by uproarious
laughter. Occasionally there was a laugh that seemed
scarcely human. It cracked like a shot and degenerated
into a whinny. Thus one cuckold laughed at another.
He stapped his knee and began to topple from his scar.
His wife revived him and tried to ser him righe in his
chair. Emilia smiled and fanned herself. The gaslights
intensified the heat. Yasha barely maintained an amiable

expression. He had seen hundreds of similar farces. The
husband was always fatuous, the wife unfaithful, the
lover cunning. The moment Yasha stopped smiling, his
eycbrows tensed. Who mocked whom here? The same
rabble existed everywhere. They danced at weddings and
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wailed ar funerals, swore faithfulness st the alaar and
corrupted the institution of marriage, wept over a for-
lorn, fictitious, little orphan and butchered each other in
wars, pogroms, and revolutions. Tle held Failia’s hand
but anger burned in him, §le could netcher desert Fsther,
convert, nor suddenly turn thicf on account of Famihia.
He glanced sideways at hier. She Ewghed less than the
others, probably to avoid appearing vulgar, but also
scemed to enjoy Povolsky's serpentine antics and rwo-
cdged bons mots. Who could tell? Le probably appealed
to her, too. He, Yasha, was short in staturc but the far-
ceur was tall and broad-shouldered. In Iraly, Yasha
would be vocally inept for years to come while Fmilia
would communicate in French, and quickly learn Italian.
While he was roaming about doing performances, risking
his neck daily, she would hold a salon, invite gucsts, scck
a match for Halina, perhaps find for herscl an ltalian
Povolsky. They're all the same. Fach of them a spider!

No, no! he cried within himself. [ won’t let myself be
trapped. Tomorrow, I'll run away. I'll leave cverything
hehind—Emilia, Walsky, the Alhambra, the magic,
Magda. I've been a magician long enough! I've walked the
tightrope too often! He suddenly reminded himsclf of
the new stunt he was scheduled to introduce—the somer-
sault on the tightrope. They would recline on soft cush-
ions while he, pushing forty as he was, would turn
somersaules on the wire. And what if he fell and sinashed
his body? They would put him out on the threshold to

beg and not one of his admirers would stoop to fling a
groschen into his hat.

He took his hand away from Fmilia’s. She sought it
again but he turned from her in the darkness, surprised
at his own rebelliousness. These thoughts were not new
to him. He had wrestled with these problems even be-
forc he had met Emiilia. Fle lusted after women, yet hated
them as a drunkard hates alcohol. And as he planned
new stunts, he was plagued by the fear that the old
oncs were beyond his powers and would cause him an
untimely death. He had burdened himsell with too heavy
a yoke cven before Emilia. e supported Magda, Flo-
bicta, and Bolck. He paid rent for the Warsaw apart-
ment. He roamed for months an end through the prov-
inces, stopping at mean  hotels, playing in ice-cold
firchouses, traveling dangerous roads. And what did he
gain from all this? The humblest farmhand cnjoyed
more peace of mind and less worry. Fsther grumbled
frequently that he worked only for the devil.

In some odd way, the farce assisted his ruminations.
How much longer would he drift along like this? How
many more burdens would he assume? With how many
more perils and disasters would he load himself? Te was
revolted by the actors, the audience, by Fmilia, by him-
sclf. These important ladics and gentlemen had never
acknowledged him, Yasha, nor had he acknowledged
them. Arefully, they had fused religion with materialism,
connubiality with adultery, Christian love with worldly
hate. But he, Yasha, remained a bedeviled spirit. Tis pas-
sions flayed him like whips. Never had he ceased to
suffer regreer, shame, and the fear of death. He spent
agonized nights reckoning his ycars. 11ow much longer
would he remain young? Catastrophically, old age hov-
ered about him. What could be more useless than an

clderly magician? Somctimes in bed, unable to close his
cycs, long-forgotten passages of the Scriptures would
leap to his mind, prayers, his grandmother's wisc prov-
erbs, his father's stern moralization. A Yom Kippur tune
would stare within him:

T'o what can man aspire
When death will quench his fire? . . .

Thoughts of repentance enveloped him. Perhaps there
was a God, after all? Perhaps all the holy sayings werc
true? It just didn’t seem credible that the world had
created tself or simply evolved out of a fog. Perhaps a
Day of Reckoning really waited and a scale where gowl
deeds were weighed against the evil? If it were so, then
every minute was precious. If it were so, then he had
arranged not one but two hells for himself. Onc in this
world, a second in the other!

Bur what concrete solution could he now adopt?
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Grow a beard and sidelocks? Don a prayershawl and
phylacteries and pray thrice daily? Where did it follow
that the entire truth was to be found in the Jewish codex?
Maybe the answers lay with the Christians, the Moham-
medans, or still some other sect? They also had their
sacred books, their prophets, all sorts of legends of
miracles and reveladions. He felt the wrangling of the
forces within him, the good and the evil. Afcer a while,
he began to daydream of flying apparatuses, of new
loves, new adventures, journeys, treasures, discoverics,
harems.

The curtain came down ac the end of the third act.
The applause was deafening. Men began to shout:
“Bravo! Bravo!” Someone brought two bouquets of

flowers to the stage. The cast clasped hands, took bows,
smiled, peered into the boxseats occupicd by the wealchy.
Could this be the aim of creation? Yasha asked himself.
Is this whac God wills? Perhaps, it would be better to
commit suicide. '

“What's wrong?” Emilia asked. “You scem to be in a
bad mood today.”

“No, it’s nothing.”

3

It was a just a short distance from the theater to Emilia’s
house on Krolevska Street, bur Yasha hired a droshky
for the trip. He ordered the coachman to drive slowly.
It had been hot in the theater, but, outside, cool
breezes blew in from the Vistula and the Praga forests.
Gaslights cast a shadowy glow. The brighe sky was bril-
liant with stars. Simply raising onc’s eycs heavenward
calmed the spirit. Yasha knew litde about astronomy
but he had read several lay books on the subject. [He had
even seen Saturn's rings and the mountains of the moon
through a telescope. Wherever the truch was to be found,
onc thing was sure—the sky was vast, limitless. It took
thousands of years for the light to travel from the stars
before it reached our eyes. Fixed stars, winking and
blinking in the heavens, were suns, cach with its own
planets which were probably worlds themsclves. Thae
pale stain up there was perhaps the milky way, a skein
of mulci-millions of heavenly bodics. Yasha never passed
up the astronomical nor other scientific articles in the
Courier Warshawski. The scientists were constantly mak-
ing new discoveries. The cosmos was no longer measured
in miles but in light years. A mechanism had been in-

vented capable of analyzing the chemical components
of the farthest star. Bigger and bigger telescopes were
constantly being constructed which revealed the secrets
of space. ‘They predicted accurately every eclipse of the
moon and sun, the return of every comer. If only I'd
applied mysclf to my education instead of my magic,
Yasha mused. But now, it's already too late.

The droshky rode down the Alexander Place parallel
to the Saxony Gardens. Yasha breathed deeply. In the
darkness the park scemed full of mystery. Tiny flames
flared within the depths. Scents wafted from the green-
ery. Yasha lifted Emilia’s gloved hand and kissed her
wrist. He felt love for her once again. He lusted for her
body. ler face was shrouded in shadows. Ier eyes
gleamed like twin jewels, sparkled with gold, with fire,
with nocturnal promise. He had bought her a rose on
the way to the theater and it now exuded an intoxicating
aroma. ke lowered his nostrils to the rose and it was as if
he breathed in the odor of the universe. If a bit of earth
and water can create an aroma like this, creation cannot
be bad, he decided. “I must stop brooding about such
foolishness.”

“What did you say, dear?”

“I'said that I love you and that I can’t wait until you
are mine.”

She waited 2 moment. Her knee touched his through
the gown. Something like electricity coursed into him
through the silk. He was overcome with desire, A
tingle streaked down his spine.

“It’s even more difficule for me than for you.” She

said “thou” to him for the first time in their relation-

ship. She barcly managed to breathe the word. He heard
it more in his mind than in his cars.
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They sat there quictly and the horse walked step by
step. The coachman’s shoulders drooped as if he were
dozing. They both scemed to listen to the lust which
moved from her knce to his and back again. Their bodics
conversed in 2 wordless language of their own. “I
must have you!” onc knec said to the other. 1le was con-
sumcd with an ominous silence as when he walked the
tightrope. Suddenly she bent her head to his. The brim
of her straw hat made a roof over his head. Her lips
touchced his car.

“I want to bear your child,” she whispered.

He embraced her, bit into her lips. His mouth drank,
drank. Hc felt as if he had stopped breathing. Esther
had spoken about a child repeatedly, but ycars had passed
since she had last brought up the subject. Magda had
also requested a child several times but he had not taken
her scriously. He seeimed to have forgotten that clement
of life. But Emilia had not forgotten. She was still
young cnough to conccive and carry. Perhaps this is the
very cause of my torment, he pondered. 1 am without
an heir.

“Yes, a son,” he said.

“When?”

And their mouths fused again. They consumed cach
other in a silent, bestial way. The horse stopped sud-
denly. The coachman scemed to comc awake.

“Gee up!”

They pulled up before Fmilia’s house and Yasha helped
her alight. She did not immediately ring the bell but
stood there with him on the sidewalk before the gate.
They did not speak.

“Well, it’s late.” And she pulled the bellcord.

Yasha could determine by the foorsteps that it was

the jan?tor's wife, not the janitor, who came to open the
gate. The courtyard was dark. Emilia went in and Yasha
sidled in hehind her. He did it with deftness and spon-
tancity. .I'Zvcn Emilia was not aware of what had hap-
pencd. The janitress padded back to her cubicle. He took
Emilia’s arm in the darkness. She started.

“Who is it?”

“Itis 1.”
_ “God in heaven, what did you do?” And she giggled
in the darkness at his fantastic skill and daring.

".I'hcy stood there as if silendy deliberating.

“No. that is not the way,” she whispered.

[only want to kiss you.”

“How will you get into the house? Yadw; i
the de g use? Yadwiga will open

“Pll open it,” he said.

He mounted the stairs with her. Several times they
stopped to kiss. He made a pass at the door and j¢ swun
open. The corridor was dark. A middle-of-the-night
stlllm':ss emanated from the rooms. He walked into the
drawing room, pulling Emilia along with him, She seemed
to be holdmg back. They wrangled silently. He steered
her to the divan and she followed Jike one who is no
longer mistress of herself.

“I don’t wane to begi i i
. egin our life together in sin,”
whispered. ¥ e

“No.”
He wanted to undress her and the sill
s E silkken gown hegan
to snap al:!d shoot. (.)ﬂ' sparks. The fire, which he kn[:,:w
to be static electricity, startled him. She was astonished
hersclf. She clasped "him by both his wrists, squeezed

with such force that it hure,
“How will you leave?”

“Through the window.”

“Halina may waken.”

Suddenly she pulled back and said: “No, you must
go!”
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The following day Yasha slept late. He doz?d until one
in the afternoon. Magda’s country habits still remained
with her. She could not understand how one could stay
in bed until midday. Bue she had long accustomed her-
self to the fact that Yasha was not like other people. Ile
could cat more and fast longer, he could stay up nights
and sleep the whole day through. Waking from pro-
found slumber, he could speak to her as if l\e- had been
dissembling. His brow and the veins on his temples
would indicate that he was thinking waking thoughts.
Who could tell? Perhaps that was how he conceived
new stunts? Magda walked about on uptoe. She served
him oat grits with potatoes and mushrooms. He ate and,
afterwards, fell asleep again. Magda began to mutter to
herself in a peasant jargon: “Snore away your sins, you

swine, you cur. Drained himself dry with that scabby
duchess.” Magda had onc remedy for all sorrows—work.
Yasha was hard on his clothes and cverything needed
mending. He lost his buttons, his scams sprang apart, he
wore a shirt one day, then cast it aside as if it were lousy.
It was always necessary to pick up after him, to wash,
polish, sew. I'lis animals also required care: the horses in
the stable, the monkey, the parrot, the crow. She was
everything to him: a wife, a servant, a stage assistant—
and what did she get? Nothing—a crust of bread. Ac-
tually, he had nothing himsclf. Lveryone robbed him,
swindled him, deceived him. Clever as he was in the
theater, hypnortizing and reading minds or when read-
ing his books or papers, he was stupid when it came to
practical macters. Also he was ruining his health. He
should not go roaming about night after night. Even
though he was healthy, he sometimes grew weak as a fly,
fell in a faint and lay as if in a seizure.

Magda washed, scrubbed, scoured, dusted. Neighbors
dropped in to borrow an onion, a clove of garlic, a drop
of milk, a bit of lard with which to brown onions.
Magda turned no onc away. Compared to these paupers,
she was aflucne, Besides, she had an unsavory reputation
and she was forced to curry favor with her neighbors.
She was officially registered with the municipal author-
ities as a house servant. When the neighbors were at odds
with her, they called her strumpet and carrion and sug-
gested she file for the yellow card of a prostitute. Men
who were drunk tormented her when she went down
to the store or the pump. Youths shouted after her,
“Whore for the Jews!”

The belfry-bell of the church of the IHoly John rang
two o’clock. Magda went to Yasha in the alcove. He
was no longer asleep but sitting up in bed and staring.

“Have a nice nap?” she asked.

“Yes, I was tired.”

“When do we begin to rehearse? The opening is a
week away.”

“Yes. I know.”

“The posters are everywhere. Your name is in gigan-
tic lerrers.”

“They can all go to hell.”

Yasha wanted a bath and Magda promptly began to
heat kettles of water for him. She soaped him down in
the wooden tub, rinsed him off, massaged him. Magda,
like any other woman, longed for a child. She was pre-
pared to bear Yasha an illegitimate one. But he robbed
her even of that. He, himself, wanted to be the child.
Magda bathed him, petted him, caressed him. He wronged
her more than her worst enemy, but when he spent a few
hours with her and showed that he needed her, her love
for him became more ardent than before.

He asked abruptly, “Do you have any sort of a dress
for the summer?” .
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Instantly her tears began to flow.

“Now you remind yoursclf?” '

“Why didn’t you keep after me? You know I'm for-
getful.” ;

“I don’t badger. I'll leave that to your new lndy;

“I'm going to buy you a wardrobe soon. I've told
you that you're locked in my heart. Whatever happens,
wait for me.”

“Yes, I'll waie.,” )

“Take off your clothes. Let’s bathe together.

Magda acted shocked at such a suggestion but he held
and stripped her. She was not so r}luch ashamed of her
nudity as her gaunt body. Her ribs jutted our, her breast-
bone was flat, almost without breasts, her knces were

angular, her arms lean as sticks. The rash had spread
from her face to her back. She stood before him, a shame-
faced skelcton. He climbed out of the tub and placed her
within it. He bathed her, soaped her, fondled her. He
tickled her until she had to laugh. Then afterwards he
bore her into the dlcove and drew the bed-curtains, He
now made love to her so often and for such a long period
of time that fear gripped her heart. He was clearly a
warlock with the strength of the devil.

Lately he had avoided her. For days she had not heard
the sound of his voice. Now he spoke to her as he used
to. He questioned her abourt rural customs and she de-
scribed the various harvest rites. She spoke of the fairies
who sccrere themselves in the corn and hide from the
harvesters’ sickles and the flails of the threshers. She told
of a female dummy of straw which the boys would cast
into the river, of a tree to which the old peasants prayed
for rain although the pricsts had forbidden it, of a
wooden rooster kept somewhere in the village clder’s
attic which, during times of drought, was doused with
water as a talisman to bring rain. He heard her out and
questioned her.

“Do you believe in God?” he asked.

“Yes, I believe.”

“Then why did he create all this? Well, in my trou-
sers pockets are ten rubles. Take them and g0 to a scam-
stress.” )

“Idon'tlike to go through your pockets.”

“Go on, take them whilc they're still there.”

She went into the other room where he had hung his
trousers and took the ten rubles. When she returned he
was once more asleep. She felt like kissing his forehead
but she did not want to wake hin. Standing in the door-
way for a long while, she gazcd down ac him with the

painful awarcness that no matter how long she knew
him, she would never understand him. e was, and con-
tinued to be, an cnigma to her, body and soul. Perhaps
that was the very reason why she had trembled and
clung to him so. Finally, she went to clean up the bath,
There was a seamstress in the house, near the sccond
gate. Magda spat on the banknote and tucked it into her
bosom, The day had unexpectedly turned happy.

2

He slept the whole summer’s day through. It had al-
ready rained and the sky had cleared again. He opencd
his eyes. The alcove was swathed in scmidarkness. Tle
smelled food cooking in the kitchen. Magda was frying
potatoes with cutlets and sauerkraut. He had caten noth.
ing but the oat grits and awoke famished. Dressing
quickly, he went into the kitchen. He kissed Magda and
atc what was ready: bread with herring mile. e took a
half-raw cutlet from the frying pan. Magda scolded himn
good-naturcdly. Then she said: “I wish cvery day were
like this one.”

And as she spoke, a scratching was heard at the front
door. The knob rattled, Yasha opened the door. An
urchin girl stood there, wrapped in a huge shawl. She
apparently knew him, for she said:
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) . “Panie_Yasha, a lady
is wairing for you downstairs by the gate.”
“What lady?”

“Her name is Zeftel.”

“Thank you. Tell her I'll be right down.” And he
gave the child two groschen.

No sooner did he close the door than Magda clasped

both his hands. “No! You shan’t go! Your supper’s.
growing cold!”

“[ can’t let her wait there.”

“I know who it is—it's that tart from Piask!”

She held him with such strength that he was forced
to shake her loose. Instantly her face contorted, her hair
bristled, her cyes flashed green and light as a cat's. e
pushed her away and she ncarly fell into the water
barrel. It was always like this. Whenever he was kind to
someone, she wanted to enslave him. He closed the
door behind him and heard Magda weep, hiss like a
snake, shout something unintelligible after him., He sym-
pathized wich her but he couldn’t lec Zefeel stand out
there in the street waiting. He walked down the stairs,
breathing the odors of the flats. Children wailed, the
sick utered sighs, girls sang of love. Somewhere up on
the roof, cats caterwauled. He stopped for a moment in
the dusk and planned a course of action.

I'll give her something and send her away, he decided.
My life’s complicated enough without her. Just at that
second Yasha reminded himself of an appointment that
he had with Emilia. He was supposed to eat dinner at
her house that very evening. Those had been his parting
words just before he had climbed out of her window the
night before. How could I have forgotten? he won-
dered. Lord, 1 forget everything. 1 promised to write
Esther the minute 1 reached Warsaw. She’s probably
half out of her mind with worry. What's wrong with
me? Am I sick, or what? He leancd against the bannister
as if then and there to take stock of his life. Fle'd fric-
tered away a day just dozing and dreaming. It was as if
he had simply skipped over an entire period of time.
There was so much for him to do and think.about that
he could not allow his thoughts to linger on anything.
He should have been planning his opening yet he had
not cven rchearsed. He never stopped thinking about

Emilia but he had not really arrived at any definite de-
cision concerning her. I can’t make my mind up about
anything, he said to himself, that is what's wrong. What
had occurred the day before—Emilia’s change of mind
at the last moment—had been a blow to him. She had
resisted his hypnotic powers. Before he had gone, she
had kissed him and again avowed her great love, but her
voice had been tinged with a tone of triumph. Maybe it’s
all for the best that I've forgotten the dinner engage-
ment, he said to himself. Why let her think I'm chasing
her? Suddenly he thought: But what if this is the end?
Perhaps ac this very moment she had stopped loving him
or become his enemy?

Absurd thoughts attacked him—he played an inner
game of maybes and perhapscs, just as he had when he
had been a schoolboy and had speculated whether his
father was the devil, his teacher a demon, the tutor a
werewolf, and everything else merely illusion. The pro-
pensities and idiosyncracies of those years remained
within him. If no one was about, he would not walk buc
would hop down the stairs like a bird and run the nail of
his forefinger along the plaster wall. He was likewise
afraid of the dark, he who, on 2 dare, had spent 2 night
in the cemetery. Shapes still evolved from the shadows,
terrifying faces with bridling manes, pointed beaks, holes
instead of eyes. He constantly felt that only the thinnest
of barriers separated him from those dark ones who
swarmed around him, aiding him and thwarting him,
playing all sorts of rtricks on him. Ile, Yasha, had to
fight them constantly or else fall from the tightrope, lose
the power of speech, grow infirm and impotent.

He went down and saw Zeftel. She was standing be-

fore the gate, beneath a lamppost, a shawl draped across
her shoulders. The strect lamp cast a radiant vellow

across her face. She seemed exactly what she was: a
provincial woman, freshly arrived in Warsaw. She had
arranged her hair in two buns, one on cach side, an ob-
vious atcempt to appear younger. There hovered about

her the transitory air of those who, having torn up their
roots, feel alien even to themselves.
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“So you're here?” Yasha said.

Zefrel stareed. 1 began to think you weren't coming
down.”

She made a move as if to kiss him but somchow noth-
ing came of it. A houscwifc walked by carrying a pail
of water from the pump, sighing and mumbling to her-
self. She jostled against Zeftel, spilling water over her
button-top shacs.

“Oh, the devil with her!” Zefrel lifted cach foot in
turn and wiped it dry with the edge of her shawl.

“When did you arrive?”

She thought the question over as if she had not under-
stood it. The long trip seemed to have confused her.

“I sct off and I'm here, What did you think, I took the
fare from you for nothing?”’

“It was a possibility.”

“Piask isn’t a town; it's a graveyard. I sold all my stuff,
I was cheated. What can you expect of thieves? I was
lucky to get out of there alive.”

“Where are you staying?”

“I'm with a woman who finds servants work. She
promiscd me a job but so far there's been nothing. The
way things are there are more servants than mistresscs.
I've got to talk something over with you.”

“My supper is waiting.”

“Yashale, it was just hell, trying to find you. No one
knew the street, nor the house number. Ilow can onc

sec the number when it's dark? Unuil 1 got that girl to

call you, I nearly died. I didn’t want to go up to your
house. I knew the other one was up there. Two cats in
one sack.”

*She had just finished cooking. Tlow about waiting
another half hour?”

“Come with me now, Yashale. Where can | wair?
Every minute there’s another drunk. T hey think every
girl is one of those. We'll buy somcthing to eat. All
righr, you're a big-shot Warsaw magician and I'm only
a girl from the country, bue, as the saying gocs, we are
not exactly strangers. Everyonc sends  his regards:
Blind Mechi, Berish Visoker, Chaim-Leib.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“Thanks for nothing. Whar do I need wich your
thanks? [ talk to you and you're not cven here. Flave
vou forgotten already, or what? Yashale, it's like this,”
she changed her tone, “I go to this woman agent and she
says, ‘You came at the wrong time. Evcrylmdy is looking
for domestic work and all the ladics are away in the coun-
try." I pick up my basket and start to g0 out when she
calls me back. ‘Where you running, where?’ It scems
she lends money to the girls at interest. Anyway, she
makes a bed for me on the floor and | lic down. Three

cooks are lying next to me, snoring. Onc makes so much
noise I don’t close my cyes all night, just Jic there and
cry. With Leibush after all, T was my own boss. In the
morning I was just going out when a man walks in, a
dude with a watch on a chain and culfs with cuff links.
‘Who are you?' he asks. So I tell him cverything. ‘It's
like this—my husband descreed mie. I don't know where
he’s gone.” So he keeps asking questions and says, ‘[ know
where your husband is!" “Where is he?' T shout. Well,
to make a long story short, this fellow comes from

America, but it seems it's another America. Anyway,
Leibush is there. When 1 hear that, I begin to cry like
it was Yom Kippur. ‘Whar are you carrying on for?’
he asks. ‘It’'s a pity—your pretty cyes.' He talks so fancy
you alimose bust and he throws his money around and
treats everybody to chocolate bars and halvah. '‘Come
with me,’ he says to me, ‘and T'll take you to your hus-
band. He'll either take you back or divorce you.” He's
going back in a couple of wecks and he's willing to lend
mic the ship's fare. But somchow, 'm afraid.”

And Zcfrel suddenly stopped tatking.

Yasha whistled.

“T'hat bird, ch?”

“You know him?>”

“I don’t have to know him. You know what a pimp
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is, don’t you? He'll drag you off to—God knows where
—and stick you in a brothel.”

“Buc he spealis so nicely.”

“He knows your husband like [ know your great-
grandmother.”

They strolled towards Dluga Avenue. Zeftel grasped
the edge of her shawl.

“What can 1 do? I've got to find a job. He put me
up ac his sister’s. I spent last night there.”

“His sister’s, eh? She’s his sister like I'm your great-
uncle.” Yasha was astonished ac how quickly he’d
adopted Zefeel’s tone and jargon. “Maost likely a madam,
and they splic che profits. Te'll sell you somewhere—in
Buenos Aires or who knows where. You'll rot there
alive.”

“What are you saying? He even mentioned the name
of the city. Where is it again? In America?”

“Wherever it is, it docsn’t mean a thing. They come

here to deal in flesh, in women—they’re white slavers.
They wait for dumbbells like you. The newspapers are
full of it. Where does this sister live?”

“On Nizka Streec.”

“Well, let’s go over and take a look. Why should he
offer to advance you the fare? Can’t you understand
what kind of fellow this is?”

Zeftel paused.

“Yes, that's why T came to you. But when you're ly-
ing on the floor and the bedbugs are cating you alive,
you do what you can. At his sister’s it’s clean. I have a
bed to sleep in and linen. She feeds me, too. I offercd to
pay her but she said, ‘Don’t worry about ir, we'll sct-
tle up later.” ”

“It’s enough. Get out of there unless you want to
end up a whore in Buenos Aires.”

“What are you talking about? 1 was a respectable
girl. If only Leibush had appreciated me. I'd have made
him a good wife. But he spent more time locked up than
at home. Three weeks after the wedding he was al-
ready in jail. Later he ran away altogether. What could
I do? I'm only flesh and blood, after all. All Piask ran

after me. His best friends. Bur I didn’t want to waste my-
self on them. I longed for you. Yashale, I don’t want to
force myself on you; I have my pride, as the saying
gocs, but you're here in my heart. After you left I began
to long for you. Now that I'm walking next to you, I
fecl as if I'm flying. You haven't cven kissed me yet!”
she pouted reprovingly.

“I couldn’t back there. Everyone sits at the windows
looking out.”

“Give me a kiss. I'm still the same Zeftel.”

And she held open her shawl for him.

