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The Seance

I

IT was during the summer of 1946, in the living room of[%ﬂgw
on Central Park West. A single red bulb burned behind a shade adorne
with one of Mrs. Kopitzky’s automatic drawings—circles with eyes, flow-
ers with mouths, goblets with fingers. The walls were all hung with Lotte
Kopitzky’s paintings, which she did in a state of trance and at the direc-
tion of her control—Bhaghavar Krishna, a Hindu sage supposed to have
lived in the fourth century. It was he, Bhaghavar Krishna, who had
painted the peacock with the golden tail, in the middle of which ap-
peared the image of Buddha; the otherworldly trees hung with elflocks
and fantastic fruits; the young women of the planet Venus with their
branch-like arms and their ears from which stretched silver nets—
organs of telepathy. Over the pictures, the old furniture, the shelves with
books, there hovered reddish shadows. The windows were covered with
heavy drapes.

At the round table on which lay a Ouija board, a trumpet, and a
withered rose, sat\Dr. Zorach Kalishcr} small, broad-shouldered, bald in

, front and with sparse tufts of hair in the back, half yellow, half gray.

From behind his yellow bushy brows peered a pair of small, piercing
eyes. Dr. Kalisher had almost no neck—his head sat directly on his
broad shoulders, making him look{]ike a primitive African statue? His
nose was crooked, flat at the top, the tip split in two. On his chin
sprouted a tiny growth. It was hard to tell whether this was a remnant of
a beard or just a hairy wart. The face was wrinkled, badly shaven, and
grimy. He wore a black corduroy jacket, a white shirt covered with ash
and coffee stains, and a crooked bow tie.

When conversing with Mrs. Kopitzky, he spoke/an odd mixture of
Yiddish and German.What’s keeping our friend Bhaghavar Krishna?
Did he lose his way in the spheres of Heaven?”

Translated by Roger H. Klein and Cecil Hemley
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“Dr. Kalisher, don’t rush me,” Mrs. Kopitzky answered. “We cannot
give them orders . . . They have their motives and their moods. Have a
little patience.” ] N

“Well, if one must, one must.” her 42e = *"‘3;‘ AL

Dr. Kalisher drummed his fingers on the table. From each finger
sprouted a little red beard. Mrs. Kopitzky leaned her head on the back of
the upholstered chair and prepared to fall into a trance( Against the dark
glow of the red bulb, one could discern her freshly dyed hair, black
without luster, waved into tiny ringlets; her rouged face, the broad nose,
high cheekbones, and eyes spread far apart and heavily lined with mas-

cara. Dr. Kalisher often joked that she looked like a painted bulldog.)

Her husband, Leon Kopitzky, a dentist, had died eighteen years before,
leaving no children. The widow supported herself on an annuity from
an insurance company. In 1929 she had lost her fortune in the Wall
Street crash, but had recently begun to buy securities again on the advice
of her Ouija board, planchette, and crystal ball. Mrs. Kopitzky even
asked Bhaghavar Krishna for tips on the races. In a few cases, he had
divulged in dreams the names of winning horses>

Dr. Kalisher bowed his head and covered his eyes with his hands,
muttering to himself as solitary people often do. “Well, I've played the
fool enough. This is the last night. Even from kreplech one has enough.”

“Did you say something, Doctor?”

“What? Nothing.” :

“When you rush me, I can’t fall into the trance.”

“Trance-shmance,” Dr. Kalisher grumbled to himself. “The ghost is
late, that’s all. Who does she think she’s fooling? Just crazy—
meshugga.”

Aloud, he said: “I'm not rushing you, I've plenty of time. If what
the Americans say about time is right, I'm a second Rockefeller.”

As Mrs. Kopitzky opened her mouth to answer, her double chin,
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with all its warts, trembled, revealing a set of huge false teeth. Suddenly ~.%/:

she threw back her head and sighed. She closed her eyes, and snorted

rexi

once. Dr. Kalisher gaped at her questioningly, sadly. He had not yet ™

heard the sound of the outside door opening, but Mrs. Kopitzky, who
probably had the acute hearing of an animal, might have. Dr. Kalisher
began to rub his temples and his nose, and then clutched at his tiny
beard.

There was a time when he had tried to understand all things through
his reason, but that period of rationalism had long passed. Since then, he
had constructed an_anti-rationalistic philosophy, a kind of extreme
hedonism_which saw in eroticism the Ding an sich, and in reason the
very lowest stage of being, the entropy which led to absolute death. His
position had been a curious compound of Hartmann’s idea of the Un-
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conscious with the Cabala of Rabbi Isaac Luria, according to which all
things, from the smallest grain of sand to the very Godhead itself, are
Copulation and Union. It was because of this system that Dr. Kalisher
had come from Paris to New York in 1939, leaving behind in Poland his
father, a rabbi, a wife who refused to divorce him, and a lover, Nella,
with whom he had lived for years in Berlin and later in Paris. It so
happened that when Dr. Kalisher left for America, Nella went to visit
her parents in Warsaw. He had planned to bring her over to the United
States as soon as he found a translator, a publisher, and a chair at one of
the American universities.

In those days Dr. Kalisher had still been hopeful. He had been
offered a cathedra in the Hebrew University in Jerusalem; a publisher in
Palestine was about to issue one of his books; his essays had been
printed in Zurich and Paris. But with the outbreak of the Second World
War, his life began to deteriorate. His literary agent suddenly died, his
translator was inept and, to make matters worse, absconded with a good
part of the manuscript, of which there was no copy. In the Yiddish
press, for some strange reason, the reviewers turned hostile and hinted
that he was a charlatan. The Jewish organizations which arranged lec-
tures for him cancelled his tour. According to his own philosophy, he

sions of universal eroticism: Hitler, Stalin, the Nazis who sang the Horst
Wessel song and made the Jews wear yellow armbands, were actually
searching for new forms and variations of sexual salvation. But Dr.
Kalisher began to doubt his own system and fell into despair. He had to
leave his hotel and move into a cheap furnished room. He wandered
about in shabby clothes, sat all day in cafeterias, drank endless cups of
coffee, smoked bad cigars, and barely managed to survive on the few
dollars that a relief organization gave him each month. The refugees
whom he met spread all sorts of rumors about visas for those left behind
in Europe, packages of food and medicines that could be sent them
through various agencies, ways of bringing over relatives from Poland
through Honduras, Cuba, Brazil. But he, Zorach Kalisher, could save no
one from the Nazis. He had received only a single letter from Nella.

Only in New York had Dr. Kalisher realized how attached he was to
his mistress. Without her, he became impotent.

