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Many times in the past I have wished the impossible to
happen—and then it happened. But though my wish
came true, it was in such a topsy-turvy way that it ap-
peared the Hidden Powers were trying to show me 1
didn’t understand my own needs. That's what occurred
that summer in Miami Beach. I had been living in a
large hotel full of South American tourists who had come
to Miami to cool off, as well as with people like myself
who suffered from hay fever. T was fed up with the whole
business—splashing about in the ocean with those noisy
guests; hearing Spanish all day long; eating heavy meals
twice each day. If I read a Yiddish newspaper or book,
the others looked at me with astonishment. So it hap-
pened that taking a walk one day, 1 said out loud: “1 wish
1 were alone in a hotel.” An imp must have overheard me
for immediately he began to set a trap.

When 1 came down to breakfast the next morning, I
found the hotel lobby in confusion. Guests stood about

in small groups, their voices louder than usual. Valises
were piled all over. Bellboys were running about pushing
carts loaded with clothing. I asked someone what was the
matter. “Didn’t you hear the announcement over the pub-
lic address system? They've closed the hotel.” “Why?" 1
asked. “They're bankrupt.” The man moved away, an-
noyed at my ignorance. Here was a riddle: the hotel was
closing! Yet so far as I knew, it did a good business. And
how could you suddenly close a hotel with hundreds of
guests? But in America I had decided it was better not to
ask too many questions.

The air conditioning had already been shut off and the
air in the lobby was musty. A long line of guests stood at
the cashier’s desk to pay their bills. Everywhere there was
turmoil. People crushed out cigarettes on the marble floor.
Children tore leaves and flowers off the potted tropical
plants. Some South Americans, who only yesterday had
pretended to be full-blooded Latins, were now talk-
ing loudly in Yiddish. I myself had very little to pack,
only one valise. Taking it, I went in search of another
hotel. Outside the burning sun reminded me of the Tal-
mudic story of how, on the plains of Mamre, God had
removed the sun from its case so that no strangers would
bother Abraham. I felt a little giddy. The days of my
bachelorhood came back when, carefree, I used to pack
all my belongings in one valise, leave, and within five
minutes find myself another room. Passing a small hotel,
which looked somewhat run-down 1 read the sign: “Oft-
Season Rates from $2 a Day.” What could be cheaper?
1 went inside. There was no air conditioning. A hunch-
backed girl with black piercing eyes stood behind the
desk. I asked her if I could have a room.

“The whole hotel,” she answered.

“No one is here?”

“Nobody.” The girl laughed, displaying a broken row
of teeth with large gaps between. She spoke with a Span-
ish accent.

She had come from Cuba, she told me. T took a room.
The hunchback led me into a narrow elevator, which
took us up to the third floor. There we walked down a
long, dark corridor meagerly lit by a single bulb. She
opened a door and let me into my room, like a prisoner
into his cell. The window, covercd by mosquito netting,
looked out over the Atlantic. On the walls the paint was

eling, and the rug on the floor was threadbare and
colorless. The bathroom smelled of mildew, the closet of
moth repellent. The bed linen, though clean, was damp.
I unpacked my things and went downstairs. Everything
was mine alone: the swimming pool, the beach, the
ocean. In the patio stood a group of dilapidated canvas
chairs. All around the sun beat down. The sea was yel-
low, the waves low and lazy, barely moving, as if they too
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. were fatigued by the stlﬁmghen Only ofcasionallyl out

of duty, they tossed up a few specks of foam. A single
seagull stood on the water trying to decide whether or
1ot to catch a fish. Here before me, drenched in sunlight,
was a summer melancholy—odd, since melancholy usu-
ally suggests autumn. Mankind, it scemed, had perished
in some catastrophe, and I was left, like Noah—but in an
empty ark, without sons, without a wife, without any ani-
mals. T could have swum naked, nevertheless I put on my
bathing suit. The water was so warm, the ocean might
have been a bathtub. Loose bunches of seaweed floated
about. Shyness had held me back in the first hotel—here it
was solitude. Who can play games in an empty world? 1
could swim a little, but who would rescue me if some-
thing went wrong? The Hidden Powers had provided me
with an empty hotel—but they could just as easily pro-
vide me with an undertow, a deep hole, a shark, or a sea
serpent. Those who toy with the unknown must be
doubly careful.