3

That’s all I needed! Yasha said to himself. How odd
that he had forgotten Zeftel and the fact that he had
given her the fare to go to Warsaw. He had forgotten
her presence completely. He marveled at his own entan-
glements, yet took some perverse pleasure from them, .
as if his life were a storybook in which the situation
grows tenser and tenser until one can barely wait to turn
the page. Farlier he had felt hungry, but now his hunger
had left him. The night was warm, even a trifle humid,
but he felr a chill across his back as if he had been sick
and had gone outside prematurely. He had to stop him-
sclf from trembling. He looked for a droshky, but no
droshkics came to Freta Strect, and so he steered Zefeel
in the direction of Franciskaner Strect. I'll get rid of
her and go on to Emilia’s he decided. Emilia won't know
what to think. It was the first time he had broken a prom-
ise to her. He was apprehensive lest she become really
insulted. Everything was balanced on a hair as it was.
He also regretted having run out on Magda and realized
suddenly that a change had come over him. There had
been times when he had carried on a half-dozen affairs

S
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simultancously without the shightest hitch. He had de-
ccived cveryone without a sccond thoughe, :l_nd had
struck out {recly when nccessary without fecling any
qualms of conscience. Now he bqucd over the n‘mst
insignificant trifles, was always secking to do the right
thing. Am I becoming a saint or what? he ask.cfl him-
sclf. It was hardly worthwhile arguing with .Iim|.||n over
Zeftel and Magda, and yet that pinpoint in his brain

that had the last word ordered him to stay with Zeftel.
For some reason he wanted to “take care” of this pimp
and his alleged sister.

Freta Strect was dark and narrow. But Franciskaner
Strect was illuminated by gas lamps and che Lights from
stores which remained open despite the law. FHere mer-
chants dealt in leather and dry goods, in prayer books,
and feathers. Business was cven being transacted in the
upstairs apartments, and all sorts of factories and work-
shops could be glimpsed through the windows. Thread
was being wound, paper bags glued, linen and parasols
scwn, underwear knitted. From the courtyards came the
sound of sawing and hammering, and there was a hum
of machinery as at the height of the working day. Bak-
crics were going full-blast and the chimneys spewed out
smoke and cinders. From the broad, slop-drenched gut-
ters rosc a familiar stench which was reminiscent of
Piask or Lublin. Young men in long gabardines and wear-
ing tousled sidelocks walked with Talmudic books under
their arms. There was a Yeshivah located here as well as
Chassidic study-houses. The few passing droshkics were
loaded to capacity with packages, the passengers com-
pletely hidden. Only at the corner of Nalevki Strect
was Yasha able to find an empty droshky. Zeftcl recled
as if she were intoxicated, overwhelmed by the clamor
and congestion. She climbed into the carriage, catching
the fringes of her shawl on something. Once scated, she
clutched Yasha's sleeve. As the droshky turned the cor-
ner, Zeftel seemed to turn wich it. “If someonc had told
me, today I'd be riding in a droshky with you, I would
have thought it was a joke.”

“I didn’t expect it cither.”

“It’s as light as day here. Light enough to shell peas.”

And she squeezed Yasha's arm and drew him to her

as if the brightly illuminated thoroughfare had reawak-

encd the Jove within her.

On Gensha Strcet night began to close in again. A
hearse rolled by, the corpsc unaccompanicd by a single
mourner, destined to enter the grave in dackness. Per-
lm}?s somconc just like mysclf, Yasha thought. Up near
Dzika Avenuc, streetwalkers called out to the passcrs-hy.
Yasha pointed. “That's what he wants to make of you'."

On Nizka Street it was almost completely dark. The

glohes of the infrequent lampposts were smoke-stained
and murky. The gutters were filled with mud as if ir
were not summer but just after the Feast of Tabernacles,
during the fall rains, Fere there were several lumber-
yards and a few cstablishments maintained by tombstone
carvers. The house where Zcftel was staying was not
far from Smotcha Street and the Jewish cemctery. They
entered through a door set in a wooden fence, The stairs
of the house were on the outside. Yasha and Zeftel en-
tered a pink kitchen, which was illuminated by a naphtha
lamp covered with a fringed paper shade. Everything
was fringed with paper: the stove, the cupboard, the
shelves of dishes. I a chair sat 2 woman. She had a great
sweep of ycllow hair, yellow cycs, a beaked nose, a
sharp chin. Tler feer, in red house slippers, rested on a
footstool. A cat dozed nearby. In her hand the woman
held a man's sock stretched over a glass as she darned.
She raised her eyesin half-surprise.

“Mrs. Miltz, this is the man from Lublin 1 told you
about—the magician.”

Mrs. Milez stuck the necdle into the sock.

“She talks about you all the rime. The magician did
this, the magician did that. You don't look like 2 magi-
cian.”

*“\What do ook like?"
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“A musician.”

“I did saw away at a fiddle once.”

“You did? Well, what's the difference what you do so
long as you make, you know what.” And she rubbed her
thumb in her palm. Yasha immediately began to talk her
language.

“You're not lying. Money is a thief.”

“Get her, she just comes to Warsaw and already she
goes everywhere.” Mrs, Miltz indicated Zeftel. “How
did you find him? T was afraid she’d gec lose. Why did
you cver move to Freta Streer?” she addressed Yasha,
“Only Gentiles live there.”

“Cientiles don't look into strange pots.”

“If you cover your pot with a lid, not cven a Jew can
look in."”

“A Jew would lift the lid and take a sniff.”

The yellow woman’s eyes twinkled. )

“As 1 live and breathe, nobody’s fool this,” she said
half to Zeftel, half to herself. “Have a seat. Zeftel, bring
a chair.”

“Where is your brother?” Zeftel asked.

The woman raised her yellow eyebrows, “What is it?
You want to sign a contract with him?”

“This gentleman wants to speak with him.”

“He's in the back room, dressing. He has to go out
soon. Why don’t you take off your shawl; it’s summer,
after all, not winter.”

Afrer some hesitation, Zeftel removed the shawl.

“Ie'll have to take a droshky. Some merchants are
waiting for him,” Mrs. Miltz remarked, as if to hersclf.

“What does he trade in, cattle?” Yasha asked,
astounded at his own words.

“Why catde of all things?> Where he comes from,
there is no end of cartle.”

“e deals in diamonds,” Zeftel interjected.

“I'm an expert with diamonds, too,” Yasha boasted.
“Take a look at this.” And he showed a ring with a large
diamond on his litde finger. The woman looked at it
with amazement and then her expression turned to one
of reproof. A bitter smile played about her mouth.

“My brother is a busy man. He has no time for idle
ulk.”

“I want to get down to facts,” Yasha said, surprised
at his own brazenness.

The door opened and a man entered. He was tall,
thick-set, and had yellow hair which was the same shade
as the woman's. His nose was wide, his lips thick, and
his round jaw was halved by a cleft, His eyes were bulg-
ing and ycllow. A sickle-shaped scar disfigured his fore-
head. Ie wore no jacker, only trousers and a stiff collar-
less shirt; on his feet were unbuttoned, patent-leather
shoes. A broad chest profusely overgrown with yellow
hair showed through the gaping shirc front. Yasha saw
immediately what kind of a thug this was. There was a
smilc on the man’s face, the smile of the eavesdropper
who has kept himself apprised of the conversation. He
was all good nature, cunning, confident, a giant who
knows himself invincible. Seeing him, the woman spoke,
“Herman, this is that magician, Zeftel’s friend.”

“A magician? Al right, so he is,” Herman said ami-
ably, his eyes glinting. “A good cvening to you,” and he
gripped Yasha's hand. It was morc a show of strength
than a handshake. Yasha fell into the spirit of the con-
test and squeezed as hard as he could. Zeftel seated her-
self on the edge of the metal bed in which she slept. At
last Herman released his grip.

“Where are you from?” Yasha asked.

Herman’s protuberant eycs filled with laughter.

“Where am I not from? The whole world. Warsaw is
Warsaw and Lodz is Lodz! They know me in Berlin and
I'm no stranger in London.”

“Where are you living now?"”

“As it is written in the Scriptures, ‘The sky is my
chair and the earth is my footstool.” "

“So, you know Scriptures also.”

“Oh, you know them, to0?”

“I studied them once.”

“Where? Ata Yeshivah?”

“No, at a study-house, with a tutor.”
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“So help me God, 1 was once a student of the Talmud
myself,” lerman said amiably in a confidential tone.
“Buce that was a long, long time ago. 1 like cating, and in
the Yeshivah you coukd send your tecth our to storage.
I thought it over and decided it was not for me. 1 wenr
to Berlin to study medicine but the plusquamperfectum
of their grammar wouldn't stay in my fmnd. The Ger-
man girls appealed to me more. So 1 continued on to
Antwerp and became a diamond polisher, but I saw that
the cash was not in polishing but in sclling. 1 like the
dice and I believe in the old saying, ‘No wrinkles in the
belly.” One way or another, I got to Argentina. Latcly,
there have been a lot of Jews going there. They carry
a pack on their shoulders and suddenly they're business
men. We call them quentiniks,
bausierer, in New York peddier, bu
diffcrence? Thar agrent woman—ivh

in German they’re
t what the hell’s the

at’s her name again?
—has a son in Bucnos Aires and he sene his regards to

his mother. I met Zefrel at the agency. \What is she to
you, a sister?”

“No, not a sister.”
“re
‘For all ] care, she can be your aunt.”

4

“ITerman, you've got to go,” the ycllowish woman
interrupted, “there are businessmen waiting for you.”

“Let them wait. 1 waited plenty for them. Where |
come from, no one is in 2 hurry. The Spaniard says to
cverything mafiana—tomorrow; he is lazy and wants
ceverything brought to him ac home. There are the
steppes—they call them pampas—where the cattle graze.
When the gaucho, as they say, gets hungry, he's too lazy
to kill a steer; he picks up a hatchet and carves himscif
a beefsteak from the live animal. I'le roasts it, hide and
all, because he's too lazy cven to skin it. He claims ic
tastes hetter that way, The Jews out there aren'’t lazy
and that's how they make the peso—that's what they
call the moncy. Everything would be fine except that
too many men have come and there are too few of Eve's
daughters. But without 2 woman a man is only half a
bady, as the Talmud says. A girl there is worth her
weight in gold. T don’t mean that in the bad sensc. They
get marricd and that’s the end of it. If the marriage
docsn't take, it's a lost cause because divorce is out of
the question. It mighe be a snake you marricd, you got
to stay with it—that’s the way the priests want it. So
what does a man do? Puts on his walking shocs and is
on his way. So the wheel of fortune spins. Rather than
have your sister become a maid and wash somcbody’s
drawers, she’s better off coming with me and getting
what she wants there.”

“She isn't my sister.”

“And if she isn't, what of it? In Bucnos Aires, we
don’t ask for pedigrees. Genealogy, we say, is only good

to put on a gravestone, When you go there it's like be-
ing born again. What sort of tricks do you do?”

“All sorts.”

“Do you play cards?”

“Occasionally.”

“Aboard ship, there's nothing clse to do. If it weren't
for cards you'd go crazy. It's hot as blazes and when
you cross the—what do you call it’—cquator, you can
suffocate. The sun is straight overhead. At night it gets
cven hoteer. If you go on deck you roast in an oven. So
what's left?>—cards. On the way herc some fellow tricd
to cheat me. I looked at him and 1 said, ‘Brother, what's
thar sticking out of your sleeve? The fifth ace?’ He'd
have liked o jump me bue 1 don't scare casy. Baclk
home ceverybody carrics a gun. If you get too smart you
find yourself full of holes. So, like cverybody clse, |
carry a2 gun. Would you like to have a look ar an Ar-
gentinian revolver?”

“Why not? I've got a gun, too.”

“What do you need it for, your tricks?”

“Possibly.”

“Anyhow, he saw he wasn’t dealing with some kid.
He'd tried to mark the cards but I caught him. Zeftel

[om—
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mentioned you do card tricks. What can you do?”

“Not cheating.”

“What then?”

“Fetch me a deck and I'll show you.” )

“Herman, you've got to go,” Mrs. Milw said im-
patiently. ) .

“Wait, don't rush me, my business won't run away,
and if it does, I don't give 2 damn. You know what?
Let's go in the other room and have a snack.”

“I'm not hungry,” Yasha lied.

“You don’t need to be hungry. The appetite, they say,

comes as you eat. Here in Poland, you people don’t
know how to eat properly. Noodles and chicken soup
and chicken soup and noodles. What are noodles any-
way?—nothing but water. You only bloat the belly. The
Spaniard takes care of a three-pound becfsteak and that
puts marrow in your bones. You come to a Spaniard's
house and he lies down in the middle of the day and
sleeps like a log. It's hot as hell there and flies suck your
blood like lecches. In the summer, life begins at nighe.
With us, if somebody has just enough money cither to
eat or pay for a whore, he chooses the whore. Somehow
or other, nobody starves. You like vodka?”

“Occasionally.”

“Cowme on, then, have a glass. Rytza, ferch us some-
thing,” Herman said to the ycllowish woman. “The
Spaniard dearly loves his magic. He'd sell his soul to sce
a good trick.”

The living-room furniture consisted of a table covered
with oilcloth, a sofa, and a clothes closet. Suspended
from the ceiling was a naphtha lamp which had almost
gonce out and Herman turned up the wick. Valises, plas-
tered with stickers, and piles of boxes were scattered
about the room. Over a chair hung a jacket and also on
the chair were a stiff collar and a silver-headed cane. The
very air of the place smelt of foreign lands and distant
shores. Two photographs, one of a man with a white
beard, the other of 2 woman in a full wig, hung on the
wall,

“Have a scat,” Herman said. “My sister is about to
bring something tempting to cat. She can afford a better
apartment but, being accustomed to this place, she
doesn’t want to move. Back home the houses aren’t
this big and cverything is done right in the courtyard. A
patio, it’s called. The Spaniard hates to climb stairs. He

sits outside with the family and drinks a kind of tea—
mate. Everybody takes a sip through the same straw; it
goes from mouth to mouth. Before you acquire the taste,
it’s like drinking branchwater with licorice milk, but
you can get used to anything. In North Amecrica, for
example, they chew tobacco. One thing you must un-
derstand—it’s the same world everywhere. They don't
cat people in Buenos Aires either. Take a look at me—
nobody’s eaten me.”

“Maybe you’ve eaten somebody.”

“Eh?—That’s a good one! You're nobody’s fool; the
person who keeps his wits about him, skims the gravy
right off the top. You come from Piask?"

“No, Lublin.”

“Zefrel said you were from Piask.”

“You're a thief yourself.”

Herman exploded with laughter.

“Say, you're all right. Not everyone from Piask is a
thief, no more than everyone from Chelm is a fool. It's
only hearsay. On the other hand, who doesn’t steal? My
mother, may she rest in peace, used to say: ‘The honest
way is not the easy way.’ You can do anything, you only
need to know how. Just as I am now, I've already tasted
everything. Zeftel tells me you can spring any lock.”

“That’s true.”

“I wouldn’t have the patience. Why fool around with
a Jock when you can smash the door down? What's a
door hung on? Nothing but hinges. But thac’s all in the
past. I've become, as the saying goes, a model citizen.
[ have a wife and children. Zeftel told me her whole
story. About her husband deserting her and all the rest
of it. If she gets a divorce, she could marry the richest
man in South America.”

“Whe would granc her the divorce—you?”
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“What's a divorce—A picce of paper. Everything is
paper, my dcar man, even moncy. I mean big moncy,
not pocket change. Thosc who hold the pen—write.
Moses was a man. That’s why he wrote that a man could
have ten wives, but if a2 woman looked at another man
she had to be stoned. If 2 woman had held the pen she
would have written the exact opposite. Do you follow
me or not? On Stavka Street there'’s a scribe who's one
of us, and if you give him ten rubles he’ll write you a
good divorce, signed by witnesses, absolurcly legal. But
I don’t force anybody into anything. 1 was willing to
advance her the ship’s fare . . "

Yasha suddenly raised his brows. “Panic Herman, 'm
no simpleton, Leave Zefeel alone. She is not your kind
of merchandise.”

“What? You can take her with you this very minute.
She’s already cost me a couple of rubles but I'll write it
off as charity.”

“Don’t do us any favors. How much did she cost you?
I'll pay for everything.”

“Take it casy, don’t get your wind up. Here's the
tea.”

5

They drank tea and ate cookics and buteer-cake. Mrs.
Miltz and Zefrel joined them at the table. Herman drank
his tea with jam, ate the butter-cake and from time to
time took a puff on a fat cigar which rested in a saucer.
He offered Yasha a cigar, too, but Yasha declined.

“You can't get a cigar like this in all Warsaw,” Her-
man complained. “This is genuine Havana. None of
your substitutes but the real stuff from Cuba. Somebody
brought then from there especially for mc. In Berlin

you'd have to pay two marks for onc. I like cverything
first-class, but you have to pay for everything, and when
you pay, already you pay too much. What's a Havana
cigar? Leaves, not gold. And what's a good-looking girl?
Also flesh and blood. ‘The Spaniard is jealous. You smiie
at his wifc and he goes for his knifc, but two blocks
away he keeps a mistress and has children by her. After
a while, she becomes a frump, too, and he has to go look-
ing for a fresh picce. 1 read the Polish papers here and
I've got to laugh. “They write such nonsense! A grird
gocs out at night to gee a jug of milk, along comes a car-
riage and she’s caughe inside. Later they take her to
Bucenos Aires and scll her like a calf in the market. But
P've been here weeks and haven't scen any such car-
riage. And how can you transport such a girl across the
border? What about the ship? Nonsense, foolishness.
The truth is, they go of their own free will. You go to
that district and you meet women from every pare of the
world. You want a black one—a black one it is; you
want a white onc—that's what you get. If a Lithuanian
from Vilno or Ayshyshok is what you're after, you
don't have to go looking, or if you have an urge for the
Warsaw product, you'll be accommodaced. As for my-
sclf, 1 don't go there. What do I need with ie? I've got
a wifc and children. But the newspapers want readers.
1t’s just as I've been saying, it depends on who holds
the pen. I'll tell you one thing: Husbands themsclves
send their wives into the quarter. And do you know
why? Because they're too lazy to go to work them-
sclves. How about some of your tricks? Ferc's a deck
of cards.”

“Once you start with the cards you won’t go any-
where,” the ycllowish woman said.

“Tomorrow is another day.”

Herman began to shuffle the deck and Yasha saw at
once that he was up against a cardsharp. The cards
flowed through Herman's hands as if they had a life of
their own. So . . . that's the sort of canary you are!
Yasha said to himself. Well, we'll soon show you there
arc some smarter boys around.

Yasha allowed him to perform several tricks: the trick
with the three cards, the one with the four sevens, the
changed card. Yasha shook his head ar this and clicked
his tongue, “Tsk, sk, tsk . . . " He almost said, T was
already doing these tricks when [ was a little girl.

He reminded himself that it was growing late and that
if he still wanted to see Fmilia he would have to leave
that very minutc; nevertheless, he remained scated. Since

Z7
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she is so virtuous, lee her wait! a sccond voice wichin
him said, a spiteful one. Yasha was well aware that his
worst encmy was his ennui. To escape it, he had com-
mitced all of his follies. It lashed at him like so many
whips. Because of it, he had loaded himself down with
all sorts of burdens. But now, he did not feel bored.
He took the deck from Herman. The fact thac Herman
lefe the merchants waiting to spend the time with him
indicated to Yasha that the other was afflicred with the
same malady as he. It was the disease that bound the
underworld to decent society—the card players in a
thieves’ den to the gamblers ac Monte Carlo; the pimp
from Bucnos Aires to the drawing-room Don Juan, the
cutthroat to the revolutionary terrorist, As Yasha shuf-
fled the cards, he marked them with the edge of his
fingernail.

“Pick a card,” he said to Herman.

Herman chose the king of clubs.

Deftly Yasha bent the deck.

“Pyt it back and shuffle the cards.”

Tlerman did as directed.

“Now, I'll pick out the king of clubs for you.”

And with the thumb and forefinger he took out the
king of clubs.

“Let’s just have a peep at your finger-nails.”

Yasha showed one trick, Herman another. Herman
was apparently familiar with all the tricks. His yellow
cyes glistened with the slyness of the expert who had
passed as an amateur. He did not have merely one deck
in the house, he had a dozen.

“Looks like you've been holding a card up your
sleeve,” Yasha remarked.

“Cards fascinated me. But it’s all over. Dead and
buried!”

“You don’t play any more?”

“Only alittle ‘sixty-six’ with my Sefiora.”

“Nevertheless, I'd like to show you something.”

And Yasha picked up the deck again.

“Choose a suit.”

Now Yasha performed some tricks which Herman
did not scem to know. I1e looked at Yasha with a ques-
tioning smile. e furrowed his brow, took hold of his
nose, held it a while in his large hand with the ycllow
hair. Mrs. Miltz opened her eyes wide as if incredulous
that someone was able to outsmarc Herman. Zeftel
winlced at Yasha, showed him the tip of her tongue. She
blew him a kiss.

“Hey there, Rywa, you wouldn’t have a carrot,
would you?” Herman asked.

“Why a carrot, why not a radish?” she replied, sar-
castically.

It was already cleven a’clock but still the men con-
tinued to show cach other card tricks, Some of the stunts
required sauccrs, cups, boxes, picces of cardboard, as

well as a ring, a watch, a flower pot. The women con-
tinued to ferch the necessary equipment. Herman grew
overhcated. He began to mop the sweat from his brow.

“Together, we could accomplish somcthing.”

“What, for instance?”

“We could take on the world.”

Ryeza brought vodka and the men clinked glasses,
said “Prosit!” in cosmopolitan fashion. For Zeftel and
hersclf, Rytza poured sweet brandy. They ate egg-
cookics, black bread, swiss cheese. Herman began to
speak with a clannish familiarity.

“I sce your Zcftel at the agent’s. She’s pretty and
sharp, too, but how was I to know what was what? She
says her husband lefe her; I thought, ‘Let him go in peace.
I'il help her out somehow.’ It was only later she told
me about you. She mentioned a magician, but not all
magicians are the same. Those who drag around court-
yards with street-organs call themselves magicians, too.
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But yon, Panic Yasha, you're an artist! First-class! Tip-
top! But I've got a few years on you and [ can tell you
there isn't much you can do for yourself around hcre.
With your skill you belong in Berlin, in Paris, even New
York. London isn't a bad rown, cither. The Fnglish-
man loves to be fooled and he pays for the privilege, as
well. Back home in South America, you'd be 2 God. Zcf-
tel says that you can put people to sleep—how is it
callcd—magncetism? What is this thing, anyway? I've
heard of it, Uve heard of it.”

“Iypnot ism,"”

“You know the thing?”

“Some.”

“P'ye seen it somewhere. The subject really falls
asleep?”

“Like a log.”

“This means you could put Rothschild to sleep and
snatch his money?”

“I'm a magician, not a criminal!”

“Yes, of course, butstill . . . How do you do this?”

“I force my will upon the other.”

“But how? It’s a big world, all right. Always some-
thing new coming up. I once had a woman, she did
cverything 1 wanted her to. If 1 wanted her to be sick,
she got sick. And if I wanted her to ger well, she got
well. When T wanted her to dic, she closed her cyes.”

“Al, that's too much!” Yasha said, after a while.

“I’s the God-damned truth.”

“IHerman, now you're talking foolishness!” Rytza
said.

“She was in my way. Love is fine, but too much love
is no good. She wound herself around me like a snake
until 1 couldn’t breathe. She was a couple of years older
than me and trembled for fear I'd leave her. Once 1 was
walking along the strect and she was right on my tail, as
usual. T felt smothered and 1 said, ‘I can’t go on like this.’
“What do you want?' she asked me, “T'hat 1 should die?’
‘Just leave me alone,’ | said. “T'hat I can’t do,’ she said,
‘but if you want me to, I'll drop dead.” At the begin-
ning I was afraid, but she made me so wild T felt it was
cither my life or hers. I began to think that . . S

“I don't want to hear another word! T don’t want to
hear another word!” Rywma clapped her hands over her
ears,

It was quict for a time. They could hear the wick in
the lamp sucking up the naphtha. Yasha consulred his
watch. “Folks, I'm a cooked goosc!”

“How late is it?”

“It’s already daybreak in the town of Pinchev. Well,
I've got to run along. Zeftel, stay for a few days. I

pay for everything,” Yasha said. “Thesc people won't
hurt you.”

“Sure, sure, we'll sertle everything,” Rytza said.

“Where are you running to? Where arc you running
t0?"” Herman demanded. “Here when it grows a litde
late, everyone gets panicky. What is there to be afraid
of? Back home in Buenos Aircs we stay up all night.
Winter and summer. When we go to the theater, the
play ends around one o'clock. We don’t go home after-
wards but to a café or restaurant and first we cat a beef-
steak and then the real drinking begins. By the time you
get home, it’s already daytime.”

“When do you sleep?” Zcftel asked.

“Who needs sleep? Two hours out of the twenty-
four is more than enough.”

Yasha rosc to take his leave. e thanked them for their
hospitality. Rytza looked at him, questioningly, deliber-
ately. Tt even seemed as if she were giving him a signal.
She laid her finger to her lips for an instant.

“Don't be a stranger,” she said, “we don’t cat people
here.”

“When will you come?” Tlerman asked. “I've got
something to discuss with you. The two of us have to
make some sort of an agreement.”

“I'll drop by.”™

“Don't forget.”

Rytza picked up the lamp to light Yasha's passage
down the stirs, Zefrel walked ar his side. She took his
arm. A childish cxhilaration came over Yasha, He en-
joyed speaking Yiddish, showing tricks in his shirt-
sleeves. It was like Piask here, but even more exhilarat-
ing. Obviously Flerman was a whitc slaver and Rytwa
his confederate. It defied comprehension but in the few
hours that they had known cach other, Ilerman had
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acted as if he were devoted to Yasha. Ryrza, apparently,
also looked on him with favor. Who could tell what
amorous delights such a woman could serve a man,
what bizarre words she might ucter in the throes of
passion? For a moment, the light from the naphtha lamp
Jit up the courtyard with its piles of logs and lumber.
Then upstairs the door closed and it was dark once more.
Zefrel snuggled up to Yasha.

“Could I go some place with you?”

“Where?—Nor today.”

“Yashale, [ love you!”

“Just wait and leave everything to me. Whatever I
tell you to do, do ic.”

“I want to go with you.”

“You will be with me. I'll take you along when I go
abroad. I'll repay everyone who has been good to me.
But be prepared for anything and don’t ask any ques-
tions. If 1 tell you to stand on your head, then stand on
your head. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“You'll do as I say?”

“Yes, everything.”

“Go back upstairs.”

“Where are you off to?”

“There’s one more bit of nonsense I have to take care
of today.”