11

Everything was exactly as it had been yesterday and the day before.
Bhaghavar Krishna began to speak in English with his foreign voice that
was half male and half femalef duplicating Mrs. Kopitzky’s errors in
pronunciation and grammar)Lotte Kopitzky came from a village in the
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Carpathian Mountains. Dr. Kalisher could never discover her nationality
—Hungarian, Rumanian, Galician? She knew no Polish or German, and
little English; even her Yiddish had been corrupted through her long
years in America. Actually she had been left languageless and Bhagha-
var Krishna spoke her various jargons. At first Dr. Kalisher had asked
Bhaghavar Krishna the details of his earthly existence but had been told
by Bhaghavar Krishna that he had forgotten everything in the heavenly
mansions in which he dwelt. All he could recall was that he had lived in
the suburbs of Madras. Bhaghavar Krishna did not even know that in
that part of India Tamil was spoken. When Dr. Kalisher tried to con-
verse with him about Sanskrit, the Mahabharata, the Ramayana, the”
Sakuntala, Bhaghavar Krishna replied that he was no longer interested
in terrestrial literature. Bhaghavar Krishna knew nothing but a few
theosophic and spiritualistic brochures and magazines which Mrs.
Kopitzky subscribed to.

For Dr. Kalisher it was all one big joke; but if one lived in a bug-

ridden room and had a stomach spoiled by cafeteria food, if one was in

one’s sixties and completely without family, one became tolerant of all );"" "

kinds of crackpots. He had been introduced to Mrs. Kopitzky in 1942, i
took part in scores of her séances, read her automatic writings, admired
her automatic paintings, listened to her automatic symphonies. A few
times he had borrowed money from her which he had been unable to
return. He ate at her house—vegetarian suppers, since Mrs. Kopitzky
touched neither meat, fish, milk, nor eggs, but only fruit and vegetables
which mother earth produces. She specialized in preparing salads with
nuts, almonds, pomegranates, avocados.

In the begirning, Lotte Kopitzky had wanted to draw _him into a

romance. The spirits were all of the opinion that Lotte Kopitzky and

Zorach Kalisher derived from the same spiritual origin: The Great
White Lodge. Even Bhaghavar Krishna had a taste for matchmaking.
Lotte Kopitzky constantly conveyed to Dr. Kalisher regards from the
Masters, who had connections with Tibet, Atlantis, the Heavenly Hier-
archy, the Shambala, the Fourth Kingdom of Nature and the Council of

Sanat Kumara. In Heaven as on the earth, in the early forties, all kinds "

of crises were brewing. The Powers having realigned themselves, the
members of the Ashrams were preparing a war on Cosmic Evil. The
Hierarchy sent out projectors to light up the planet Earth, and to find
esoteric men and women to serve special purposes. Mrs. Kopitzky as-
sured Dr. Kalisher that he was ordained to play a huge part in the
Universal Rebirth. But he had neglected his mission, disappointed the
Masters. He had promised to telephone, but didn’t. He spent months in
Philadelphia without dropping her a postcard. He returned without in-
forming her. Mrs. Kopitzky ran into him in an automat on Sixth Avenue
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and found him in a torn coat, a dirty shirt, and shoes worn so thin they
no longer had heels. He had not even applied for United States citizen-
ship, though refugees were entitled to citizenship without going abroad to
get a visa.

Now, in 1946, everything that Lotte Kopitzky had prophesied had
_come true. All had passed over to the other side—his father, his broth-
ers, his sisters, Nella. Bhaghavar Krishna brought messages from them.
The Masters still remembered Dr. Kalisher, and still had plans for him
in connection with the Centennial Conference of the Hierarchy. Even
the fact that his family had perished in Treblinka, Maidanek, Stutthof
was closely connected with the Powers of Light, the Development of
Karma, the New Cycle after Lemuria, and with the aim of leading
humanity to a new ascent in Love and a new Aquatic Epoch.

During the last few weeks, Mrs. Kopitzky had become dissatisfied
with summoning Nella’s spirit in the usual way. Dr. Kalisher was given
the rare opportunity of coming into contact with Nella’s materialized

_form. It happened in this way: Bhaghavar Krishna would give a sign to

Dr. Kalisher that he should walk down the dark corridor to Mrs. Kopit-
zky’s bedroom. There in the darkness, near Mrs. Kopitzky’s bureau, an
apparition hovered which was supposed to be Nella. She murmured to
Dr. Kalisher in Polish, spoke caressing words into his ear, brought him
messages from friends and relatives. Bhaghavar Krishna had admon-
ished Dr. Kalisher time and again not to try to touch the phantom,
because contact could cause severe injury to both, to him and Mirs.
Kopitzky. The few times that he sought to approach her, she deftly
eluded him. But confused though Dr. Kalisher was by these episodes, he
was aware that they were contrived. This was not Nella, neither her
voice nor her manner. The messages he received proved nothing. He had
mentioned all these names to Mrs. Kopitzky and had been questioned by
her. But Dr. Kalisher remained curious: Who was the apparition? Why
did she act the part? Probably for money. But the fact that Lotte Kopit-
zky was capable of hiring a ghost proved that she was not only a self-
deceiver but a swindler of others as well. Every time Dr. Kalisher
walked down the dark corridor, he murmured, “Crazy, meshugga, a
ridiculous woman.”

Tonight Dr. Kalisher could hardly wait for Bhaghavar Krishna's
signal. He was tired of these absurdities. For years he had suffered from
a prostate condition and now_had to urinate every half hour. A Warsaw
doctor who was not allowed to practice in America, but did so clan-
destinely nonetheless, had warned Dr. Kalisher not to postpone an oper-
ation, because complications might arise. But Kalisher had neither the
money for the hospital nor the will to go there. He sought to cure
himself with baths, hot-water bottles, and with pills he had brought with
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him from France. He even tried to massage his prostate gland himself.
As a rule, he went to the bathroom the moment he arrived at Mrs.
Kopitzky’s, but this evening he had neglected to do so. He felt a pressure
on his bladder. The raw vegetables which Mrs. Kopitzky had given him
to eat made his intestines twist. “Well, I'm too old for such pleasures,”
he murmured. As Bhaghavar Krishna spoke, Dr. Kalisher could scarcely
listen. “What is she babblmg, the idiot? She’s not even a decent ven-
triloquist.”

The instant Bhaghavar Krishna gave his usual sign, Dr. Kalisher got
up. His legs had been troubling him greatly but had never been as shaky
as tonight. “Well, I'll go to the bathroom first,” he decided. To reach the
bathroom in the dark was not easy. Dr. Kalisher walked hesitantly, his
hands outstretched, trying to feel his way. When he had reached the
bathroom and opened the door, someone inside - pulled the knob back. It
is she, the girl, Dr. Kalisher realized. So shaken was he that he forgot
why he was there. “She most probably came here to undress.” He was
embarrassed both for himself and for Mrs. Kopitzky. “What does she
need it for, for whom is she playing this comedy?” His eyes had become
accustomed to the dark. He had seen the girl’s silhouette. The bathroom
had a window giving on to the street, and the shimmer of the street lamp
had fallen on to it. She was small, broadish, with a high bosom. She
appeared to have been in her underwear. Dr. Kalisher stood there
hypnotized. He wanted to cry out, “Enough, it’s all so obvious,” but his
tongue was numb. His heart pounded and he could hear his own
breathing.