After a while I came out of the water and lay down on
one of the limp canvas beach chairs. My body was pale,
my skull bare, and though my eyes were protected by
tinted glasses, the sun’s rays glared through. The light-
blue sky was cloudless. The air smelled of salt, fish, and
mangoes. There was no division, 1 felt, between the or-

ganic and the inorganic. Everything around me, each grain
of sand, each pebble, was breathing, growing, lusting.
Through the heavenly channels, which, says the Cabala,
control the flow of Divine Mercy, came truths impossible

to grasp in a northern climate. 1 had lost all ambition; I
felt lazy; my few wants were petty and material—a glass of
lemonade or orange juice. In my fancy a hot-eyed woman

" moved into the hotel for a few nights. I hadn’t meant 1

of appearance? Is it

wanted a hotel completely to myself. The imp had either

misunderstood or was pretending to. Like all forms of

life, 1, too, wanted to be fruitful, wanted to multiply—or
at least to go through the motions. I was prepared to for-

get any moral or aesthetic demands. 1 was ready to cover

my guilt with a sheet and to give way wholly, like a blind

man, to the sense of touch. At the same time the eternal

questions tapped in my brain: Who is behind the world
Substance with its Infinite Attrib-
utes? Is it the Monad of all Monads? Is it the Absolute,
Blind Will, the Unconscious? Some kind of superior be-
ing has to be hidden in back of all these illusions.

On the sea, oily-yellow near the shore, glassy-green far-
ther out, a sail walked over the water like a shrouded
corpse. Bent forward, it looked as if it were trying to call
something up from the depths. Overhead flew a small air-
plane trailing a sign: MARGOLIES' RESTAURANT-—KOSHER, 7
courses, $1.75. So the Creation had not yet returned to
primeval chaos. They still served soup with kasha and
kneidlach, knishes and stuffed derma at Margolies’ res-
taurant. In that case perhaps tomorrow I would receive
a letter. 1 had been promised my mail would be for-
warded. It was my only link, in Miami, with the outside
world. I'm always amazed that someone has written me,
taken the trouble to stamp and mail the envelope. I look
for cryptic meanings, even on the blank side of the paper.

n

When you are alone, how long the day can be! I read a
book and two newspapers, drank a cup of coffee in a cafe-
teria, worked a crossword puzzle. I stopped at a store that
auctioned Oriental rugs, went into another where Wall
Street stocks were sold. True, I was on Collins Avenue in
Miami Beach, but I felt like a ghost, cut off from every-
thing. I went into the library and asked a question—the
librarian grew frightened. I was like a man who had
died, whose space had already been filled. I passed many
hotels, each with its special decorations and attractions.
The palm trees were topped by half-wilted fans of leaves,
and their coconuts hung like heavy testicles. Everything
seemed motionless, even the shiny new automobiles glid-
ing over the asphalt. Every object continued its existence
with that effortless force which is, perhaps, the essence of
all being.
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I bought a magazine, but was unable to read past the
first few lines. Getting on a bus, T let myself be taken
aimlessly over causeways, islands with ponds, streets lined
with viilas. The inhabitants, building on a wasteland,
had planted trees and flowering plants from all parts of
the world; they had filled up shallow inlets along the
shore; they had created architectural wonders and had
worked out elaborate schemes for pleasure. A planned
hedonism. But the boredom of the desert remained. No
loud music could dispel it, no garishness wipe it out. We
passed a cactus plant whose blades and dusty needles had
brought forth a red flower. We rode near a lake sur-
rounded by groups of flamingos airing their wings, and
the water mirrored their long beaks and pink feathers.
An assembly of birds. Wild ducks flew about, quacking—
the swampland refused to give way.

I looked out the open window of the bus. All that I saw
was new, yet it appeared old and weary: grandmothers
with dyed hair and rouged cheeks, girls in bikinis barely

covering their shame, tanned young men guzzling Coca-
Cola on water skis.

An old man lay sprawled on the deck of a yacht, warm-
ing his rheumatic legs, his white-haired chest open to the
sun. He smiled wanly. Nearby, the mistress to whom he
had willed his fortune picked at her toes with red finger-
nails, as certain of her charms as that the sun would rise
tomorrow. A dog stood at the stern, gazing haughtily at
the yacht's wake, yawning.