6

Nizka Street was deserted. There was no chance of hir-
ing a droshky here. He walked on and his tread felt un-
commonly light. The streer was dark. Over the wooden
houses with the spavined roofs hung a suburban sky,
thickly sceded with stars. Yasha gazed upward. ‘What,

for instance, do they think of someonc like me up there?
He walked the length of Nizka Strect, came out on
Dzika Avenue. He had told Zeftel thae there was one
other item of nonsense on his agenda, But what sort was
it? He had slepe the whole day and he was now as fresh
and alert as if it were morning. A strange desire to visit
Emilia came over him, It was complete madness. She
was doubtless already asleep by now. Besides, the court-
yard gate would be locked. But his climbing out of her
window the night before had brought home to him again
that doors and gates meant nothing to him. There was a
balcony in her apartment. He could scale it in 2 minute.
Emilia complained that she was a poor slecper. She would
hear him. Morcover, he would will her into expecting
him and she would open the French doors (if they
weren't open anyway). He had a feeling that this day
she would not offer further resistance. It was as if he
had miraculously put on seven league boots, for here
he was on Dzika Avenue; a few minutes more and he
was walking down Rimarska Street. He glanced at the
bank. The pillars scemed to guard the building like
giant watchmen. The gate was shut, all the windows
dark. Somewhere nearby were the basement vaults where
treasures were stored. But where? The edifice was as
huge as a city. To be properly done, the job would re-
quire a long winter’s night. Then Yasha recalled what
Yadwiga, Emilia's scrvant, had told him aboutr an
clderly landowner, one Kazimicrz Zaruski, who had sold
his estate years before and now kepe his money in an iron
safe in his apartment. He lived on Marshalkowska Boule-
vard, near Prozna Street, alone except for a deaf serv-
ant girl who was a friend of Yadwiga. When Yadwiga
had rold him this story, Yasha had not even bothered to
write down the man's address. He had not entertained

such notions and ceruainly none involving a household
which Yadwiga visited. But now it all came back to
him. T must do something tonight, he said to himself.
Tonight I have the power.

From Nizka to Krolevska Street was quite a distance,
but Yasha covered the several versts in twenty minutes.
Warsaw slept, with only here and there a nighe watch-
man testing a lock or pounding his staff on the sidewalk
as if to reassure himself that no one was tunneling in the
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gronnd underneath, “They are f«'m*vc'r‘w;m'hin". but
nothing can be kepe safe, Yasha said to himself. Neicher
their women nor their possessions. \Who coulld rcll'?
Mayhe at times even EFsther was unfaithful to him? 'l lis
thoughts wandered idly, What if he should sneak into
Fmilia’s bedroom and find her with a lover? Such things
did happen. He stood now bcncat'h her window and
looked up. The thought of climbing to the balcony,
which only a few minutes before he had regarded as not
only feasible but as eminently right, seemed, now that
he was there, pure absurdity. There was nlw.nys t‘hc
possibility that she would awake nful. nflsmkmg him
for a prowler, raisc an outcry. Yadwiga mngh‘t overhear
him or, possibly, Halina, Emilia would certainly never
forgive him. The Age of Knighthood was long since
pasr. ‘This was the prosaic nincteenth century. Mentally,
Yasha had commanded Emihia to awake and come to the
window, but apparently he had not as yet mastered fhis
facer of hypnotism. Fven if it should prove clfective,
the process wounld be a slow one.

He started down Marshalkowska Boulevard towards
Prozna Street. As long as it is incvitable, he said to
himself, why not tonight? Evidently, it had been forc-
ordained. How was it called?—predestination® 1f there

was a reason for everything, as the philosophers claimed,
and man was merely a machine, then it was as if cvery-
thing had been written beforchand., | lc came to Prozna
Streee. There was only onc occupied house on the
block; across the strect a building was in the process of
construction. Piles of bricks lay there, mounds of sand
and lime. The inhabited house consisted of a dry-goods
storc with two apartments, both with balconies, above
it. The landowner's apartment obviously faced the front,
bur which of the two was it? Yasha suddenly knew that
it was the one on the right. The windows in the apart-
ment on the left were pardially covered by drapes, par-
tially by curtains; the ones on the right had shabby drapes,
the kind that would hang in a miser’s housc. Well, it's
now or never! something within Yasha urged. As long
as you arc here, go on. He can't take his money to the
grave with him, anyway. The night won't last forever,
the voice cautioned anew. Its intonations were almost
that of a preacher.

Climbing the lmlcony was casy. A bar extended from
the door of the dry-goods storc and the lmlcony rested
on the heads of threc statues. The whole house was
studded with figures and decorations. Yasha placed one
foot on the bar, took hold of the knce of a goddess, and
SO0 was lmnging on the edge of the balcony. Tle swung
his lmdy upwards. It seemed to have grown weight-
less, e stood for an instant on the balcony and Laughed.
The impossible was really so possible, Opening  the
French doors proved more difficule; they were locked
from the inside. But he tugged violcmly on the door and
lifted the chain with the skeleton key which he always
carried on his person. Beteer one loud sound, he the-
orized, than a scrics of fumbling noiscs. For a moment

he paused to sce if there was any outcry. Then he
stepped inside and breathed the musty air of the housc;
here, it was clear, the windows were scldom opened.

Yes, this must be it, he exulted. You can smell the rot
and mildew! It was not completely dark inside hecause
of the light of the street lamp. Ilc fele no fear. Yer
his heart pounded like a trip hammer. He stood rooted
for a moment, astonished at how swiftly thoughe had he-
come deed. Strange, that the very safe that Yadwiga had
described should be right nexe to him. It stood on end,
long and black as a coffin. The powers that control
man's (lcstiny had led him (Iircc!ly to Zaruski's hoard.
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I must’t fail, he urged himself. Since I've taken the
plunge, I must sec it through. He cocked his cars and
listened. Somewhere in the adjoining rooms Kazimicrs,
Zaruski and his deaf scrvant slept. e heard no sound.
What would I do if they were to awaken? he asked him-
self, but he could not supply the answer. e puc his hand
on the safe and felt the cool meeal. Quickly he located
the keyhole. He traced it with his forefinger o deter-
mine it’s type and contour. Then, he reached into his
pocket for his skeleton key which he had just had in
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his hand, but it wasn’c there. Undoubtedly he'd tucked
it away in another pocket. He began to scarch his
pockets, but the key had vanished. Where could I have
put it? The bad luck is starting already! He rummaged
some more. Did I drop it on the floor? If so, it had not
made a sound. The key had to be somewhere near at
hand, but it hid itself from him. Again he thrust his hand
into his pockets—again and again. The important thing
is not to panic! he cautioned himself. Just imagine
that you're doing a performance. Now he searched
again, calmly and deliberately, but the skeleton key had
disappeared. Demons? he whispered half in jest, half in
carncst. He began to feel warm. He was about to break
out into a sweat, but he kept back the perspiration and
his body remained overheated. Well, T'll just have to
find something else. He knelt and unlaced one of his
shoes. The shoelaces had metal tips and once Yasha had
picked a lock with just such a tip. But no, it's not firm
cnough to open an iron safe, he decided in the midst of
removing the lace. There was probably a corkscrew or a
poker in the kitchen, but to grope his way to the kitchen
now was to court disaster. No, I must locate the skeleton
key! 1le stooped and only then realized that the floor
was covered by a rug. He ran his palm along the rug.
Whas it possible that the spirits were playing with him?
Did such things as spirits really exist? Suddenly, the
thought came to him: a safe must have 2 key, and un-
doubtediy the old man kept it under his pillow when he
slept. Yasha knew what a risky business it would be to
try to get the key out from under the old landowner’s
pillow. He might wake. And what assurance did Yasha
have that the key was really there? There were many
other possible hiding places in the apartment. But now
Yasha was sure that the key lay under Zaruski’s pillow.
He even visualized the key: the flac head, the teeth
underncath. Am 1 dreaming? Am [ going mad? he
speculated. But the unseen forces which for years had
held sway over him ordered him to go into the bedroom.
“It will be easier this way,” they prompted. “There is
the door.”

Yasha got up on his toes. If only the door doesn’t
squeak, he prayed. It stood half-open. He walked
through and found himself in the bedroom. It was darker
here than in the other room, for he could not determine
exactly where the window was located, could only con-
jecture, and then his eyes began to adjust to the dark-
ness. From the murky whirls there began to evolve the
contour of a bed, bedding, a head upon a pillow—a
naked head with sockets instead of eyes, like that of a
skeleton. Yasha froze. Was the old man breathing? e
could not hear his breath. Was he awake? Had he just at
that moment expired? Was he, possibly, feigning death?
Perhaps he lay there ready to rise and arrack him? Old
men were often extremely powerful. And then the old
man suddenly snored. Yasha came closer to the bed. e
heard the clang of metal and knew what it was—the skele-
ton key. Probably it had caught on a button. Now it
had fallen to the floor. Had it wakened the old man?

Yasha stood there a moment, prepared to bolt at the
first sound. I couldn't kill him! I am no murderer, But
the old man had ence more fallen into a deep slecp. Yasha
leaned over to pick up the skeleton key—he must
leave no clues behind him; but again ic had disappearcd.
That bit of wire had engaged him in a game of hidc-and-
seck. Well, I see it’s one of those nights, alrcady. The
evil powers have singled me out. Something witchin him
begged him to flee since his luck had deserted him, but,
instead, he moved closer to the bed. Try to get hold of
his key, he said to himself obstinarely.

He ran his hand over the pillow, touched the old
man's face unintentionaltly. e pulled back his hand as if
it had been burned. The niiser uttered a sigh as though
he had only been shamming sleep. Yasha paused. He was
prepared for ateack, ready to grasp Zaruski by the throat
and throtele him. But no, the man was asleep, a thin pip-
ing sound coming from his nostrils, Apparently he was
dreaming. Now Yasha could see better. He slipped his
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hand beneath the pillow, convinced (Im.r he would t()\lC!‘l
the key—but there was no key. tle r:nsc_d tl}c old man’s
head a triflc along with the pillow on which it rgstcd but
still he could find no key. This time his instinct had
failed him. There was only onc coursc left him. Escape!
something within him counseled. Vverything has gone
wrong! Yet, once more he began to scarch for the skc!c-
ton key on the floor, even though he knew he was in-
viting disaster. Wagered my last gulden npd Fhrcw away
the ace, he though, recalling the old Yiddish proverb.
The saying had come to him in much the samne way as
the Scriptures and lessons from cheder popped into
Jus mind in the middle of the night. Sweat suddenly
drenched him from head to toc. It was as if a basin of
water had been emptied over him. Ie fele hot and damp
as in a stcam bath. But he kept looking for the skeleton
key. Maybe you should just choke the old.lmstal"d! some
presence, partly within and partly outside him, sug-
gested, a portion of him which did not Im.vc the final
say, but was in the habit of offering bad advice and per-
petrating  cruel jokes upon him just when he most
needed all his facultics.

Well, it's a lost cause. I'm going now, he muttered.
He rosc to his feet and backed out through the half-
opened door. How light ic was here in comparison
to the bedroom! He could sce every object. Fven the
paintings on the walls—the frames, not the canvases. A
chest of drawers seemed to rise up from the floor and on
it he spicd some scissors. Just what | need! Fle picked up
the scissors and went to the safe. The keyhole was now
delincated by the light from the street. He probed inside
the keyhole with the tip of the scissors, calm once again,
listening to the inner workings of the lock. \\’h.:lt sort of
lock was it? Not English. The blade of the scissors was

too wide at the top and he could not probe very deeply.
It was cvident that the lock was not complicated but
there was something in it that Yasha could not make
out. It was like a child’s puzzle, which if not solved at
once eludes one for hours. He needed an instcument that
could reach to the lock’s vitals.

Swddenly a new idea came to him. Tle rook his note-
book from his bosom pocket, tore several pages out of it
and twisted them until they formed a suiff cone. Such
a tool would not do to pick a lock yet it could penctrate
to its bowels. But the cone lacked the solidity and the
spring of meral. He found he could not determine any-
thing from it. Well, I'll just have to come back another
time. I don’t dare wait untl daybreak! e glanced ac
the door leading to the balcony. Failure! A fiasco! For
the first time in his life! It had been a terrible nighe. Lle
was overcome by fear, He knew, deep inside of him, that
the misfortune would not be confined to this night
alone. "That enemy which for years had lurked in amn-
bush within him, whom Yasha had had, cach time, to
repel with force and cunning, with charms and such in-
cantations as each individual must learn for himself, had
now gained the upper hand. Yasha felt its presence—a
dybbuk, a satan, an implacable adversary who would
disconcert him while he was juggling, push him from
the tightrope, make him impotent. Trembling he opened
the balcony door. His perspiring body shivered. I was
as if winter had suddenly arrived.

8

Fle was just about to climb down when he heard the
sound of voices below. Someone was talking in Russian.
It was undoubtedly a passing patrol. Quickly he drew

back his head. Perhaps he'd been seen on his way up?
The patrol might be waiting for him. I1c stood there in
the darkness and listened. If they know about me, 1 am
trapped. —But no, no one could have scen him. He had
looked in all directions before making the ascent. The
patrol had just happened along. He still could not for-
give himself for having failed so miscrably. Perhaps 1
should look for my skeleton key again? he thought. He
walked back into the bedroom, a gambler who has lost
ceverything, and is no longer afraid to take a chance. At
the open door he stopped, harrificd. The old man lay in
bed, his face completely covered with blood. There was
blood on the pillow case, the bedspread, the old man's
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nigheshire. God Almighty, what's happened? Has he
been killed? Have 1, thought Yasha, had the bad luck to
rob a house where there has been a murder>—But I
just now heard him breathe! Is there a killer here? Yasha
stood numb with fear. And then he laughed. It wasn't
blood at all, merely the light of the rising sun. The win-
dow faced the East.

Once more he began his search for the key, but there
on the floor it remained night. The darkness cnveloped
everything. Yasha groped about aimlessly. A weariness
came over him; he fele a weakness in his knees and his
head ached. Though he was awake his mind began to
weave dreams—fanciful threads which escaped capture,
for no sooner did he reach out for them than they un-
raveled. Well, theee's no chance of finding it now. The
old man may wake any second. A notion that the miser
was cunningly shamming sleep returned to him. He was
about to risc when his fingers brushed against the skeleton
key. Anyway no trace of him would remain now. Quietly
he retreated to the front room, which daylight had also
entered. The walls had become a paper-like gray. Ashy

flecks hovered in the air. He approached the safe on
shaky legs, fitted the skeleton key into the keyhole, and
began to probe. But his will, strength, and ambition had
been spent. His brain was heavy with sleep. He no
longer had the ability to spring this antiquated lock. It
was obviously a neighborhood job, put together by an
ordinary locksmith. If I had some wax I could at least
take an impression of this contraption. He stood there
bereft of passion, not cereain which was the more as-
tonishing—his carlicr greed or his present indifference.
He fumbled a moment longer. He heard a snort, and
realized that it had come from his own nose. The skele-
ton key had caught on something and he could turn it
neither to one side nor the other. He became reconciled
to abandoning it there, then with one try he frecd it.

He stepped out onto the balcony. The patrol had dis-
appeared. The streec was deserted. Though the street
lighes were still lit the darkness above the rooftops was
no longer that of night but more the gloom of an over-
cast sky, or the murkiness of twilight. The air was cool
and moist. Birds had begun to twitter. Now is the
moment, he said to himself with a sort of resolution and
with a sense that the words possessed a double meaning.
He began to descend but his feet lacked their usual
sureness. He wished to support them upon the shoulders
of a statue but they fell short of the goal. For a moment
he hung from the edge of the balcony fecling that he
was about to doze off—suspended in air. Bue then he
wedged his foot in a depression in the wall.—Just don’t
jump, he warned himself, but, even as the thought came
to him, he dropped and knew at once that he had
landed too violently on his left foot.—That’s all I need
now, a week before the opening! He stood on the side-
walk testing the foot and only then did he feel the pain.

Just then he heard shouting. The voice sounded aged,
rasping and alarmed. Was it the landowner? He looked
up bur the cries were coming from the sercer. He saw a
watchman with 2 white beard running toward him,
brandishing a stout cudgel. The man began to blow a
whistle. 1 l¢ had apparently spied Yasha descending from
the balcony. Yasha forgot about his injured foot; he ran
swiftly and casily. The police would acrive at any second.
He did not know himself in which dircction he was flee-
ing. Judging from his speed one would have thoughe his
foor was uninjured, but as he ran he fele a drawing in his
left foot, a piercing pain below the ankle around the
toes. e had cicher torn a ligament or broken a bone.
Where am I now?—He had sped down Prozna Street
and had come into Grzybow Place. 1le heard no more
shouting or whistling, but he stll had to hide some-

where, for the police might approach from another di-
rection. ~~ )
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te hastened towards Gnoyne Street. Here the
gutter was strewn with mud and manurc. Morcover, it
was dark, as if the sun had not yet risen in this neighbor-
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hood. The light of the strcer lamps glired and Yasha
stumbled against the shaft of an unhitched wagon. This
part of the city was a hodge-podge of loading yards,
markets, and bakeries. The smell of smoke, oil, grease,
was everywhere, He was nearly run down by a meat-
wagon. So close did the horses come to him that he
smelled the fetor of their muzzles. The reamster cursed
him. A janitor waved his broom ac him with rightcous
indignation. Yasha stepped up onto the sidewalk and saw
the courtyard of a synagoguc. The gate stood open.
An clderly Jew entered, praycr-shawl bag under his arm.
Yasha darted inside.—FHere they will not scarch!

He walked past a synagoguc which was, ro all appear-
ances, shut (no light could be seen through the arched

windows), and came to a study-housc. In the yard
stood crates filled with loosc pages torn from holy
books. The smcll of urine was overpowering. Yasha
opened the door at what appeared to be both study and
poorhouse. The light of a single memorial candle flicker-
ing near the cantor’s lectern showed him rows of men
lying on benches, some barcfoot, some wearing battered
old shocs, some covered with rags, others half-naked.
The air stank of tallow, dust, and wax.—No, they will
not scarch here, he repeated to himself. e moved to an
cmpty beneh and sat down. 1le sat there in a daze and
rested his damaged foot. Bits of manure clung to his
shoes and trousers. Tle would have shaken them loose
but in this holy place that would have been a desecration.
For a moment he listened to the snoring of the beggars,
incredulous at what had happened. His gaze moved to-
ward the door and he listened for the footsteps of the
police coming to arrest him. It seemed to him that he
heard hoofbeats, an approaching trooper, but all the
while he knew it was merely his imagination. At last
there came a rusty voice crying out, “Up! Up! Up with
your lazy carcasses!” The beadle had arrived. The fig-
ures began to sit up, rise, stretch, yawn. A match was
struck by the beadle and his red beard was momentarily
illuminated. He walked over to a table and lit a naphtha
lamp.

At that very moment it occurred to Yasha what sort
of lock was on Zaruski's safe and how it could be
opened.

9

One by onc the derclicts shuffled outside. Slowly the
worshipers began to assemble. In the carly morning

light the naphtha lamp scemed pallid. Inside the room it
was neither dark nor light; a sort of pre-day twilight
prcyailcd. Some of the worshipers had already begun to
recite the introductory prayers, others simply paced
back and forth, The nebulous figures reminded Yasha
that corpses were said to pray during the night in syna-
gogues. These shadows followed a flucruating course.
They droned with an uncarehly chant. Who were they?
Why did they rise so carly? Yasha wondered. When did
they sleep? He sae there like one who had had a severe
blow on his head yet knew that his senses were addled.
He was awake but something within him slepe the deep
slecp of midnight. e rested and examined his lefe foor.
Pain coursed through i, stabbing thrusts and a drawing
sensation which commenced at the big toc and traveled
up past the ankle as far as the knce. Yasha reminded
himself of Magda. What would he tcll her when he
came home? In the years that they werce together, he had
o.ftcn heen cruel to her, but he knew somehow that this
time she would be hurt more than cver before. Ile
could be sure that he could not give an opening per-
formancc if his foot were damaged, but he kept from
tl.nnking about that. He stared off somewhere in the
dircction of the cornice of the THoly Ark, recognizing
the tablet with the Ten Commandments. 1le recalled
that only lase night (or was it still the same day?) he
had told Herman he was a magictan, not a thief. But
soon afterwards, he had gone off to commic a l)urglnry.
He felt dull and confused, unable any longer to under-
stand his own actions. The men put on their prayer
shawls and their phylacteries, they affixed the thongs
and cloaked their heads, and he watched them with as-
mpishmcnt as if he, Yasha, were a gentile who had never
witnessed this before. The first quorum had already as-
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He was overcome with regret and humility. Only
now did he realize what he had attempred and how
Heaven had thwarted him. It came over him like a reve-
lation. Tle permitted the men o do with him as they
pleased, as one who's suffered a fracture and lets others
bandage it for him. The old man wound the thongs
around Yasha's arm. He recited the blessing and Yasha
repeated it after him, like a licele boy. Telling Yasha to
lower his head, he fixed upon it the proper phylactery.
He wound the thongs around Yasha's fingers in such
fashion as to form the Hebrew letters Shadai.

“It must be a long cime since you've prayed,” a young
man observed.

“Very long.”

“Well, it is never too late.”

And the same group of fews, who but a moment be-
fore had watched him with a sort of adule derision, now
looked upon him with curiosity, respeet, and affection,

sembled to say the prayers. Young men in sidelocks,
skullcaps, and’ sashes sat down at the tables to begin
studying the Talmud. They bobbed their heads, gesticu-
lated, grimaced. For a long while the congregation was
silent. They were reciting the Eighteen Benedictions,
Soon the cantor began to inctone the high Eighteen Bene-
dictions. Every one of his words sounded to Yasha
strangely alien yet strangely familiar: “Blessed are Thou,
Oh Lord our God and God of our fathers, God of Abra-
ham, God of Jacob, and God of Isage . . . Who bestow-
est lovingkindness and possessest all things. Thou sus-
tainest the living with lovingkindness, quickenese the
dead with great mercy, supportese the falling, healest
the sick, loosest the bound, and keepest thy faith to them
that sleep in the dust.”

Yasha translated the Hebrew words and considered
each one. Is it truly so? he questioned himsclf, Is God
really that good? He was too weak to answer himself,
For a while he heard the cantor no longer. He was half
dozing, although his eyes remained open. Presently he
roused himself, hearing the cantor say, “And to Jeru-

salem, Thy City, return in mercy and dwell therein as
Thou hast spoken ?

Well, they’ve been saying this for two thovsand years
already, Yasha thoughe, but Jerusalem is still a wilder-
ness. They'll undoubredly keep on saying it for another
twa thousand years, may, ren thousand.

The red-bearded beadle approached. “If you would
like to pray I'll ferch you a prayer shawl and phy-
lacteries, It will cost you one kopeck.”

Yasha wanted to refuse but he immediately thrust his
hand into his pocker and took out a coin, The beadle
offcred change, but Yasha said, “Keep it.”

“Thank you.”

Yasha felt an urge to run. He had not worn phy-
lacteries in—God knows how many—years. He had
never puc on a prayer shawl. But before he even made
the atcempt to rise, the beadle was back with the prayer
shawl and phylacteries. He offered a prayer book, as well.

“Do you have to say Kaddish?”

“Kaddish?>—No.”

He did nor have the strength to rise. Tt was as if he had
been shorn of all his powers. He was also afraid. Per-
haps the police were waiting for him outside? The
prayer shawl bag lay next to him on the bench, Deliber-
ately, Yasha took ouc the prayer shawl. He fingered the
phylacteries within. It seemed to him thae everyone was
looking at him and waiting to see what he would do. In
his stupor it appeared to him that everything depended
on what he would now do with the prayer shawl and
phylacterics. If he did not handle them properly, it
would be proof that he was hiding from the police ", . .
He began to put on the prayer shawl, He looked for
the spot where the embroidery was supposed to be, or a
stripe which indicated the section meant to be worn over
the head, but he could find neither cmbmidcry nor
stripe. He fumbled with the ritual fringes. Onc fringe
even lashed him across the eye. Ile was filled with an
adolescent shame and fear, They were laughing ac him.
The entire assemblage was giggling behind his back,
Ie puc on the prayer shawl as besc he could but it
slid off his shoulders, He took out the phylacteries and
could not determine which onc was for the head and
which for the arm. And which should one put on first?
He sough clarification in the prayer book, but the princ
blurred before his eyes, Fiery sparks began to sway be-
fore him. I just hope I don't faine, he cautioned himself,
He felt nausea. He began to plead with God: Father in

Heaven, take pity on me! Everything else, but not this!
He shook off the faintness. Taking out a handkerchicf,
he spat into it. The sparks continucd to dip before his
cyes, rising and falling in seesaw motion. Some were
red, some green, some blue. There was a clanging in his
cars as if bells were ringing. An old man walked over to
him and said, “Here, let me help you. Remove the slecve.
From the left arm, not the right . .

Which is my left hand? Yasha asked himself, Ie be-
gan to pull the sleeve from his lefe arm and the prayer
shawl again fell from his shoulders. A group gathered
around him. If Emilia were here to witness this! he
thought suddenly. He was now not Yasha the magician
bur some fumbling lout whom others assist and make the
butr of their scorn. Well, iv's come, God's punishment!
he said to himself in his anxiety.
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Yasha distinctly sensed the love which flowed from
their persons to him. “They arc Jews, my brethren, he
said to himself, They know that 1 am a sinner, yet
they forgive me. Again he felt shame, not because he had
been clumsy, but because he had betrayed ¢this fra-
ternity, befouled i, stood ready to cast it aside. What's
the matter with me? Afrer all, I'm descended from
gencerations of God-fearing Jews. My great-grandfather
was a martyr for the holy name. Fe remembered his
father who, on his deathbed, had summoncd Yasha to his
side and said, “Promise me that you will remain a Jew.”

And he had taken his, Yasha's, hand and held it until
he entered his death throes.

How could Thave forgotren this? How?

The circle of Jews had dispersed and Yasha stood
alone in the prayer shawl and phylaceerics, prayer book
in hand. e felt his lefe foot draw, tear, but he con-
tinued his praycers, translating the Hebrew words to
himself, “Blessed be He who spake and the world cxisted,
blessed be He who was the maker of the world in the
beginning. Blessed be He who speaketh and docth,
Blessed be e who decreeth and performeth. Blessed be
He who hath mercy upon the carth and payeth a goad
reward to them that fear Him,”

Oddly enough he now believed these words: God had
created the world, He does have compassion for Ilis
creatures. |le does reward those who fear Him, And as
Yasha intoned these words, he reflected upon his own
lot. For years he had shunned the synagogues. All of
asudden, in the course of days, he had twice strayed into
houses of worship; the first time on the road when he
had been caught in the storm, and now again for the
second time. For years he had picked the most complex
locks with case, and now a simole lock which anv com-
mon safe-cracker could have sprung in a minutc had
stumped him, Tundreds of times he had leaped from
great heights without injury, and this time he had dam-
aged his foor jumping from a low balcony. Ir was ob-
vious that those in heaven did not intend 1o have him
turn to crime, desere Esther, convert, Maybe even his
deceased parents had interceded in his behalf. Again
Yasha raised his gaze to the cornice of the Holy Ark.
He had broken or contemplated breaking cach of the
Ten Commandments! 1low ncar he had come to stran-
gling old Zaruski! IIe had even lusted for 1 alina, already
woven a net in readiness to ensnare her. e had plumbed
the very depths of iniquity. How had this come about?
And when? Ile was by nawre good-hearted. In the
winter he scattered crumbs outside to feed the birds. 1le
scldom passed a beggar without offering alms. He bore
crernal hate against swindlers, bankrupts, charlatans.
He had always prided himsclf on being honest and cthi-
cal.