After a while he began to retrace his steps, but he was dazed with
blindness. He bumped into a clothes tree and hit a wall, striking his
head. He stepped backwards. Something fell and broke. Perhaps one of
Mrs. Kopitzky’s otherworldly sculptures! At that moment the telephone
began to ring, the sound unusually loud and menacing. Dr. Kalisher
shivered. He suddenly felt a warmth in his underwear. He had wet
himself like a child.

v -

“Well, I've reached the bottom,” Dr. Kalisher muttered to himself. “I'm
ready for the junkyard.” He walked toward the bedroom. Not only his
underwear, his pants also had become wet. He expected Mrs. Kopitzky
to answer the telephone; it happened more than once that she awakened
from her trance to discuss stocks, bonds, and dividends. But the tele-
phone kept on ringing. Only now he realized what he had done—he had
closed the living-room door, shutting out the red glow which helped him
find his way. “I'm going hpmc," he resolved. He turned toward the
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street door but found he had lost all sense of direction in that labyrinth of
an apartment. He touched a knob and turned it. He heard a muffled
scream. He had wandered into the bathroom again. There seemed to be
no hook or chain inside. Again he saw the woman in a corset, but this
time with her face half in the light. In that split second he knew she was
middle-aged.

“Forgive, please.” And he moved back.

The telephone stopped ringing, then began anew. Suddenly Dr. Kal-
isher glimpsed a shaft of red light and heard Mrs. Kopitzky walking
toward the telephone. He stopped and said, half statement, half question:
“Mrs. Kopitzky!”

Mrs. Kopitzky started. “Already finished?”

“I'm not well, I must go home.”

“Not well? Where do you want to go? What’s the matter? Your
heart?”

“Everything.”

“Wait a second.”

Mrs. Kopitzky, having approached him, took his arm and led him
back to the living room. The telephone continued to ring and then finally
fell silent. “Did you get a pressure in your heart, huh?” Mrs. Kopitzky
asked. “Lie down on the sofa, I'll get a doctor.”

“No, no, not necessary.”

“I’ll massage you.”

“My bladder is not in order, my prostate gland.”

“What? I'll put on the light.”

He wanted to ask her not to do so, but she had already turned on a
number of lamps. The light glared in his eyes. She stood looking at him
and at his wet pants. Her head shook from side to side. Then she said,
*“This is what comes from living alone.”

“Really, I'm ashamed of myself.”

“What’s the shame? We all get older. Nobody gets younger. Were
you in the bathroom?”

Dr. Kalisher didn’t answer.

“Wait a moment, I still have his clothes. I had a premonition I
would need them someday.”

Mrs. Kopitzky left the room. Dr. Kalisher sat down on the edge of a
chair, placing his handkerchief beneath him. He sat there stiff, wet,
childishly guilty and helpless, and yet with that inner quiet that comes

from illness. For years he had been afraid of doctors, hospitals, and
especially nurses, who deny their feminine shyness and treat grownup
men like babies. Now he was prepared for the last degradations of the
body. “Well, I'm finished, kaput.” He made a swift summation of his
existence. “Philosophy? what philosophy? Eroticism? whose eroticism?”’
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He had played with phrases for years, had come to no conclusions.
What had happened to him, in him, all that had taken place in Poland,
in Russia, on the planets, on the faraway galaxies, could not be reduced
either to Schopenhauer’s blind will or to his, Kalisher’s, eroticism. It was
explained neither by Spinoza’s substance, Leibnitz’s monads, Hegel’s
dialectic, or Heckel’s monism. “They all just juggle words like Mrs.
Kopitzky. It’s better that I didn’t publish all that scribbling of mine.
What's the good of all these preposterous hypotheses? They don’t he!p
at all . . .” He looked up at Mrs. Kopitzky’s pictures on the wall, and in
the blazing light they resembled the smearings of school children. From
the street came the honking of cars, the screams of boys(he thundering
echo of the subway as a train passed)l’he door opened and Mrs. Kopit-
zky entered with a bundle of clothes: a jacket, pants, and shirt, and
underwear. The clothes smelled of mothballs and dust. She said to him,
“Have you been in the bedroom?”

“What? No.”

“Nella didn’t materialize?”

“No, she didn’t materialize.”

“Well, change your clothes. Don’t let me embarrass you.”

She put the bundle on the sofa and bent over Dr. Kalisher with the
devotion of a relative. She said, “You’ll stay here. Tomorrow I'll send
for your things.”

“No, that’s senseless.” )

“I knew that this would happen the moment we were introduced on
Second Avenue.” '

“How so? Well, it’s all the same.”

“They tell me things in advance. I look at someone, and I know
what will happen to him.”

“So? When am I going to go?”

“You still have to live many years. You’re needed here. You have to
finish your work.”

“My work has the same value as your ghosts.” ..

“There are ghosts, there are! Don’t be so cynical. They watch over
us from above, they lead us by the hand, they measure our steps. We are
much more important to the Cyclic Revival of the Universe than you
imagine.”

He wanted to ask her: “Why then, did you have to hire a woman to
deceive me?” but he remained silent. Mrs. Kopitzky went out again. D.r.
Kalisher took off his pants and underwear and dried himself with his

handkerchief. For a while he stood with his upper part fully dfessed and
his pants off like some mad jester. Then he stepped into a pair of l(?ose
drawers that were as cool as shrouds. He pulled on a pair of striped
pants that were too wide and too long for him. He had to draw the pants
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up until the hem reached his knees. He gasped and snorted, had to stop
every few seconds to rest. Suddenly he remembered! This was exactly
how as a boy he had dressed himself in his father’s clothes when his

father napped after the Sabbath pudding: the old man’s white trousers,
his satin robe, his fringed garment, his fur hat. Now his father had
become a pile of ashes somewhere in Poland, and he, Zorach, put on the
musty clothes of a dentist. He walked to the mirror and looked at
himself, even stuck out his tongue like a child. Then he lay down on the
sofa. The telephone rang again, and Mrs. Kopitzky apparently answered
it, because this time the ringing stopped immediately. Dr. Kalisher
closed his eyes and lay quietly. He had nothing to hope for. There was
not even anything to think about.

