The Dead Town . -

I. L. PERETZ

HILE traveling though the provinces to take a Jewish census,

I once saw a Jewstumbling painfully across the thick sand. He

seemed to be sick; he comtd hardly drag one foot after the other. Tak-

ing pity, I asked him intemy coach. The Jew climbed up, grected me
with a sholom aleichem, and began asking after all the latest news.

- I answered, and endedwith a question. “And where are you from?”

“From the dead town,*he murmured.

I thought he was joking, “And where is this dead town? On the other
side of the moon?” -

“No,” he said, smiling, “it’s right here, in Poland.”

“A dead town in Polazd?” ,

“Of course, The gentiizs don’t know it and have never given it a
name, but it’s there, A Jewish town, an eminently Jewish town.”

“What do you mcan?”

“Just what I say! Youliave studied geography and think it includes
ever’ythino But we Jews&'spensc with geography. Our town isn’t listed,
yet puop ¢ make long jemrneys to it and from it. What do we need
geogr aphy for? Every diser knows the way. You don’t be licve me?”

' I remained silent.
“But it’s true. Our Joed rabbi e\clmnges letters with the wisc men

of the world. Back and feuth fly questions and answers concerning the

niost vital problcms of Hfx: cverything is taken care of. Not long ago,

for example, a grass widaw was rehcvcd of ker marriage ties, thounh it

hqppcns she had a readyi&md most of her lifé in loncuucss Well, to be
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sure, the important thing wasn’t the grass widow but the idea of the
grass widow, the pleasure of the dialectic.”

“This is the first time I ever heard of a dead town.”

“That’s odd! I suppose you don’t get around much. It's a genume

Jewish town, a true haven of Israel. It has everything a town needs, even -

two or three madmen. And it's known for its commerce t0o.”
“Are things brought in and out?”

“What's that?” asked the Jew, as if not quite able to grasp my ques-

tion. “You mean merchandise—goods taken in and out?”

I nodded. '

“Of course!” he answered. “We export phylacteries and import little
sacks of holy earth from Palestine. But that isn’t the main thing. The
main thing is the commerce within the town. Taverns, guest houses, old
clothes—that’s the way we Jews get along.”

“A poor town?”

“What's poor and what’s rich? We make a hvmg The paupers beg
in the town or in the countryside, but mostly in the town. Whoever
stretches out his hand gets something. Others look for a soft touch; for
example, a middleman haunts the streets in search of a bargain. The
Almighty does not desert us. Orphan boys have their “eating days” at
the tables of householders and study at the synagogue. Orphan girls
become servants and cooks, or go elsewhere to earn their bread. Wid-
ows, divorcées, grass widows, sit over their fire ovens and with their
heads circled by smoke dream that fully baked rolls grow on trees.
Others live quite well.”

“On what?” '

“On what everyone lives. A pauper lives on hope; a a merchant on air;
and the man who works the soil—t"e gravedigger, I mean—he never
lacks.”

Is he mocking me, this bag of bones, this dried-out little Jew with
deep-sunken eyes that flame like strange little fires? But not a smile
creeps over his bony face, which looks as if it were covered with a sheet
of yellow parchment. Yet that voice . . .

“All the same,” I asked him, “what kind of town is it?”

“What do you mean? A town like every other town. We have a
synagogue. Once, they say, there were paintings of the beasts and birds

on the walls. On the ceiling were pictures of all the instruments King,
David played Of course I never saw them, but the old people talk.

“about it.” : e i
“And now?”

“Now? Dust and cobwebs. A wooden cham, carved out of one plece, '

still hangs from the ceiling, falling, charmingly, to one side of the
Holy Ark. No one remembers who made the chain, but it must have
been a master. A remarkable chain!

“In the synagogue,” continued the Jew, “only the common folk come
to say their prayers, only the artisans. They can hardly read Hebrew!
The tailors have their own congregation, and the butchers and teamsters
have hired a hut for their separate service. The more distinguished
householders gather in the House of Study, a very imposing building—
many tomes! And the Hasidim, they go off by themselves.” -

“Do you have many disputes?”

“As long as men live. . . . Butin the cemetery there is peace One

burial place for everyone. And we also observe equality in the ritual -

baths.”

“What else do you have?”

“What else do we need? Once we had a hostel for travelers but gave
it up. Travelers can sleep in the House of Study—it's empty at night.
We also have a place for the sick.”