He stood there with bene knees and was aghast at the
extent of his degradations and, what was perhaps worse,
his lack of insight. IHe had fretted and worried and ig-
nored the very essence of the problem. He had reduced
others to dirt and did not sce—pretended not to sce—
how he himself kept sinking decper in the mud. Only a
thread restrained hitn from the final plunge into the
bottamless pit. Bue the forces which are compassionate
towards man had conspired that he now stand in prayer
shawl and phylnctcrics, prayer book in hand, atongst
a group of honest Jews. e chanted “Hear O Isracl”
and cupped his cyes with his hand. He recited the Eight-
cen Benedictions, contemplating every word. The long-
forgotten childhood devotion returned now, a faith that
demanded no proof, an awe of God, a scnsc of remorse
over one’s transgressions. What had he learned from the
worldly books? That the world had created itself. That
the sun, the moon, the carch, the animals, man, had come
out of mist. But where had the mist come from? And
how could a mist create 2 man with lungs. with a heare,
a stomach, brain? They ridiculed the faithful who at-
tribute cverything to Gaod, yet they chemselves ae-
tributed all sorts of wisdom and powers to an unsccing
nature which was unaware of its own cxistence, From
the phylacterics Yasha sensed a radiance thar reached
into his brain, unlocked compartments there, illuminated
the dark places, unraveled the knots. All the prayers said
the same: There was a God \Who sees, \Wha hears, \Who
takes pity on man, \Who contains | lis wrath, Wheo for-
givcs sin, Who wants men to repent, Wha punishes cvil
deeds, Who rewards good deeds in this world and—

what was cven morc—in the other.,
Yes, that there were other worlds, Yasha had always
felt. He could alinost sce them.

I must be a Jew! he said to himself. A Jew like all
the others!
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When Yasha went outside again, Gnoyne Street was
filled with sunlight, with dray-wagons, horses, out-of-
town merchants and factors, vendors of both sexes,
hawking all sorts of wares. “Smoked herring!” they
cried, “Fresh bagels!” “Hot eggs!” “Chick peas with
sugar heans!” “Potato patcies!” Through the gaces rolled
wagons stocked with lumber, flour, crates, barrels,
goods covered by mats, sheets, and sacks. The shops
dealt in oil, vinegar, green soap, axle-grease., Yasha
stood at the synagogue gate and looked ahead of him.
The very Jews who a moment previously had wor-
shiped with such fervor and had chanted, “Let the great
name be blessed for ever, Amen,” had dispersed, each to
his own store, factory, or workshop. Some were em-

ployers, some employees, some masters, some handy-
men. It now seecmed to Yasha that the street and the syn-
agogue denied each other. If one were true, then the
other was certainly false. He understood that this was
the voice of evil having its say, but the piety, which
had consumed him as he stood in the prayer shawl and
phylacterics in the prayer-house, began to cool now and
evaporate. He had decided to fast this day as if it were
the Day of Atonement, but the hunger which gnawed
at him had to be appeased. His foor ached. His temples
throbbed. Ilis carlier complaints against religion reas-
serted themselves. Why all the excitement? something
within him demanded. What proof is there that 2 God
exists Who hears your prayers? There are innumerable
religions in the world, and each contradicts the other.
It’s true you weren't able to open Zaruski’s safe and
you hurt your foot into the bargain, buc what does that
prove? That you're unnerved, exhausted, light-headed
. . . Yasha remembered that while praying he had made
all sorts of resolutions and had sworn the most exacting
vows, but in the few minutes he had been standing here,
all their substance had vanished. Could he really live the
way his facher had? Could he acrually forsake his magic,
romantic attachments, his newspapers and books, his
fashionablc clothes? The vows he had made in the study-
house now sounded excessive, like the phrases one whis-
pers to 2 woman in the throes of passion. Ie raised his
eycs coward the pallid sky. If You want me to scrve you,
Oh Gad, reveal Yourself, perform a miracle, lec Your
voice be heard, give me some sign, he said, under his
breath. Just then Yasha saw 2 cripple approaching. He
was a small man and his head, cocked to onc side, ap-
peared to be trying to tear itself loose from his neck. So

also with his gnarled hands—they seemed about to
crack from his wrists even while he was collecting alms.
Apparently his legs had only one goal: to grow more
twisted. His beard had the same contorted look and was
in the ace of tearing itself from his chin. Fach finger
was bent in a different direction, plucking, it scemed, an
unscen fruit from an unseen tree. e moved in an un-
earchly jig, one foot in front of him, the other scraping
and shuffling behind. A twisted tongue trailed from his
twisted mouth, issuing between twisted teeth. Yasha
toolc out a silver coin and sought to place it in the beg-
gar’s hand but found himself hampered by the odd con-
tortions of the man. Another magician! he thoughe, and
felv a revulsion, an urge ro flee. e wished to throw the
coin to the other as quickly as ppssiblc, but the cripple,
apparently, had his own game—pushing closer, he
sought ro touch Yasha, like a leper determined to infect
someone with his leprosy. Fiery sparks again flashed be-
fore Yasha’s eyes, as if they were constantly present and
only necded the opportunity to reveal themselves, He
cast the coin at the beggar’s feet. He wanted to run but
his own feet began to tremble and twitch as if imicating
the cripple’s. —
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He spied a soup kitchen and walleed inside. The (loar
was sprinkled with sawdust. /\Itlmugh it was sull
carly, the patrons werc nlrcady dining: chicken soup
with noodles, fritters, stuffed derma, sweetbreads, car-
rot stew. The odor of food made Yasha nauscous. [
musen't eat this kind of food so carly in the morning, he
admonished himself, He looked back as if about to
walk out but a stout woman blocked his path. “Don’t

fun away, young man, no one is going to bite you here;
our meatis freshly killed and strictly kosher.”

What connection can there be between God and kill-
ing? Yasha wondered. The woman pulled up a chair
and he sat down at 2 long table, which he shared with
the other diners.

“A glass of vodka with an cgg cookic?” she suggested.
“Or chopped liver with whitc bread? Chicken soup
with buckwheae?”

“Bring me whatever you please.”

“Oh? You can be sure I won't poison you.”

She feeched a bottle of vodka, a tumbler, a basket of

egg cookics. Yasha picked up the borele but his hand
was trembling and he spilled some of the vodka on the
tablecloth, Some of his fellow patrons began to shour,
half in warning, half in jest. They were provincial Jews
wearing patched gabardines and unbuttoned undergar-
ments faded from the sun. Onc had a burst of black
whiskers extending up to his cycs. Another's beard was
red—like a rooster’s wattles. A lirtle further down the
table sat a Jew wearing a fringed garment and a skull-
cap. He reminded Yasha of the tcacher who had first
taughe him the Pentateuch. Maybe it is actually he?
Yasha thought. No, he would most certainly be dead
by now. Perhaps it is his son? Farlier he had fele happy
being in the company of devout Jews but now he was
ill at case sitting among them. Docs one say a benedic-
tion over the vodka? he wondered, e moved his lips.
When he took a sip from the tumbler the bitterness cur
into him; darkness swam before his cyes. His throat
burned. He reached for an cgg cookie but wasn’t able to
break off a picce. What's the matter with me> Am |
sick? What is it? IHe fele hostile and ashamed. When the
proprictress brought him liver with the white bread he
knew that he should make his ablutions, but there were
no facilities for washing here. He bit off a piece of the
bread and the man in the fringed garment asked, “How
about making your ablutions?”

“He has, already,” the fellow with the black beard
answered sarcastically.

Yasha sat silent, amazed at how his earlier affection
had been transforined into vexation, pride, and a desire
to be alone. He looked away from the others and they
soon began talking about their own affairs. They dis-
cussed cverything ac once: commerce, HHasidisim, saintly
miracles.—So many miracles, yet so much poverty, sick-
ness, epidemics, Yasha reflected. He ate the chicken soup
with groats and chased away the flics. Iis foor con-
tinued to ache, He fele his stomach growing bloated.

What should I do now, he asked himself. See a doc-
tor? And how could a doctor help? They have only one
remedy—put on a cast. lodine I can smear on mysclf.
But what if it doesn’t get beteer? You can hardly turn
somersaults on the tightrope with such a foot. The more
Yasha considered his situation, the graver it appearcd.
He was nearly penniless—injured, how could he carn his
living! What could he tell Emilia? She must be frantic
at his not showing up the day before. And what cexplana-
tion would he make to Magda when he returned home?
Where could he say he had spent the night? What was
a man worth if his entire existence depended upon 2
foot—cven his love? Now was the time to kill himsclf.

He paid his bill and left. Again he saw the cripple.
The man was still spinning and twisting as if sccking to
bore his head into an invisible wall. Doesn't he cver
grow tired? Yasha thought. How can a merciful God
permic a human being to suffer such torment? A wish to
sce Lmilia rose in Yasha. Lie longed for her company,

nceded to talk to her. Bue he could not go to her as he
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was, dirty and unshaven, the cuffs of his trousers spotted
with manure. He hailed a droshky and asked to be driven
to Freta Street. He rested his head against the wall of
the cab and tried to doze off. Let me imagine myself
dead and riding to my own funcral, he thought. ‘Through
his shut eyclids he could see the daylighe, pink here, cool
and shaded there. He listened to the sounds coming from
the streets and inhaled the acrid odors. He had to hold
on with both hands to keep from falling. No, I must
change. This is no life! he said to himself. I don't have a
moment’s peace of mind any more. 1 must give up magic
and women. One God, one wife, like everyone else . . .

From time to time he opened his eyes slightly to see
where he was. They were passing the square on which
the bank stood, and the building which the day before
had appceared so still and forcboding was crowded with
soldiers and civilians. A wagon-load of money rolled in,
escorted by armed guards sitting on the outside. When
Yasha again peered through his lids he saw the new syn-
agogue on Tlomacka Street, where the reformed Jews
worshiped and the rabbis preached in Polish instead of
Yiddish.

They are religious, too, Yasha reflected, but they
wouldn’t allow paupers to worship in there. The next
time he looked he saw the old Polish arsenal the Russians
had converted into a prison. Behind its bars sat Yasha’s
counterparts. I'le dismounted at Freta Strecr and climbed
the stairs to his house. Now for the first time he fele
the cxtent of his injury. He was forced to lean his
weight on his uninjured foot and drag the other behind
him. ach time that he lifted the foot he fele a sharp pain
somewhere near his heel. He rapped on the door but
Magda did not open it. He knocked louder. Was she as
angry as that? Had she killed herself? He pounded with

his fist and waited. He did not have his key with him and
he placed his ear to the door; he heard the parrot scream-
ing. Then he remembered the skeleton key. It would
still be in his pocket but he felt a revulsion for this ob-
jeet which had so humiliaced him. Nevertheless, he
took it out and opened the door. No one was inside.
The beds were made but it was impaossible to tell
whether they had been slept in the night before. Yasha
went into the room where the animals were kepe. His
appearance cxcited them. Each seemed to be trying in its
own language to say something to him. Every cage had
food and water in ir, so it was not thac they were hungry
or thirsty. The windows were open to let in the air and
the sun. “Yasha! Yasha! Yasha!” the parrot shricked,
then snapped its crooked beak and looked askance with
a sort of vain querulousness. It seemed to Yasha as if
the bird were trying to say, “You're only hurting your-
self, not me, 1 can always earn my few grains.” The
monkey leaped up and down, and che tiny face with the
flatencd nose and the wrinkled brown eyes was filled
with the sorrow and anxiety of the man in the story
book, who is a victim of a magic spell which has caused
him to grow bestial. It seemed to Yasha that the monkey
asked, “Haven’t you learned yet that all is vanity?” The
crow tried to speak but only a human-like cawing and
2 sort of mimicry came from its throar. Yasha fancied
that the bird scolded, mocked, moralized.

[le reminded himself of the mares. They were in a
stall in the court, Anthony, the janitor, was tending to
them bue Yasha now longed to see them—Kara and
Shiva—Dust and Ashes. He had wronged them, too. On
a day like this they should have been grazing in a green
pasture, not standing in a hor stall.

He went back to the bedroom and lay down on the
bed, fully dressed. He intended to remove his shoes and

apply cold water to his foot, but he was too weary to do
it. Lle closed his eyes and lay there as if in a trance,
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Only when he awoke did he realize how dccply he had
slepe. e opened his cyes and did not know whe he was,
where he was, nor whar had happened to him, Somecone
was pounding on the frone door, and although Yasha
heard the knocking, it did not aceur to him to open the
door. His foot hure him badly, but he could not remem.
ber the reason for the pain, l".vcr_vlhing within him
scemed paralyzed but he knew thae memory would soon
return and he lay there, amazed ac his rigidity. Again he
heard the knacking and this time he understood that he
must open the door. He recalled what had happened.
Was this Magda? But she had a ley! For a moment
he lay there, his limbs numb. Then he summoned up
strength enough to rise and walk to the door, He was
barely able to move his left foor, /\ppnrcmly the foor
had abscessed for his shoc fcle tight, the foot hot. 11e
opened the door. Wolsky stood there in a light-colored
suit, white shoes, and a straw har, He appeared sallow,
wrinkled, as if he had not slept. The black, semitic cycs
gazed at Yasha with a2 sort of lmmving maockery, as if
aware of what Yasha had been up to
Yasha prompely lost his paticnce,
“Whart's the matter? What arc you l:mghing a?”
“I'm not lnughing. I have a telegram from Ekaterino-
slav.”
And he took a telegram ouc of his pocket. Yasha no-
ticed thae Waolsky'’s fingers werce tobacco-stained. e
took the telegram and read i, Ie was an offer from an

the nighe before,

Ekaterinoslav theater for twelve performances. They
guarantced a respectable fee, The director demanded
immediate confirmation. Yasha and Wolsky walked into
the other room. Yasha sought not to drag his foor,

“Wherc is Magda>”

“Our marketing.”

“How come you're dressed?”

“What do you want mc to be, naked>”

“You don’t wear a suit and tic so carly in the morning.
And who tore your pants?”

Yasha scemed to have lost his power of specch.
“Where are they ripped?”

“Right here. Besides you're all dirty. Were you in a
fight or something?”

Yasha had not realized until now that his pants were
torn at the knees and stained with lime as well. He hesi-
tated a moment. “I was attacked by hoodlums.”

“When? Where?”

“Last night, on Gensha Street.”

“What were you doing on Gensha Strect>”

“I went to visit someone.”

“What hoodlums? How did they tear your pants?”

“They were trying to rob me.”

“What time was that?”

“Onc in the morning.”

“You promised me you'd go to bed carly. Instead you

stay up to all hours and get into street brawls, Kin(lly
takc a couple of steps.”

Yasha bristled.

“You're neither my father nor my guardian.”

“No. But you do have 2 name and a reputation to
maintain. I've devoted myself to you as though I were
your father. The moment you openced the door 1 could
tell you were limping. Roll Up your trouser leg,

please, or, better still, take off your pants altogether.
You'll gain nothing by deceiving me.”

“Yes, I fought back.”

“You were probably drunk.”

*“Sure, and I also killed 2 few people.”

“Ha! Only a week before the opening. You've finally
got a name. If you appear in Ekatcrinoslav, all of Russia
will be open to you. Instead, you roam around, God
knows where, in the middle of the night. Lift your
trousers higher. Your underwear, too.”

Yasha did as he was bid. Beneath his left knece was 2
bruise, black and blue, with 3 large area of rorn skin,
There was blood on his underpants. Waolsky looked on
with muee reproof,

“What did they do to you?”

“They kicked me.”
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“The pants are stained with lime. And what's that
down there? Horse manure?”

Yasha kepusilent.

“Why didn’t you put something on it? Cold water at
least?”

Yasha did not answer.

“Where’s Magda? She never goes out at this time.”

“Panic Wolsky, you're not a prosecutor nor am I, as
yer, in the witness stand. Don’t cross-cxamine me!”

“No, I'm not your father nor a prosecutor, but 1 am
responsible for you. T don’t wish to insult you but it's
me in whom the confidence is placed, not you. When
you came to me you were an ordinary magician, who
performed in market-places for a few groschen. 1 pulled
you out of the gutcer. Now that we're on the brink of
success, you go ahead and get drunk or the devil knows
what. Last week already, you should have been re-
hearsing but you didn't even show up at the theater.

Posters are plastered all over Warsaw announcing that
you are beyond any magician that has ever been, but
you smash your leg and don't even call a doctor. You
haven’t taken your clothes off since yesterday. You
probably jumped out of some window,” Wolsky said
with a change of tone.

A shudder ran down Yasha's back.

“Why a window?”

“Undoubtedly escaping from some married woman.
The husband probably showed up unexpectedly. We

know all abour those martters. I'm an old hand at that
game. Ger undressed and go to bed. You're fooling no
one but yourself. I'll call a doctor. It’s all over the news-
papers about you performing a somersaule on the tight-
rope. It’s the talk of the town. All of a sudden you do a
thing like this. If you should fail now, everything is
finished.”

*“I¢’'ll heal by the time I open.”

“Maybe it will and maybe it won't. Get undressed.
Since it was a jump, I'd like to examine the whole leg.”

“What ume is it?”

“Ten after eleven.”

Yasha wanted to say something else but at that mo-
ment he heard a key turning in the lock of the door. It
was Magda. She came in and Yasha's eyes opened wide.
She was wearing her Sunday dress, last year's seraw hat
with the flowers and cherries, and high-button shoes.
She resembled a country woman off to the city tw
go into service. Overnight she had grown thinner,
swarthier, older. Sores and lesions covered her face. See-
ing Wolsky, she was taken by surprise and began to re-
treat toward the door. Wolsky took off his hat, The hair
on his scalp lay like a wrinkled wig. e nodded. His

black eyes darted from Yasha to Magda with fatherly
concern. His lower lip hung loose in bewilderment.

3

“Panna Magda,” Wolsky resumed after a moment, in
the tone of one who preaches morality but does so re-
luctantly. “We two made an agreement that you
would look after him. He is a child. Artists are like little

children and sometimes a2 lot worse. See what he has
donc to himself!”

“1 beg you, Panic Wolsky, say no more!” Yasha incer-
rupted.

Magda did not answer but looked silently at Yasha's
bare foot and the wound.
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“Where did you 8o so carly in the morning?” Yasha
asked. He Quickly realized that these words gave away
the fact that he hadn’t spent the night at home, but jt
was t0o late to recall them, Magda started. 1ler green

eycs grew light and malevolene as anangry cat’s,
“I'll give you a full account later.”

“What's going on between you two?” Wolsky asked,
like an clderly kinsman. He did not wait for an answer
but continued, “Well, I'll have to fetch a doctor. Apply
cold compresses. Maybe you have some iodine in the

house? If nor, I't bring some from the apothecary,”

“Panic Wolsky, I don’t want a doctor!” Yasha said

sternly,

“Why not? You have six days until the opening.
People have already bought tickers in advance. Half the

theater is sold oue.”
“I'll be ready for the opening.”

“That foot won’t heal by itself that quickly. Why are
you so afraid of a doctor?”

“There's somewhere 1 have to go today. I'll sce the
doctor later,”

“Where do you have to g9? You can’t walk around
with a foot like thae.”

“He has to run off to one of his whores!" Magda
hissed. Her mouth trembled, her eyes looked off some.-
where. It was the first time that Magda—the silent, the
bashful—had said :mything like that, and in front of a
stranger. The words came out in rural accents and, al-
though not loud, were shrill as a scream, \«Volsky grim-
aced as if he had swallowed someching,

“I have no wish 1o mix in your affairs. Nor cven if |
wished to, do 1 have the right. Bue, there is a time for
everything. We've waited for years for this day. This js
your chance: you'll become famous, Don’t, as the saying
Bocs, put aside your gun an hour hefore victory.”

“I'm lhmwing away nothing!”

“Lbeg you. Let me geta docror.”

“No.”

“Well, no is no. I've been an impresario nearly thirty
years and I've scen how artists commie suicide. Scramble
up the mouneain for years bue just when the summit
is in view, fall and smash themsclves, Why this should
be, 1 don’t know. Perhaps they have a taste for the
gutter. Whae shall 1 ¢o]) Kuzarski? Ie asked about
you. There's a conspiracy against you in the theater,
And how shall | answer the dircctor in Ekaterinoslav? |
must reply to his telegram.”

“I'll give you an answer tomorrow.”

“When tomorrow? Whar will you know tomorrow
you don't know now? And what'’s the point in you two
wrangling? You've got to work together. You've got to

rehearse just like every other year, If anything, this year
more. Unless what you want is to please your encmies
and fail with a vengceance,”

“Everything will be alf righe.”

“Well, as it is fated, so it wil] be. When shall I return?”
“Tomorrow.”

You can't fool me. You cither sprained or fractured
somcthing. Soak it in hot water. If | were in your shocs
I wouldn't wait unti] tomorrow. The doctor might
order you o put the foot in 3 cast. Whae wil] you do
then? The rabble will storm the theater. You know

donna has a sore throat., Here they inmediately stare
throwing roteen cggs and stones.”

“I've told you, cverything will be a)] right.”

“Well, let’s hope so. At timcs | regret not being in
the herring business.”

And Wolsky bowed to both Yasha and Magda. Ilc

mumbled something in the hall. Then he wene ou,
slamming the door.
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A Christian and he wails like a Jew, Yasha said to him-
self. He had an impulse to laugh and looked out of the
corners of his eyes at Magda. She had not spent the
night at home, he decided. She'd been wandering about.
But where had she been? Was she capable of this sort of
revenge? Jealousy and disgust mingled in him. He had
an impulse to seize her by the hair and drag her along
the floor. Where were you? Where? Where? Where? he
wanted to say. But he restrained himself. 1le imagined
that each second the rash on her face grew worse. He

unclenched his fist, lowered his head, stared down at his
naked leg. He looked angrily at Magda.

“Fetch me cold water from the pump.”

“Get it yourself.”

And she burst out crying. She fled from the room,
slanming the door so violently that the windowpanes
rattled.

[ guess I'll lie down for another half-hour, Yasha said
to himself.

He returned to the bedroom and stretched out on the
bed. His leg had stiffened and he could barely extend it.
‘He lay there looking out at the sky through the window.
High above him a bird was in flight. It seemed as small
as a berry. What would happen to such a creature
should it injure its leg or wing? For it there would be
only one way out—death. It was the same with man,
Death was the broom which swept away all evil, all
madness, all filth. He closed his eyes. His foot throbbed,
pinched. ke wanted to remove the shoe but the shoe-
lace had become knotted. The swelling had grown! He
fele the flesh on his toes becoming puffy and sponge-
like. The foot might well become gangrenous. Perhaps it
would have to be amputated. No! Rather death! Well,
my seven years of good fortune are over! They are not
o be trusted! he exclaimed, not knowing whether he
meant woimen or gentiles, or a combination of both. Un-
doubredly, the devil dwells in Emilia also, His mind be-
came vacant and he lay in that warm fatigue that pre-
cedes slecp. He dreamed that it was Passover, after the
Seder, and that his father was saying, “Isn’t that funny?
I've lost a groschen!” “Papa, what are you saying? It's
Passover!” “Oh, the ceremonial wine has made me
drunk.”

The dream lasted only a few seconds. He awoke with

a start, and the door opened as Magda came in carrying
a basin of water and a napkin to be used as a compress.
She glared at him spitefully.

“Magda, I love you,” he said.

“Scum! Whoremaster! Assassin!” She burst into tears
again.

4

Yasha was well aware that what he contemplated was
pure madness, bue he had to go and sec Emilia. He was
like a subject who has been hypnotized and must fulfill
his master’'s commands. Emilia was expecting him, and
her expectation drew him like a magnet. Magda had
gone off somewhere again. He knew thac now was the
moment to go. The following day might be too late. He
rose resolving to ignore his foot; he needed a shave, a
bath, a change of clothes. 1 must talk everything over
with her, he said to himself; I can't leave her hanging in
mid-air. When he went to shave he found his razor
had vanished. Magda had a habit of hiding things. Each
time she clcaned up, something else was missing. She was
capable of concealing a tie in the stove, slippers under a
pillow. Always the peasant! Yasha thought. Fe put on a
fresh shire but a cuff link fell from the sleeve and disap-
peared. Apparently ic bad rolled under the wardrobe,
but he was unable to bend. He had other cuff links some-
where, but where? Magda even tucked money away
in odd places where it would turn up months afterwards.
Yasha strecched out on the floor and began to search un-
der the wardrobe with his cane, but this effort produced
only stabbing pains in his foor. Then his stomach began
to ache also. T'he devils are starting already, he muttered
to himsclf. Now there's nothing but bad luck,
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Magda had returned and had removed her Sunday
dress. He could sce she had been shopping for she held a
basket from which protruded the legs of a chicken.

“Where are you going? I was just about to prepare
lunch.”

“Prepare it for yoursclf.”

“Running back to your Piask whore?”

“I'li go where I pleasc.”

“We're finished. I'm going home today. You dirty
Jew!”

She scemed afraid of her own words; her mouth
agape, she stood with her hand raised as if 1o avert a
blow. Yasha blanched. “Well, that's the end!”

“Yes, the end. You bring out the devil in me!”

And she threw down her basket and intoned a peasant
dirge as if she had been scourged. The chicken lay there,
its bloody neck aloft, ringed by onions, beets, potatocs.
Magda fled into the kitchen and then Yasha heard a
rattling sound as if she were vomiting or strangling. He
had risen to his fect, still gripping the canc he had used
in his scarch for the cuff link. For some incxplicable
reason he righted the chicken and covered its torn neck
with a beet. Fle continued to scarch for the cuff link. He
wanted to go into the kitchen to sec what Magda was up
to but he restrained himself. In a licdle while Emilia will
undoubtedly call me the same name, he thought. Yes,
cverything is collapsing like a housc of cards.

[le dressed himself somchow., When he passed the
corridor he heard through the closed door Magda scrap-
ing a pot with a whisk. He hobbled down the stairs, fcel-
ing pain with cach step. He barcly managed to reach the
Larber shop bue there was no one on the premises. He
called out, stamped his sound foor, pounded on the

wall, but no one came. They just leave everything and
go off! he grumbled to himsclf. That's Poland for you.
And still they complain that the country is torn to
picces. Probably ran off to play cards, the bum! Well,
I'lf just have to go to her unshaven. Let her sec the
state I'm in. He stood waiting for a droshky, but nonc
camec. That's the kind of country this is, he mumbled; all
they can do is rebel every few ycars and ratle the
chains.

Ile managed to get to the Avenue Dluga, found a
barber shop and walked in. The barber was busy cutting
a customer’s hair. “When a barrel is filled with cabbage,
you can't stuff any more in,” the barber was saying.
“Cabbage isn't like flax; it can’t be squeezed together.
When the barrel's full, it’s full. With dough, dear sir, it’s
even worse. I'm reminded of something that happencd
to a woman who wanted to bake a cake for her mother.
She kneaded the dough, added the yeast, and all the
other things. At the last minute she decided to bring the
dough to her mother's house in Praga and bake it there,
because the flue in her stove was blocked or the stove
smoked or something like that. So she packed the dough
in a basket, covered it with a cloth, and took the omni-
bus. It was warm in the omnibus and the dough began to
risc. It crept out of the basket as if it werc alive. She
tricd to stuff it back but dough is something that won't
be pushed. When she squeczed from onc side it billowed
out the other. The cover flew off. The basket swelled,
and bang! it burst. Anyway, I think it burst.”