/ He dozed off and found himself in the cafeteria on Forty-second Street,

near the Public Library. He was breaking off pieces of an egg cookie. A
refugee was telling him how to save relatives in Poland by dressing them
up in Nazi uniforms. Later they would be led by ship to the North Pole,
the South Pole, and across the Pacific. Agents were prepared to take
charge of them in Tierra del Fuego, in Honolulu and Yokohama . . .
How strange, but that smuggling had something to do with his, Zorach
Kalisher’s, philosophic system, not with his former version but with a
new one, which blended eroticism with memory. While he was combin-
ing all these images, he asked himself in astonishment: “What kind of
relationship can there be between sex, memory, and the redemption of
the ego? And how will it work in infinite time? It’s nothing but casuistry,
casuistry. I’s a way of explaining my own impotence. And how can I
bring over Nella when she has already perished? Unless death itself is
nothing but a sexual amnesia.’%c awoke and saw Mrs. Kopitzky bend-
ing over him with a pillow which she was about to put behind his
head.

“How do you feel?”

“Has Nella left?” he asked, amazed at his own words. He must still
be half asleep.

Mrs. Kopitzky winced. Her double chin shook and trembled. Her

' dark eyes were filled with motherly reproach.

“You’re laughing, huh? There is no death, there isn’t any. We live
forever, and we love forever. This is the pure truth.”
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busy. I am writing a novel, a story, an article. I have to lecture today or

The Cafeteria

I

EVEN though I have reached the point where a great part of my earnings
is given away in taxes, I still have the habit of eating in cafeterias when I
am by myself. I like to take a tray with a tin knife, fork, spoon, and
paper napkin and to choose at the counter the food I enjoy. Besides, I
meet there the landsleit from Poland, as well as all kinds of literary
beginners and readers who know Yiddish. The moment I sit down at a/
table, they come over. “Hello, 1 they greet me, and we talk about
Yiddish literature, the Holocaust, the state of Israel, and often about ﬁxuw
acquaintances who were eating rice pudding or stewed prunes the last ¢
time I was here and are already in their graves. Since I seldom read a
paper, I learn this news only later. Each time, I am startled, but at my dear
age one has to be ready for such tidings. The food sticks in the throat; we
look at one another in confusion, and our eyes ask mutely, Whose turn is
next? Soon we begin to chew again. I am often reminded of a scene in a
film about Africa. A lion attacks a herd of zebras and kills one. The
frightened zebras run for a while and then they stop and start to graze
again. Do they have a choice?
I cannot spend too long with these Yiddishists, |because I am always

tomorrow; my datebook is crowded with all kinds of appointments for
weeks and months in advance. It can happen that an hour after I leave
the cafeteria I am on a train to Chicago or flying to California/ But
meanwhile we converse in the mother language and I hear of intrigues
and pettiness about which, from a moral point of view, it would be
better not to be informed. Everyone tries in his own way with all his
means to grab as many honors and as much money and prestige as he

Translated by the author and Dorothea Straus
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can. None of us learns from all these deaths. Old age does not cleanse
us. We don’t repent at the gate of hell.

I have been moving around in this neighborhood for over thirty
years—as long as I lived in Poland. I know each block, each house.
There has been little building here on uptown Broadway in the last
decades, and I have the illusion of having put down roots here. I have
spoken in most of the synagogues. They know me in some of the stores
and in the vegetarian restaurants. Women with whom I have had affairs
live on the side streets. Even the pigeons know me; the moment I come
out with a bag of feed, they begin to fly toward me from blocks away. It
is an area that stretches from Ninety-sixth Street to Seventy-second
Street and from Central Park to Riverside Drive. Almost every day on |
my walk after lunch, I pass the funeral parlor that waits for us and all

<< our ambitions and illusions. Sometimes I imagine that the funeral parlor

is also a kind of cafeteria where one gets a quick eulogy or Kaddish on
_the way to eternity. sk

The cafeteria people I meet are mostly men: old bachelors like my-
self, would-be writers, retired teachers, some with dubious doctorate
titles, a rabbi without a congregation, a painter of Jewish themes, a few
translators—all immigrants from Poland or Russia. I seldom know their
names. One of them disappears and I think he is already in the next
world; suddenly he reappears and he tells me that he has tried to settle
in Tel Aviv or Los Angeles. Again he eats his rice pudding, sweetens his
coffee with saccharin. He has a few more wrinkles, but he tells the same
stories and makes the same gestures. It may happen that he takes a paper
from his pocket and reads me a poem he has written.

It was in the fifties that a woman appeared in the group who looked
‘younger than the rest of us. She must have been in her early thirties; she

was short, slim, wilhp_girlish face, brown hair that she wore in a bun, a
short nose, and dimples in her cheeks. Her eyes were hazel—actually, of
an indefinite color. She dressed in a modest European way. She spoke
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understand why she couldn’t find a better job than sorting buttons in
New Jersey. But I didn’t ask too many questions. She told me that sl‘u:
had read my writing while still in Poland, and later.in the camps in
Germany after the war. She said to me, “You are my writer.”

The moment she uttered those words I imagined I was in love with
her. We were sitting alone (the other man at our table had gone to make
a telephone call), and I said, “For such words I must kiss you.”

_ “Well, what are you waiting for?” Jomonic
| She gave me both a kiss and a bite.
' 1said, “You are a ball of fire.”

“Yes, fire from Gehenna.” fierelly inmmoloili zed 1n Tl fagt-

A few days later, she invited me to her home. She lived on a street
between Broadway and Riverside Drive with her father, who had no legs
and sat in a wheelchair. His legs had been frozen in Siberia. He had tried
to ru;away from one of Stalin’s slave camps in the winter of 1944. He
looked like a strong man, had a head of thick white hair, a ruddy face,
and eyes full of energy. He spoke in a swaggering fashion, with boyish
boastfulness and a cheerful laugh. In an hour, he told me his story. He
was born in White Russia but he had lived long years in Warsaw, Lodz,
and Vilna. In the beginning of the thirties, he became a Communist and
soon afterward a functionary in the Party. In 1939 he escaped to Russi.a
with his daughter. His wife and the other children remained in Na‘zn-
occupied Warsaw. In Russia, somebody denounced him as a Trotskyite
and he was sent to mine gold in the north. The G.P.U. sent people there
to die. Even the strongest could not survive the cold and hunger for more
than a year. They were exiled without a sentence. They died togcfhfar:
Zionists, Bundists, members of the Polish Socialist Party, Ukrainian
Nationalists, and just refugees, all caught because of the labor shortage.
They often died of scurvy or beriberi. Esther’s father,

spoke about this as if it were a big joke. He called the Stalinists outcasts,
bandits, sycophants. He assured me that had it not been for the United
States Hitler would have overrun all of Russia. He told how prisoners
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tricked the guards to get an extra piece of bread or a double portion of
watery soup, and what methods were used in picking lice.

Esther called out, “Father, enough!”