“You mean a hospital?” '

“No, not a hospital. Just a hut with two rooms. It used to be the house
of the ritual-bath attendant, but then the town decided that the attend-
ant would be satisfied with one room and the other could be used for
the sick. Besides, rio more than three sick women stay there. One is an
old crone with paralyzed legs, bedridden forever. Another’s legs and
arms arc paralyzcd And the third is an insane grass widow. The beds
occupy three of the corners and a stove fills the fourth In the middle we
have a little morgue, just in case—

““You’re making fun of me, my friend,” I tntcxrupted “The town you
describe is Tzac}tnovka' Tzachnovka with its aflairs and its charitics
and good deeds! But why call it a dead town?”

“Because that’s what it is. Ispeak of a town which from its inception
has hiung by a thread, and now that the thread has been broken floats
in mzd.ur And beeause it h'mhs by nothing it has beconic a dead town.
If you like Il tell you about it.”
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Meanwhile night had fallen, One part of the sky, as the sun set, had
become bloody, fire-red, On the other side, the moon came swimming
out of a light mist, like a bride peering from beneath her white veil. The

- beams it cast on the earth blended with the trembling shadows of the
- still, sorrowful night, c ' '

. We drove into a small wood. The moohbeams stole after us, slidiﬂé’ '

past the trembling leaves. Below, among the fallen leaves and twigs,
little circles of light danced about, like silver coins, The glimmering
night and the quict breath of the wood scemed magical. :

I glanced at my neighbor. His whole appearance had changed, Now
his expression was simple and without irony, his face suffused with an
earnest melancholy.

“From its first moment,” he continued, “the town hung by a thread,

for it was built on land on which the law said no J ew could live. When
enough of them had come together to form a congregation they held a
meeting. It was decided to declare themselves part of a neighboring
town, and on this basis they built themselves a synagogue, ritual baths

for the men and women; they even bought a piece of earth for the k

cemetery. Only after they had done all this did they send influential
emissaries to have the existence of their town recorded.” "

“And these messengers went with heads bent low?” o

“Do we ever do anything but with heads bent? Could we do it any
other way?” o Y B

“You’re asking me?” S :

“Anyway, that’s how it happened. And it wasn’t quite as devious as
you may suppose. There was a wealthy Jew in the town, and this
wealthy Jew, as is usually the case, was thick with the authorities. So
everything was signed over to him, His Synagogue, his ritual baths, even
his cemetery! The police kept silent. He was a man of influence. The
plan was that as soon as the papers came from the authorities he would
sign them over to the town and we could stop paying bribes.”

“I suppose your rich man said, ‘Put it in my name anyway’?”

“No, my friend, in those days such rich people were not yet the
fashion. But listen—listen to what can happen to a Jewish town in this
world. Not the rich Jew but his messenger caused all the trouble. On
the road this messenger decided to abscond with the money and the
papers. And he left the town a grass widow with living orphans.” -

“Did they send another messenger?” - . A

“So quickly? Before they found out about it, before this and before
that, the rich man died and left as his heir a little orphan, He wasn’t al-
lowed to sign anything until he was twenty-one.” . .- . |

“Didn’t they try to hurry things up?” o S .

“Certainly. When he was approaching twenty-one they would send
another messenger, perhaps two.” - . ST TR R

“And meanwhile this was noted in the communal records?”? .. -,

“Exactly! But the records remembered and the people forgot, Some

say the records were burned, that the warden of the synagogue took the
records, recited the blessing for the departure of the Sabbath over them,
stoked himself with a little brandy, and disappeared.

“Meanwhile the community kept growing. Jews, the Lord be praised,
multiply. They also come from other towns: one brings his son-in-law,

- another a daughter-in-law. In a word, the town grew. And as if in spite,
the rich man’s relatives disappeared. His widow remarried and left us,
one son after the other left to wander across the seven seas, Only the
youngest son remained. The community made him an official, married
him off, and provided him with an experienced business partner.” .

“Who led him around by the nose?”

“According to the Law of Moses! Our young man had troubles with
his partner and even more with his wife; and since he also signed a
false note, he soon pulled a disappearing act—a total bankrupt. Towns-
men and strangers raised a cry; the case went to court, and a bailifl was
appointed. Not a penny was le{t—the wife hid the belongings. So the
bailiff attached the synagogue and the cemetery! o

“It was as if thunder had struck the town, suddenly pealing from a
clear, unclouded sky. For, you understand, the story was kept sccret
from most of the townspeoplc until the last minute, And now, suddenly,
the community huiig, as I have mentioned, by a thread!