“Is dough that strong?” the man in the chair asked.

“Of course it is. A real commotion started in the
omnibus. There were several smart alecks on board
and. . . ."”

*“She must have put a lot of yeast in that dough.”

"It wasn't so much the yeast as the heat. It was a hot
summer day and. . . .”

Why do they go on like that? Besides, he's a liar; the
basket would never have burst, Yasha thought. But my
shoc will! My foot's abscessing. And why doesn’t he
acknowledge my presence? Maybe I'm one who sces but
isn't seen!

“Is there a long wait?” he asked.

“Fill I'm finished, sir,” the barber said, mingling cour-
tesy with derision. “l have just onc pair of hands. |
just can’t cut hair with my feet and, if 1 could, what
would I stand on? My hcad, perhaps? What do you
think, Panic Micchislaw?”
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“You're absolutely right,” his customer replied. He
was a short, big-headed man with a straight nape and
blond, spiky hair which reminded Yasha of a pig's bristle,
The man turned and looked at Yasha with contemp.
His eyes were a watery blue, small and deeply set. Evi-
dently the barber and his customer had formed an alli-
ance.

Nevertheless he waited until the barber had finished
with his customer and the tips of the man's mustache
had been waxed. Suddenly the barber underwent a
transformation and began to chat familiarly with Yasha.

“Lovely day, isn’c it? Summer, real summer! [ like the
summer. What good is the winter? Frose and catarrh!
Sometimes it is too hot in the summer and onc sweats,
but that's no tragedy. Yesterday ) swam in the Vistula
and someone drowned before my very eyes.”

“In the bathhousce?”

“He wanted to show off and swam from the men's
to the women’s bathhouse. They wouldn't have let him
in anyhow because the women bathe naked. So what

was the sense of the whole thing? Is it worth while to

give one’s life for a joke? When they pulled him out he

looked asleep. I couldn’c believe he was dead. And for

what purpose this sacrifice? Just to make an impression.”
“Yes, people are mad.”

5

I 1inust decide everything today, Yasha said to himself in
the droshky. Today is my Day of Reckoning. He closed
his cycs, to devote himself exclusively to his thoughts.
Bue he passed street after street without reaching a de-
cision. Again, blindly, he heard the sounds of the city,
inhaled its smells. Coachmen shouted, whips cracked,
children caroused. From courtyards and bazaars warm
breezes blew, rank with manure, fricd onions, the sew-
age, and the odors of the slaughterhouse. Laborers were
ripping up the wooden sidewalks, changing round cob-
blestones to square ones, installing gas street lights, dig-
ging ditches for sewers and telephone lines. The bowels
of the city were being rearranged. Sometimes when
Yasha opened his eyés it seemed to him that the droshky
was abour to sink into the sandy depths. The earth
scenied about to collapse, toppling the buildings; all
Warsaw appeared on the verge of suffering the fate of
Sodom and Gomorrah. How could he decide anything
now? The droshky rolled past the synagogue on Gnoyne
Streer. When was 1 here? he asked himself in confusion,
Was it taday? Yesterday? The rwo days blended into
onc. I lis praying'there in praycr shawl and phylaceeries,
the picty which had possessed him, were alien now,
dreamlike. What sort of power possessed me? My nerves
must be completely shattered! The droshky pulled up to
Emniilia’s house and Yasha handed the driver a gulden in-

stead of the usual twenty-groschen fare. The coachman
offered him change but Yasha waved it away. He’s a
pauper, he thought, let him keep the extra ten groschen.
Lvery good deed would boost his standing with heaven.

Slowly he mounted the steps, his foot now causing
him less discomfort. He rang the bell and Yadwiga an-
swered the door. She smiled and said confidentially,
“The mistress is expecting you, has been since yester-
day.”

“What's new around here?”

“Not a thing. Oh yes, there was something! Pan
Yasha may remember my telling him about old Zaruski
and his deaf servant-maid, the one who's my friend.
Well, they had a robbery there yesterday.”

Yasha’s mouth became dry. “Did they steal the treas-
ure?”

0
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“No, the thief got panicky and ran away. Leaped from
the balcony. The night watchman saw him. Don't ns}(
what's going on over there! The old man raised a terri-
ble fuss! It was just awful! He wanted to discharge my
friend. The police came. My friend cried her heart out.
Thirty years—thirty years in onc houschold!”

She said all this with a sort of perverse pleasure. Her
friend’s misfortune gave Yadwiga some sort of inner
satisfaction. Her eyes sparkled with a malice that Yasha
had not seen in her before,

“Yes, there are no lack of thicves in Warsaw.”

“Ab, there’s that fortune to tempt them. Kindly go
into the drawing room. I'll announce you to the Mis-
tress!”

It scemed to Yasha that Yadwiga had grown younger.
She did not walk now but almost skipped along. He
went into the drawing room and scated himself on the
sofa. They mustn’t notice anything wrong with my foort.

If they do, I'll claim that I fell. Or perhaps it would be
better for me to mention it right off. It would scem less
suspicious that way. Yasha had cxpected Fmilia to come
running to him immediately, but she took longer than
usual. She’s repaying me for last night, he thought. At
last he heard footsteps. Emilia opened the door and
Yasha saw that she was once again dressed in a brightly
colored gown, this one evidently new. He rose but did
not go immediately to her.

“What a marvclous dress!”

“Do you like it?”

“It’s splendid! Turn around, let me sce it from the
back!"

IZmilia did as she was told and Yasha availed himself
of the moment to limp closer to her.

*“Yes, exquisite! ”

She turncd to face him.

“I' was afraid it wouldn't please you. What happened
to you yesterday? [ didn't sleep at all last night because
of you.”

“What did you do, then, if you didn’t sleep?”

“What can you do at such a time? | read, I walked
about. Really, I was most concerned about you. I
thought that you'dalready . . .” Emilia broke off.

How could she have been reading when there was no
light in her bedroom? Yasha thought. Ile wanted to
confrone her with this but restrained himself, aware that
by such a confrontation he would give himsclf away.
She studied him, her face expressing curiosity, resent-
ment, devotion. Through some imperceptible power (or
omen) he kncw that she regretted having repulsed him
the other night, and that she was now prepared to rec-
tify her crror. She wrinkled her brow as if attempting to
fathom his thoughts. He studied her and it scemed to

him that she had aged—not by days but by years, as
sometimes happens to a person who has suffcred a grave
illness or a deep sorrow.

“Something bad happened yesterday,” he said.

Her face blanched. “What?”

“While I was rehearsing, I fell and injured my foor.”

“I sometimes wonder that you survive at all,” she said
reproachfully. “You undertake the supcrhuman. Even if
you are blessed with talent, you don't have to squander
it, especially at the wages you arc paid. They don’t ap-
preciate you ac all.”

“Yes, I do give too much. But that’s my nacure.”

“Well, it's both a curse and a blessing . . . Have you
scen a doctor?”

“Not yet.”

“What arc you waiting for? You're opening in a few
days!”

“Yes, I know that.”

“Sit down. I knew there was something wrong. You
were supposed to come and you didn't. I didn’t know
why, but I couldn’t sleep. T woke at one o’clock and
didn’t shut my eyes again. I had this odd sensation that
you were in danger . . .” she suddenly addressed him
with the familiar thou. “I told myself that my fears were
ridiculous. I didn’t want to be superstitious but I couldn’t
rid mysclf of that feeling. When did it happen? At
what time did you fall>”

“As a matter of facr, it was during the night.”

“At onc o'clock?”

*Around then.”
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“I knew it! Although I can’t imagine how. I sat up in
bed and for no reason at all began to pray for you.
Halina woke up, too, and came in. There’s something
about that girl which defies explanation. There's a

strange sort of bond between us. When I can’t sleep, she
can't cither, although I am very careful not to make any
noisc. What happened? Was it a jump?”

“Yes, I jumped.”

“You must sec a doctor immediately and if he says
not to perform you must listen to him. You can't trifle
with such things, especially in your case.”

“The theater will go bankrupt.”

“Let it. No one is immune to accidents. If only we
were already together, I would take care of you. You
don’t look at all well. Did you get a haircue?”

“No."

“You look as if you'd had a haircut. I know you'll
think this ridiculous but for days I've had a premonition
of this. You musen't worry, I forcsaw no great tragedy,
but there was ceruinly something. 1 tried to keep my
spirits up. When I had no word from you this morn-
ing I fele simply desperate. 1 even thoughe of going to
your place. How can such things be explained?”

“You can't explain anything.”

“May I sce your foot?”

“Later, not now.”

“All right, dearest. But there is something important I
must discuss with you.”

“What is it? Tell me.”

“We must make some definite plans. Perhaps what
I'm saying is in bad taste, but we are ncither of us chil-
dren any more. It's come to the point where | cannot en-
dure this waiting any longer, this feeling of everything
being up in the air, The situation is making me ill. I'm
not an irresponsible person by nature. I must know ex-
actly where I stand. Halina must resume her schooling;
she cannor afford to lose another semester. You make
thousands of promises but everything remains as before.

Now that you've revealed our intentions to Halina, she
gives me no peace. She’s a clever girl, but a child re-
mains a child. I know I shouldn’t be speaking like this to
you when you’re in pain, but I can’t impress upon you
too strongly just what I've been going through. In addi-
tion to everything else, I long for you terribly. The mo-
ment we say goodbye and I close the door, my torment
begins. [ feel strangely insecure as if I were on an ice-
floc which might crack at any moment and cast me into
the water. I start to believe that I've grown vulgar and
have lose all shame.”

And Emilia ceased her flow of words. She stood
there, her head bowed, trembling, her cyes cast down as
if she were ashamed to her very core.

“Do you mean physically?” Yasha asked after some
hesitation.

“Everything together.”

“Well, we'll decide everything.”

6

“You tell me each time that we'll decide. Is there so
much that needs deciding? If we intend to go, I must
give up my apartment and sell the furniture. I might get
someching for it, although it isn't worth much any more.
Buc maybe we can send it on to Italy. Those are the
practical chings that we must do. Nothing will come
from just talking. We should also apply for passports be-
cause the Russians make everything difficult. We should
determine the exact week and day of our departure,
There's also the matter of finances. I haven’t discussed
this with you previously because the subject is extremely
distasteful to me. Whenever I have to speak of it the
blood rushes to my face,” (her face indecd reddened),.

“but we can accomplish nothing without it. We also
spoke of your—well, you did promise to assume the
Christian faith—I know that these things are mere for-
malities, one does not acquire faith by being sprinkled
with water. But without it, we cannot marry. I'm saying
all this to you on the assumption that your promises
werc given in good faith. If they were not, why continue
the farce? We're no longer children.”

And Emilia stopped talking.

“You know I meant every word I said.”
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“I know nothing. What do 1 know about you, any-
way? There are times when I feel 1 don’t even know
mysclf. When [ used to hear of this sort of thing I al-
ways blamed the other woman. You do have a wife,
after all, although God knows you're not faithful to
her and your whole conduct, gencrally, is that of a man
who is footloose. I am sinning, too, but I am true to my
church. From the Catholic point of view, when some-
one is converted to our faith he is reborn and all his
prior relationships are nullified. [ ncither know your
wife nor do I want to. Another thing, yours is a childless
marriage. A marriage without children is like only half a
marriage. [ am not young any more, cither, but I can still
have a baby and I would like to bear your children.
You'll laugh, but even Halina spoke of it. She once said,
‘When you marry Uncle Yasha 1 should like a litde
brother.” A man with your talents must not dic without
leaving an hcir, Mazur is a good Polish name.”

Yasha was sitting on the sofa, Emilia opposite him in a
chaise longuc. He looked at her and she looked back at
him. He realized suddenly that he could put things off
no longer. The words that he had to say must be uttered
this very instant. But he had not yet determined what to
say or how to act.

“Emilia, there's something I must tell you,” he began.

“Say it, I'm listening.” ‘

“Imilia, [ have no money. My entire fortune consists
of the housc in Lublin, but [ cannot take that from her.”

F-milia considercd this for a2 moment.

“Why didn’t you say anything before this? Your man-
ner implicd that money was not the problem.” .

“I always felt that 1 could get it at the last minute. If
the opening proved successful, there was always the
possibility that could perform abroad. 'l here are al-
ways foreign theater owners here—"

“You'll pardon me, but our plan was something clsc
altogether. How could you be sure you'd find cmploy-
ment in Italy? They might sign you for France or the
United States. It would be strange if we were married
and you had to be in onc place and Halina and 1 in an-
other. She must remain for a time in Southern Ialy. A
winter in England, for example, would kill her. Besides,
you planned to take a year off and study Luropean
languages. If you travel about Europe without knowing
the languages, they will treat you no better than they
do here in Poland. You're forgetting everything that we
decided. We planned to buy a house with a garden near
Naples. That was our plan. I don’t mean to reprove you
in any way but if you wish to better your situation you
must follow a precise plan. This business of living from
day to day, cxtempore, as you theatrical pecople put it,
has brought you nothing but trouble. You've admitted
that yourscif.”

“Yes, it's true, but I must gec my hands on some
moncy. How much would all this cost? I mean, what's
the very minimum?”

“We've gonce over all that already. We would need at

least fiftcen thousand rubles. Anything over would be
that much beteer.”

“F'll just have to get the money.” .

“How? As far as [ know it docsn’t rain rubles in War-
saw. It was my impression that you'd alrcady accumu-
lated the required capital.”

“No, I have nothing.”

“Well, that's that. You mustnt think my feelings

. towards you have changed because of this. But our plans

abviously cannot remain the same. I've already notificd
some of the people close to me that I'm about to go
abroad. Flalina can’t remain at home forever. A girl her
age must go to school. Besides, you and I cannot be
together here. It would be senscless for both of us. You
have a family and who knows what clsc. As it is I'm los-
ing slecp because of the sympathy I feel for your, wife,
but if | were to leave the country, she would seerp re-
mote. To steal a husband from a wife and take a chance
that she might come crying to me would be too mych!”
And she shook her head negatively, to stress her re-
fusal. She shuddered at the same time.
““I'll get the money.” :
. “How? Will you rob a bank?”
Halina cntered.
“Ah, Uncle Yasha!”
Emilia looked up.
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“How many times have I told you to knock i&foﬂ:
you come in. You're nota thrcc-yc.\r-old . T
“If I've interrupted anythmg.lll go.” e

“You didn’t mterrupt a thing,” Yasha said. ‘Wh'at a
.lovely dress you're wearing!™

““What's so nice about it? A dress I've outgrown.‘But
it’s white and I adore white. I should like our howc in

Taaly to be white. Why can't the roof be white too? Oh,
it would be gorgeous—a house with a white roof!”

“Perhaps you'd like the chimney-sweep to be all in
white, too?” Yasha teased.

“Why not? It’s poss:lblc to make soot white. I read
that when a new Pope is chosen, white smoke cotnes out
of the chimney at the Vatican, and if the smoke is
white, the soot can be white as well.”

“Yes, everything will be arranged for you, but right
now go back to your room. We are in the midst of dis-
cussing things!” Emilia said.

“What are you talking abour? Don't frown so,
Mother, I'm leaving right away. I'm terribly thirsty but
thac isn't important. Before I go there’s only onc thing
that [ want to say—you seem in a bad humor, Uncle
Yasha. \WWhat's wrong?”

“I've lost a boatload of sour milk.”

*“What? What sort of comic expression is that?”

“It's a Yiddish saying!”

“I should like to know Yiddish. I would like to know
all the languages: Chinese, Tataric, Turkish. It’s said thac
animals have a language of their own, too. I once
passed Grzybow Place and the Jews looked so funny
with their long caftans and black beards. What's a jcw”'

“I've told you to get out of here!” Emilia’s voice rose.

Halina turned to go just as there was a knock on the
door. Yadwiga stood at che chreshold.

“There’s 2 man here. Te wishes to speak with the
Mistress.”

“A man? Who is he? What does he wane?”

“l don't know.”

“Why didn’t you ask his name?”

“Ie wouldn’t say. He looks like he's from the Post
Office or something.”

“Well, another pest. One second. I'll go out to see
hin.” And Emilia went out into the corridor.

“Who can that be?” Halina asked. “I took a book out
of the school library and lost it. Actually, 1 didn’t lose it
at all, it fell into the sewer and 1 was too disgusted to
pick it up. I was afraid to bring it home because if
Mama saw me with such a filthy book she would scold
me terribly, She is good, but very bad, too. Lately, she's
been acring strangely. She doesn't sleep nights, and when
she can’t sleep, I can't sleep either. T get in bed with her
and we lic there and calk like two lost souls, Occasionally
she sits ac a lietle table, puts her hands on ic and waits for
the table to predice her future. Oh, she is funny some-
times, but [ love her madly. In the middle of the night
she is so good. Ac times 1 wish it were always in the
middle of the night and that you, Uncle Yasha, were to-
gether with us and we all passed the time together,
Maybe you'd like to hypnotize me now? I feel a strong
desire to be hypnotized.”

“What do you need it for?”

“Oh, just because! Life is so dreary.”

7

“Your mother doesn’t want me to, and I won't do some-
thing she opposes.”
*“Just make it last until she returns,”

“It doesn’t happen that quickly, anyway you are hyp-
notized.”

“What ever do you mean?”

“Ah, you are compelled to lovc me. You wxll always
love me. You will never forget me.”

“That’s true. Never! I should like to talk nonsense,
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May 1 tlk nonsense? So long as Mama is out of the
room?”’

“Yes, go on.”

“Why isn't cverybody like you, Uncle Yasha? Every-
one clsc is so pompous and full of sclf-importance. I
love Mama, I love her terribly but there arc times when
I hate her. When she gets into 2 bad mood she takes it
out on me. ‘Don’t go here! Don't stand there!” Once 1
broke a flower pot quite unintentionally, and she didn’t
speak to me the whole day. That night 1 dreamt that an
omnibus—horses, conductor, passengers and all—was
driving through our apartment. I was pu?.'/.lcd in my
dream: Why would an omnibus ride through our apart-
ment? Where were all the people bound? And how had
the omnibus got through the doorway? Butit just simply
rode by and made stops, and 1 thought: When Mama
comes home and sees this she will raisc a terrible fuss! 1
had to laugh and 1 woke up langhing. 1 must laugh now
too at that foolish dream. But is it my faule? 1 drcam
about you, too, Uncle Yasha, but since you arc mcan
and won't hypnotizc me, | shan’t tell you about the
dream.”

“What do you dream about me?”

“I won't tell you. My dreams are all cither comical or
just plain crazy. You're liable to think I'm mad. It's just
awful the thoughts that come to mc. I want to drive
them away, butl can't.”

“\What kind of thoughts?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“You don't have to hide anything from me. I love
you."

“Oh, you only say so. Actually, you are my cnemy.
Maybe you arc cven 2 devil who's assumed human

form? Perhaps you have horns and a tail like the Baba
Yaga?”

“Yes, 1 do have horns.”

And Yasha put two fingers up to his head.

“pPaon’t do that, it frightens me. I'm an awful coward.
At night 'm simply terrified. I'm afraid of ghosts, cvil
spirits, all that sort of thing. A ncighbor of ours had
a six-ycar-old daughter, Janinka. A pretty child with
blonde curls and blue eyes like a cherub. ANl of a sudden
she caughe searlet fever and dicd. Mama dida’t wane me
to find out, but 1 knew cverything. | cven saw through
the window how they carried out her collin—a tiny
coffin decorated with flowers. Oh, death is horrible. 1
don't think about it during the day, but when it gets
dark, 1 begin to think about it.”

Fmilia came in. She looked from Yasha to Halina
and remarked, “Well, aren’t you a fine pair”

“Who was the stranger?” Yasha inquircd, surprised at
his audacity.

“If 1 rold you, you would lnugh—nhhough it’s
no laughing matter. We have an acquaintance who
lives close by, a wealthy old man named Zaruski, a
usurer, a miser. He is actually not cven an acquaint-
ance but Yadwiga is fricndly with his servam and be-
cause of that, he's begun to greet me. Last night some-
onc broke into his house. The thicf came by way of
the balcony and a night watchman saw him descend.
The watchman chased him but the man got away. e
didn't nmanage to open the safe. It now scans he left a
notchook with the addresses of other apartments he
planned to rob and my address was included among
them. A detective was just here to warn me. 1 told him
plainly, “I'here isn't much he can steal here!’ Isn't that
strange?”

Yasha's palate became dry.

“Why would he Jeave a list of addresscs behind?”

“Flc apparently lostit.”

“\Well, you will have to be careful.”

“lHow can anyonc be carcful?> Warsaw has become a
nest of thieves. Halina, go to your room!”

Halina rose, languorously. “All right, I'm going. What
we talked about must remain a secret!” she said to
Yasha.

“Yes, an eternal seeret.”

“\Well, I'll be going. What other choice have 1if I'm
driven out. But you're not leaving yet, Uncle Yasha?”

“No, I'll stay awhile.”

“*Goodbye!”

“Goodbye!”

“Au revoir.”

“Au revoir.”

“Arrivederci!”

/
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“Hurry up!” Emilia snapped.

“Well . . . 'mgoing,” and Halina walked out.

“What secrets does she have with you?” Emilia asked,
half in jest.

“Momentous secrets.”

“There are times when I regret not having had a son
instead of a daughter. A boy isn’t home as much nor
does he mix into his mother’s affairs. I love her but some-
times she upsets me. You must keep in mind that she’s a
child, nota grownup."

“I speak to her as to a child.”

“That's odd about that thief. Couldn’t he find a
richer household than mine? Where do people obrain
their information? They evidently go through the gaves
and read the directories. But 'm afraid of thieves. A
thicf can easily be a murderer, too. The front door has a

padlock, but the door leading to the balcony has only
a chain.”

“You're on the second floor. That's too high for
prowlers.”

“Truc. How did you know that Zaruski lived on the
first floor?”

“Because | am the thief,” Yasha said hoarsely, shocked
himself at the words he uttered. His throat contracted.
Darkness rose before his eyes, and again he saw the fiery
sparks. It was as if a dybbuk had spoken within him. A
ungle zigzagged down his spinc. Onee more he fele the
nausea which precedes fainting.

Emilia paused a2 moment. “Well, it’s a good idea. Since
you can climb down from the windows, you should be
able to climb up a balcony.”

“I can, indeed.”

“What's that? I didn't hear you.”

“I said, ‘I can, indeed.’”

“Well, why didn’t you open the safe? Once you be-
gin something, you ought to finish it.”

“Sometimes you can’t.”

“Why are you speaking so softly? 1 can’t make out
what you are saying.”

“I said, ‘Sometimes you can’t.

“‘If one can’t, one shouldn't try,’ according to the old
proverb. Funny, just a short while ago I was thinking
that thieves could break into his apartment. Everyone
knows he keeps his money on the premises. Sooner or
later, it #rust be stolen. That's the fate of all misers. Well,
but the accumulation of wealth is in itself a passion.”

“A sort of passion.”

“What's the difference? In the absolute sense perhaps
all passions are either totally foolish, or completely wise.
What do any of us know?”

“No, we know nothing.”

They were both quiet. And now at last she broke the
silence.

“What's the matter with you? I must take a look at
your foot!”

“Not now, not now.”

“Why not now? How did you fall, tell me.”

She doesn’t believe me, she thinks I'm joking, Yasha
thought. Well, everything’s lost anyway. He looked at
Fanilia bue he saw her as if through 2 mist. It was dark
in_the room; the windows faced to the north and were
overhung by wine-colored drapes. A strange indiffer-
cnce came over him, the sort of indifference that comes
when one is about to commit a crime or risk one’s life.
He knew that what he was about to say would destroy
everything, bue he did not care.

He heard himself saying, “I hurt my foot jumping
from Zaruski’s balcony.”

Emilia raised her brows. “Really, this is hardly the
time for jokes.” "

“It’s the absolute truth.”
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In the silence that followed, he could hear the chirping
of the birds on the other side of the window. Well, the
worst is over, he said to himscif. He understood his ob-
jective, now—to put a finish to the whole affair. He had
taken upon himsclf too heavy a burden. Ie nceded to
cut himsclf loose from everything. He glanced towards
the door as if prepated to flee without a parting word.
e did not lower his eyes but looked squarely at Familia,

not with pride but with the fear of onc who cannot al-
low himself the luxury of fear. Emilia looked back at
him, not angrily, but with that sort of curijosity mixed
with scorn which onc feels sccing the futility of all
onc’s cndeavor, She looked as if she were restraining
herself from laugheer.

“Really, I don’c believe . . .

“Yes, it’s the truth. 1 was in front of your house last
night. I cven wanted to call up to you.”

“But instead you went there?”

“I didn’t want to wake IHalina and Yadwiga.”

“I'm hoping that you arc only tcasing me. You know
I'm gullible. Easily taken in.”

“No, I'm not teasing. I heard Yadwiga speak of him
and I thoughe this would be a solution to our probiem.
But I panicked. I'm apparently not cut out for that sort
of thing.”

“You've come to confess to me, is that it?”

“You asked me.”

“What did I ask?>—But it’s all the same, all the same.
If this isn’t onc of your gamcs, I can only pity you.
That is, both of us. If it is a joke, I have only contempt
for you.”

“I didn’t come here to play games.”

“Who can tell what you would or wouldn't do? You
are, obviously, not a normal person.”

IIN()."

“I just read of a woman who let herself be seduced by
a madman.”

“You arc the woman.”

Emilia’s cyes narrowed. ““Thac is my lot. Stephan,
may he rest in peace, was likewise a psychopath. Of an-
other type. Apparently I'm drawn to that kind of man.”

"

“You mustn’t blame yoursclf. You arc the noblest
woman [ ever met.”

“Whom have you met? You stem from offal and you
arc offal. Pardon my harsh words, but I am only stating
a fact. The blame is mine alone. I was aware of cvery-
thing, actually you concealed nothing, but in the Greck
drama there is a sort of fate—no, it has another name—
wherein a person sces cverything that will befall him
buc must fulfill his destiny nevertheless. e sees the pit
but falls into it anyhow.”

“You are not yet in the pit.”

“I cannot be deeper in the pic than T am. If you had
one spark of manhood in you, you would have spared
mc this final disgrace. You could have gone and never
come back. I wouldn’t have sent an cmissary after you.
At lcast I would have had a memory.”

“I'msorry.”

“Don't be sorry. You told me you were married. You
cven admitted that Magda was your mistress. You also
told ine that you are an atheist or however you put it.
If I could accept all this, there’s no reason for me to fear
a thief. It’s only amusing that you should prove such an
incpt thicf.” And Emilia emitted a sort of chuckle.

*1 migh still prove to be a good one.”