“What's the matter—am I lying?” »

“One can have enough even of kreplagch.”

“Daughter, you did it yourself.”

When Esther went to the kitchen to make tea, I learned from her
father that she had had a husband in Russia—a Polish Jew who had
volunteered in the Red Army and perished in the war. Here in New
York she was courted by a refugee, a former smuggler in Germany who

Polish, Russian, and an idiomatic Yiddish. She always carried Yiddish
newspapers and magazines. She had been in a prison camp in Russia
and had spent some time in the camps in Germany before she obtained a _
2 {,.\,Q‘, visa for the United States. The men all hovered around her. They didn’t
v let her pay the check. They gallantly brought her coffee and cheese cake.
They listened to her talk and jokes. She had returned from the devasta-
tion still gay. She was introduced to me. Her name was Esther.]I didn't
know if she was unmarried, a widow, a divorcée. She told me she was
working in a factory, where she sorted buttons. This fresh young woman
did not fit into the group of elderly has-beens. It was also hard to
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had opened a bookbinding factory and become rich. “Persuade her to
marry him,” Boris Merkin said to me. “It would be good for me, too.”
“Maybe she doesn’t love him.”
“There is no such thing as love. Give me a cigarette. In the camp,
people climbed on one another like worms.”

I1

I'had invited Esther to supper, but she called to say she had the grippe
and must remain in bed. Then in a few days’ time a situation arose that
made me leave for Israel. On the way back, I stopped over in London
and Paris. I wanted to write to Esther, but I had lost her address. When
I returned to New York, I tried to call her, but there was no telephone
listing for Boris Merkin or Esther Merkin—father and daughter must
have been boarders in somebody else’s apartment. Weeks passed and
she did not show up in the cafeteria. I asked the group about her;
nobody knew where she was. “She has most probably married that
bookbinder,” I said to myself. One evening, I wen ia_wi

the premonition that I would find Esther there. I saw a black wall and
boarded windows—the cafeteria had burned. The old bachelors were no
doubt meeting in another cafeteria, or an Automat. But where? To
search is not in my nature. I had plenty of complications without Esther.

The summer passed; it was winter. Late one day, I walked by the
cafeteria and again saw lights, a counter, guests. The owners had rebuilt.
I entered, took a check, and saw Esther sitting alone at a table reading a
Yiddish newspaper. She did not notice me, and I observed her for a
while. She wore a man’s fur fez and a jacket trimmed with a faded fur
collar. She looked pale, as though recuperating from a sickness. Could
that grippe have been the start of a serious illness? I went over to her
table and asked, “What's new in buttons?”

She started and smiled. Then she called out, “Miracles do happen!”

“Where have you been?” :

“Where did you disappear to?” she replied. “I thought you were still
abroad.”

“Where are our cafeterianiks?” :

“They now go to the cafeteria on Fifty-seventh Street and Eighth
Avenue. They only reopened this place yesterday.”

“May I bring you a cup of coffee?”

“I drink too much coffee. All right.”

I went to get her coffee and a large egg cookie. While I stood at the
counter, I turned my head and looked at her. Esther had taken off her
mannish fur hat and smoothed her hair. She folded the newspaper,
which meant that she was ready to talk. She got up and tilted the other
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chair against the table as a sign that the seat was taken. When I sat

down, Esther said, “You left without saying goodbye, and there I was Sz: ’ \\\

about to knock at the pearly gates of heaven.”

“What happened?” ‘ e i
“Oh, the grippe became pneumonia. They gave me penicillin, an
am one of those who cannot take it. I got a rash all over my body. My

father, too, is not well.” 2
“What'’s the matter with your father?” :

*“High blood pressure. He had a kind of stroke and his mouth be-
came all crooked.” '

“Oh, I'm sorry. Do you still work with buttons?”

“Yes, with buttons. At least I don’t have to use my head, only my
hands. I can think my own thoughts.”

“What do you think about?” ‘

“What not. The other workers are all Puerto Ricans. They rattle
away in Spanish from morning to night.”

“Who takes care of your father?”

“Who? Nobody. I come home in the evening to make supper. He hafs
one desire—to marry me off for my own good and, perhaps, for his
comfort, but I can’t marry a man I don’t love.” :

“What is love?”

“You ask me! You write novels about it. But you're a man—I
assume you really don’t know what it is. A woman is a pietce of mer-
chandise to you. To me a man who talks nonsense or smiles like an idiot
is repulsive. I would rather die than live with him. And a man who goes
from one woman to another is not for me. I don’t want to share with
anybody.” S

“I’'m afraid a time is coming when everybody will.

“That is not for me.”

“What kind of person was your husband?”

“How did you know I had a husband? My fa(hf:r, I suppose. The
minute I leave the room, he prattles. My husband believed in things and
was ready to die for them. He was not exactly my _type but I respected
him and loved him, too. He wanted to die and he died like a hero. What
else can I say?” -

“And the others?”

“There were no others. Men were after me. The way people behaved
in the war—you will never know. They lost all shame. On the buqks
near me one time, a mother lay with one man and her daug.hter WIl!’l ;
another. People were like beasts—worse than beasts. In thc.: middle of it
all, I dreamed about love. Now I have even stopped dreaming. The men
who come here are terrible bores. Most of them are h_alf m?'d, too. One
of them tried to read me a forty-page poem. I almost fainted.

\ .
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“I wouldn't read you anything I'd written.”

“I’'ve been told how you behave—no!”

“No is no. Drink your coffee.”

“You don’t even try to persuade me. Most men around here plague
you and you can’t get rid of them. In Russia people suffered, but I have
never met as many maniacs there as in New York City. The building
where 1 live is a madhouse. My neighbors are lunatics. They accuse each
other of all kinds of things. They sing, cry, break dishes. One of them
jumped out of the window and killed herself. She was having an affair
with a boy twenty years younger. In Russia the problem was to escape
the lice; hf:_;g lgy’re surerunded by insanity.”

We drank coffee and shared the egg cookie. Esther put down her
cup. “I can’t believe that I'm sitting with you at this table. I read all your
articles under all your pen names. You tell so much about yourself I
have the feeling I've known you for years. Still, you are a riddle to
me.”

“Men and women can never understand one another.”

“No—I cannot understand my own father. Sometimes he is a com-
plete stranger to me. He won't live long.”

“Is he so sick?”

“It’s everything together. He's lost the will to live. Why live without
legs, without friends, without a family? They have all perished. He sits
and reads the newspapers all day long. He acts as though he were inter-
ested in what’s going on in the world. His ideals are gone, but he still

never put my hopes in any movement or party. How can we hope when
everything ends in death?”
“Hope in itself is a proof that there is no death.”