“What could be done? Of they went to the lawyers. And what could
lawyers advise in such a case? To hold an auction. The bailiff would

sell évcryth;‘ng and the community would buy it back. This, to be sure,
would be cxpensive, very expensive! Meanwhile, however, the com-
munity was no community, the papers had long since disappcared. Sa
they had to find another rich man and buy things back in his name.
The main thing this time was not to delay until the rich man died or
leflt the tewn.
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“At first glance it didn’t secm a bad way out. The town had grown

* used to the loss of money. But by now there was more than one rich

man in the town, there were several. And messengers—without num-
ber! In whose name should the purchase be made? And who should be
our envoy? All were willing and all might easily be offended. So a meet-
ing was held, and they pondered. They pondered so long that a quarrel
broke out. And when we have a quarrel, it isn’t scttled the next morn-
ing. Sometimes it seems—aha, it’s peaceful again, the flames are dying
down; but then a peacemaker comes along, pours oil on the fire, and
it burns all the brighterl” i ' ‘

The Jew wiped his pale forehead and continued with his story..

“Meanwhile something happened that would make one’s eyes pop out
—something you could hardly believe. But,” he added, smiling, “it
is night, and the creature that strolls across the sky at night”—he
pointed to the moon—“we call Faith. At night, especially such a quiet
night, one may believe everything.” :

“To be sure,” I agreed, though not without hesitation. -

“And the story is really quite dreadful. The bailiff stepped onto the

holy ground of the cemetery. The corpses, hearing this, grew quite
angry. The tombstones fell off the graves, the corpses crept out. You .

believe me?” .
“I am not, God forbid,” I told him, “a free thinker. I believe in an
after-life. Only—" . :
“Only what, my friend, only what?” - -
“I always imagined that nothing but the soul survives, the soul that
makes its way to heaven. The body that is lowered into the grave rots.
In any case, without the soul it cannot move, it cannot rise again.”
“Well said,” the Jew praised me. “It’s pleasant to know that you are
among the learned. But you have forgotten, my friend, the world of
illusion. The soul, you say, goes to the other world. But to which part?
Paradise or Hell? Paradise is for saints and Hell for sinners. The first,
for their good deeds, receive their share of the holy wine, and the
second, for their evil, are thrown into boiling pitch. But that is only a
way of speaking about reward and punishment. And why reward and
punishment? Because a man, as long as he lives, has his choice. If he
wishes to he does good, and if he wishes otherwise he does evil; and
whichever way he makes his bed, that’s how he lies, doesn’t he?

“But suppose the man was no man, his life was no life, and he did '

neither good nor evil, because he could not do anything, because he had
no choice and slept away his whole life as if in a dream? What shall be
done with such a soul? Hell? For what? He never harmed a fly. Para-
dise? For which good deed? He never troubled himself to do anything.”
“What happens to such a soul?” I asked. ,
“Nothing! It merely survives in the world of illusion. It remains
attached to the body, but where it used to dream that it lived on the
earth, now it dreams that it lives in the carth, And since no one in our
town had really lived, hardly anyone really died. Neither good nor evil,
neither sinners nor saints! Only daydreamers in a world of illusion!

And when such a daydreamer enters the grave he remains a day--
dreamer; all that has changed is his lodging, nothing else. " ., o

“That’s why dying among us was simply a comedy. For even ifa
fcather were placed under the nose of a living man, do you think he
would bother to remove it? Or to brush asidc a troublesome fly? Soon
they stopped worrying about livelihood—and then. .
~ “Soit was. The same dream, the same world of illusion. It’s that way

in many-towns. And if sometimes it happens, as it did among us, thata
corpse creeps out of his grave, he docs not even begin to remember that
he has already recited the last confcssion, gasped his final breath, and
~ died. As soon as the potsherds fall from his eyes, he goes straight to

the House of Study or to the ritual bath or home for supper. And every-
thing is again the way it was.” - -
I don’t know whether it was the fault of the moon or that I was not
quite myself that evening, but I listened, I believed, and I even asked,
“Well, did all of them, all the corpscs, rise?” ’ , _
~ “Who knows? Do they keep a directory? Perhaps there were a few
free-thinkers who thought the day of resurrection ‘had come and de-
cided, out of sheer spite, to remain below. But a whole community
rose up! Rose up and fled from the bailiff to the nearest woods.”
“Why to the woods?” »
“Because they couldn’t go to town. Tt was still daylight, and accord-
ing to the Law onc shouldn’t appear in onc’s shroud dusing the day.