“Thank you for the promise. I just don't know what
to tell Halina.” Emilia changed her tone. “I hope you
realize you must go away and never return, And you
must not write, cither. As far as I'm concerned, you're
dead. 1, too, am dead. But the dead have their milieu,
alsv.”

“Yes, I'll go. Rest assured that I will never . . .” And
Yasha made 2 motion as if to rise.

“Wait! 1 see that you can’t even get up. What have

you donc to yourself? Sprained your ankle? Fractured
your foot?”

“I did something to it.”

“Whatever it was, you won't perform any more this
season. Possibly, you've crippled yourself for life V-
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must have some sort of covenant with God since he
punished you directly on the spot.”

“I'm just a bungler.”

Emilia covered her face with her hands. She bent her
head. She appeared to be considering something deeply.
She cven massaged her forchcad with her fingertips.
When she removed her hand, Yasha saw, to his amaze-
men, a transformed face. In so few scconds, Emilia had
changed. Pouches had appeared beneath her eyes. She re-
sembled someone who had just awakened from a shorr,
deep slcep. Even her hair was disarranged. He detected
wrinkles in her forehead and white in her hair. As if
this were a fairy tale, she had cast off some spell which
had kept her eternally young. Her voice, too, had grown
dull and listless. She looked at him with confusion.

“Why did you leave behind the list of addresses? And
why my address of all things? Is it conceivable that
. . .” and Emilia did not go on.

“I left behind no addresses.”

“The detective didn’t make up the story.”

“I don’t know. I swear before God I don’t know.”

“Don’t swear to God. You most certainly did make a
list and it fell out of your pocket. 1t’s decent of you not
to have excluded me.” And she smiled wearily, the sort
of smile one sometimes exhibits in the face of tragedy.

“Really, it’s a2 mystery! I'm beginning to doubt my
own reason,”

“Yes, you are asick person!”

At that moment what had happened all came back ro
him. He had ripped pages from his notebook and from
them had fashioned a cone with which to probe the key-
hole. He had apparently left the cone behind and the list
had included Emilia’s address. Who ¢ould tell what other
addresses had been there? In that second he realized that
leaving the pages had been rantamount to informing
upon himself. Wolsky's address might easily have been
among them, as well as addresses of impresarios, actors,
theater owners, and firms from which he purchased
equipment. It was not improbable that his own address
was included, since he liked to amuse himself ac times
by writing his street and number and festooning it with
hairs, appendages, tails, and flourishes, He felt no fear
but something within him laughed. His very first crime
and he had denounced himself. He belonged with those
incompetents who steal nothing but leave enough clues
to lead the police directly to them. The police and the
courts dealt mercilessly with such fools. He remembered
what Emilia had said about those who see the pit but
nevertheless fall into it. He felt ashamed of his clumsi-
ness. This means I dare not go home. They'll learn my
address in Lublin as well. Yes, and this foot in the bar-
gam . .,

“Well,” he said, “I shan’t trouble you any longer. It's
all up with us.” And he rose to go.

Emilia got up also.

“Where are you going? You haven’t murdered any-
one!”

“Forgive me if you can.”

And Yasha began to limp towards the door. She be-
gan to move as if to block his pach.

“Do go and see a doctor.”

*“Yes, thank you.”

It scemed as if she wanted to say something else to
him, but he quickly backed into the hallway, grabbed
his hat and coat, and let himself out.

Emilia shouted something after him, but he slammed

the door and, injured foot and all, began to race down
the stairs.
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Yasha remained standing for a while at the courtyard
gate. Was a police agent waiting for him just outside?
Suddenly, he remembered the skeleton key. No, it was
not in the suit he had on. It was in the onc he had worn
the day before. Bue if his house had been searchced, then
the key had been discovered.—Well, it doesn’t matter
now, Let them lock me up! Tomorrow's newspapers
will be full of me, anyhow. What will Fsther say when
she finds out? ‘T'he Piask gang will be delighted; they
will consider it a fine irony. And what about Flerman?
And Zeftel? And Magda—not to mention her brother!
And how abourt Wolsky? The crowd at the Alhambra?
Anyway, I'll be taken to the prison hospital. He could
feel the swelling in his foot pressing on his shoe. And
I've lost Fmilia, as well, he said to himself. Ile walked

through the gate but no policeman was waiting. Perhaps

the man was lurking across the strect? Yasha thought

of entering the Saxony Gardens but he did not do so;
Emilia, peering through her window, might see him.
He walked in the direction of Graniczna Street, came
out on Gnoync Strect again, and saw, in a watchmaker's
window, that it was only ten minutes to four. God in
heaven, how long this day was! It scemed like a year!
He felt he must sit and he had the notion to cnter the
study-house again. He turned into the courtyard of the
synagogue, What's happened to me, he marveled. Sud-
denly I've become a real synagogue Jew! In the syna-
goguce the evening services were in progress. A Lithua-
nian Jew was intoning the Fightcen Benedictions, The
worshipers were dressed in shore coats and stiff hats.
Yasha smiled. He was descended from Polish Hasidin,
In Lublin there were scarcely any Lithuanian Jews but
here in Warsaw there were many. They dressed differ-
ently, ralked diffcrcntly, prayed diﬂ'crcmly. Although

it was a hot day, a chill which the sun could not dissipatc

came from the synagoguc. e heard the cantor chant,

“And to Jerusalem, Thy city, return in mercy and dwell

therein as Thou hast spoken.”

So? They wish to return to Jerusalem t00? Yasha
said to himself. From early childhood he had considerc:d
Lithuanian Jews half-Jews, an alien scet. | Ie could barcly
understand their Yiddish. e saw that there were clean-
shaven men among the congregation. \Whae was he
point in shaving the beard, then praying, he asked him-
sclf. Perhaps they use scissors—that would constitute 3
lesser sin, Bur as long as one believed in God and the
Torah, why compromise? If there was a2 God and Ilis
Law was truc, then [e must be served night and day.
FHow long did one survive in this rotten world? Yasha

went to the study-house. It was filled with people.
Men studied the Talmud. The sunlight filtered through
the windows and cast oblique pillars of dust. Young men
with I('ngthy sidelacks swayed over volumes of the Tal-
iud, shouted, chanted, prodded one another, gesticulated.
Onc grimaced as if his stomach ached, a second wagged
his thumb, a third twirled the fringes of his sash. ‘Their
shirts were grimy, their collars loosened. Some had lost
their teeth prematurcly. One's heard grew in black
tufts—a tafe here, a wft there, The beard of another
small fellow was as red as fire, his head shaven, and from
his skull hung yellow sidelocks, long as braids. Yasha
heard him cry: They sued him for wheat and he ad-
mitted barley.

Can God will it thus? Yasha asked himself. Al this
business about wheat and barley. This knowledge con-
cerns only commerce. He reminded himself of the cry
of the anti-semite: The Talmud only teaches the Jew
to be a swindler.

This fellow probably has a little shop somewhere, 1f
he doesn't have one now, he will someday. Yasha found
an empty bench near the bookshelves. It felt good to st
down, He closed his eyes and listened to the sounds of
the Torah. Shrill adolescent voices mingled with the
hoarse, rattling accents of the old. The voices shoured,
mumbled, chanted, enunciated single words. Yasha re-
called what Wolsky had said to him once over a glass
of vadka: thae he, Wolsky, was no anti-semite, bur that
the Jew in Poland had created a bit of Bagdad in the

e ———
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make a scene bur he mentally rehearsed the words he
would say to her: Magda dear, I am dead. Take cvery-

midst of LEurope. Even the Chinese and Arabs, according
to Wolsky, were civilized in comparison to the Jew. On
the other hand, the Jews who wore short cloaks and
shaved their beards were either eager ro Russianize Po-
land or were revolutionarics. Quite often they were
both exploiting and stirring up the working classes at
the same time. They were radicals, Freemasons, atheists,
intcrnationalists, secking to scize, dominate, and befoul
everything.

A silence descended upon Yasha, e could be con-
sidered one of these beardless Jews, but he found them
morc alien than the pious sort. From childhood on he
had been surrounded by religious people. Even Esther
kept a Jewish home with a kosher kitchen. Such a
breed was perhaps too Asiatic, as the cnlightened Jews
claimed, but at least they had a faith and a spiritual
homeland, a history, and a hope. In addition to their
laws guverning commerce, they had their Hasidic litera-
ture, and they studied their cabala and books of ethics.
But what did the assimilated Jews have? Nothing of
their own. In one place they spoke Polish, in another
Russian, in still others, German and French. They sat
around in the Café Lurs, or the Café Semodeni, or the
Café Strassburger, drinking coffee, smoking cigarets,
reading a variety of newspapers and magazines, and rell-
ing jokes which elicited the kind of laughter thae Yasha
always found unpleasant. They carried on their politics,
forever planning revolutions and strikes, although the
victims of these activities were always the poor Jews,
their own brethren. As for their women, they gallivanted
in diamonds and ostrich-plumes, arousing Christian envy.

It was odd but no sooncr did Yasha find himself in a
Touse of Prayer than he began taking stock of his soul.
Truc, he had alicnated himself from the pious but he had
net gone over to the camp of the assimilaced. He had
lost everything: Emilia, his carcer, his health, his home.
Emilia’s words returned to him, “You must have some
sort of a covenant with God since he punishes you so
promptly.” Yes, Heaven kepe a sharp lookout over him.
Possibly it was because he had never stopped belicving.
But what did they wane of him? Earlier that day he had
known what was required—that he keep to the path of
righteousness as had his father before him and his fa-
ther's father before that, Now he was again a prey to
doubts. Why did God nced these capotes, these sidelocks,
these skullcaps, these sashes? How many more genera-
tions would wrangle over the Talmud? How many
more restrictions would the Jew put on himself? How
much longer would they wair for the Messiah, they who
had already waited two thousand years? God was one
thing, these man-made dogmas another. Bue was onc
able to serve God without dogmas? Flow had he, Yasha,
come to be in his presene predicament? He most cer-
tainly would not have been involved in all these love af-
fairs and other escapades if he had put on a fringed gar-
ment and had prayed thrice daily. A religion was like
an arimy—to operate it required discipline. An abstract
faich inevitably led to sin. The prayer house was like 2
barracks; there God’s soldiers were mustered.

Yasha could remain there no longer. He felt hot and
yet he was shivering. Obviously, he had a fever. He de-
cided to go home. Let them arrest me, if they wish!
he thoughe. He was reconciled to draining the cup to the
lase bitter dregs,

Before leaving the study-house he took down a book
from che shelves at random; opening it to the middle he
consulted it as his father had been in the practice of do-
ing whenever he was uncertain of his proper course of
action. The volume, he discovered, was the Eternal
Paths by Rabbi Leib of Praga. On the right-hand page
was a verse from Scripture: “He closeth his eyes not to
sec evil,” along with the Talmudic interpretation, “Such
2 man is one who does nor look at women while they

stand at their washing.” Laboriously Yasha translated
the Hebrew words. He understood what they were get-
ting at—there must be discipline. If a man did not look,
he did not luse, and if he did not lust, he did not sin. Bue,
if one broke the discipline and did look, one ended by
violating the Seventh Commandmenc, He had opened the
book and found a text concerning the very problem
which was uppermost in his mind.

He put the book back; a few moments later he took
it down again and kissed it. This book, at least, required
something of him, Yasha. It marked out a course of ac-
tion, albeit a difficult one. Bur mere worldly writing
demanded nothing. For all such authors cared, he could
kill, steal, fornicate, destroy himself and others. He had
often met literary men in cafés and theaters; they busied
themselves kissing women’s hands, bestowing compli-
ments upon all and sundry; were constantly ranting

. . h against publishers and eritics.
% thing [ own—my gold warch and diamond ring, my few & p

rubles—and o home. If an. forei He hailed a droshky and ordered the coachman to
Ad go home. lyou can, forgive me. drive him to Frera Streer. He knew thar Maody weonld
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In the droshky Yasha fclt a fear he had never prm:ic;usly
expericneed. Ile was afraid of somcthing but did not
know what it was. The weather was hot yct he felt
cold. He trembled all over. His fingers had become
white and shrunken, the tips shriveled like ‘tho§c of a
mortally-ill person, or of a corpsc. Ie W:IS':IS if his hc:}r}:
were being crushed by a giant fist. What's wrong wit

me, he asked himself. Has my last hour come? I?o 1 fear
being arrested? Do I long for Emilia? He continued to
tremble and was seized by a cramp; he could scarccly
breathe. So desperate was his condition that he began to
console himself. Well, not everything is lost yer. I can
live without a feg. And perhaps I may find some solu-
tion. Even if I'm arrested, how long will they keep me
in prison? After all, I only attempted burglary—I didn’t
do anything. He lcancd against the back of the scac. e
wanted to put up his coat collar but he was too cmlmr.-
rassed to do so on such a hot day. But he did pue his
fingers inside his coat to warm them. What is it? (}nn it
be gangrene? he asked himself. Te wanted to untic the
lace on his shoe but when he bent over he almost fell
from the seat. The driver cvidently guessed that some-
thing was wrong with his passcnger and kept turning
around. The pedestrians were also looking at him, Yasha
noticed. Some cven stopped to stare. “What's wrong?"
the coachman anxiously asked. “Shall I stop?”

“No, drive on.”

“Shouldn’t I take you to a druggist?”

“No, thank you.” '

The droshky stopped more often than it moved, im-
peded by draywagons loaded with Ium!)cr and sacks of
flour and by huge moving vans. The dray horses
stomped their thick legs on the cobblestones and the
stones gave off sparks. At one spot they rode by, a horse
had collapsed. For the third time thae day Yasha passed
the bank on Rimarska Strect. This time he did not even
glance at the building. Ile had given up his interest in
banks and moncy. Now he felt not only dread, but dis-
gust at himself. So strong was the sensation that it pro-
duced nausca. Maybe something’s happened to Fscher,
he thought suddenly. e remembered a dream he had

had, but just as the dream began to take shape, it slipped
from him without leaving a trace. What could it have
been? A beast? A verse from the Scriptures? A corpsc?
There were times when he was tormented nightly by
dreams. He dreamed of funcrals, monsters, witches, lep-
crs. Tle would awaken drenched with sweat, But these
weeks he had dreamed litele. He would fall asleep, ex-
hausted. More than once he had awakened in the same
position in which he had fallen asleep. Yet he had known
that the night had not been dreambess, Asleep, he led an-
other life, a scparate existence. From time to time he
would recollect some dream of flying or some such stunt
contrary ro nature, something childishly preposterous,
based on a child's misundcrst:\ndings or perhaps cven on
some verbal or grammatical error, So fnnmstically absurd
would the drcam have been thae the brain, when not
asleep, simply could not sustain it. He would remember
and forger itat the very same instan.

As soon as he got out of the droshky, he became
calm. Slowly, he mounted the stairs, supporting himself
on the banister. He had neither his house key nor his
skeleton key with him. If Magda was not at home, he
would be forced to wait in the hall. However, the
janitor, Anthony, had a key. Before knocking, Yasha
listencd at the door. There was no sound. He began to
knaock but no sooner had he touched the knaob than the
door swung open. When he walked into the front room
he beheld a horrible sight. Magda was hanging from the
ceiling, an overturned chair beneath her. Jle knew im-
mediately that she was dead. Instead of crying out or
hurrying to cut her down, he just stood there and gaped.
She had only a petticoat on; her feet were naked and
had turned blue. He could not see her face, only her
neck with the bun of hair, T'o him she lovked like an
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oversized doll. He wanted to move, to go and cuc her
down but he continued to stand there as though helpless.
Where was there 2 knife? He must summon help, he
knew, but he felt ashamed to face the neighbors. At last
he threw open the door and cried our, “Help!”

His cry had not been very loud and no one responded.
He sought to increase the volume but could not. A
childish urge to flee almost overcame him, but instead
he opened the door of a neighboring apartment and
called, “You must help me. Something terrible has hap-
pened!”

The apartment was full of barefoot, half-naked chil-
dren. Near the kitchen stood a stout flaxen-haired gen-
tile woman who turned her sweat-stained face to him.
She had been in the act of peeling an onion. Secing him,
she asked, “What’s the matcer?”

“Come! 1 need help! Magda. . . .” And he could not
speak further.

The woman followed him into his apartment and
immediately began to moan. She gripped his shoulders.
“Cut her down! Cut her down!” she commanded.

Hc wanted to do as she bid but the woman clung to
him, shrieking into his ear, still holding the paring knife
and the onion. Yasha's ear was almost sliced off. Soon,
other occupants of the house rushed in. Yasha saw one of
them fumble with the rope, life Magda up, loosening the
noose and passing it over her head. All this time he stood
immobile. Now they were busy attempting to resuscitate
he, rotating her arms, pulling her hair, dousing her with
water. Each minute more people came in. The janitor
and his wife were already there. Someone ran to fetch a

policeman. Yasha could not see Magda’s face, only the
slack body which yielded to all treatment with the un-
resisting Aaccidity of the dcad. A woman pinched the

corpse’s cheeks and then crossed herself. Two old hags
threw themselves into each other’s arms, appeared to be
conspiring silently. Only then did Yasha become aware
that there was no sound from the other room. He
walked into the room and found all three animals dead.
Apparently Magda had strangled them. The monkey lay
with eyes open. The crow, enclosed in its cage, looked
as if it had been stuffed. The parrot was on its side, a
drop of dry blood on its beak. Why had she done this?
No doubt to prevent the creatures from crying out.
Yasha tugged at someone’s sleeve to show what had
happened. ‘The policeman was already in the apartment.
He pylled out his notebook and wrote down what Yasha
told him.

There were other arrivals: a physician, a civilian of-
ficial, another policeman. Yasha expected to be arrested
momentarily. He wanted to be taken to prison but the
officials left, their only admonition being that the corpse
was not to be touched. And now the rest of the men
lefe and returned to their jobs—one was a cobbler, an-
other a cooper. Only two women remained: the stout
woman who had been peeling the onion and a white-
haired crone with a face sprinkled with warts. The body
had been placed on one of the beds and now the stout
woman turned to Yasha: “She’ll have to be laid out, you
know. She was a Catholic.”

“Do whatever's necessary.”

“We must notify the parish. The Russians will wane
to perform an autopsy.”

Then at length they left Yasha alone. He wanted to
go to Magda in the bedroom but was afraid, his child-
hood fear of the dead returning. He threw open the
windows as if to keep in touch with the courtyard, and
lefe the front door ajar. e dared not see the animals

again, though he wished to, afraid of their silence also.
Thhe stillness of death hung over the apartment, a silence
pregnant with strangled screams. But in the corridor
there was still a buzzing, voices whispering. Yasha stood
in the center of the room and looked through the win-
dow at the pale blue sky, where a bird soared. Suddenly,
he heard music. A street musician had come into the
courtyard. He was playing an old Polish melody, a
ballad of a girl who had been abandoned by her lover.
Children gathered about the musician and, oddly enough,

A
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Yasha was grateful to the organ-grinder. Ths tune had
banished death’s silence. As bomg as he played, Yasha
could face Magda. )
He did not approach the bed immediatcly but re-
mained standing at the threshold of the room. The
women had covered the dead girl's face with a shawl.
I1c hesitated a moment and then walked over and raised
the shawl. He did not find Magda but an image molded
of some lifeless substance, wax or paraffin—nosc, mouth,
features all unfamiliar. Only the high checkbones re-
eained some resemblance. The cars were white as bone,
the eyclids were puckered, as though the cycballs ‘l)c-
neath had alrcady withered. On the throat was a bluish-
brown bruise from the rope. Her lips were silent and yct
she was screaming—a cry such as no mortal could long
endure. Swollen and cracked, the mouth shouted, Look
what you have done to me! Look! Look! Yasha wanted
to cover her face but his hands were pnralyv,cd and he
could not move. Presumably, this was the same Magda
who had quarreled with him that very morning, had
later brought him a pot of water from the pump; ln!r
that other Magda could be asked forgivencess and molli-
fied. "T'his one, lying here limp on the bed, had Pns.fc(l
into eternity, cutting herself off from good or evil, She

had transcended the abyss that could not be spanned by
a bridge. Yasha touched her forchead. It felt ncither cold
nor warm but beyond temperature. Then Yasha raised
one of her cyclids. The pupil scemed that of a living
person, but it stared ar nothing; it was not cven looking
into itsclf.

3

A hearse arrived and Magda was carried out. A huge
fellow in a blue apron and wearing an oilskin cap which
only pastially concealed a shock of yellow hair, toole
her in one hand as though she were a chicken, dropped
her on a streteher, and covered her with a gunny sack.
He shouted something to Yasha and handed him a docu-
ment. He was assisted by a short man with a curly mus-
tache, who likewise seemed angry at something. The as-
sistant stank of whiskey and the odor made Yasha think
of a drink. The pain and the fear had become unen-
durable. e listened to the two men descend the stairs.
The sound of whispering came from the other side of
the door. Generally, the relatives hid the corpse from
the officials, sccking to avoid an autopsy. Yasha realized
he should have made some sort of arrangements with a
pricst, but everything had happened too quickly. He had
just hung around, doing nothing. The neighbors were
talking about him, he knew, astounded ac his odd be-
havior. Tle had not cven accompanied Magda’s body to
the hearse; a childish shame had overwhehned him. If
there had not been people to face, he would have left,
but he waited for the crowd to disperse. By this time,
the apartment was almost dark. Ile stood staring ac a
spot on the door latch, feeling hemmed in on all sides by
uncanny forces. Behind him the silence rustled and

snorted. He was afraid ro turn his head. Some shadow
form lurked nearby, ready to leap upon him and amcl)c,
him with tooth and claw—something monstrous :md
nm.nclcas. He had been familiar with this presence fr'om
childhood. It revealed itsclf to him in nighrmares. Te was
he assured himself, a figmene of his inmginm‘i;m l).l;r'
lr:cvcll'thclcss he could not deny its existence. e hcl'd his
o,r:j?_ \. Such terror could be endured only a few scc-
Outside the noises had ceased and Yasha rushed to the
dn()r., He tried to pull it open but it wouldn'e move
Won't they let me our? he wondered in terror H(:
tugged at the knob and all ar once the door swung ;) en
as if blown by a gust of wind. He saw a dark f(irm
scamper away; he had nearly killed a cat. Sweat drenched
his clothes. Slamming the door behind him, he dashed
down. the stairs as though pursued. He saw the janitor
standing alone in the courtyard and he waited until the
man retired to his cubicle. Yasha's heart did not beat
now so m.uch as flureer. His scalp prickled, Somcthil;
was crawling down his spinc. He did not feel the smnE

terror as before, but he knew he would never return to
that apartment,
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‘The janitor closed the door to his room and Yasha
sprinted through the gate. Now once again he felt the
dull ache in his foor. He kept close to the walls, his
greatest wish being not to be seen, or at least not to be
conscious of others watching him. He reached Francis-
kaner Street and hurriedly turned the corner, like a boy
playing truant from cheder. The events of the past
twenty-four hours scemed to have made him a child
again, a frightened, guilty schoolboy, plagued by fears
he could not divulge and by cntanglements no stranger
could understand. Ac the same time he had the sobriety

of maturity—of one who dreams and knows that he
dreams.

Get drunk? Was there a tavern nearby? There were
several on Freta Streer but there everyone knew him.
On the other hand, Franciskaner was inhabited only by
Jews; here, there was no drinking. 11c remembered that
there was a bar on Bugay Street somewhere, but how
could you get there without passing Freta Street? He
walked to Nowiniarska Street and came out on a street
called Bolese.® That should be the name of all streets, he
said to himsclf. The wholc world is one great agony. He
had passed Bugay Street and he doubled on his tracks.
Strecrwalkers were already standing under the lampposts
and around gates, although it was not yet evening; but
none of them motioned to him. Am I so repulsive that
cven they aren't interested? he wondered. A tall laborer
wearing a checked jacket, blue cap, and low boots, ap-
proached. He had a narrow, sunken face which had been
half-caten away and, in place of 2 nose, a black plas-
ter on a string. A dwarf of a prostitute, who scarcely
came up to the man’s waist, walked up to him and led
him off. Yasha could see his legs shaking. The girl could
not have been more than fifteen. What is he afraid of?
something within Yasha asked, laughingly. Syphilis?

Yasha reached Bugay Streer but the tavern he re-
membered having becen there had disappeared. Had it
been closed? e wanted to ask of some passerby, but he
was ashamed to. What's the matter with me? Why
should I fecl the shame of a goat in a cabbage patch?
he asked himself. All the while he was searching for the
tavern, he knew it was somewhere close by, cluding him,
Just because he was so anxious not to be seen, everyone

* Bolesc means pain in Polish.

was gaping at him. Can they know me here? he won-
dered. Can some of them have been to the Alhambra?
No, it's not possible. They were whispering about him,
laughing in his face. A small dog growled and snapped
ac his trouscrs. He was ashamed to drive away so small
a creature, but the dog foamed with rage and yelped so
loudly it scarcely seemed small at all. The devil who
was exacting revenge upon Yasha apparently was not
yet satisfied. He kept adding annoyance to annoyance.
“Then, suddenly, Yasha saw the tavern. e was standing
right next to it. As if they had all had a hand in the joke,
suddenly everyone began to laugh.

Now he no longer even wished to go into the place;
he would have preferred another bur he felt he could
not turn around and walk away. It would indicate sur-
render. He went up the three steps, opened the door, and
was hit by a blast of heat and steam. The stench of
vodka and beer mingled with something else which was
oily and musty. Someone was playing an accordion and
there was a great scurrying about, swaying, clapping of
hands, and dancing. Apparently here it was like one big
family. His eyes became misty and for a moment he
could not see. He searched for a rable but there were
none, not even benches. He felt blinded and as if a cane
or a rope had been placed in his path to trip him. Some-
how, he managed to reach the bar bur could not break
through the crowd of drinkers and, anyway, the bar-
tender had walked to the other side of the bar. Yasha puc
his hand into his panes pocket looking for a handker-
chief buc he could not find one. He could move ncither
forward nor backward. It was as if he had been caughe
in a trap. Heavy beads of perspiration dripped from his
forehead. His desire to drink had, in one instant, been
transformed into disgust. The nausea returned and again

fiery sparks danced before his e es: two }
almost as big as coals. 4 o large sparks,
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“What do you want?” somcone asked from behind
the bar,

“Mc?” Yasha replied.

“Who clse?” .

“I'd like a glass of tea,” and he, himsclf, was astounded
at his words. The other hesitated.

“This is not a tea-room!”

“Make 1t vodka.”

“Glass or bottle?”

“Bottle.”

“Quart or pint?”

“Pine.”

“Forty or sixty?"

“sixty."

Surprisingly, no one laughed.

“Anything to car?”

“Might as well.”

“A saleed roll?”

“That'll do.”

“Sit down; I'll bring your order.”

“Where do you sie?”

“Where do you think?” )

Then Yasha spied a table. It was like (lgnxt)nstrat{ons
in hypnotism which he had read about in magazines
and morce than once had conducred himself.
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He sat down at the table and only then sensed h0\.v
weary he was. He could no longer stand the shoe on his
lefe foor; he put his hand under the rable and tried to
undo the lace. He recalled a passage from the Penta-
teuch: “Behold, T am ar the point of dying, and what
profic shall this birthright give me?”