“Yes, I know you often write about this. For_me, death is the only
comfort. What do the dead do? They continue to drink cofiee and eat

egg cookies? They still read newspapers? A life after death would be
'\g_gming_bm.a.jnke."

I1I

Some of the cafeterianiks came back to the rebuilt cafeteria. New people
appeared—all of them Europeans. They launched into long discussions

/in Yiddish, Polish, Russian, even Hebrew. Some of those who came
' from Hungary mixed German, Hungarian, Yiddish-German—then all of

a sudden they began to speak plain Galician Yiddish. They asked to
have their coffee in glasses, and held lumps of sugar between their teeth
when they drank. Many of them were my readers. They introduced
themselves and reproached me for all kinds of literary errors: I contra-

tion help him?ﬁ myself

a) “' ek Jew
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dicted myself, went too far in descriptions of sex, described Jews in such
a way that anti-Semites could use it for propaganda.They told me their
experiences in the ghettos, in the Nazi concentration camps, in Russia.
They pointed out one another. “Do you see that fellow—in Russia he
immediately became a Stalinist. He denounced his own friends. Here in
America he has switched to anti-Bolshevism.” The one who was spoken
about seemed to sense that he was being maligned, because the moment
my informant left he took his cup of coffec and his rice pudding, sat
down at my table, and said, “Don’t believe a word of what you are told.
They invent all kinds of lies. What could you do in a country where the
rope was always around your neck? You had to adjust yourself if you
wanted to live and not die somewhere in Kazakhstan. To get a bowl of
soup or a place to stay you had to sell your soul.”

There was a table with a group of refugees who ignored me. They
were not interested in literature and journalism but strictly in business.
In Germany they had been smugglers. They scemed to be doing shady
business here, too; they whispered to one another and winked, counted
their money, wrote long lists of numbers. Somebody pointed out one of
them. “He had a store in Auschwitz.”

“What do you mean, a store?”

“God help us. He kept his merchandise in the straw where he slept
—a rotten potato, sometimes a piece of soap, a tin spoon, a little fat.
Still, he did business. Later, in Germany, he became such a big smuggler
they once took forty thousand dollars away from him.”

going to the cafeteria on Forty-second Street; another had heard that she
was married. I learned that some of the cafeterianiks had died. They
were beginning to settle down in the United States, had remarried,
opened businesses, workshops, even had children again. Then came can-
cer or a heart attack. The result of the Hitler and Stalin years, it was

said.

" One day, I entered the cafeteria and saw Esther. She was sitting

alone at a table. It was the same Esther. She was even wearing the same
fur hat, but a strand of gray hair fell over her forehead. How strange—
the fur hat, too, seemed to have grayed. The other cafeterianiks did
not appear to be interested in her any more, or they did not know her.
Her face told of the time that had passed. There were shadows under her
eyes. Her gaze was no longer so clear._ Around her mouth was an ex-
pression that could be called bitterness, disenchantment. I greeted her.

She smiled, but her smile immediately faded away. I asked, “What

happened to you?”

\

metimes months passed between my visits to the cafeteria. A xcai’w.w,;/
or two had gone by (perhaps three or four; I lost count), and Esther did X

not show up. I asked about her a few times. Someone said that she was e

)
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“Oh, I'm still alive.”

“May I sit down?”

“Please—certainly.”

“May I bring you a cup of coffee?”

“No. Well, if you insist.”

I noticed that she was smoking, and also that she was reading not
the newspaper to which I contribute but a competition paper. She had
gone over to the enemy. I brought her coffee and for myself stewed

prunes—a remedy for constipation. I sat down. “Where were you all
this time? I have asked for you.”

“Really? Thank you.”
“What happened?”
“Nothing good.” She looked at me. I knew that she saw in me what
I saw in her: the slow wilting of the flesh. She said, “You have no hair
but you are white.”
For a while we were silent. Then I said, “Your father—" and as I
said it I knew that her father was not alive.
Esther said, “He has been dead for almost a year.”
“Do you still sort buttons?”
“No, I became an operator in a dress shop.”
“What happened to you personally, may I ask?”
“Oh nothing—absolutely nothing. You will not believe it, but T was
sitting here thinking about you. I have fallen into some kind of trap. I
don’t know what to call it. I thought perhaps you could advise me. Do
you still have the patience to listen to the troubles of little people like
me? No, I didn’t mean to insult you. I even doubted you would remem-
‘ber me. To make it short, I work but work is growing more difficult for
me. I suffer from arthritis. I feel as if my bones would crack. I wake up
in the morning and can’t sit up. One doctor tells me that it’s a disc in my
back, others try to cure my nerves. One took X-rays and says that I
have a tumor. He wanted me to go to the hospital for a few weeks, but
I'm in no hurry for an operation. Suddenly a little lawyer showed up. He
is a refugee himself and is connected with the German government.
You know they’re now giving reparation money. It’s true that I escaped
to Russia, but I'm a victim of the Nazis just the same. Besides, they
don’t know my biography so exactly. I could get a pension plus a few
thousand dollars, but my dislocated disc is no good for the purpose
because I got it later—after the camps. This lawyer says my only chance
is to convince them that I am ruined psychically. It’s the bitter truth, but
how can you prove it? The German doctors, the neurologists, the psy-
chiatrists require proof. Everything has to be according to the textbooks
—just so and no different. The lawyer wants me to play insane. Nat-
urally, he gets twenty percent of the reparation money—maybe more.
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Why he needs so much money I don’t understand. He’s already in his
seventies, an old bachelor. He tried to make lov.e to me and whatnot.
He’s half meshugga himself. But how can ,]ﬁ,p‘lgy“ms;;gnrq _w?t;_n actually |
am insane? The whole thing revolts me and I'm afraid it will rea!ly drive
me crazy. 1 hate swindle. But this shyster pursues me. I don’t sleep.
When the alarm rings in the morning, I wake up as shattered as I u§ed to
be in Russia when I had to walk to the forest and saw logs at f?ur in the
morning. Naturally, I take sleeping pills—if I didn’t, I couldn’t sleep at
all. That is more or less the situation.” ; E

“Why don’t you get married? You are still a good-looking woman.

“Well, the old question—there is no_body. It’s too late. If you knew
how I felt, you wouldn’t ask such a questlon.” :

1V

A few weeks passed. Snow had been falling. After the snow came rain,
then frost. I stood at my window and looked out at Broadway. The
passers-by half walked, half slipped. Cars. moved slowly. The sky abov.e
the roofs shone violet, without a moon, without stars, ?nd even .though it
was eight o’clock in the evening the light and the emptiness remmdet.i Mgy
of dawn. The stores were deserted. For a moment, I had the feeling I

was in Warsaw. The telephone rang and 1 rushed to answer it _ag»il, did |
ten, twenty, thirty years ago—still expecting the good tidings that a &

telephone call was about to bring me. I said he!lo, but there was no
answer and I was seized by the fear that some evil power was trying to
keep back the good news at the last minute. Then I heard a stammering.
A woman'’s voice muttered my name.