A town full of pregnant women, who might, Ged forbid, be frightened

by the corpscs into giving birth to corpses of theirown.” .
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" “True. And the bailiff?” _ “o

“You're surprised at a gentile? He sensed nothing whatever. Maybe
he was drunk, but he saw nothing. He kept right on with his inventory.”

“And sold everything?” ‘ .

“Not yet. So far he can’t find a customer.”

“And the corpses?”

“Ah, the corpses!” ,

The Jew rested himself for a moment and continued, “As soon as
night fell, the corpses returned to the town. Each went to his own home,
stole in through a door or a window or dropped down a chimney,
hurried to a closet, took out some clothes, dressed himself, yawned,
and stretched out to sleep. The next morning there was a townful of
corpses.”

“And the living, they said nothing?”

“They didn’t even notice it, they were 50 busy quarreling, Every- -

" one’s head was simply bedeviled with quarrels. For that matter, how

-

can you tell the difference between & living corpse and a corpse that

has shed its winding sheet? It's not so easy! )

“A son saw his father, spat three times, and burst out, ‘Here
dreamed 1 had said Kaddish over my father and reccived his inherit-
ance! May such drcams tempt my enemics!” '

“A widow saw her husband and gave him a fine talking to! He had
fooled her, the scamp, made fun of her, and she, foolish woman, had
even prepared a new shroud for him.” :

“Suppose she had married again in the meantime?” L

“Impossible! During our quarrcling someone had set fire to the
synagogue, together with the House of Study and the wedding canopy.
Everything was burned to the ground. And almost everyone was ac-
cused in turn.”

“And then?” : S

““Nothing. The corpses came to life, the living began to die out, for
lack of space, of air, and most of all from hunger.”

“A famine too?” S e

“As everywhere else. The corpses would sit down to their places at
the prayers and at the dinner table as well. No one knew why, but sud-
denly spoons were missing. A houszwife knows she has as many spoons
as mouths to feed, so she thinks, A thief! The pious say, Devils! But
when they realized that things were missing everywhere and there
wasn’t enough food to go around, they said, A year of famine, and they
starved and continue to starve. ‘ :

“And soon the corpses overpowered the living. Now they constitute
the community and are its leaders. True, they do not beget children in
the natural way, but whenever someone dies they steal him off his slab
or out of his grave, and soon another corpse is wandering about the
town. ' - o : :

“And what do they lack? They doi:'t need to worry about death, they
feel no fear. They eat merely to say the blessing, for they need no
food, they have no sense of hunger. As for lodgings, a hundred corpses
can live in one room, they don’t need any airl . "

“And they have no sorrows. For what is the source of human sor-
row but knowledge? He who increases knowledge increases sorrow;
the dead man knows not of sorrow. The dead man neither wishes nor
needs knowledge: it’s not his affair. He merely wanders about in 3
world of illusion. L e e '

“These risen corpses keep themselves apart from all living things:
they have no questions to ask, no doubts to ponder, no heartaches to
suffer. And who do you think is now our rabbi? Once the rabbi was a
living person; now he is a corpse wandering through.the world of -
lusion. And who are his assistants? Creatures like himself—half-rotted
corpscs!

“These are the people who issue verdicts for the living and the dead,
who know and do everything, who say the blessings and unite couples
in wedlock.

«Who stands before the altar? A corpse! He has the face of a corpse,
the voice of ascorpsﬁe, and if by chance a cock _sud_dcnly crows he flees
headlong from the altar. o

“And cur rich men, our phila.nthropi:sts, the leaders of the com-
munity, the whole jabber of them, what arc they? Dead, long dead and
_buried! , . »

«And because of this the synagogue; the bath, and the streets are
filled with an overwhelming stench. Everywlere, corpses.”

“And you, my friend, what are you? i

w9 answered the Jew.as he leaped out of the carriage and dis-
appcared among the trees. “I am half dead.”

i3]

Translated Ly Irving Howe
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