Suddcnly, the fear, anxicty, embarrassment lefe him,
He no longer cared whether he was stared at or
maocked. e was unable o untangle the shoclace and he
pulled ae it s vigorously that he tore i, Fle removed
the shoe and the sock gave off a noxious heat.—VYes, it's
getting gangrenous, gangrenous . . . Pl join her soon!
And as he fele his foot it swelled as the dough of which
the barber had spoken carlier that day. What time docs
this place close, I wonder? Not carly. I'le desired to o
only one thing—sit and rest. He closed his cyces and
enveloped himself in the darkness of his hcing. Where
was Magda now? Whar was being donc to her? They
must have alrcady dissceted her body. Studems learning
anatomy., e slumped as though from the burden of the
horror. What would her mother say?> Her brother? So
much punishment at one hlow!

Somcone brought him a hottle of vodka and a glass,
along with a basket of salted rolls. Yasha poured him-
sclf half a glassful of the vodka and drank it down
quickly, as if it were medicine. 11is nose burned and so
did his throat and cyes. Maybe I should ruly my foor
with it, he thoughe. Alcohol is supposed o help this sore
of thing. He poured some of the vodka into his hand,
stooped, and massaged it into his anklc. Well, anyway,
it’s too lare! Then he drank another ghassful. “T'he aleo-
hol went to his head bue it did not make him feel bereer.,
He imagined Magda’s head being cut from her body,

her stomach being split open. And only a few hours be-
forc she'd brought a chicken from the market, to pre-
pare for his supper. Why did she do it? Why? something
within him screamed. Ile had left her before. She had
known all his secrets. She had been toleranc of him, It

was almost unbelicvable that ac this time yesterday he
had been in good health, plnnning to perform somer-
saults on the tightrope, and with Magda and Emilia seill
his. Catastrophe had struck him as it had Job. Onc mis-
step and he had lost cverything . | . everything | . |

Therc was only onc way out now—it was time to sce
what lay on the other side of the curtain, But how?
Throw himself into the Vistula? But it would be dread-
ful for Fsther. No, he could not leave her a deserted
wife. The very least he could do was arrange for her to
remarry . . . flc could scarcely keep himself from
vomiting. Yes, Death was his master. Lifc had cast him
to the winds.

He held the bortle in his hand but could drink no
more. He sat there, blind, his lids shut. The accordion
did not stop playing the old Polish mazurka, ‘The din in
the tavern became ever louder. e had already resolved
to dic but, nevertheless, he needed a place to spend this
night. Something still required thinking out. But where
could he go with his injured foor? If it were only day!
By now, cverything had shut down. A hotel? \Vhich
one? And how could he go there with his foot in this
condition? Ile was unlikely to find a droshky in the
neighborhood. Ie wanted to put his shoe on, but it had

/
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vanished. He felt around for it with his toe but it wasn’t
there. Had someone stolen it? Tle opened his eyes and
saw all abour him in the ravern wild cyes and flushed
faces. Hands waved, bodies recled, feeble arms soughe
to do battle; there was much kissing and embracing. The
waiters, dressed in grimy aprons, came and went, bring-
ing food and vodka, The accordionist played, his black
hair and thin mustache almost touching his instrument,
his eyes screwed up tigh, his expression rapturous. His
body was bent close to the floor which was sprinkled
with sawdust, Evidently, there was another room in the
tavern, for the sound of a piano could be heard. A curl
of stcam circled the naphtha lamp. Opposite Yasha sat a
huge man, his skin pockmarkcd; he had a long mustache,
a short pimpled nose, and a scar cut into his forchead.
He kept grimacing at Yasha. Lis watery, crossed eycs
rolled in exaltation, the ecstasy of one on the brink of
madness.

Yasha touched his shoe and stooped to get it. He tried
to put it on but it would no longer fit. This made him
think of the story he had learned in cheder about Nero
whao, hearing of his father’s death, found his shoes had
become too small for himy for, as it is written, “A good
repore maketh the bones far.” Tow far away all that
scemed now: his teacher, Reb Moshe Godle, the chil-
dren, that volume of the Talinud containing the story of
the destruction of the temple which is studied before the
ninth day of Ab.—Well, I can’c sit here until they close!
I must find a place to sleep.

He forced the shoe onto his foot but kept it unlaced,
then tried to get his waiter’s attention by tapping his
glass against the bottle. The giant across the way from
him laughed and Yasha saw 2 set of broken teeth. It was
as if he and Yasha were involved in some great joke to-
gecher. How can a man like that live? Yasha asked him-
sclf. Is he drunk or mad? Docs he have anyonce at all in
the world? Docs he work? Perhaps what I'm going
through now has already happened to him. Saliva
dropped from the giant’s mouth; he was laughing so
hard his eyes were tearing. Yet he was someonc’s father,
husband, brother, son. Savagery was stamped upon his
features. e was still in that primeval forest from
which mankind was cvolved. Such men dic laughing,
Yasha said to himself. And chen finally the waiter came.

Yasha paid his bill and got to his feet. He could barely
walk. Each step he took was agony.

It was very late but, nevertheless, Bugay Street re-
mained crowded. There were women seated upon the
stoops, upon stools, upon boxes. Several shoemakers had
moved their benches outside and hammered by candle-
light. Even the children were still awake. A sulfurous
breeze blew from the Vistula. Foul odors rose from the
sewers. Above the roofcops the sky glowed as if reflect-
ing some distant fire. Yasha looked for a droshky but
soon realized he would spend the whole night waiting
for one. He started off down Celna Street, continued on
Swietojanska Street, and came out on Castle Place. He
could move only a few steps at a time. I1e was over-
whelmed by hear, nauseated. At cvery gate, at cvery
lamppost stoed groups of prostitutes. All abouc him
drunkards reeled along as though secking somcone to
fall against. A woman sat at an open door underneath a
balcony. She had tousled hair and cyes which were
aflame with the joy of madness, and in her arms she
clutched a basket stuffed with rags. Yasha bent his head;
he belched and tasted an unfamiliar biteerness. 1 know,
it's the world! Every second or third house contained
a corpse. Throngs of people roamed about the streets,
slept on benches, lay on the banks of the Vistula in the
midst of filth. The city was surrounded by ceieteries,
prisons, hospirals, insanc asylums. In cvery strect and
alley lurked murderers,. thicves, degenerates. Policemen
were everywhere in sight.

Yasha saw a droshky and motioned at it but the
driver, after looking him over, drove on. Another
droshky appeared but did not stop, cither. The chird
droshky that came along did stop, though somewhat
tentatively. Yasha climbed in.
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“Iake me to a hotel?”

“Which?”

“Any one. Justa hotel.”

“How about the Cracowsky?”

“All right—the Cracowsky.”

The coachman cracked his whip and the droshky
trundled off, down Podwal Strccet, into Mead Strect, into
New Senator Street. Theater Square was still crowded,
filled with carriages. Apparently, there had been a spe-
cial performance of the opera. Mcen shouted, women
laughed. Not one among all these people knew that
someone called Magda had hanged hersclf, nor that a
magician from Lublin was racked by pain. The laughter
and carousing will go on until they too turn to dust,
Yasha said to himself. It scemed odd to him now that he
had devoted his every waking thought to cntertaining
this rabble. What was I after?> To have these dancers
upon graves spare me some of their applause? Was that
why [ became a thief and murdcrer?

The droshky pulled up at the Cracowsky Hotel and
at that very instant Yasha realized that the trip had been
uscless—he did not have his identification papers with
him.

5

Yasha paid the coachman and told him to wait. He
sought to coax the room clerk into renting him a room
although he was without credentials, but the dwarf-like
individual behind the desk was adamant.

“It can’t be done. Strictly forbidden.”

“Supposc a man loses his papers? Must he dic?”

The clerk shrugged his shoulders. “I have my orders.”

Judgments, they do not know them—something within

Yasha quoted for him. Thus had his father labeled the
Russian laws.

Yasha walked outside in time to sce the droshky pull-
ing away; somcone had outbid him for the vchicle. He
sat down on the doorstep of a neighboring building.
This was the sccond consccutive night he had wandered
about. Things are moving swiftly, he thought; tomor-
row night, perhaps, Ill be slecping in my grave. There
were strectwalkers here also. Across the way from him
he saw a woman dressed in black, wearing long carrings.
She looked almost like a middle-aged housewife but she
gave him the glance of a prostitute. Fvidently, she was
onc of the unrcgistered ones, those who offer them-
sclves in courtyards or doorways. She looked directly
at him, as though trying to hypnotize him; her gaze
clung to him in entreaty. She scemed to be saying, Since
we are in the same fix, why not be so together? The
light of the streetlamp bached her in yellow and Yasha
could see the wrinkles on her face, the lines in her fore-
head, the rouge she had smearcd over her checkboncs,
the mascara around her large, dark cycs. Tlc lacked cven
the strength for sympathy—all he could fecl was amaze-
ment. So this is the way the powers that be operate, he
thoughe; they play with a man and then case him aside
as offal. But why him in particular? Why this woman?
How was she worse than these pampered ladies who sat
in the boxes at the opera and looked down at the audi-
cnce through their lorgnertes? Was cverything chance?
If so, then chance was God. But what was chance? Was
the universe chance? If the universe was not, could only
a partof it be chance?

|
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He saw a droshky coming and beckoned to the driver.

The droshky stopped and he climbed in. The woman
across the. way watched him reproachfully. Her eyes
seemed to be saying to Yasha: Will you forsake me also?
The coachman turned his head bur Yasha could not
think of what to tell him. He wanted to go to a hospital
but he heard himself saying, “Nizka Street.”

“What number?”

“I don’t remember the number. I'll direct you.”

“All right.”

He knew that it was madness to visit the yellowish
woman and her brother—the pimp from Buenos Aires
—at this time of night, but he had no alternative. Wolsky
had a wife and children; Yasha realized he could not
barge in on him in this condition. Maybe 1 should wake
F:milia? he thought. No; even Zeftel won’t be pleased ro
sce me. He played with the notion of catching a train to
Lublin but decided against it. He must arrange Magda’s
funeral. He could not just abandon the corpse and run.
Anyway, the police undoubtedly knew that it was he
who had broken into Zaruski’s house the night before. It
would be better to be arrested here in Warsaw than in
Lublin. At least Esther would be spared the sight. Be-
sides, Bolek was waiting in Piask. Had he not warned
Yasha years ago that he would kill him? The best solu-
tion would be to leave the country. Maybe go to Ar-
gentina. But not with his foot the way itwas . . .

The droshky traveled along Tlomacka Street, Leshno
Street, and then on to Iron Street. There it turned into
Smotcha Street. Yasha did not doze off, but sat hunched
up as though chilled by a fever. Now, he was more con-
cerned about the impropricty of visiting Zeftel at this
hour and about the shame of exposing his situation to
her and her hosts, than with sorrow for Magda or the
fcar of losing his foot. He took a comb from his packet
and ran it through his hair. He adjusted his tie. The
thought of his financial predicament frightened him. A

funeral would cost several hundred rubles and he had
nothing. He could sell his tcam of horses but the po-
lice were after him and would arrest him the moment he
st foot in the apartment on Freta Streer. The wiscst
course would be to surrender to the police. He would
receive everything he needed: a place to sleep, medical
attention, Yes, that is the only solution, he told himself.
But how should he go about it? Stop a policeman? Ask
to be driven to the police station> Crowded as the other
streets had been with officers of the law, now there was
not a single one about. The street was deserted, all the
gates locked, all the windows shut. He thoughe of tell-
ing the driver to take him to the nearest police head-
quarters bur he was too ashamed to do so. He would
think me mad, Yasha decided. Just the fact that 1
limped made him suspicious. Overwhelmed though he
was by anxiety, Yasha could not rid himself of his pride
and vanity.—The best solution of all is death! I'll put an
end to it. And perhaps this very night!

He suddenly grew calmer, his decision made. It was as
if he had stopped thinking. The droshky turned into
Nizka Street and headed back in an easterly direction
towards the Vistula, but Yasha could not remember
which was the house. He was certain it had had a
boarded fence with a gate but no such courtyard was to
be seen. The coachman brought the droshky to 2 hale.

“Maybe it’s nearer Okopova Street.”

“Yes, maybe.”

“I can't turn around.”
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“Supposc I get out here and find it myself,” Yasha
said, awarc that this was stupidity; cach step he took was
an cffore.

“If you wish.”
He paid and climbed down. His injured leg had fallen

asleep at the knee joint. Only when the droshky drove’
off did Yasha realize how dark it was here. There werc
only a fcw smoky strectlamps, placed at a great distance
from cach other, The street was unpaved, a mass of pits
and mounds. Yasha looked about him but could sce
nothing. It was as if this were a strect in some country
village. Possibly this wasn't even Nizka Sereer? Could it
be Mila or Stavka Street? Ile looked for matches even
though he knew there were nonc in his pocker. Tle
limped toward Okopova Street. Tis coming here had
been madness. End everything? How did one do ie?
You couldn’t hang or poison yourself in the middle of
the street. Go to the Vistula?—but that was versts away.
A breere blew from the cemerery. Suddenly, he wanted
to laugh. Lad anyone ever been in such a dilemma? Tle
hobbled as far as Okopova Street but the house he
wanted had vanished. He raised his eyes and saw a black
sky, dense with stars, interested only in its heavenly busi-
ness. \Who was concerned about a magician on carth
who had allowed himsclf to be trapped? Yasha limped
to the cemetery. These lives were done, their accounts
scttled. If he could find an open gate and an open grave,
he would lic down in it, conduct a proper Jewish funeral
for himself.
What else remained for him?

6

But nevercheless he returned the way he had come. Ile
had become accustomed to the pain in his foot. Let it
tear, let it burn, let it abscess! e reached Smotcha
Street and continued on. Suddenly he saw the house.
There it was: the fence, the entrance. He touched the
gatc and it swung open, revealing the stairs which led w0

Herman's sister’s apartment. The occupants were up;
lamplight streamed through the window. Well, fate does
not wish me to die yet! He was ashamed to enter unin-
vited, limping, disheveled, but told himself, encourag-
ingly: after all, such things have happencd before. They
won't throw me out. Even if they do, Zeftel will go
with me. She loves me. The lamplight shining in the
darkness returned him to life. They'll do something for
my foot. Perhaps it can be saved. e considered calling
out to Zeftcl so as to prepare them for his arrival, bur
decided that this would be foolish. Limping to the stairs,
he began to climb. He made as much noise as he could
so as to announce himself. He had already prepared his
opening remark: An unexpected visitor! A very strange
thing happened. Bue those inside were apparently too en-
grossed in what they were doing to notice what was
going on outside. Well, one lives through everything,
Yasha comforted himself. What was cngraven on that
goldsmith’s ring?—"This too shall pass.” IHc knocked
lightly on the door but there was no answer. They were
in the other room, he decided. He knocked louder but
there was no sound of footsteps. He stood there, shamed,
humbled, prepared to surrender the vestige of pride he
had left. Let this serve as an atoncment for my sins, the

e
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voice within him uttered. He knocked three more times,
very loudly, but still no one came. He waited and lis-
tened. Arc they asleep, or what? He rurned the knob
and the door opencd. A lamp was burning in the
kitchen. Zeftel lay on the iron bed and, beside her, was
Herman. They were both asleep. Herman was snoring
deeply and sonorously. All the interior voices in Yasha
became silent. He stood there gaping and then moved to
the sidc for fear one of the pair should open his eyes.
Now a shame he had never felt before came over him—

a shame not for the couple but for himself, the humilia-
tion of one who realizes that despite all his wisdom and
experience, he has remained a fool.

Later, he could not recall how long he stood there: a
minute? several minutes? Zefrel lay facing the wall, onc
breast bared, her hair in disarray, as if completcly
crushed by Herman’s enormous bulk. Herman was not
quite naked—he wore some sort of undershirt of foreign
manufacture. Perhaps most remarkable of all was that
the flimsy bed supported all that weight. There was a
lifelessness about the faces and, had Herman not been
snoring, Yasha would have thought the couple had been
murdered. Two spent figures, two wornout puppets,
they lay under a blanker. Where is the sister? Yasha
asked himself. And why had they left the lamp burning?
He wondered, and even as he did so wondered why he
was wondering. He felt sorrow, emptiness, a sense of
powerlessness, It was not unlike the fecling he had ex-
perienced a few hours earlier when he had discovered
Magda dead. Twice in one day there had been unveiled
to him things which are best concealed. He had looked
on the faces of death and lechery and had seen that they
were the same. And even as he stood there staring, he
knew thae he was undergoing some sort of transforma-
tion, that he would never again be the Yasha he had
been. The last twenty-four hours were unlike any pre-
vious day he had experienced. They summed up all his
previous existence, and in summing it up had put a scal
upon it. He had seen the hand of God. He had reached
the end of the road.

———————

EPILOGUE

1

Three years had gone by. In Esther's front room she
and two seamstresses were noisily putting the finishing
touches to a wedding gown. The dress was so volumi-
nous and had so long 2 train that it occupied the entire
work table. Esther and the girls bustled abour like
dwarves constructing a suit of armor for a giant. One
girl basted, the other sewed on tape. Esther, wiclding an
iron, pressed out the wrinkles between the flounces, con-
stantly testing the iron with her finger. FFrom time to
time, she sprayed water from a jug on the spot she was
about to press. Although she did not perspire easily,
even in hot weather, her forehead was beaded with
drops of sweat. What could be worse than burning 2
hole in a wedding gown? One brown stain and all the
work would have been for nothing. Nevertheless, Es-

ther’s black eyes twinkled. Despite her small hand and
her narrow wrist, she handled the iron firmly. She was
not one to scorch a dress.

Every now and again, she glanced out of the window
that looked into the courtyard. The small brick struceure
or, as Esther thought of it—prison—had stood there for
more than a year but she still had not become accus-
tomed to it. At times she would forget momentarily
what had happened and would imagine it was the Feast
of the Tabernacles—that an arbor had' been erccred
outside. Generally she kept the curtain of this particular
window drawn, but today she needed the daylight. The
three years had aged Esther. The skin under her eyes
had webbed and her broadening face had acquired an
over-ripe, ruddy color. Her head, as always, was ker-
chiefed, but now those hairs that could be seen were
gray rather than black. Only her eyes remained youthful
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and glistened like black cherrics. For three years she had
carried within her a heavy heart. It was no less heavy
today but nevertheless she joked with her assistants, ex-
changed with them the usual trade banter about the
bride and groom. The girls glanced at cach other know-
ingly; theirs was no longer an ordinary workshop. Not
for onc moment was it possible to ignore the presence
of the small, doorless house with its tiny window, be-
hind which sat Yasha the Penitent—as he was now
known,

The first appearance of this phenomenon had created
great excitement in the town. The Rabbi, Reb Abraham
Eiger, had summoned Yasha to him and had cautioned
him against doing what he planned. True, a hermit in
Lithuania had had himsclf bricked up, but pious Jews
were opposcd to that sort of thing. The world had been
created for the cxercise of free will and the sons of

Adam must constantly choose between good and evil.
Why seal one’s self in stone? The meaning of life was
frecdom and the abstinence from cvil. Man deprived of
free will was like a corpse. But Yasha was not so easily
dissuaded. In the year and a half that he had been doing
penance he had learned much. He had engaged 2 tutor
to instruct him in the Mishnah, the Agadahs of the Tal-
mud, the Midrash, even the Zohar, and produccd for the
Rabbi a variety of prototypes—saints who had had
themselves put under restraint for fear they would be
unable to resist temptation. Had not a holy man put
out his cyes so that he might not look at his Roman mis-
tress? [ad not a Jew in Shebreshin sworn himself to si-
lence for fear of uttering a word of slander? Had not 2
musician from Kovle feigned blindness for thirty years
to avoid gazing upon another man's wife? Harsh laws
were merely fences to restrain 2 man from sin. The
young men who were present at Yasha's debates with the
Rabbi still discussed them. It was hard to believe that in
a year and a half this charlatan, this libertine, had ab-
sorbed so much of the Torah. The Rabbi disputed with
him as with an equal. Yasha had remained firm in his
resolve. Finally, the Rabbi had placed his hand upon
Yasha’s head and had blessed him.

“Your actions are intended for the glory of Heaven.
May the Almighey help you!”

And he had presented Yasha with a copper candle-
stick so that he might light a candle ac night or on over-
cast days.

In the taverns of Piask and Lublin there had been
much wagering on how long Yasha would endure his
living grave. Some had estimated a weck, others a
month. As for the municipal authoritics, they had de-
bated the legality of Yasha's actions. Even the Gover-

nor had been kept informed. Yasha had calmly seated
himself in a chair and Esther’s house had been overrun
by hundreds of observers as the masons worked. Chil-
dren had climbed trees and had sat perched on rooftops.
Pious Jews had come forward to speak with Yasha and
discuss his morives, and cqually pious matrons had at-
tempted to dissuade himn from his course. Esther also had
wept and entreated until her voice was hoarsc. Then, cs-
corted by a group of women, she had gone to the ceme-
tery to ascertain by measuring graves what length in
candles she must give to charity, Ter hope had been that
such a gift would influence the spirits of saints to inter-
cede with her husband and force him to reverse his de-
cision. He must not leave her a deserted wife, albeit one
who had her spouse so close at hand. But neither the

sage admonitions, nor the laments, nor the warnings, had

been of any avail. The walls of the small house had

grown higher hour by hour. Yasha had allowed himself

a space only four cubits long and four cubits wide. He

had grown a beard and sidelocks and had put on a wide

fringed garment, a long gabardine, and a velvet skull

cap. As the masons worked, he had sat, book in hand,

mumbling prayers. There had not even been sufficient

room inside for a bed. His possessions consisted of a

straw pallet, a chair, a tiny table, a pelisse with which to

cover himself, the copper candlestick which the Rabli

had given him, a water jug, 2 few hoiy books, and a

shovel with which to bury his excrement. The higher

the walls had grown, the louder had become the laments.
Yasha had cried out to the women, “Why all this wail-
ing? I'm not dead yet.”
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“If only you were,” Esther had called back in bitter-
ness.
So vast and tumulcuous had the crowd become that

the police had ridden in on horseback and dispersed
them. The town Natchalnik had commanded the labor-
ers to work day and night to put an end to the excite-
ment. It had taken the masons forty-eight hours to com-
plete their task. The building had a shingled roof and a
window which could be shuttered from the inside.
Curiosity-seekers had continued to come until the rains
began to fall, and then the number had decreased. All
day the shutters of the small window remained closed.
Esther had the fence around the house repaired to
keep off strangers. Soon it became clear that these who
had wagered thar Yasha would not stay immured more
than a week or a month had lost their bets. A winter
passed, a summer, than another winter, but Yasha the
Magician, now known as Reb Jacob the Penitent, re-
mained in his self-ordained prison. Thrice daily Esther
brought him food: bread with groats, potatocs in their
skins, cold water. Thrice daily he left off his medita-
tions and, for her sake, spoke with her for a few min-
ues.
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Outside it was a sunny, hot day, but Yasha's cell was
dark and cool, even though shafts of sunlight and warm
breezes did manage to penetrate the shuttered window.
Lvery now and again, Yasha would open the shutters
and a butterfly or a bumblebee would fly in. Sounds
came to him: the chirping of birds, the lowing of a cow,
the cry of a child. There was no necd for him to light a
candle this midday. He sat in his chair at the small table,
perusing the Two Tablets of the Covenant. That win-
ter he had lived through days when he had wished to
tear down the walls and free himself from the cold and

dampness. He had developed a rasping cough. His limbs
had been racked with pain. He had urinated too fre-
quently. At night he had huddled in all his clothes under
the pelisse and blanket which Esther had thrust in
through the window, yet he had been unable to ger
warm. From the ground had risen a gnawing frost that
chilled him to the bone. Often he had felt that he was
already in his grave, and at times he had even wished
for death. Now it was again summer. To the right of his
ccll grew an apple tree and he heard cthe rustde of its
leaves. A swallow had buile its nest among the branches
and bustled about all day, bringing in its bill stalks and
grubs for its young. Yasha managed to force his head
through the window and saw before him the fields, the
blue sky, the roof of the synagogue, the spirc of a
church. A few bricks removed and he could—he knew
—wriggle through the window. But the thought that he
could fight his way to freedom at any moment he chose
stifled his desire to leave his cell. He knew quire well
that on the other side of the wall lurked unrest, lust, the
fear of coming day.

As long as he sat there, he was protected against the
graver transgressions. Even his worries were different
from those outside. It was as if he had become again a
foetus in his mother’s womb and once more the light re-
ferred to in the Talmud shone from his head, the while
an angel raught him the Torah. He was free of all needs.
His food cost only a few groschen a day. He required
neither clothing, nor wine, nor money. When he recalled
his expenses during the time he lived in Warsaw or trav-
eled in the provinces, he laughed to himself. No macter
how much he had earncd in those days it had not been
enough. He had kept a whole menagerie of animals. He
had required closetsful of clothes. He had constantly
driven himself into new expenditures and had been in
debt to Waolsky; had borrowed money on interest from
usurers in Warsaw and Lublin. Ceasclessly, he had
been signing promissory notes, secking out endorsers,
purchasing gifts, and been in everyone’s debr. Wallow-
ing in his passions, he had found himself in a net which
kept drawing tighter about him. Performing on the
tightrope had not even been enough. He had kepr trying
to invent more and more daring stunts which were cer-
tain to destroy him. Ie had wrned to theft—only a
small mischance had prevented him from going to an
actual prison. Here, in his solitude, all externalities fell
away like the husks which the cabalists call the evil
spirits. e had cue through the net as if with a knife.
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With one stroke, he had canceled all his accounts. Is-
ther managed to carn her own living. He had scrdled all
his debts: had given Elzbieta and her son, Bolek, th.c
team and wagon; had left Wolsky the furniture from his
Freta Strect apartment, along with his cquipment, cos-
tumes, and other paraphernalia. Now Yasha possessed
nothing but the shirt upon his back. Yes, but was this
sufficient to cleanse him of his sins? Could he atonc for
the evil he had done simply by reducing his burden?
Only here, in the stillness of his cell, could Yasha med-
jtate upon the cxtent of his wickedness: the number of
souls he had committed to torturc, to madness, to death.
e was no highwayman plying his trade in the forests
but, nevertheless, he had murdered. What difference did
it make to the victim how one killed? He could absolve
himself before a mortal judge (onc who was himself
evil), but the Creator could ncither be bought off nor
deccived. He, Yasha, had destroycd, not innocently but
with purpose. Magda cried out to him from the grave.
Nor was this the only horror he was guilty of. Now he

acknowledged them all. Even if he remained in his cell
for 2 hundred years he could not atonc for all his in-
iquity. Repentance alone did not cancel out such mortal
sin. One could only gain absolution by begging forgive-
ness and receiving it from the victim himsclf. f onc
owed even half a groschen to someonc who lived on the
other side of the world, he must locate his creditor
and settle the account. So it was written in the holy
books. And each day Yasha remembered some addi-
tional evil for which he had been responsible. He had
violated every law of the Torah, had broken nearly cv-
cry Commandment. And yet, while doing these things,
had considered himself an uprighe man, capable of ac-
cusing others. How did the littde discomfort he now suf-
fered balance against the anguish he had caused? He was
still alive, in more or less good health. Even his foot had
healed without crippling him. The true punishment, he
knew, would be given only in the other world; there
must be an accounting for every dced, cvery word, cv-
cry thoughe. Only one consolation remained: that Gad
was merciful and compassionate and that, in the final
reckoning, good must triumph over evil. But what was
evil? He had studied the literature of the cabala with his
instructors for three years: already he was aware that
evil was merely God’s diminishing of Himself to create
the world, so that he might be called Creator and have
mercy toward His creatures. As a king must have his
subjects, so a Creator must create, 50 2 hencfactor have
his beneficiarics. To this cxtent, the Lord of the Uni-
verse had to depend upon His children. Bug, it was not
enough to guide them with His merciful hand. They had
to learn to cleave to the path of righteousness by them-
selves, of their own free will. The celestial worlds were
awaiting this. Angel and seraph longed for the sons of

Adam to be righteous, to pray with humilicy, give with
compassion. Indeed, cach good act improved the Uni-
verse, every word of the Torah braided crowns for the
Godhead. Conversely, the most insignificant trans-
gression reverberated in the most ethereal worlds, de-
laying the day of deliverance.