It took a long time to reach the end of the line. Once
there, I got on another bus. We rode past a pier where
freshly caught fish were being weighed. Their bizarre col-
ors, gory skin wounds, glassy eyes, mouths full of con-
gealed blood, sharp-pointed tceth—all were evidence of a
wickedness as deep as the abyss. Men gutted the fishes
with an unholy joy. The bus passed a snake farm, a mon-
key colony. I saw houses eaten up by termites and a pond
of brackish water in which the descendants of the prime-
val snake crawled and slithered. Parrots screeched with
strident voices. At times, strange smells blew in through
the bus window, stenches so dense they made my head
throb.

Thank God the summer day is shorter in the South
than in the North. Evening fell suddenly, without any
dusk. Over the lagoons and highways, so thick no light
could penetrate, hovered a junglc darkness. Automobiles,
headlamps on, slid forward. The moon emerged extraor-
dinarily large and red; it hung in the sky like a geogra-
pher’s globe bearing a map not of this world. The night
had an aura of miracle and cosmic change. A hope 1 had
never forsaken awoke in me: Was I destined to witness an
upheaval in the solar system? Perhaps the moon was
about to fall down. Perhaps the earth, tearing itsell out
of its orbit around the sun, would wander into new con-
stellations.

The bus meandered through unknown regions until it
returned to Lincoln Road and the fancy stores, half-

empty in summer but still stocked with whatever a rich
tourist might desire—an ermine wrap, chinchilla collar,
a twelve-carat diamond, an original Picasso drawing. The
dandified salesmen, sure in their knowledge that beyond
nirvana pulses karma, conversed among themselves in
their air-conditioned interiors. I wasn’t hungry; never-
theless 1 went into a restaurant where a waitress with a
newly bleached permanent served me a full meal, quietly
and without fuss. I gave her a hall-dollar. When T left,
my stomach ached and my head was heavy. The late-
evening air, baked by the sun, choked me as I came out.

On a nearby building a ncon sign flashed the tempera-

ture—it was ninety-six, and the humidity almost as

much! T didn’t need a weatherman. Already, lightning
flared in the flowing sky, although I didn’t hear thun-

der. A huge cloud was descending from above, thick as a

mountain, full of fire and of water. Single drops of rain

hit my bald head. The palm trees looked petrified, ex-
pecting the onslaught. I hurried back toward my empty

hotel, wanting to get there before the rain; besides. 1

hoped some mail had come for me. But I had covered
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barely half the distance when the storm broke. One gush
and I was drenched as if by a huge wave. A fiery rod lit
up the sky and, the same moment, I heard the thunder
crack—a sign the lightning was near me. I wanted to run
inside somewhere, but chairs blown from nearby porches
somersaulted in front of me, blocking my way. Signs were
falling down. The top of a palm tree, torn off by the
wind, careened past my fect. I saw a second palm tree
sheathed in sackcloth, bent to the wind, ready to kneel.
In my confusion I kept on running. Sinking into puddles
so deep I almost drowned, I rushed forward with the
lightness of boyhood. The danger had made me daring
and I screamed and sang, shouting to the storm in its own
key. By this time all traffic had stopped, cven the automo-
biles had been abandoned. But I ran on, determined to
escape such madness or else go under. I had to get that

special delivery letter, which no one had written and I
never received.,

I still don’t know how I recognized my hotel. I entered
the lobby and stood motionless for a few moments, drip-
ping water on the rug. In the mirror across the room, my
half-dissolved image reflected itself like a figure in a cub-
ist painting. I managed to get to the elevator and ride up
to the third floor. The door of my room stood ajar: in-
side, mosquitoes, moths, fireflies, and gnats fluttered and
buzzed about, sheltering from the storm. The wind had
torn down the mosquito net and scattered the papers I
had left on the table. The rug was soaked. I walked over
to the window and looked at the ocean. The waves rose
like mountains in the middle of seas—monstrous billows
ready once and for all to overflow the shores and float the
land away. The waters roared with spite and sprayed
white foam into the darkness of the night. The waves
were barking at the Creator like packs of hounds. With
all the strength T had left, I pulled the window down and
lowered the blind. I squatted to put my wet books and
manuscripts in order. I was hot. Sweat poured from my
body, mingling with rivulets of rain water. I peeled off
my clothes and they lay near my feet like shells. I felt like
a creature who has just emerged from a cocoon.