“E)e::,ulstelsnlxc for disturbing you. My name is Esther. We met a few
weeks ago in the cafeteria—"

“ 1” T exclaimed.

“lliilt:::’rt krllow how 1 got the courage to phone you. I need to talk to
you about something. Naturally, if you have the time and—please for-
give my presumption.” o

“No presumption. Would you like to come to my a_lpartmcnt. e

“If I will not be interrupting. It’s difficult to talk in the c?fetcrla. t ;
noisy and there are eavesdroppers. What I want to tell you is a secret
wouldn’t trust to anyone else.”

& me up.”

IPgl:::e,Ecs‘t)her d‘i)rcctions. Then I tried to make order in my apart-

ment, but I soon realized this was 7impossiblgi_l.~.et_t_g£§LEgnggg[ij;;§ lay
around on tables and chairs. In the corners books and magazines Were |
piled high. T opened the closets and threw inside whatever was under my |

\
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hand: jackets, pants, shirts, shoes, slippers. I picked up an envelope and
to my amazement saw that it had never been opened. I tore it open and
found a check. “What’s the matter with me—have I lost my mind?” I
said out loud. I tried to read the letter that came with the check, but I

' had misplaced my glasses; my fountain pen was gone, too. Well—and

where were my keys? I heard a bell ring and I didn’t know whether it

was the door or the telephone. I opened the door and saw Esther {1t

must have been snowing again, because her hat and the shoulders of her
coat were trimmed with white. I asked her in, and my neighbor, the
divorcée, who spied on me openly with no shame—and, God knows,
with no sense of purpose—opened her door and stared at my guest.

Esther removed her boots and I took her coat and put it on the case
of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. I shoved a few manuscripts off the sofa
so she could sit down. I said, “In my house there is sheer chaos.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

I sat in an armchair strewn with socks and handkerchiefs. For a
while we spoke about the weather, about the danger of being out in New
York at night—even early in the evening. Then Esther said, “Do you
remember the time I spoke to you about my lawyer—that I had to go to
a psychiatrist because of the reparation money?”

“Yes, I remember.”

“I didn’t tell you everything. It was too wild. It still seems unbeliev-
able, even to me. Don’t interrupt me, I implore you. I'm not completely
healthy—I may even say that I'm sick—but I know the difference be-
tween fact and illusion. I haven’t slept for nights, and 1 kept wondering
whether I should call you or not. I decided not to—but this evening it
occurred to me that if I couldn’t trust you with a thing like this, then

there is no one I could talk to. I read you and I know that you have a_

sense of the great mysteries—" Esther said all this stammering and with
pauses. For a moment her eyes smiled, and then they became sad and
wavering.

I said, “You can tell me everything.”

“I am afraid that you’ll think me insane.”

“I swear I will not.”

Esther bit her lower lip. “I want you to know that I saw Hitler,” she
said.

Even though I was prepared for something unusual, my throat con-
stricted. “When—where?”

“You see, you are frightened already. It happened three years ago—
almost four. I saw him here on Broadway.”

“On the street?”

“In the cafeteria.”
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I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. “Most probably someone
resembling him,” I said finally.

“I knew you would say that. But remember, you've promised to
listen. You recall the fire in the cafeteria?”

“Yes, certainly.”

“The fire has to do with it. Since you don’t believe me anyhow,
why draw it out? It happened this way. That night I didn’t sleep. Usually
when T can’t sleep, I get up and make tea, or I try to read a book, but
this time some power commanded me to get dressed and go out. I can’t
explain to you how I dared walk on Broadway at that late hour. It must
have been two or three o’clock. I reached the cafeteria, thinking perhaps
it stays open all night. I tried to look in, but the large window was

covered by a C““a“&wx&dihmmwg_.
door and it turned{T went in and saw a scene I will not forget to the last

day of my life. The tables were shoved together and around them sat
men in white robes, like doctors or orderlies, all with swastikas on their
sleeves. At the head sat Hitler. I beg you to hear me out—even a
deranged person sometimes deserves to be listened to. They all spoke
German. They didn’t see me. They were busy with the Fiihrer. It grew
quiet and he started to talk. That abominable voice—I heard it many
times on the radio. I didn’t make out exactly what he said. I was too
terrified to take it in. Suddenly one of his henchmen looked back at me

and jumped up from his chair. How I came out alive I will never know.

I ran with all my strength, and I was trembling all over. When I got
home, I said to myself, ‘Esther, you are not right in the head.’ T still
don’t know how I lived through that night. The next morning, I didn’t go
straight to work but walked to the cafeteria to see if it was really there.
Such_an_experience_makes a person_doubt his own_senses. When 1
arrived, I found the place had burned down. When I saw this, I knew it
had to do with what I had seen. Those who were there wanted all traces
erased. These are the plain facts. I have no reason to fabricate such
queer things.”
We were both silent. Then I said, “You had a vision.”

.

oWhat do you mean, a vision?”

R eiflzaatien

“The past is not lost. An image from years ago remained present
| somewhere in the fourth dimension and it reached you just at that
_moment.”

. “As far as I know, Hitler never wore a long white robe.”
“Perhaps he did.”

“Why did the cafeteria burn down just that night?”” Esther asked.
“It could be that the fire evoked the vision.”
“There was no fire then. Somehow I foresaw that you would give me

\
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this kind of explanation. If this was a vision, my sitting here with you is
also a vision.”

“It couldn’t have been anything else. Even if Hitler is living and is
hiding out in the United States, he is not likely to meet his cronies at a
cafeteria on Broadway. Besides, the cafeteria belongs to a Jew.”

“I saw him as I am seeing you now.”

“You had a glimpse back in time.”

“Well, let it be so. But since then I have had no rest. I keep thinking
about it. If I am destined to lose my mind, this will drive me to it.”

The telephone rang and I jumped up with a start. It was a wrong
number. I sat down again. “What about the psychiatrist your lawyer
sent you to? Tell it to him and you'll get full compensation.”

Esther looked at me sidewise and unfriendly. “I know what you
mean. I haven’t fallen that low yet.”

v

I was afraid that Esther would continue to call me. I even planned to
change my telephone number. But weeks and months passed and I never

heard from her or saw her. I didn’t go to the cafeteria. But I often
thought about her. How can the brain produce such nightmares? What
goes on in that little marrow behind the skull? And what guarantee do I

have that the same sort of thing will not happen to me? {And how do we

know that the human species will not end like this? 1 have played with
the idea that all of humanity suffers from schizophrenia. Along with the
atom, the personality of Homo_sapiens has been splitting.. When. it
comes to technology, the brain still functions, but in everything else
degeneration has begun. They are all insane: the Communists, the Fas-
cists, the preachers of democracy, the writers, the painters, the clergy,
the atheists. Soon technology, too, will disintegrate. Buildings will col-
lapse, power plants will stop generating electricity. Generals will drop
atomic bombs on their own populations. Mad revolutionaries will run in
the streets, crying fantastic slogans. I have often thought that it would
begin in New York. This metropolis has all the symptoms of a mind
_gone berserk.