There were times, even here in his cell, when Yasha's
faith wavered. As he read the sacred books, nagging
thoughts came to him: How can [ be surc that these
speak the truth? Perhaps therc is no God? The Torah
may be the invention of man? Possibly I torture myself
in vain? Vividly, he heard the Fvil Spirit debate with
him, remind him of past delights, advisc him to begin
agrain his debauchery. Yasha had 1o circumvent him each
}imc differently. When pressed too hard he would seem-
ingly agree with his opponent that he must return to the
world, but then would postpone the moment of freedom.
Other times he would reply in rebuttal: Let us say for
the sake of argument, Satan, that God docs not exist, but
that the words spoken in His name arc nevertheless
correct. If a man’s lot depends on another’s misfortunc,
then there is good fortune for no onc. If there is no God,
man must behave like God. On one occasion Yasha de-
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manded of Satan: Well, then, who created the world?
Where do 1 come from? and you? Who .makes the
snow fall, the wind blow, my lungs take in air, my
brain think? Where did the carth come from, the sun,
the moon, the stars® This world with its cternal wis-
dem had to be the creation of some hand. We can per-
ceive God’s wisdom—why not then believe that behind
this wisdom is concealed the mercy of the creator? .
Entire days and nights were consumed by such dis-
putes, driving Yasha to the brink of madness: Now and
again Belial would withdraw and Yasha's ‘faith would

be restored and he would actually sce God, feel His
hand. He would begin to understand why goodness was
necessary, would savor the sweetness of prayer, the
delicious taste of the ;I‘ orah. It would become clearer
to him, day by day, that the Holy books he studied led
to vircue and eternal life, that they pointed the way
to the purpose of creation, while that which lay behind
him was evil—all scorn, theft, murder. There was no
middle road. A single step away from God plunged one
into the deepest abyss. . oA )
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The holy books cautioned Yasha not to let down his
guard for an instant. Satan’s attack never abates. Temp-
tations are offered one after the other. Even as a man
lies on his deathbed, Samael comes before him:and at-
tempts to win him to idolatry. It was true, Yasha'discov-
ered. For now, Esther:began to seek him:out almost
hourly, rapping upon the shucter, lamenting, and as-
sailing him with all her troubles. At night:she would
rouse him from sleep and attempt to kiss;him. There
was no feminine wile that leads to sin and; mskes of
learning a mockery that she did not employ.” As if this
were not enough,:men and women began:to visit him '
as though he were'a thaumaturgic-rabbi. They sought
his advice, begged him to intercede on their behalf. Yasha
pleaded that he be left in peace, since he was no rabbj,
not cven the son of a rabbi, only an ordinary man, and,
in addition, a sinner, but to_no avail. Women stole into
the courtyard, pounded on the shutter, even tried to
smash it down by force. They wailed and shrieked and,
when thwarted, cursed him. Esther complained that
they disturbed her work. Yasha was overcome by fear.

He had anticipated everything but not:this.: He, himself,
was in need of advice;; According to.the Jiw;swas it
right for him to deny ‘the ‘people and cause}them’sor-
row? Was not this, itself, a display of arrogance? But

could one such as he listen to their petitions like a rabbi? 1 .

Both courses were wrong. After much consideration |
and many wretched nights: Yasha decided to write to !
the Lublin rabbi. He composed his letter in Yiddish, in-
cluding all the particulars and promised to abide by the
Rabbi’s decision. The Rabbi did not take long to reply.
His answer, likewise written in Yiddish, commanded
Yasha to receive those‘-'_nrvvhb'ame for two hours each
day, but to acceptinojredemption money.%:The Rabbi
wrote: “He to whom'Jews come in audienceis'a’rabbi.”

And so Yasha now received people daily from two
until four in the afternoon..So as to avoid confusion, .
Esther wrote numbersion'cardboard and : distributed
.them, as it was done in the offices of busy!physicians.
But even this did not help. Those who had an invalid at
home, or who had recently suffered some tragedy, de-
manded to be admitted first. Others sought.to. bribe
Esther with money and presents. Before long?there was
talk in the city of the miracles performed by Yasha the
Penitent. He only had to.make a wish, it was rumored,
and the sick grew well; it was said that a' conscript
had been pulled right out of the hands of the Rus-
sians, that 2 mute had regained speech, and a blind man :
his sight. Yasha was niow dddressed by the;women as ' -.
Holy Rabbi, Holy Sairit/Agsinst his wishes; they show- |,
ered his cell with binknotes and coins'which®heiordered };
distributed to the ;iéér.;‘{oﬁh’g Hasidim;‘whofeared lest
Yasha acquire some of the ‘adherents of their’own rab-
bis, mocked him and composed a lampoon:listing, all -
his former sins. A copy of it was sent to Estherssy: .
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No, the temptations never ceased. Yasha had with-
drawn from the world but, through the tiny window
which he had left to admit air and light, cvil talk, slan-
der, wrath, and false flattery came. It became clear to
Yasha why the ancient saints had chosen exile and .hnd
never slept twice in the same place; had feigned blind-
| ness and deafness and muteness. One could not serve
’God amongst other men, even though separated by
brick walls. He considered putting a pack upon his back
and, with staff in hand, striking out for the unknown,
but this he knew would cause Esther unendurable
gricf. Who could tell? She might even become ill from
sorrow. He had noted how her health was failing. Old
age was crecping up on her. Magda, peace be with her
! soul, had shown him the sort of thing that could happen.
| No, peace of mind, was not to be found in this world.
| There is no tomorrow without sorrow, as the philoso-
phers say. But even more powerful than the temptations
from without were those born within man himself, in
his brain, his heart. No hour passed without Yasha's be-
ing besieged by every sort of passion. No sooner did he
forget himself for a moment than they gathc.red about
him: empty fancies, daydreams, repulsive desires. Emi-
lia’s face would materialize from the darkness and refuse
to be driven away. It would smile, whisper, wink at him.
He would think of new tricks to perform, new jokes
with which to entertain audicnces, new illusions and
stunts with which to bewilder them. Again he danced
on the tightrope, turned somersaults on the high wire,
sailed over the rooftops of cities, trailed by a jubilant
crowd. He would chase away the fancies as diligently
as he could, but still they would recurn like persistent
flies. e hungered for meat, wine, vodka. IHc was con-

| sumed by a longing to sce Warsaw again—the droshkies,

omnibuses, cafés, confectionarics. Though he suffered
from the colds and rheumatism and though there was a
constant burning in his stomach, his lust had not dimin-
ished. With no woman about, he thought of sinning like
\Onan,
| He had only two defenses against these assaules from
within and without—the Torah and prayers. Night and
day he studied, memorizing many chapters and reciting
them as he lay on his straw paller. “Blessed is the man
that walketh not in the counsel of the ungadly.” “Lord,
how arc they increased that trouble me! Many are they
that rise up against me. Many there be which say of my
soul, ‘There is no help for him in God.’ Selah.” He rc-
peated these passages so often that his lips swelled. In
his mind he compared the Evil One to 2 dog which both
barks and never stops biting. The creature must be con-
stantly kept off with a stick, one’s injured limbs pulled
from its jaws, the wounds tended with salves and plas-
ters. The fleas from its furry hide required also an eter-
nal vigilance. And this until one’s last breath.
He would surely have died had there not been an
 occasional respite. The Dog of Egypr did not always bite
' with the same ferocity. Now and again he withdrew,
slumbered. But one had to stay on guard lest he return
with renewed power and insolence.

4

Onc after another they all came with their troubles.
They spoke to Yasha the magician as if he were God:
“My wife is sick. My son must go to the army. A com-
petitor is outbidding me for a farm. My daughter has
gone mad . . .” A small dried-up man had 2 growth
the size of an apple on his forchead. A girl had been

[hxccupmg for 2 week and could not stop: at nighe
wh.cn the moon shone, she sounded like a hound baying.'
Evndcnrly, there was a dybbuk in her, for she chanted
hymns and prayers with the voice of a cantor. Now and
again, she spoke in Polish and Russian, languages with
wh.mh she was unfamiliar, and ar such times she had a
desire to seck out a priest and be converted. Yasha
prayed for all of them. But each time he pointed out
he was no rabbi but merely an ordinary Jew and a sin-
ner, besides. The supplicants responded by repeating
th.cu.' requests. A deserted wife, whose husband had been
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mussing six years and who had been searching through-
out Poland for him, screamed so loudly that Yasha had
to stuff his cars. She hurled herself at the building as if
determined, from sheer bitterness, to demolish the struc-
ture. Her breath stank of onions and rotting teeth,
Those standing behind her on line demanded that she
make her complaints bricfer, but she waved her fists at
them and continued shouting and wailing. Finally, she
was dragged away. “Scum, whoremaster, murderer!” she
shoured at Yasha,

A melancholy young man confided that demons bat-
tled with him, knotting his fringed garment, putting elf-
locks into his beard, spilling out the water he had pre-
pared for his morning ablutions, putting handfuls of
salt and pepper, along with worms and goat-dung, into
his food. Every time he sought to perform his bodily
functions, a she-devil prevented him. The young man
had letters from rabbis and other reliable witnesses to
prove the truth of what he was saying. There were also
learned sophisticates who sought out Yasha to discuss
religion with him and asked him all sorts of impossible
questions. Young idlers came to mock and discredit
him with unfamiliar quotations from the Talmud, or

with words in Chaldaic. He had resolved to receive
people only two hours each day bur, as it worked out,
he stood at his window from dawn until nighefall. His
legs grew so weary that he would collapse onto the
straw paller and would say the evening services sitring
down.

One day Schmul the Musician, Yasha’s former drink-
ing companion, came to see him. Schmul complained that
his hand ached so much it prevented him from playing
his fiddle. No sooner did he lift his instrument than the
pain began. The hand with which he fingered the strings
had become stiff and bloodless, and he showed Yasha
yellow, wrinkled fingertips. Schmul wanted to go to
Amecrica. Ile brought greetings from the Piask thicves.
Elzbieta had died. Bolek was in the Yanov prison, Chaim-
Leib in the poorhouse. Blind Mechl had lost the sight in
his good eyc. Berish Visoker had moved to Warsaw.

“Remember Small Malka?” Schmul asked,

“Yes, how is she?”

“Her husband's passed on, too,” Schmul said. “He was
beaten to death in jail.”

“And where is she?”

*She’s married to a shoemaker from Zakelkow. Barely
waited the three months.”

“Is thar so?” )

“Perhaps you remember Zeftel? She was the girl who
was married to Leibush Lekach,” Schmul said styly.

Yasha blushed. “Yes, I remember her.”

“She’s now a madam in Bucnos Aires. Marricd some
fellow named Herman. He left his wife for her. They
own one of the biggest brothels.”

Yasha paused for a moment. “How do you know?”
he asked.

“Herman comes to Warsaw to take back ships full of

women. I know a musician who's on good terms with
his sister. She lives on Nizka Street and runs the whole
business.”

“Really!”

“And what about you? Is it true that you're a rabbi?”

“No, it is not.”

“Everyone’s talking about you. They say you bring
the dead back to life.”

“Only God can do that.”

“First God, thenyou . . .»

“Don’t talk nonsense.”

“I want you to say a prayer for me.”

“Let the Almighty help you.”

“Yashale, I see you and I don’t recognize you. I can’t
believe it’s really you.”

“We grow older.”

“Why did you do it? Why?”

“I could no longer breathe.”

“Well, and is it any easier in there? I think of you. ..
I'think of you day and night.”
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Schmul’s arrival had been in the cvening. Esther, her-
sclf, had announced him. It was a warm summcr night,
The moon was up, the sky filled with stars. One could
hear frogs croaking and now and again the cawing of a
crow. Crickets chirped. The old comrades looked at
each other, each from his side of the window. Yasha's
beard had become almost white and there were gold
fleccks in his eyes. Two disheveled sidelocks trailed
from beneath his skullcap. Schmul's sideburns were also
threaded with gray and his face was sunken. He spoke
mournfully: “I'm disgusted with everything and that's 2
fact. I play here, I play there. Another wedding march,
another good-morning dance. The wedding jesters re-

peat the same old weary jokes. Sometimes right in the
middle of things I feel like running away . . .”

“Where?”

“I don’t know mysclf. Perhaps to Amcrica. Every
day somcbody clse dies. As soon as 1 open my eyes |
ask: ‘Yentel, who died today?’ Her friends bring the
news first thing in the morning. Soon as 1 hear who it
is I get a pain in my heart.”

“Well, and don’t people dic in America?”

“Idon’t know so many peoplc there.”

“Only the body dies. The soul lives on. The body is
like a garment. When a garment becomes soiled or
threadbare, it is cast aside.”

“I don’t want, as they say, to irritatc you, but were
you ever in heaven and did you see the souls?”

“So long as God lives, everything lives. Death can-
not arise from life.”

“But, nevertheless, one’s scared.”

“Without fear, man would be worse than an animal.”

“He’s worse anyway.”

“He could be better. It’s up to him.”

“How? What should we do?”

“Harm no one. Slander no one. Not cven think cvil.”

“And what will that help?”

“If everyone conducted himself this way, even this
world would be paradise.”

“It will ncver happen.”

“Each of us must do what’s in his power.”

“Will the Messiah come then?”

“There is no other way.”

5

Immediately after the Feast of Tabernacles the rains
came. Cold winds blew and the apples, fallen from the
trees, rotted, the leaves withered, the grass turned from
green to yellow. At daybreak birds chirped once and
then remained silent the rest of the day. Yasha the Peni-
tent was troubled by a cold. His nose was clogged and
would not clear. Pains shot across his forehead and into
his temples, his cars. 1le had become hoarse. At nighe
Esther heard him coughing. She could not stay in bed
and went to him, in robe and slippers, to plead that he
foresake his self-imposed prison; but Yasha answered,
“A beast must be kept in a cage.”

“You're killing yourself.”

“Better myself than others.”

Esther went back to bed and Yasha returned to his
pallet. He stayed dressed and bundled himsclf up in his
blanket. He was no longer cold but still sleep would not
come to him. He heard the sound of the rain on the
shingle roof. There was a rustling in the earth as if
moles were digging there ar a carnse had mrned in its
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grave. He, Yasha, had killed both Magda and her mother,
had brought about the imprisonment of Bolek, had
helped Zeftel become what she had. Emilia, he felt, was
likewise no longer among the living. She had often said
that Yasha was her last hope. No doubt she had done
away with herself. And where was Halina now? Le
thought of them every day, every hour. Mentally, he
called to the souls of the dead and begged them to give
him some sign. “Where are you, Magda?” he muttered in
the dark, “What has happened 1o your martyred soul?”
Does she know I long for her and do penance? Or is it

as it is said in Ecclesiastes: “And the dead know noth-
ing.” If that is so, then it has all been in vain, For 2 mo-
ment he imagined he saw a face in the darkness, a figure.
But soon all dissolved into the dark again. God was si-
lont. And so were the angels. So, too, the dead. Even
the demons did not speak. The channels of faith had
clogged up like his nose. He heard the sound of scratch-
ing—it was only a fieldmouse.

The lids of his eyes closed and he dozed. In his dreams
the dead came to him but they revealed nothing, speak-
ing only nonsense, performing insane antics. IHe awoke
with a start. He tried to reconstruct his dreams but as he
did so they misted away. One thing was certain—there
was nothing to remember. His dreams had been per-
verse, inconsistent—the babbling of a child, or the gib-
berish of a madman.

To drive away his evil thoughts Yasha intoned the
Treatise of Benedictions: “From what time in the eve-
ning may the Shema be recited? From the time the
Priests enter the temple to cat of their heave offer-
ing . . ."” As he passed from the firsc paragraph to the
second, he lived through a new fantasy. Emilia was stilt
alive. She had purchased an estate in Lublin and had
a runnel dug from her bedroom directly to his cell. She
came and gave herself to him. Just before daybreak she
hastened back. Yasha trembled. For one moment he had
relaxed and fancies had burrowed through like mice or
hobgoblins. They dwelled in the mind ever ready to de-
file him. But what were they? What was their purpose
in human biology? He quickly went on to the second
paragraph: “From what time in the moming may the
Shema be recited? As soon as one can distinguish between
blue and white. Rabbi Eliezer says ‘between blue and
green.'” Yasha wished to say more but lacked the

strength to continue. He ran his hand over his emaciated
torso, his heavy beard, his coated tongue, his teeth—
most of which had already loosened. Will it be like
this until the end? he wondered. Will I never rese? If so,
let the end come!

He wished to turn on his other side bue feared to dis-
turb the blankets and rags with which he had covered
himself. The frost was all about him, ready to penetrate
to him ac any moment. Once more he felt the desire to
urinate but he did not yield to it. How did so much
urine collect within him? He marshaled his strength and
began to mumble the third paragraph: “The School of
Shammai say, ‘In the evening all should recline when
they recite the Shema, but in the morning they should
stand up, for it is written; and when tho liest down and
when thou risest up . . ."" He fell asleep and dreamed
that he must urinate. He walked into the outhouse but
Emilia was standing there. Despite his embarrassment
she said with a smile, “Do what you have to.”

At daybreak the rain stopped and snow began to fall
—the first snow of the winter. Clouds gathered in the
cast bur, at sunrise, the sky became pink and yellow.
The flame of sunrise caught the edge of a cloud and
blazed in a fiery zigzag. Yasha rose, shook off his noctur-
nal weariness, and the nocrurnal doubts. He had once
read abour snowflakes and now he verified what he had
learned. Each flake that fell on the window sill was hex-
agonal, complete with stems and horns, with designs
and appendages, formed by thac hidden hand which is
everywhere—in the earth and in the clouds, in gold and
in carrion, in the most distant star and in the heart of
man. What can one call this force, if not God? Yasha
asked himsclf. And what difference does it make if it’s
called nature? He reminded himself of the chapter in
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Psalms: “He that planted the car shall not hear? He
that formed the eye shall not sce?” Il had sought a
sign, yet cvery minute, every sccond, within him and
outside, God signaled His presence.

Esther had already risen; he could scc smoke coming
from the chimncy of the main house. She was prepar-
ing food for him. The snow continued to fall but
nevertheless the birds sang longer than usual this day.
From their hiding places these holy creatures who pos-
sessed nothing but a few feathers and an occasional
crumb chirped joyfully.

Well, I've dawdlcd long enough! Yasha said and, re-
moving his jacket and shict, he began to wash himself
with water from the jug. He collected snow from the
window sill and rubbed it over his body. 1lc inhaled
decply, coughing up all his phlegm. The congestion
in his nosc cleared as if by a miracle. Once more he filled
his lungs with the cool, morning air. His throat felt
better and he began to say the morning prayer in a re-
sounding voice. I thank Thee.” “Flow goodly are thy
tenets!” “Oh my God, the soul which Thou gavest
me is purc; Thou didst create it; Thou didse form it;
Thou didst breathe it into me; Thou preservest it within
me; and Thou wilt take it from me, but wile restore it
unto me hereafter.” Then he put on his prayer-shawl
and phylacteries. Praised be God that he, Yasha, was
not confined in a real prison. Here, in his ccll, he could
pray aloud and could study the Torah. Just a few steps
away from him was his devoted wife. Worthy jews, the
grandsons of martyrs and saints, sought his advice and
blessings as if he were a rabbi. Although he had sinned
greatly, God in his pity had not permitted him to perish
in sin. Fatc had decreed that he must do penance. Could
greater benevolence exist? What more could a murderer

expece?> How would an carthly court have judged him?

After “Hear O Isracl,” he offered the Eightcen Bene-
dictions. When he came to the words, “Yea, faithful art
Thou to quicken the dead,” he stopped to meditate. Yes,
a God who could fashion snowflakes, form a man’s
body from semen, control the sun, thc moon, the
comets, the planets, and the constellations, was also ca-
pable of reviving the dead. Only fools would deny this.
God was omnipotent. From generation to gencration
this omnipotence grew increasingly cvident. Things
which once had seemed impossible for God were now
performed by man. All heresy was based on the assump-
cion that man was wisc and God a fool; that man was
good and God evil; that man was a living thing but the
Creator dead. As soon as one left these wicked thoughts
the gates of truth swung open. Yasha swayed, beat his
breast, bowed his head. Opening his eycs, he saw Esther
at the window. Her eyes were smiling. She carried a
saucepan from which rosc a cloud of steam. Since he hard
already said the Eighteen Benedictions, he nodded and
greeted her. Every bitter thought had left him. He was
again filled with love. Esther apparcntly detected this in
his face. Man can judge, after all. He sces cverything
if he chooses to sce.

Lsther brought a letter with his food. The envelope
was wrinkled. It bore Yasha’s name on it, and the namc
of the city. There was neither street nor street number.

He put away his phylacterics and washed his hands.
Esther had brought him rice with hot milk. He ate at
the table, putting aside the letter which he had decided
not to open until after breakfast. This half-hour be-
longed to Esther. She would stand there, watching him
and speaking to him as he ate. It would be the same old
refrain, he feared: his health, the fact that he was killing

himself, ruining her life, but—no—this morning she did
not indulge in her usual complaints.

Instead, she smiled at him matcrnally and told him of
the orders she had reccived, gossiped about the work-
shop and the scamstresses, told of her plan to have the
house painted for Passover. He did not want to cat all
of the rice bue Esther insisted, sworc she would not stir
until he had swallowed the last spoonful. Hc felt strength
rewurning to his body. The milk he was drinking had
come from his own cow, the rice had been grown some-
where in China. Thousands of hands had labored to
bring the food to his mouth. Every grain of rice held
within it the hidden powers of heaven and earth,

After he had finished the ricc and the coffee with
chickory, he tore open the envelope. He glanced quickly
at the signature and his eyes misted. He fclt a mingling
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of joy and sorrow. Emilia had writtes. 10 him. So Emilia
was alive! But he did not begin to read at once, first
offering up his praise to God. Then, wiping his cyes
with a handkerchief, he began: )

My dear Pan Yasha (or should I address you as Rabbi
Jacob?), This morning 1 opened the Courier Poranny
and saw your name—for the first time in more than
three years. It was such a surprise that I could not read
further. My first thought was that you were perform-
ing again—here or abroad—but then, cagcrly. I read
the whole article and my being grew sad and still. 1 rcc'all
that we often discussed religion and you expressed opin-
jons which 1 regarded as deism, a belief in God without
dogma or revelations. After you left us so suddenly in
that unusual fashion, I thought many times that this was
proof of how little help a faith without discipline was to
a person in a spiritual crisis. You went away, leaving no
trace behind you. You sank out of sight, as the saying

goes, like a stone in water. Often I composed letters to
you in my mind. I want to tell you first of all, should this
lecter reach you, that I acceprall of the blame. Only after
you left did I realize how badly I had behaved. I knew
you had a wife. I drove you to this affair, so I am morally
responsible. I have wanted to tell you this time after time,
but I was under the impression that you had gone away
to America, or God knows where.

The story in today's paper, describing how you have
imprisoned yourself in stone, how you have become
a holy man, and how Jewish men and women wait at
your window for your blessing, has made an indelible
impression upon me. I was unable to continue reading
because of my tears. I have often cried over you but
these were tears of joy. Twelve hours have gone by yet
as I sit here and write this letter, I am crying again:
first, because you have shown such great conscience;
sccondly, because you are atoning for my sins. I my-
self seriously considered entering a convent but I had
Halina ro think of. I could not hide from her what had
happened. In her own fashion she loved you too and
admired you exceedingly, and it was a great blow to
her. Night after night, we lay in bed together and wept.
Talina, in fact, became seriously ill and I was forced to
send her to 2 sanitorium in Zokopane, in the Tatry
Mountains. I could not have managed it (you must re-
call my financial situation) if an angel in human form
had not come to our assistance, a friend of my dear de-
parted husband, Professor Marjan Rydzewski. What he
did for us cannot be related in one letter.

Fate chose that just then his wife should pass away
(she’s suffered for years from asthma) and when this
good man suggested I become his wife, I could not re-
fuse. You were no longer there; Halina was in the sani-

torium; I had been left alone in God’s world. But I told
him the whole truth, omitting nothing. He is already an
old man and a pensioner, but quite active; he reads and
writes the whole day long and is extremely good to me
and Halina. That’s as much as I can say here. Halina re-
gained her health in Zokopane and when she returned, I
could scarcely recognize her, she had grown and blos-
somed so. She is already in her eighteenth year and I
earnestly hope that she will have more luck than her
mother. Professor Rydzewski is as kind to her as a real
father could be and indulges all her caprices. This new
generation seems egotistical, without restrictions and

with the conviction that everything the heart desires
must be granted.
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Wcll,vcnough about myself. It isn't casy for me to
write to you. [ cahnot picturc you with a long beard
and sidelocks as the journalist describes you. Perhaps
you are not cven permitted to read my letter? If this is
so, forgive me. All these years I've thought of you, not
a day passes that [ don’t think of you. For some myste-
rious reason I sleep badly and the human brain is such
2 capricious organ. In my fantasics I always pictured
you in America in a huge theater or circus, surrounded
by luxury and beautiful women. But reality is full of
surprises. I do not dare to tell you whae is right or
wrong, but it does scem to me that you have inflicted
too severe a punishment upon yoursclf. Despite your
strength you are a delicate person and you must not en-
danger your health. The fact is you've committed no
crime. You always showed a good and gentle nature.
The short time that I knew you was the happiest period
of my life.

This letter is already too long. They speak of you once
more in Warsaw, but this time only with admiration.

Your eternally devoted,
ilia