nr

The storm had still not reached its climax. The howling
wind knocked and banged as if with mighty hammers.
The hotel seemed like a ship floating on the ocean. Some-
thing came off and crashed down—the roof, a balcony,
part of the foundation. Tron bars broke. Metal groaned.
Windows tore loose from their casements. The window-
panes rattled. The heavy blind on my window billowed
up as easily as a curtain. The room was lit with the glare
of a great conflagration. Then came a clap of thunder so

strong I laughed in fear. A white figure materialized from
the darkness. My heart plummeted, my brain trembled in
its socket. I always knew that sooner or later one of that
brood would show himself to me bodily, full of horrors
that are never told because no one who has scen them has
survived to tell the story. I lay there silently, ready for the
end. Then I heard a voice:

“Excuse please, Sciior, T am much afraid. You are
asleep?™ It was the Cuban hunchback.

“No, come in,” I answered her.

“I shake. I think I die with fear,” the woman said. “A
hurricane like this never come before. You are the only
one in this hotel. Please excuse that I disturb you.”

“You aren’t disturbing me. I would put on the light
but I'm not dressed.”

“No, no. It is not necessary . . . I am afraid to be
alone. Please let me stay here until the storm is over.”

“Certainly. You can lie down if you want. I'll sit on the
chair.”

“No, I will sit on the chair. Where is the chair, Sefior? 1
do not see it.”
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I got up, found the woman in the darkness, and led her
to the armchair. She dragged herself alter me, trembling.
I wanted to go to the closet and get some clothing. But 1
stumbled into the bed and fell on top of it. I covered
' mysell quickly with the shect so that the stranger would

not sce me naked when the lightning flashed. Soon after
_ there was another bolt and I saw her sitting in the chair,
| a deformed creature in an overlarge nightgown, with a
hunched back, disheveled hair, long hairy arms, and
i crooked legs, like a tubercular monkey. Her eyes were
i wide with an animal’s fear.

“Don’t be afraid,” I said. “The storm will soon be
over.”

“Yes, yes.”

I rested my head on the pillow and lay still with the

eerie feeling that the mocking imp was fulfilling my last
wish. I had wanted a hotel to myself—and I had it. I had
dreamed of 2 woman coming, like Ruth to Boaz, to my
room—a woman had come. Each time the lightning
flashed, my eyes met hers. She stared at me intently, as
silent as a witch casting a spell. I feared the woman more
than I did the hurricane. I had visited Havana once and,
there, found the forces of darkness still in possession of
their ancient powers. Not even the dead were left in
peace—their bones were dug up. At night I had heard
the screams of cannibals and the cries of maidens whose
blood was sprinkled on the altars of idolaters. She came
from there. I wanted to pronounce an incantation
against the evil eye and pray to the spirits who have the
final word not to let this hag overpower me. Something in
me cried out: Shaddai, destroy Satan. Meanwhile, the
thunder crashed, the seas roared and broke with watery
laughter. The walls of my room turned scarlet. In the
hellish glare the Guban witch crouched low like an ani-
mal ready to seize its prey—mouth open, showing rotted
teeth; matted hair, black on her arms and legs; and feet
covered with carbuncles and bunions. Her nightgown
had slipped down, and her wrinkled breasts sagged
weightlessly. Only the snout and tail were missing.

I must have slept. In my dream I entered a town of
steep, narrow streets and barred shutters, under the
murky light of an eclipse, in the silence of a Black Sab-
bath. Catholic funeral processions followed one after the
other endlessly, with crosses and coffins, halberds and
burning torches. Not one but many corpses were being
carried to the graveyard—a complete tribe annihilated.
Incense burned. Moaning voices cried a song of utter

. gricf. Swiftly, the coffins changed and took on the form of

phylacteries, black and shiny, with knots and thongs.
They divided into many compartments—coffins for twins,
triplets, quadruplets, quintuplets .

I opened my eyes. Somebody was sitting on my bed—

. the Cuban woman. She began to talk thickly in her
i broken English.