But since insanity has not yet taken over altogether, one has to act
as though there were still order—according to Vaihinger’s principle of
“as if.” 1 continued with my scribbling. I delivered manuscripts to the
publisher. I lectured. Four times a year, I sent checks to the federal
government, the state. What was left after my expenses I put in the
savings bank. A teller entered some numbers in my bankbook and this
meant that I was provided for. Somebody printed a few lines in a maga-
zine or newspaper, and this signified that my value as a writer had gone
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up. I saw with amazement that all my efforts turned into paper. My

, apartment was one big wastepaper basket. From day. to day, all this
{\ "paper was getting drier and more parched. I woke up at night fearful
\ that it would ignite. There was not an hour when I did not hear the

sirens of fire engines.

A year after 1 had last seen Esther, I was going to Toronto to read a
paper about Yiddish in the second half of the nineteenth century. I put a
few shirts in my valise as well as papers of all kinds, among them one
that made me a citizen of the United States. I had enough paper money
in my pocket to pay for a taxi to Grand Central. But the taxis seemed to
be taken. Those that were not refused to stop. Didn’t the drivers see me?
Had 1 suddenly become one of those who see and are not seen? I
decided to take the subway. On my way, I saw Esther. She was not
alone but with someone 1 had known years ago, soon after 1 arrived in
the United States. He was a frequenter of a cafeteria on East BroaaWay.
He used to sit at a table, express opinions, criticize, grumble. He was a
small man, with sunken cheeks the color of brick, and bulging eyes. He
was angry at the new writers. He belittled the old ones. He rolled his
own cigarettes and dropped ashes into the plates from which we ate.
Almost two decades had passed since I had last seen him. Suddenly he

“appears with Esther. He was even holding her arm. I had never seen

Esther look so well. She was wearing a new coat, a new hat. She smiled
at me and nodded. I wanted to stop her, but my watch showed that it was
late. I barely managed to catch the train. In my bedroom, the bed was
already made. I undressed and went to sleep.

In the middle of the night, I awoke. My car was being switched, and
I almost fell out of bed. I could not sleep any more and I tried to
remember the name of the little man I had seen with Esther. But 1 was
unable to. The thing I did remember was that even thirty years ago he
had been far from young. He had come to the United States in 1905
after the revolution in Russia. In Europe, he had a reputation as a
speaker and public figure. How old must he be now? According to my
calculations, he had to be in the late eighties—perhaps even ninety. Is it
possible that Esther could be intimate with such an old man? But this
evening he had not looked old. The longer I brooded about it in the
darkness, the stranger the encounter seemed to me. I even imagined that
somewhere in a newspaper I had read that he had died. Do corpses walk
around on Broadway? This would mean that Esther, too, was not living.
I raised the window shade and sat up and looked out into the night—
black, impenetrable, without a moon. A few stars ran along with the
train for a while and then they disappeared. A lighted factory emerged; I
saw machines but no operators. Then it was swallowed in the darkness
and another group of stars began to follow the train. I was turning with
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the earth on its axis. I was circling with it around the sun and moving
in the direction of a constellation whose name I had forgotten. Is there
no death? Or is there no life?

I thought about what Esther had told me of seeing Hitler in the
cafeteria. It had seemed utter nonsense, but now I began to reappraise
the idea. If time and space are nothing more than forms of perception,

_as Kant argues, and quality, quantity, causality are only categories of
thinking, why shouldn’t Hitler confer with his Nazis in a cafeteria on
Broadway? Esther didn’t sound insane. She had seen a piece of reality
that the heavenly censorship prohibits as a rule. She had caught a
glimpse behind the curtain of the phenomena. I regretted that I had no
asked for more details. '

In Toronto, 1 had little time to ponder these matters, but when 1
returned to New York I went to the cafeteria for some private investiga-
tion. I met only one man I knew: a rabbi who had become an agnostic
and given up his job. I asked him about Esther. He said, “The pretty
little woman who used to come here?”

(iYes."
“I heard that she committed suicide.”
“When—how?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps we are not speaking about the same person.”

No matter how many questions I asked and how much I described
Esther, everything remained vague. Some young woman who used to
come here had turned on the gas and made an end of herself—that was
all the ex-rabbi could tell me.

1 decided not to rest until I knew for certain what had happened to
Esther and also to that half writer, half politician I remembered from
East Broadway. But I grew busier from day to day. The cafeteria closed.
The neighborhood changed. Years have passed and 1 have never seen
Esther again. Yes, corpses do walk on Broadway. But why did Esther
choose that particular corpse? She could have got a better bargain even
in this world. '

( : G .
')og (:.)/-\,u'(,./ 5723

The Joke

I

Wy should a Polish Jew in New York publish a literary magazine in
German? The magazine, Das Wort, was supposed to come out every
three months but barely made it three times a year and sometimes only
twice—a little volume of ninety-six pages. None of the German writers
who appeared there were known to me. Hitler was already in power
and these writers were all refugees. Manuscripts came from Paris, Swit-
zerland, London, and even Australia. The stories were ponderous, with
sentences whole pages long. No matter how 1 tried, I could not finish
one of them. The poems had neither rhyme nor rhythm, and as far as I
could judge they had no content.

The publisher, Liebkind Bendel, came from Galicia, had lived for
years in Vienna, and had become rich here in New York on the stock
market and in real estate. He had liquidated all his stocks about six
months before the 1929 crash, and at a time when money was a rarity
he possessed a lot of cash, with which he bought buildings.

We became acquainted because Liebkind Bendel was planning to
publish a magazine like Das Wort in Yiddish; he wanted me to be his
editor. We met many times in restaurants, cafés, and also in Liebkind
Bendel’s apartment on Riverside Drive. He was a tiny man with a
narrow skull without a single hair, a long face, a pointed nose, a longish
chin, and small, almost feminine hands and feet. His eyes were yellow,
like amber. He seemed to me like a ten-year-old boy on whom someone
had put the head of an adult. He wore gaudy clothes—gold brocade ties.
Licbkind Bendel had many interests. He collected autographs and
manuscripts, bought antiques, belonged to chess clubs, and considered
himself a gourmet and a Don Juan. He liked gadgets—watches that
were also calendars, fountain pens with flashlights. He bet on the horses,

Translated by the author and Dorothea Straus
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