“Do not fear. I won’t hurt you. I am a human being,

" not a beast. My back is broken. But I was not born this

way. I fell off a table when I was a child. My mother was

' too poor to take me to the doctor. My father, he no good,
. always drunk. He go with bad women, and my mother,

she work in a tobacco factory. She cough out her lungs.
Why do you shake? A hunchback is not contagious. You
will not catch it from me. I have a soul like anyone else—
men desire me. Even my boss. He trust me and leave me
here in the hotel alone. You are a Jew, eh? He is also a
Jew . . . from Turkey. He can speak—how do you say
itt—Arabic. He marry a German Seiiora, but she is a
Nazi. Her first husband was a Nazi. She curse the boss
and try to poison him. He sue her but the judge is on her
side. I think she bribe him—or give him something else.
The boss, he has to pay her—how do you call itt—ali-
mony.”

“Why did he marry her in the first place?” 1 asked, just
to say something.

“Well, he love her. He is very much a man, red blood,
you know. You have been in love?”

“Yes."”

“Where is the Sefiorap Did you marry her?”

“No. They shot her.”

“Who?”
“Those same Nazis.”
“Uh-huh . . . and you were left alone?”

“No, I have a wife.”

“Where is your wife?”

“In New York.”

“And you are true to her, eh?”
“Yes, I'm faithful.”

4 @
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“Always?”

“Always.”

“One time to have fun is all righe.”

“No, my dear, I want to live out my life honestly.”

“Who cares what you do? No one see.”

“God sces.”

“Well, if you speak of God, T go. But you are a liar. If I
not a cripple, you no speak of God. He punish such lies,
you pig!”

She spat on me, then got off the bed, and slammed the
door behind her. T wiped mysell off immediately, but her
spittle burned me as if it were hot. T felt my forehcad
puffing up in the darkness, and my skin itched with a
(lmwing sensation, as if leeches were sucking my blood. I
went into the bathroom to wash mysclf. T wet a towel for
a compress and wrapped it around my forchead. T had
forgotten about the hurricane. It had stopped without
my noticing. I went to sleep, and when I woke up again it
was almost noon. My nose was stopped up, my throat was
tight, my knees ached. My lower lip was swollen and had
broken out in a large cold sore. My clothes were still on
the floor, soaking in a huge puddle. The insects that had
come in for refuge the night before were clamped to the
wall, dead. I opened the window. The air blowing in was
cool, though still humid. The sky was an autumn gray
and the sea leaden, barely rocking under its own heavi-
ness. I managed to dress and go downstairs. Behind the
desk stood the hunchback, pale, thin, with her hair
drawn back, and a glint in her black eyes. She wore an
old-fashioned blouse edged with yeHowed lace. She
glanced at me mockingly. “You have to move out,” she
said. “The boss call and tell me to lock up the hotel.”

“Isn’t there a letter for mep”

“No letter.”

“Please give me my bill.”

“No bill.”

The Cuban woman looked at me crookedly—a witch
who had failed in her witchcraft, a silent partner of the
demons surrounding me and of their cunning tricks.

Translated by Joel Blocker

Shiddah
and
Kuziba
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Shiddah and her child, Kuziba, a schoolboy, were sitting nine
yards inside the earth at a place where two ledge§ of ro'ck
came together and an underground stream was flowing. Shid-
dah’s body was made of cobwebs; her hair feached to her
anklebones; her feet were like those of a chlcken‘; and she
had the wings of a bat. Kuziba, who looked like.hxs mother,
had, in addition, donkey ears and wax horns. Kuziba was SIC'k
with a high fever. Every half hour his mother gave him medi-
cine made of devil’s dung mixed with copper juice, the.dark—
ness of a ditch, and the droppings of a red crow. Shiddah,

ing over her son, licked his navel with her long tongue.
IIZ:::igga was sleeping the restless sleep of the sick. Suddenly

the boy woke up.
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“I'm frig\htéﬁéd, mother,” he said. T
“Of what, dear?”

“Of light. Of human beings.”

Shiddah trembled; and then spat on her son to ward off
such evils.

“What are you talking about, child? We’re safe here—far
from light and far from human beings. It’s as dark as Egypt
here, Ehank God, and as silent as a cemetery. We're protected
by nine yards of solid rock.”

“But they say men can break rocks,” said the boy.

“Old wives’ tales!” countered his mother. “The power of
man is only on the surface. The heights are for angels. The
depths are for us. The lot of man is to creep on the skin of
the earth like a louse.”

“But what are human beings, mother? Tell me.”

“What are they? They're the waste of creation, offal;
where sin is brewed in a kettle, mankind is the foam. Man is
the mistake of God.”

“How can God the Almighty make a mistake?” asked
Kuziba.

“That is a secret, my child,” answered Shiddah. “For when
God created the last of all the worlds, the earth, his love for
our mistress, Lilith, was stronger than ever. Only for an in-
stant his gaze wandered, and in that instant he produced man
—_an evil mixture of flesh, love, dung, and lust.

“Man!” Shiddah spat. “He has a white skin but inside he is
red. He shouts as if he were strong, but really he is weak and
shaky. Throw a stone and he breaks; use a thong and he
bleeds. In heat he melts. In cold he freezes. There is a bellows
in his chest which has to contract and expand constantly. In

his left side is a small sac which must throb and quiver all the
time. He stuffs himself with mildew of a kind which grows
in mud or sand. This mildew he has to swallow constantly and
after it passes through his body he must drop it out. He de-
pends on a thousand accidents, and that’s why he is so nasty
and angry.”

“But what do human beings do, mother?”

“Fyil,” Shiddah answered her son, “only evil. But that keeps
them busy so that they leave us in peace. Why, some of them
even deny our existence. They think life can only breed on
the surface of the earth. Like all fools they consider them-
selves clever.

“Imagine! They study wisdom on crushed wood pulp
smeared with blotches of ink. And their ideas come from a
slimy matter which they carry in a bony skull on their necks.
They can’t even run the way animals can: their legs are too
feeble. But one thing they do possess in great measure: in-
solence. If God the Omnipotent did not have so much pa-
tience he would have destroyed such rabble long ago.”

Kuziba, who had listened intently to his mother’s words,
was not reassured. He stared at his mother feverishly.

“I’m afraid of them, mother. I'm afraid.”

“Don’t be, Kuziba. They can’t come here.”

“In my sleep I dream about them.” Kuziba trembled.

“Don’t shake so, my darling little devil.” Shiddah caressed
her son. “Dreams are silly. They too come from the surface
where chaos rules.”

II

Kuziba, who had lain for some time in a deep sleep, suddenly
cried out. His mother awakened him.

“What's the matter, my son?”

“I'm frightened.”

“Again?”

“I was dreaming about a man.”

“What did he look like, my child?”

“Sq fierce. He made a noise that almost made me go. deaf.
And he had a light that was blinding me. I would have died
from fear if you hadn’t waked me.”

“Be still, my son. I will chant a spell for you.”
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And Shiddah murmured:

Lord of the Depths
Curse the evil surface.
Lord of all Silence
Destroy the Din.

Save us great Father
From Light, from Words,
From Man bis Deceit.
Save us, Lord God.

For a while it was quiet. Kuziba dozed off. Shiddah cradled
her only son, swaying rhythmically above him. She thought
of her husband, Hurmiz, who did not live at home. He went
to the Yeshivah of Chittim and Tachtim which was thousands
of yards deeper, nearer the center of the earth. There he
studied the secret of silence. Because silence has many de-
grees. As Shiddah knew, no matter how quiet it is, it can be
even quieter. Silence is like fruits which have pits within pits,
seeds within seeds. There is a final silence, a last point so small
that it is nothing, yet so mighty that worlds can be created
from it. This last point is the essence of all essences. Every-
thing else is external, nothing but skin, peel, surface. He who
has reached the final point, the last degree of silence, knows
nothing of time and space, of death and lust. There male and
female are forever united; will and deed are the same. This last
silence is God. But God himself keeps on penetrating deeper
into Himself. He descends into his depths. His nature is like
a cave without bottom. He keeps on investigating his own
abyss.

Kuziba had fallen asleep. Shiddah, too, rested her head
against a stone pillow. She imagined dreamily how Kuziba
would grow up and become a big devil; how he would marry
and become a father, and how she, Shiddah, would serve her
daughter-in-law and her grandchildren. The babies would
begin to call her grandma; and she would delouse their heads.
She would braid the girls’ hair, clean the boys’ noses, take
them to Cheder, feed them, put them to sleep. Then the
grandchildren themselves would grow up and be led under
black canopies to marry the sons and daughters of the most
reputable and well-established demons.

Her husband, Hurmiz, would become a rabbi of the nether-
world, giving out amulets, reciting incantations. He would
teach imps the chapter of curses on Mount Ebal, and the
curses which Balaam should have used on the Israelites; he
would teach them the prophecies of the false prophets, the
words of temptation which the primeval snake used in the
Garden of Eden; he would teach them the cunning of the
fallen angels, the confusion of tongues of those who built
the tower of Babel; he would instruct them in the perversities
of men at the time of the flood, in the vanities of Jeroboam
and Ahab, Jezebel and Vashti. Then Hurmiz would become
King of the Demons. He would be offered the throne in the
Abyss of the Great Female, a thousand miles away from the
surface where no one had ever heard of man and his insanity.

Suddenly Shiddah’s daydreaming was interrupted. There
was a terrible thundering. Shiddah leapt to her feet. A rack-
eting clamor filled the cave as if a thousand hammers were
beating. Everything shook. Kuziba woke up with a scream.

“Mother, mother,” yelled the boy. “Run, run.”

“Help, demons! Help!” Shiddah shouted.

She caught up Kuziba in her arms and tried to flee. But
where to? From all sides came a rumbling and cracking.
Rocks were crashing down; stones were flying about. The
narrow hole which led further underground to the homes
of the richer demons was already clogged. A rain of dust,
sparks, stone splinters struck the mother and son. Then a light,
awful, glaring, a thing with no name in the netherworld,
blinded them with its approach. Presently, a monstrous, spi-
raling machine plunged through the ledge of rock in front
of them. Shiddah fell back to the opposite wall, but at that
moment it too shattered into a thousand pieces. A second
light appeared and another gigantic screw, twisting round
and round, pushing with a strange and overwhelming power,
ready to crush and grind everything with a cruelty beyond
good and evil, broke into their home.
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Kuziba, with a terrible sigh, fainted. He hung in Shiddah’s
arms as if he were dead. Shiddah saw a crevice among some
stones and crawled in. She huddled there stiff with fear. What
she saw was more horrible than all the horror stories she had
ever heard from all the old grandmothers and great-grand-
mothers. The drills turned a last time and then were silent.
The stones stopped falling and in the smoke and dust men
appeared—tall, two-legged, dirty, stinking, with white teeth
in faces black with tar, and with eyes from which glared
iniquity, malice, and pride. They spoke an ugly gibberish;
laughed with abandonment; danced; stretched out their paws
to one another. Then they began to drink a poisonous bever-
age, the sheer smell of which made Shiddah faint. She wanted
to rouse Kuziba, but she was afraid, if he came to, he would
begin screaming, or even might die at the sight of such mon-
sters. Lhe only thing Shiddah could do now was pray. She
prayed to Satan, to Asmodeus, to Lilith, and to all the other
powers which maintain creation. Help us, she called from
the cranny in which she was hiding, help us, not because of
my merit but because of the merit of my scholarly husband,
because of my innocent child and my worthy ancestors. Long,
long, Shiddah knelt in the crack in the stones and prayed and
wept. When she again opened her eyes, the ugly images had
gone and the noise had subsided. What remained was garbage,
a stench, and a ball of light which hung above her head like
fire from Gehenna. Only now did she wake up her son.

“Kuziba, Kuziba. Wake up!” Shiddah called to her son.
“We are in great danger!”

Kuziba opened his eyes.

“What is this? Oh mother. Light!”

The boy trembled and screamed. For a long while Shiddah
comforted him, kissing him and caressing him. But they could
not stay there any more. They had to find refuge. But where?
The road down to Hurmiz was cut off. Shiddah was now a
grass widow, Kuziba a fatherless child. There was only one
way to go. Shiddah had heard the saying that if you cannot go
down you have to go up. Mother and son began to climb to
the surface. Up there, there would also be caves, marshes,
graves, dark rocky crevices; there too, she had heard, there
were dense forests and empty deserts. Man had not covered
the whole surface with his greed. There, too, lived demons,
imps, shades, hobgoblins. True, they were refugees, exiles
from the netherworld. But still, exile is better than slavery.

For Shiddah knew that the last victory would be to dark-
ness. Until then, demons who were forsaken or driven-out

- would have to suffer patience. But a time would come when

the light of the Universe would be extinguished. All the stars
would be snuffed out; all voices, silenced,; all surfaces, cut off.
God and Satan would be one. The remembrance of man and
his abominations would be nothing but a bad dream which
God had spun out for a while to distract himself in his eternal
night.

Translated by Elizabeth Pollet



